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Introduction

As an undergraduate at St John’s College in New Mexico and Maryland, I was intensely studious but not very successful, finishing in the lower half of my class at an institution I still revere. Only two pieces of work during this time were of lasting importance for my intellectual development, both of them written during the first two years of study. The first was a 1987 essay applying José Ortega y Gasset’s theory of metaphor to a poem by Paul Verlaine. (Ortega 1975; Verlaine 1961) The themes of that essay reached mature form in Guerrilla Metaphysics (Harman 2005), and metaphor has remained central to object-oriented philosophy ever since. The second relevant work was my sophomore essay from March 1988, described accurately enough by one of my teachers as “a phenomenological meditation on Dante’s Divine Comedy." (Harman 1988) Nearly three decades later, though the style of that essay consigns it to the status of juvenilia,the ideas it contains still strike me as important. Nonetheless, they have never appeared in any published work. The present book is an attempt to do justice to those ideas by integrating them with what I have learned in the ensuing years.

In what follows, we will begin by reviewing the details of Dante’s journey into the world after death, and end by discussing the implications of this journey for philosophy. The first part will be easy for any reader, the second perhaps less so. Thus I will now try to explain the philosophical stakes of this book on the greatest poet of the medieval era. From the outset, my thoughts on Dante were guided by the famous concept of “intentionality.” This scholastic term was revived by Franz Brentano in the 1870s; it later served as the backbone of the phenomenological movement, and might seem long exhausted by the thousands of books and articles devoted to it. (Brentano 1995) Intentionality is simply the notion that every mental act is directed at some object: in every moment one wishes for something, loves something, perceives something, judges something to be true or false. Long familiar though it is, this concept has been misinterpreted in two basic and opposite ways. First, a “realist” deviation has claimed that intentionality means we leap beyond the confines of the mind and make direct contact with something in the outside world. This ignores Brentano’s definition of intentionality as aimed at an object immanent in the mind, as Barry Smith notes against its misreading by the important analytic philosopher Michael Dummett. (Smith 1995) For we also intend objects that have no existence outside the mind at all, including centaurs and other hallucinations, along with abandoned scientific notions such as the discredited planet Vulcan. The relation between the immanent objects of experience and those that might exist outside the mind was left unclear by Brentano, and this very issue sparked a fateful dispute between his great Polish disciple Kazimierz Twardowski (1977) and the young Edmund Husserl (1993).

Second, there is an “idealist” deviation that follows from Husserl’s own work, one later ratified by Martin Heidegger’s agreement that the old realism/idealism dispute is a time-wasting “pseudo-problem.” This line of thought holds that phenomenology is not guilty of idealism, since we are “always already outside” our minds in intending objects. It differs from the realist deviation in its contempt for any “naïve realism” that insists on the existence of a real world outside the mind. Thus it claims to offer a third way, lying beyond realism and idealism. Husserl insists that when he holds that everything that exists is in principle the correlate of an intentional act, this is not an idealism. But note that his famous maxim “to the things themselves” does not mean “to the things-in-themselves” in the Kantian sense of things lying beyond all possible human access. Husserl regards this notion of an object exceeding all intentionality as patently absurd. Heidegger ought to have recognized the error of his teacher’s claim, since his own further step consists precisely in challenging any direct theoretical access to the real. Yet Heidegger is largely content to shift our means of access to reality from theoretical contemplation to the practical use of equipment and the disclosive power of moods. Thus human being (or Dasein) remains at the center of Heidegger’s thinking, despite his stated awareness that Kant’s thing-in-itself was shortchanged by German Idealism (Heidegger 1962, 252–253) and his increasing turn towards a passive awaiting of the sending of Being itself, as opposed to any industrious human efforts to clarify reality. He tends to hold that only Being withdraws from human access; individual beings are exhaustively given in our various dealings with them. There are obvious exceptions to this tendency in his meditation on artworks and on “the thing” more generally, but even in these cases he is concerned with the way the thing withdraws from Dasein; true to his Kantian heritage, Heidegger teaches us nothing about relations between non-human objects and other non-human objects, which he too seems content to leave to a science that, in his own harsh opinion, “does not think.” Thus Heidegger’s realism is only partial, and makes an imperfect advance beyond Husserl’s treatment of the real as a correlate of human thought.

The Speculative Realism movement was launched precisely in response to this reduction of reality to a correlate of thought. (Brassier et al. 2007) Quentin Meillassoux’s useful term “correlationism” was meant to critique a vast range of philosophies that wrongly nullify the realism question by claiming that the existence of things as correlates of thought is all the reality we need. (Meillassoux 2008) Yet this very critique has prompted most continental philosophers to reject Speculative Realism immediately; they simply repeat the joint Husserl-Heidegger claim that things are directly given to humans either through judicious pursuit ofphenomenological insight (Husserl’s case), or analysis of pre-theoretical comportment (Heidegger’s case), both cases making it foolish to speak of things beyond their correlation with humans. It also extends the general prejudice of post-Kantian philosophy — Alfred North Whitehead (1979) is the major exception — that the human-world relation is the sole genuine topic of philosophy. Object-object relations are left exclusively to the natural sciences, while the rest of us are supposed to deal with subject-object relations alone: a doomed division of labor now rejected by cognitive science and neurophilosophy during their increasingly assertive forays into a human realm that continental philosophy had tried to reserve for itself.

Despite my enthusiastic background in phenomenology and great personal fondness for this school, I agree with both Meillassoux and Tom Sparrow (2014) that Husserl, Heidegger, and their successors do not avoid reducing reality to a correlate of thought. Even when phenomenology uses intentionality as an “adhesive” that glues together subject and object, it remains little better than a pure modern subject-object dualism. For it would also need to treat each of these terms in its partial autonomy from the other, and must acknowledge further that human thought is just one of countless different entities in the universe, rather than a full fifty percent of the cosmos. Beyond this, intentionality is not just a thought-world adhesive that protects Husserl with a convenient alibi for idealism. Intentionality has important additional aspects that I will later call “selective,” “unstable,” and “composite.” In what follows, I will show how these three terms match up loosely with the domains of ethics, aesthetics, and metaphysics, which in turn will structure my interpretation of Dante.

Chapter One provides a general survey of The Divine Comedy. My interpretation begins, out of order, with Purgatorio: partly because I think the key to Dante can be found in this second canticle, and partly because the sheer charisma of Inferno overwhelms its companion pieces whenever it is permitted to go first. This opening chapter is by far the longest in the book, since we need to review the organizational structure of Dante’s major poem, and this requires that we join Dante on his journey from the dark woods to the height of the universe. Between Purgatorio and Paradiso, I have inserted a brief discussion of Dante’s early book La Vita Nuova, since this is where we learn most about Beatrice: the heroine of Puragatorio’s earthly paradise and nearly the whole of Paradiso. This opening chapter is meant as a refresher for those who have not read Dante recently, and as a pleasurable spur to readership for those who have never attempted to read his great poem. I also want to make sure that my readers are noticing the same things in Dante that I am.

Chapter Two discusses the ethics of love that explains the various levels of Dante’s afterworld. I am guided in these efforts by Max Scheler’s beautiful essay “Ordo Amoris,” which makes a near-perfect fit with the Dantean cosmology. (Scheler 1973a) Scheler’s focus on the ranking of various love objects, and on what this says about entire peoples and individual characters, is meant to confront the formalist ethics of Immanuel Kant, the dominant figure in modern ethics.

Chapter Three argues for the centrality of aesthetics, one of the classic object-oriented themes. Aesthetics has never been deemed the most pivotal branch of philosophy, or has been viewed as such only by anti-realist theories that take life to be an arbitrary artistic shaping of the world. By contrast, object-oriented philosophy treats aesthetics as our primary means of access to reality, through indirect detection of the gap between an object and its own qualities — a gap effaced equally in both practical life and mathematico-scientific understanding. Stated more provocatively, the artist turns out to be more of a realist than the scientist. Whereas Scheler hoped to dethrone formalism in ethics, this chapter challenges formalism in aesthetics, as represented in literature by such critics as Viktor Shklovsky (1990) in Russia and later Cleanth Brooks (1947) in the United States, and in visual art by the pivotal American critics Clement Greenberg (1993) and Michael Fried (1998). Though I am temperamentally biased in favor of such formalism, I have gradually become more convinced of the flaws inherent in such an approach.

Chapter Four turns to the metaphysical aspects of intentionality, which I will term “attachment” following Bruno Latour and V.A. Lépinay’s reading of Gabriel Tarde. (Latour & Lépinay 2009) Or rather, I will follow Dante, and call it “love” whenever we speak of God, humans, and animals, using “attachment” more widely to refer to interaction between any two things. There are several problems with viewing intentionality, like Meillassoux does, as merely a crypto-idealist procedure that reduces reality to its correlation with thought. One of the facts thereby overlooked is that any given intentional act is itself a new reality. When humans occupy themselves sincerely with milk and butter, wars, love affairs, or salvation, a new composite reality is created: one that is irreducible either to thought, its object, or their reciprocal correlation. We can reflect endlessly on our own fascination with something, just as we can admire, despise, or condemn the fascinations of others, and this is possible only because an intentional act is no less an object than a neutron, a hailstone, or a windmill. “Object” is not just a name for the various targets of the human mind, nor is it merely expandable to include humans as well. It is also a name for the new composite entity created whenever thought becomes attached to an object or when one non-human object melds with another: as when water is real despite its composition from hydrogen and oxygen, or a treehouse is real though composed of nails and boards.

Since none of this will be convincing in summary form, I can only ask the reader to follow me into Dante’s world and see what fruit these ideas might yield. The English text cited throughout this book is the blank verse translation of Allen Mandelbaum. (Dante 1995) For all the apparent modesty of prose translations of the Comedy (“we cannot hope to replicate Dante’s gorgeous Italian verse in English”), they tend to reduce Dante to the propositional content of his poem, which leads to a false theory of language and a subversion of the aesthetic claims advanced in this book. As for the question of why Mandelbaum’s poetic edition rather than another, the reason is purely personal. His translation is the one I used at an impressionable age when first discovering Dante, and thus the others all strike me — through no fault of their own — as bad translations of Mandelbaum’s original English.


Chapter 1

The Divine Comedy

The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri (1265–1321) is the most organizationally complete masterpiece in Western literature, as becomes clear when comparing it with its rivals. Homer’s Iliad begins and ends mid-story, forcing us to draw on other sources for the full tale of the Trojan War. Even his Odyssey, with its satisfying climax of homecoming and revenge, withholds the full details of its hero’s seven lustful years with the nymph Calypso, and — unlike the Comedy — is silent on how his life came to an end. The Canterbury Tales might easily be expanded or contracted to alter the number of characters, and in Shakespeare’s case we would hardly know the difference if his career were increased or decreased by a half-dozen plays. Franz Kafka, a strong candidate for the most important writer of the 20th century, was unable to complete any polished longer work before his death from tuberculosis at the age of forty. Yet we cannot imagine a Divine Comedy any longer or shorter than it actually is: covering all three domains of the Catholic afterlife, Dante’s poem numbers precisely one hundred cantos of roughly equal size. Moreover, these hundred are distributed as evenly as mathematics allows: thirty-four in the case of Inferno, thirty-three apiece for the other two.

In the midst of this round hundred, we find the middle canto of the middle canticle: Purgatorio XViI, the fifty-first canto of the poem as a whole. I propose that this central canto is the best place to look for an understanding of how Dante’s masterpiece is structured. When reaching the Fourth Terrace of Purgatory, Dante asks his guide Virgil to explain what sin is punished there. The Roman poet gives a comprehensive response covering all the sins of Purgatory, one that begins as follows:

“My son, there’s no Creator and no creature

who ever was without love — natural

or mental; and you know that,” he began.

“The natural is always without error,

but mental love may choose an evil object or

err through too much or too little vigor.” (Purg. XVII 91–96)

Any reader of Dante knows that for this highly amorous poet, love is the engine of the cosmos. This is already true in the literal sense that Dante’s beloved Beatrice appears in the poem as a holy figure who arranges for his trip with Virgil through Hell to the summit of Mt Purgatory, and then with herself through the various spheres of Heaven. And as seen in the stanzas just cited, Dante’s Virgil defines God Himself as love: by no means an original idea, but one that Dante develops with memorable intensity. More than this, Virgil has just told us that Purgatorio is structured explicitly as a series of temporary punishments for one of just three possible errors in love: (1) the choice of an “evil object,” (2) too much vigor; (3) too little vigor. Soon we will join Dante and Virgil in meeting sinners who exemplify each of these defects.

But first, let’s define what we mean by love. By having Virgil say that “there’s no Creator and no creature who ever was without love,” Dante gives a very broad meaning to the term. It unites God and His creatures under a single category. In principle, it ascribes love to animals and possibly even plants, who are creatures no less than we, even if Dante finds no animal or plant souls being punished in the afterlife. Dante’s use of the word “love” in the Comedy also levels out the various types of human engagement, referring not only to our highest spiritual and romantic pursuits, but even to our most trivial or perverted occupation with various entities. After death we are judged less by our actions than by the loves that gave rise to them. Any sort of human, divine, or animal comportment toward anything at all can be called “love” in the Dantean sense of the term. Indeed, even hate is a form of love, since in hatred we expend our attention in taking the hated object seriously. In this respect, the philosophy that has most in common with Dante is not that of his older contemporary St Thomas Aquinas, who speaks at great length in Paradiso, but the 20th century school of thought called phenomenology.

Founded by Edmund Husserl’s book Logical Investigations in 1900–1901, phenomenology proposes a thorough study of how any existent or non-existent object appears to the mind, rather than asking about their hidden physical mechanisms in the manner of natural science. (Husserl 1970) As stated above, the central concept of phenomenology is “intentionality,” a medieval term revived and adapted by Brentano, the Viennese teacher of Husserl and Sigmund Freud. The meaning of intentionality is that every mental act aims at some object, whether it be an act of perception, judgment, love, or hate. Now, Brentano made the reasonable assumption that the most basic form of intentionality is presentation, since nothing can be judged, loved, or hated unless it is first presented to the mind. Yet Husserl quietly revolutionized this thesis — though few scholars have noticed — by claiming that intentionality is less about presentation than about object-orientation. The reason is that presentation always contains too much irrelevant excess or accidental detail. Husserl shows that if I am judging, loving, or hating the person now standing before me, the object of this act is the person in their essential features, not in all of their passing transient detail. Whether the person currently wears a red or blue shirt, whether they have recently had a haircut, whether I am viewing them from straight ahead or in profile — such questions are generally irrelevant to a judging, loving, or hating that aim at something deeper in the person than their specific momentary cluster of surface qualities. But since presentation includes all such details, it cannot be the root of intention the divine comedy ality, which aims at objects rather than at experienced contents. If asked, Dante would surely follow Husserl on this point. Yet he would also criticize phenomenology by insisting that conscious life is rooted in love rather than in theoretical reflection. For Dante, unlike for Husserl — though much like the renegade phenomenologist Max Scheler (1973a) — every encounter with an intentional object has a strong ethical and even amorous charge. The objects we intend are not of equal rank, and we define ourselves ethically by what we take seriously. In this respect, the present book offers less a phenomenological reading of Dante than a Dantean reading of phenomenology.

There is another issue that must be noted from the start, since it will have profound consequences later: namely, the duality of love. In one sense, the loved object is an object of desire, one that can never fully be obtained. This is the meaning of love found in the Greek word philosophia, or “love of wisdom,” as practiced above all by Socrates. Though most readers remember Socrates as constantly asking for definitions of such terms as virtue, friendship, justice, or love, it should be remembered that neither Socrates nor his interlocutors ever succeed in providing a valid definition of such terms. Only a god can have knowledge, while the best a human can hope for is to become a philosopher: one who insatiably desires the real without being able to attain it. Nevertheless, the object of love is never entirely distant from us, since we can in fact possess it to a certain extent. We do not merely desire an infinitely perfect and unattainable justice, but experience numerous bite-sized samples of justice in our everyday lives. Our erotic lives are not just interminable fool’s errands, since the beloved is not merely unattainable, but sometimes really in our arms. The definition of friendship may elude us, and the perfect friend surely always will; yet we know friendship when we see it, and at some point nearly everyone has marveled at the courageous generosity of a true friend. In this second sense, love is no longer desire, but more like what psychoanalysis calls enjoyment. Here the object of love does not withdraw to an unbridgeable distance, but is already here in our midst. The reader should not forget this duality, which will become important later.

a. Purgatorio

In Catholic teaching, Purgatory is the place between Heaven and Hell where imperfect souls must work off their sins with the aim of purification. What is the purpose of such a doctrine, lacking in other monotheistic faiths? One of the major reasons for Purgatory is that without such a middle ground for half-prepared souls, there would be no reason to pray for forgiveness for the dead: departed spirits would all go directly either to Heaven or Hell as they deserve, and both fates would seem to be irrevocable. Yet the practice of prayer for the dead is recommended by ancient Church Fathers such as Origen, Tertullian, and Clement of Alexandria, and is an integral part of Catholic life more generally. The doctrine of Purgatory was officially ratified at the Council of Trent in 1565, where it gained a new and special meaning. Given the rejection of Purgatory by the Protestant Reformation, the words of the anti-Protestant assembly are rather emphatic about propagating it against the Protestant schism. (Cath. Encyc. 2016a)

Dante, writing over two centuries before the Counter-Reformation, gives Purgatory a more vividly detailed form than it has in Church doctrine. Purgatorio is unique in the Comedy in at least two respects. First, it has a tangible geographic location on the surface of the Earth, though of course this has not been verified by later exploration. Purgatory takes the form of a towering mountain peak directly opposite the globe from Jerusalem, which would put it in an empty stretch of what we know today as the South Pacific Ocean. Second, in accordance with Church doctrine, Purgatory is the only site in the afterlife where progress is possible and perhaps even inevitable based on one’s acts of penance: not only do the souls in Purgatorio purge themselves of one sin after another over many years, but there is no sign in this canticle of any soul who either refuses to repent or fails in doing so. This is quite unlike Inferno and Paradiso, where no one moves from their place: unless they happen to be Virgil or Beatrice sent on a temporary guide mission, or rare recipients of an act of grace from God.

We have already heard Virgil’s summary of the three ways that natural love can go wrong: “mental love may choose an evil object / or err through too much or too little vigor.” (Purg. XVII 95–96) He goes further and names the specific forms taken by such deviations: pride, envy, wrath, sloth, avarice, gluttony, and lust. Most readers will recognize here the Seven Deadly Sins of the medieval period, which were grouped together no later than 600 AD by Pope Gregory I, or Gregory the Great. (Cath. Encyc. 2016b) But while Dante may not be original in his listing of these sins, he organizes them in a novel fashion that makes use of at least three asymmetries.

First, in Purgatorio we do not find the seven kinds of sinners arranged democratically in some sort of homogeneous lateral space. Instead, they are positioned on an extremely tall mountain whose base is close to the exit from Inferno, and whose summit is home to the Earthly Paradise containing the Garden of Eden. This means that each type of sinner is situated somewhere lower or higher on a mountain whose paths require several days of hiking time. This is the first asymmetry among the sins: we cannot fail to notice a tacit order of rank among them, with the worse sins at the bottom of the mountain and the less bad near the summit. In particular, we notice that pride is at the bottom of the mountain, which makes sense given that this was the particular sin of the one-time angel Lucifer. Virgil’s classification also informs us that the lowest three sins on the mountains are those that result from a perverse choice of love-object: pride, envy, or wrath. Midway up the mountain we find those who show too little vigor in their love: sloth. Finally, the souls closest to the summit of Mt Purgatory are those guilty of too much libidinal investment, though their objects are not perverse per se: avarice, gluttony, and lust.

The second asymmetry comes from the odd numerical fact that we have seven sins grouped unevenly into three categories, when we might have expected three equal triads yielding nine basic kinds of sin. As noted, we do find three distinct perversions of love in the Purgatorio, as well as three types of amorous excess. But of defective love we find only a single kind: sloth. Whereas the sinners of excess simply go too far in pursuing the legitimate objects of wealth, food, and sex, Purgatorio does not have separate punishments for those who are too sluggish in pursuing each of these three, but just one punishment for the slothful in general. This gives sloth an amorphous, universal character that covers a general deficiency of eros in any of its fields of interest.

Third and finally, there is an asymmetry in the methods of purging each kind of sinner. For the most part, the souls in Purgatory are deprived of the sins in which they indulged. The prideful, among whom Dante tells us he expects to spend a good deal of time after his own death, are humbled by being forced to carry heavy stones. The envious have their eyes sewn shut with wire, apparently to prevent them from seeing potential objects of envy. The slothful are compelled to endless running to counter their earthly laziness. The avaricious are motionless, face down on the ground, a posture ill-suited to the satisfaction of greed. And gluttons are famished, deprived of food and drink. But things are rather different for wrath and lust, each the last of its respective triad of sins. One might have imagined that the wrathful would be charmed and calmed by peaceable music; instead, they are lost amidst choking black smoke reminiscent of volcanic gases, a clear metaphor for wrath itself rather than any opposite term. As for the lustful, one might expect God to sentence them to years in an ice-bath or frozen rain. Quite the contrary: they are placed in fire, which is said to “purify” them, even though lust and fire make an all too natural metaphorical pair.

These three asymmetries give the Purgatorio much of its color and variety, in a manner reminiscent of the periodic table in chemistry. Let’s now take a tour of the mountain where sins are purged, beginning with the Ante-Purgatory that precedes the First Terrace of Pride. No individual zone of Dante’s afterlife takes as long to traverse as Ante-Purgatory, at least not in chronological terms: Dante and Virgil need nine cantos and a full day’s walk to cross this preliminary segment of the mountain. The Eighth Circle of Hell, or Malebolge, uses up more cantos than this, but does not require nearly as much clock-time for the poets to cross it. It is interesting as well that the guardian of Purgatory is someone we would have expected to find in Hell instead. Dante is dazzled by four stars not visible in his own Northern Hemisphere, and then notices that their light illuminates the face of a bearded, whitehaired old man:

I saw a solitary patriarch

near me — his aspect worthy of such reverence

that even son to father owes no more. (I 31–33)

The old man is Cato of Utica, more commonly known as Cato the Younger. His position as guardian of Purgatory openly breaks at least three rules found elsewhere in Dante’s cosmos. In the first place, Cato should count as nothing better than a pre-Christian virtuous pagan; this ought to place him with Virgil in Limbo, the uppermost circle of Hell. Worse than this, Cato died by his own hand in 46 BC, which means that he ought to fall even deeper into Hell, becoming a mournful tree in the wood of suicides. Finally, it is surprising that Dante should place an enemy of Julius Caesar in such a relatively glamorous role. For Caesar’s betrayers Brutus and Cassius are two of the three sinners chewed on by Satan in Inferno, and Dante’s pro-Imperial politics would suggest that he regards Caesar as an ancestral hero. Whatever the reasons for Cato’s surprise assignment to Purgatorio, he also gives us one of the saddest moments in the Comedy. In response to Virgil’s news that Cato’s wife Marcia is in Limbo and prays that his love for her will never die, Cato displays bone-chilling spousal coldness:

“While I was there, within the other world,

Marcia so pleased my eyes,” he then replied,

“each kindness she required, I satisfied.

Now that she dwells beyond the evil river,

she has no power to move me any longer,

such was the law decreed when I was freed.” (I 85–90)

Though Cato changes the subject immediately, my thoughts remain with whether and how Virgil will break the news to Marcia once he has returned to Limbo. Whatever icy permutation of marital love Cato demonstrates here, it is apparently not enough to rank him among the slothful (halfway up Mt Purgatory) or the fraudulent (at the bottom of Hell).

This brings us to Ante-Purgatory, which may cause some impatience as it loiters slowly from Cantos II-IX, eating up nearly a third of Purgatorio. When a boatload of new souls arrives on the shores of the mountainous island, we discover that fear can exist beyond the bounds of Inferno. Dante’s newly deceased friend Casella recognizes him upon leaving the boat. He reports that all souls destined for Purgatory gather at the mouth of the Tiber River near Rome, and for some reason begins to sing sweetly to Dante. At this point Cato rebukes them, demanding that they hurry toward their work of purgation. The souls’ fear of the old man is described with a vivid metaphor as they rush away:

Even as doves, assembled where they feed,

quietly gathering their grain or weeds,

forgetful of their customary strut,

will, if some thing appears that makes them fear,

immediately leave their food behind

because they are assailed by greater care… (II 124–129)

Even in Ante-Purgatory we find a definite hierarchy of souls. Closest to the shore are those who were excommunicated and who also died violent deaths, depriving them of a natural lifespan in which to repent. These unlucky beings must spend a period in Ante-Purgatory equal to thirty times their period of obstinacy, unless this time is lessened by prayers from the devout. Foremost among them is someone not initially recognized by Dante: Manfred the King of Sicily, most famous as the subject of an 1817 poem by Lord Byron. Though it is not mentioned in the poem, Manfred’s first wife was named Beatrice, just like Dante’s beloved. Perhaps this coincidence gives Dante a special interest in the fabled warrior, who was killed in the Battle of Benevento in 1266 when Dante was still an infant. The excommunication of Manfred occurred in 1254, following his refusal to yield Sicily to Pope Innocent iV. That makes for a twelve-year period of “presumptuousness,” (III 140), or three hundred sixty years of waiting in Ante-Purgatory before the work of penance can even begin. Luckily for Manfred, he at least repented while dying on the battlefield:

“After my body had been shattered by

two fatal blows, in tears, I then consigned

myself to Him who willingly forgives.

My sins were ghastly, but the Infinite

Goodness has arms so wide that It accepts

who ever would return, imploring It…

Despite the Church’s curse, there is no one

so lost that the eternal love cannot

return — as long as hope shows something green.”

(III 118–123, 133–135)

A lesser waiting period is reserved for those who simply neglect to repent until the end of their lives, without having been excommunicated. The example given is that of Dante’s friend Belacqua, a maker of musical instruments reportedly known in Florence for his laziness. (Lansing 2000, 96) Though Belacqua is still hopeful for prayer “that rises from a heart that lives in grace; / what use are other prayers — ignored by Heaven?” (IV 134–135), one imagines that his ascent to the mountain will simply lead to years of penance among the slothful. Dante suggests as much when smirking at “the slowness of his movements, his brief words….” (IV 121) Still another variant of the late repentant, ranking slightly higher than Belacqua, are those who died by violence but were not excommunicated. Representing this group is a slain captain of the Ghibellines, the major pro-Imperial faction in Italian politics. This captain speaks mournfully as follows:

“I was from Montefeltro, I’m Buonconte;

Giovanna and the rest — they all neglect me;

therefore, among these shades I go in sadness.” (V 88–90)

Giovanna was the wife of Buonconte, and his family’s failure to pray for his soul will leave him stranded in Ante-Purgatory for many years to come. Of more interest to Dante is the famed disappearance of Buonconte’s corpse from the battlefield, explained by that Ghibelline as resulting from a titanic struggle between Heaven and Hell:

“There, at the place where that stream’s name is lost

I came — my throat was pierced — fleeing on foot

and bloodying the plain; and there it was

that I lost sight and speech; and there, as I

had finished uttering the name of Mary,

I fell; and there my flesh alone remained.

I’ll speak the truth — do you, among the living

retell it: I was taken by God’s angel.

But he from Hell cried: ‘You from Heaven — why

do you deny me him? For just one tear

you carry off his deathless part; but I

shall treat his other part in other wise.’” (V 97–108)

In Dante’s cosmos it is never too late to repent, though the early repenters are spared the decades or centuries of waiting inflicted upon the likes of Manfred, Belacqua, and Buonconte, gathered as they are among “those shades / who always pray for others’ prayers for them.” (VI 25–26) It is unclear why the 13th century troubadour Sordello — later the subject of a poem by Robert Browning and a reference in the Cantos of Ezra Pound — is found among these spirits, though his scandal-ridden and colorful life make it quite probable that he died by violent means. A special category of the late repentant is that of neglectful rulers of countries. Of the various medieval names mentioned in this part of the poem, King Henry II of England (reigned 1154–1189) is perhaps the one most familiar to Anglophone readers. This so-called Valley of the Rulers takes up Cantos VII–IX, and ends with Dante falling asleep at the end of a strenuous first day’s journey, dreaming of an eagle.

As soon as Dante awakens, he and Virgil reach three ascending steps made up respectively of mirror-like white marble, crumbling purple rock, and flaming red porphyry. There God’s angel draws seven P’s — the first letter of “sin” in Italian — on Dante’s forehead with a sword. These letters will be successively removed as Dante passes through each of the seven terraces, making him the first person to be purged of sin while still alive, without performing the actual full penance of the dead souls who inhabit Purgatory. At last, a full ten cantos into Purgatorio, the poets enter the First Terrace where the prideful are found. We recall that pride is among the three sins that choose a perverse object of love. The ascent has been difficult, at least for Dante with his mortal legs and lungs. But his efforts are rewarded with the sight of “carvings / so accurate — not only Polycletus / but even Nature, there, would feel defeated.” (X 31–33) These carvings, more real than the real itself, depict various humble actions of Mary, David, and Trajan — only the first of them a Christian during her initial lifespan. Beyond these artworks, the poets encounter the slowly marching prideful, bent low under the burden of heavy stones, an appropriate counter-punishment for those who loved themselves too much. Dante is surely right that he will eventually be among their number, given his prideful depiction of himself as not only a poet of Virgil’s rank, but even as a central figure in human salvation. Nonetheless, he takes the time to reassure himself and his reader about these heavy stones:

Don’t dwell upon the punishment:

consider what comes after that; at worst

it cannot last beyond the final Judgment. (X 109–111)

Two prideful Italian souls come forth as examples of this first sin. The first is Omberto Aldobrandeschi, who was overly proud of his great family heritage:

“The ancient blood and splendid deeds of my 

forefathers made me so presumptuous

that, without thinking of our common mother,

I scorned all men past measure, and that scorn 

brought me my death — the Sienese know how,

as does each child in Campagnatico.

I am Omberto; and my arrogance

has not harmed me alone, for it has drawn 

all of my kin into calamity.” (XI 61–69)

Indeed, Omberto’s arrogance seems to have led directly to his death, since he perished after foolishly assaulting an army that vastly outnumbered his own. (Lansing 2000, 660) The next shade to step forward and speak is Oderisi de Gubbio, a master of the now lost art of manuscript illumination, who confesses to a “desire for eminence which drove my heart.” (Purg. XI 87) Now among the dead, he recognizes the vanity of any human quest for achievement, as he explains in reference to famous painters and poets:

“O empty glory of the powers of humans!

 How briefly green endures upon the peak — 

unless an age of dullness follows it.

In painting Cimabue thought he held

 the field, and now it’s Giotto they acclaim —

 the former only keeps a shadowed fame.

So did one Guido, from the other, wrest

the glory of our tongue — and he perhaps

is born who will chase both out of the nest.” (XI 91–99)

These lines form a doubled-edged sword for Dante. Though Oderisi’s words insinuate that Dante is the anointed successor to the famed poets Guido Guinnizelli and Guido Cavalcanti, they also suggest that Dante himself will one day be deposed from his poetic throne. While passing towards the exit of the First Terrace, Virgil has Dante notice another series of lifelike sculptures cut into the path itself. These images depict the punishment of the most prideful figures of history, including the fallen angel Lucifer, Arachne, Cyrus, the Giants (we will meet them near the bottom of Hell), and the entire city of Troy. An angel now approaches the poets, opens his wings, and invites all humankind to tread the path of the righteous: “o humankind, born for the upward flight, / why are you driven back by wind so slight?” (XI 95–96) The first “P” is removed from Dante’s forehead, and the poets ascend to the next level of Purgatory.

No other portion of the Comedy requires the level of sheer physical exertion that Dante faces in Purgatorio. Though Inferno is a revolting experience with its rivers of sewage and horribly mutilated souls, it does involve a downward climb towards the center of the earth, even if a few of the lower portions of that climb involve circumventing difficult piles of debris. At the other end of the cosmos, movement in Paradiso is an effortless gliding from one heavenly sphere to the next. But at Mt Purgatory, Dante is just a living human who uses his frail human body to scale a mountain that Odysseus/Ulysses describes in Inferno as the tallest in the world. Having reached the Second Terrace, the poets must first walk “as far / as we should reckon here to be a mile,” even though they had “done it in brief time — our will was eager….” (XIII 23–24) This terrace is home to the envious, whose punishment makes Dante weep in a way that the heavy stones of the prideful did not:

And just as, to the blind, no sun appears,

so to the shades — of whom I now speak — here,

the light of heaven would not give itself;

for iron wire pierces and sews up

the lids of all those shades, as untamed hawks

are handled, lest, too restless, they fly off. (XIII 67–72)

When Dante asks about these sinners, the response from Virgil, who strolls dangerously near the edge of the terrace, is unusually curt: “Speak, and be brief and to the point.” (XIII 78) Earlier the poets had heard a spirit cry out: “Love those by whom you have been hurt,” (XIII 36) an injunction that would seem more appropriate for the wrathful than the envious. A more convincing discussion of envy, though still a puzzling one, comes from one of the sinners of the Second Terrace, the alliteratively named Sapìa Salvani of Siena:

“I was not sapient, though I was called Sapia;

and I rejoiced more at others’ hurts

than at my own good fortune…

[My enemies] were routed, beaten; they were reeling

along the bitter paths of flight; and seeing

that chase, I felt incomparable joy,

so that I lifted up my daring face

and cried to God: ‘Now I fear you no more! —

as did the blackbird after brief fair weather.’”

(XIII109–111, 118–123)

This blasphemous rejection of God sounds more like pride, or even like something to be punished in the depths of Hell, than it does like envy pure and simple. On the basis of her first stanza, we must simply assume that there were other cases in which Sapìa rejoiced more at the hurts of others than at her own good fortune. But luckily, prayers were said for her by one Pier Pettinaio (XIII 128), and these prayers seem to have saved her from Hell, to judge from Sapìa’s statement that without the prayers of this man “the penalty I owe for sin would not / be lessened now by penitence,” (XIII 125–126) which sounds like a reference to outright exclusion from Purgatory. When she asks Dante his name, his first response gives us his sense of his own eventual path through the afterlife:

“My eyes,” I said, “will be denied me here,

but only briefly; the offense of envy

was not committed often by their gaze

I fear much more the punishment below;

my soul is anxious, in suspense; already

I feel the heavy weights of the first terrace.” (XIII 133–138)

Upon learning that Dante is still alive, Sapìa asks him for prayers to ease her fate, and foretells a naval defeat for her kinsfolk. But a purer example of envy can be found in the ensuing Canto XIV, where Guido del Duca sums up his own failings and the essential problem with envy:

“My blood was so afire with envy that,

when I had seen a man becoming happy,

the lividness in me was plain to see.

From what I’ve sown, this is the straw I reap:

O humankind, why do you set your hearts

there where our sharing cannot have a part?” (XIV 82–87)

A bit later, Virgil will explain Guido’s lines to Dante as follows:

“For when your longing centers on things such

 that sharing them apportions less to each,

 then envy stirs the bellows of your sighs.

But if the love within the Highest Sphere

 should turn your longings heavenward, the fear

 inhabiting your breast would disappear;

for there, the more there are who would say ‘ours,’ 

so much the greater is the good possessed

 by each — so much more love burns in that cloister.” (XV 49–57)

For a resident of Limbo, Virgil seems unusually well-informed about Christian doctrine, though his pre-Jesus lifespan prevents him from enjoying the fruits of salvation.

With the second day of hiking already drawing to a close, the poets begin their afternoon ascent from the Second Terrace to the Third. Here it is worth noting one of Dante’s occasional admixtures of scientific content into his poem:

As when a ray of light, from water or

 a mirror, leaps in the opposed direction

 and rises at an angle equal to

its angle of descent, and to each side 

the distance from the vertical is equal

 as science and experiment have shown. (XV 16–21)

Later we will see that the fully enlightened Beatrice enjoys talking about science even more than Dante himself. But we return now to the function of the Third Terrace itself: the punishment of wrath. As noted earlier, this is done not by ameliorating the sin of wrath, but by intensifying it:

But, gradually, smoke as black as night

began to overtake us; and there was

no place where we could have avoided it.

This smoke deprived us of pure air and sight. (XV 142–145)

The last line completes Canto XV, giving it unusual poetic force. The next Canto begins by emphasizing the same point:

Darkness of Hell and of a night deprived

of every planet, under meager skies,

as overcast by clouds as sky can be,

had never served to veil my eyes so thickly

nor covered them with such rough-textured stuff

as smoke that wrapped us there in Purgatory. (XVI 1–6)

From amidst the blinding smoke comes the voice of one Marco Lombardo, unknown to historians, though he seems to have appeared as a character in a story prior to Dante. (Lansing 2000, 592) Rather than shedding any light on why he is being punished for wrath, Marco makes a long speech that contains two notable elements. The first is the reality of free will, despite recurrent attempts by astrologers to deny it:

“The heavens set your appetites in motion —

not all your appetites, but even if

that were the case, you have received both light

on good and evil, and free will, which though

its struggle in its first wars with the heavens,

then conquers all, if it has been well nurtured.

On greater power and a better nature

you, who are free, depend; that Force engenders

the mind in you, outside the heavens’ sway.” (XVI 73–81)

Yet Marco still holds that wise political rule is needed to keep human love within proper bounds and fixed on appropriate objects. Thus he laments the present state of politics, in words that will be music to Dante’s ears:

“For Rome, which made the world good, used to have

two suns; and they made visible two paths —

the world’s path and the pathway that is God’s.

One has eclipsed the other; now the sword

has joined the shepherd’s crook; the two together

must of necessity result in evil,

because, so joined, one need not fear the other.” (XVI 106–112)

“Because, so joined, one need not fear the other.” This brief argument for the separation of government and religion is as powerful as any that has ever appeared in prose. The pro-Imperial Dante can only offer his assent to it. We have already discussed the central Canto XVII that follows, since this is where Virgil draws his distinction between the three basic kinds of sin: improper love-object, deficient love, and excessive love. Virgil goes on to explain that no one is capable of hating either himself or God, despite the fact that Inferno clearly depicts violence against oneself and violence against God as mortal sins. On this basis he explains strangely that all three perversions of love in Purgatorio result from hatred towards one’s neighbor, a conclusion that does not follow cleanly from the relevant cantos themselves. Nonetheless, Virgil’s words on the subject are worth quoting at length:

“Thus, if I have distinguished properly,

 ill love must mean to wish one’s neighbor ill;

 and this love’s born in three ways in your clay.

There’s he who, through abasement of another,

 hopes for supremacy; he only longs

 to see his neighbor’s excellence cast down.

Then there is one who, when he is outdone,

 fears his own loss of fame, power, honor,

 favor; his sadness loves misfortune for his neighbor.

And there is he who, over injury

 received, resentful, for revenge grows greedy

 and, angrily, seeks out another’s harm.

This threefold love is expiated here 

below…” (XVII 112–125)

Though the reference to the one angered “over injury received” is clearly to the wrathful, the descriptions of the two preceding sins are more puzzling. If Virgil were following the actual order of the cantos, he should not begin by invoking one who “only longs to see his neighbor’s excellence cast down,” since this seems a more fitting description of the envious than of the proud. And if the following stanza is considered to refer — out of order — to the prideful, then it is also unfair to say of the prideful that “his sadness loves misfortune for his neighbor,” another description that seems more fitting for the envious. Often enough, great pride is so self-confident that it need not hope for the failure of others. The proud in relation to his neighbor is someone who aspires to victory in agonistic rivalry with the other, not someone who hopes that his adversary stumbles.

We move along to different themes. Before Canto XVII has finished, Virgil is already at work describing the less differentiated residents of the Fourth Terrace: the slothful. Like Socrates in the Platonic dialogues, Virgil informs us optimistically that every creature desires the good, and that some are merely hindered from recognizing the nature of that good:

“Each apprehends confusedly a Good

in which the mind may rest, and longs for It;

and, thus, all strive to reach that Good; but if

the love that urges you to know It or

to reach that Good is lax, this terrace, after

a just repentance punishes for that.” (XVII 127–132)

Of all the souls guilty of “lax love” on the Fourth Terrace, forced to run endlessly to repent their lethargy, we meet only one: the Abbot of San Zeno, also unknown to historians despite some well-informed guesses. (Lansing 2000, 834–835) We actually learn more about sloth by hearing those names that are shouted aloud on the terrace as examples of either industrious or laggard humans. The first category includes the Virgin Mary hurrying to the aid of her pregnant cousin, and Julius Caesar making his rapid assaults on Marseilles and Spain. The negative examples given are solely collective: the Jews who refused to follow Moses after crossing the Red Sea, and the parallel Trojan refugees who preferred to remain in Sicily rather than follow Aeneas on his further adventures. For the most part, Canto XVIII provides a platform for Virgil to speak on the weighty themes of love, free will, and the metaphysics of substantial forms. Against those who hold that “every love is, in itself, praiseworthy,” (XVIII 36) Virgil counters that “not each seal is fine, although the wax is.” (XVIII 39) In other words, while the nature of love is good, it can be directed towards perverse objects, and its intensity can also fail in one direction or the other. But this merely repeats what we have already learned. The new element in Canto XVIII is its metaphysics, a topic that will concern us in Chapter Four below. Perhaps not surprisingly, given the Aristotelian sympathies of both, Virgil’s theory of objects shares important points in common with that of object-oriented ontology (OOO). Consider first his theory of the relation between the real and the image:

“Your apprehension draws an image from

a real object and expands upon

that object until soul has turned toward it;

and if, so turned, the soul tends steadfastly,

then that propensity in love — it’s nature

that joins the soul in you, anew, through beauty.” (XVIII 22–27)

The connection between real object, image, and beauty will be a crucial theme for us later in this book. For now, all that needs to be seen is that the images confronted in human experience are not the same as the underlying real objects from which they draw, and that beauty somehow involves a turn from the image back to the object. As for the real objects themselves, Virgil is not silent on this theme either:

“Every substantial form at once distinct

from matter and conjoined to it, ingathers

the force that is distinctively its own,

Purgatorio

a force unknown to us until it acts —

it’s never shown except in its effects,

just as green boughs display the life in plants.” (XVIII 49–54)

We will discuss the medieval concept of substantial forms a bit later. Although I will argue that there is no good reason to accept any concept of “matter,” the rest of this passage makes a good fit with OOO. Objects are known only through their effects, yet these effects must never be mistaken for the object itself, as happens too frequently in contemporary philosophy. The visible or accidental form is distinguished sharply from the invisible or substantial form, the one that is known only through its actions. It is clear from the passage before this one that beauty consists not just in observing these effects, but in turning from the effects towards the substantial forms themselves, even if one can never do this directly.

But let’s return to free will, as Virgil does himself following his brief excursus into metaphysics. Our first will is perfect, but we have an inner counsel that either assents or does not assent to some particular form of love, and “this is the principle / on which your merit may be judged, for it garners and winnows good and evil longings.” (XVIII, 64–66) By acknowledging this freedom, we have entered the realm of ethics, for

“Even if we allow necessity

as source for every love that flames in you,

the power to curb that love is still your own.” (XVIII 70–72)

By this measure, there would be nothing evil about an endless parade of perverse thoughts before the mind, as long as one “curbs” these thoughts before they go into action. The biographies of the saints are filled with tales of temptation by the Devil, and we tend to see greater spiritual depth in such tortured figures than in those innocuous souls to whom it simply never occurs to do wrong. Yet this seems to downplay our own responsibility for the dubious loves that “necessarily” flare up in every mind: if we imagine someone obsessed with the unfulfilled wishes to promote human trafficking and embezzle public funds, we would surely ascribe darkness to such a soul even if their outward behavior were impeccable. This point is important, since it implies that ethics does not merely pertain to actions performed according to free will, but that good or evil might be found inherent in any given soul — however unfair it sounds to place ethics beyond the realm of personal choice. But let’s move to a close with the Fourth Terrace, for it is now exceptionally late on the night of the second day:

The moon, with midnight now behind us, made

the stars seem scarcer to us; it was shaped

just like a copper basin, gleaming, new… (XVIII 76–78)

The description is beautiful, but what is truly warped about this scene “with midnight now behind us” is that the slothful souls continue to run: “Soon all the mighty throng drew near us, for / they ran and ran….” (XVIII 97–98) During my Chicago years I was once called “perverse” by a friend merely for entertaining the idea of mowing the lawn after sunset. How much more twisted is it when slothful sinners run endlessly even between midnight and dawn? In any case, Dante concludes the canto with a marvelous evocation of the swirling thoughts that come about just before sleep:

Then, when those shades were so far off from us

that seeing them became impossible,

a new thought rose inside of me and, from

that thought, still others — many and diverse —

were born: I was so drawn from random thought

to thought that, wandering in mind, I shut

my eyes, transforming thought on thought to dream.

(XVIII 139–145)

With the new day having dawned, the poets pass to the final triad of sinners, beginning with the Fifth Terrace: home to the greedy and wasteful, known more formally as the avaricious and the prodigal. This is the only sin in Purgatory that has two opposite faces, depending on whether the sinner’s excessive passion is for acquiring money or for spending it. The avaricious are encountered first, as Dante reports:

When I was in the clearing, the fifth level,

my eyes discovered people there who wept,

lying upon the ground, all turned face down. (XIX 70–72)

The first avaricious soul who speaks to Dante is Pope Adrian V, elected in 1276 but dead less than forty days later. No particular reason is given for why Adrian deserves such punishment, unless the Papacy is deemed by Dante to have become such a corrupt institution that each of its occupants can be presumed guilty of greed. Madison Sowell claims in The Dante Encyclopedia that “Dante’s attribution of avariciousness to him evidently derived from a misreading of an excerpt from John of Salisbury’s Policraticus, which circulated anonymously and assigned this trait to an earlier pope, Adrian IV.” (Lansing 2000, 5) But this earlier Pope Adrian, the only Englishman ever to lead the Catholic Church, lived a full century earlier than his namesake. This leads me to wonder whether Dante, his life overlapping with that of Adrian V, might have been privy to general gossip of the time about the short-serving Pope’s monetary habits. However the case may be, Adrian V shows a notable tendency to exaggerate the sadness of his fate:

“What avarice enacts is here declared

in the purgation of converted souls;

the mountain has no punishment more bitter.” (XIX 115–117)

One would readily admit that being bound prostrate on the ground for decades at a time would not be enjoyable. But for my own part, I would prefer this portion of Purgatory to being consumed without end in flames like the lustful, or to running around the clock for years like the slothful. The next avaricious soul to address Dante is the French King Hugh Capet. While no testimony is given that Hugh was personally guilty of avarice, he does manage to accuse his entire family line of this sin — not to mention lies, brute force, and even the murder of St Thomas Aquinas:

“Until the giant dowry of Provence

removed all sense of shame within my house,

my line was not worth much, but did no wrong.

There its rapine began with lies and force;

And then it seized — that it might make amends —

Ponthieu and Normandy and Gascony.

Charles came to Italy and, for amends,

made Conradin a victim, and then thrust

back Thomas into heaven, for amends.” (XX 61–69)

Shortly thereafter a prodigal shade approaches, wishing peace upon the two poets. This leads to the following response:

Virgil began: “And may that just tribunal

which has consigned me to eternal exile

place you in peace within the blessed assembly!” (XXI, 16–18)

In present-day terminology, such a rejoinder might sound passive-aggressive (“I’m so happy about your wedding, even though I’m ten years older than you and three fiancées have already broken up with me.”) But nothing in Virgil’s conduct throughout the Comedy suggests he is capable of such a petty, self-pitying rebuke, and thus we must assume that his good wishes for the prodigal soul are given in good faith. In any event, the shade identifies himself as Statius, an epic poet who wrote in Latin during the century following his hero Virgil. Statius has no idea that he is speaking to Virgil himself as he utters the following laudatory words about the great Mantuan poet:

“The sparks that warmed me, the seeds of my ardor,

were from the holy fire — the same that gave

more than a thousand poets light and flame.

I speak of the Aeneid; when I wrote

verse, it was mother to me, it was nurse;

my work, without it, would not weigh an ounce.

And to have lived on earth when Virgil lived —

for that I would extend by one more year

the time I owe before my exile’s end.” (XXI 94–102)

When Virgil turns to Dante as if signaling him to remain quiet, Dante smiles, and the smile is noticed and questioned by Statius. Virgil thereupon gives Dante permission to identify him to his admirer, leading to the following comical scene:

Now he had bent to kiss my teacher’s feet,

but Virgil told him: “Brother, there’s no need —

you are a shade, a shade is what you see.” (XXI 130–132)

Statius later explains that he was placed on this terrace not for avarice, but for the opposite sin of prodigality. His compact words are worth quoting in full:

“Then I became aware that hands might open

too wide, like wings, in spending; and of this,

as of my other sins, I did repent…

And know that when a sin is countered by —

another fault — directly opposite

to it — then, here, both sins see their green wither.”

(XXII 43–45, 49–51)

Having just been purged after five hundred years of punishment for his wastefulness, a purgation signaled by the earthquake that is standard for such moments in Purgatory, Statius is free to move to the next terrace with Dante and Virgil. Indeed, Statius will remain with Dante for quite some time after Virgil’s disappearance and his replacement by Beatrice at the summit of the mountain. For now, however, Dante listens in as Statius inquires about the place in the afterworld of various ancient poets. It seems that virtually all of the greatest are in Limbo along with Virgil, who lists Terence, Plautus, Euripides, and Agathon among his companions in the First Circle of Hell. Indeed, even some of the characters of great ancient literature seem to be in Limbo too, including Antigone and her sister Ismene. The conversation then turns to the poetic art itself, as reported by Dante:

Those two were in the lead; I walked alone,

behind them, listening to their colloquy,

which taught me much concerning poetry. (XXII 127–129)

This conversation is halted when the party finds a tree blocking their path, and they hear a voice that scolds gluttons by comparing them unfavorably with the moderate eating habits of Mary, Daniel, and John the Baptist.

Entering the Sixth Terrace, the three poets meet the gluttons undergoing an unsurprising punishment: terribly emaciated from starvation, their skin barely covers their bones. Considering the position of gluttony on the mountain, we can surmise that gluttony is considered a slightly more forgivable sin than avarice and prodigality, but slightly less forgivable than lust, which suggests that sins related to money are somehow less “natural” than those stemming directly from the alimentary and sexual appetites. In any case, the Divine Power is not content merely to let these shades suffer from hunger and thirst, but uses the aforementioned tree as a means of tantalizing the poor souls. Dante’s friend and fellow poet Forese Donati is among the penitent gluttons, and explains the nature of their peculiar torture, though he will later claim that the souls on this terrace view the tree happily:

“The fragrance of the fruit and of the water

that’s sprayed through that green tree kindles in us

craving for food and drink; and not once only,

as we go round this space, our pain’s renewed…” (XXIII 67–70)

Since Forese died only five years prior to their encounter in Purgatory, Dante is surprised to find him already so high on the mountain: a good fortune that Forese credits to the prayers of his widow. His gratitude towards his wife is both genuine and articulate, and makes a fine contrast with Cato’s coldness:

And he to me: “it is my Nella who,

with her abundant tears, has guided me

to drink the sweet wormwood of torments: she,

with sighs and prayers devout has set me free

of that slope where one waits and has freed me

from circles underneath this circle…” (XXIII 85–90)

Yet Forese’s admiration for his widow does not extend to the majority of Florentine women, a group he spends the rest of his time condemning for immodesty, since they “go displaying bosoms with bare paps,” (XXIII 102) a misdeed for which they will be punished in the afterlife. Continuing along with the party, Forese is willing to point out other gluttons by name, since “it is not forbidden / to name each shade here — abstinence has eaten / away our faces,” (XXIV 17–19) and Dante himself sees that “their teeth were biting emptiness.” (XXIV 28) The shade whom Forese indicates most colorfully is the poet Bonagiunta da Lucca: “his fast / purges Bolsena’s eels, Vernaccia’s wine,” in which he had presumably over-indulged during his lifetime. (XXIV 23–24) This eel-eater is not just mentioned in passing, but briefly takes over the conversation, flattering Dante with an awareness of one of his earlier poems, which we will shall mention below in the context of La Vita Nuova. All of the shades then move away with intense longing for food and drink, except for Forese, who lags behind the crowd to ask Dante when they will meet again. Dante’s response is a moving celebration both of his own mortality and his wish to leave an increasingly corrupt earth:

“I do not know,” I said, “how long I’ll live;

and yet, however quick is my return,

my longing for these shores would have me here

sooner — because the place where I was set

to live is day by day deprived of good

and seems along the way to wretched ruin.” (XXIV 76–81)

Forese comforts him by prophesying the death of his own brother, Corso Donati, who along with Forese is said to be a distant cousin of Dante’s wife. (Lansing 2000, 403) Forese correctly prophesies that Corso, leader of the faction that would eventually exile Dante from Florence, will die from being dragged by runaway horses. On this note he departs, and Dante is left to observe the increasingly pitiable scene of the hungry gluttons gathered under the tree:

Beneath the tree I saw shades lifting hands,

crying I know not what up toward the branches,

like little eager, empty-headed children,

who beg — but he of whom they beg does not

 reply, but to provoke their longing, he

 holds high, and does not hide, the thing they want. (XXIV, 106–111)

This is no ordinary tree. An unknown voice, coming from the tree itself, informs Dante and his companions that it is a sapling from the very Tree of Knowledge from which Eve ate the accursed fruit, a tree that continues to flourish not far from where they are now.

It is perhaps appropriate that the journey to the Seventh Terrace, where the lustful are punished, begins with Statius explaining to Dante the process of reproduction. Human veins do not drink up all the nourishment of the blood: “a portion’s left, / like leavings that are taken from the table.” (XXV 38–39) This residue of the blood arrives in the heart, where it “acquires power / to form all of another’s human limbs.” (XXV 41–42) This part of the blood then descends “to what is best not named,” (XXV 44) and from there it enters the woman, where the transformed blood of the two partners is mixed, “one ready to be passive and one active.” (XXV 47) The woman’s matter then becomes denser, and a plant-like soul is created: “with this difference — a plant’s complete, / whereas a fetus is still journeying.” (XXV 38–39) While this may sound like the familiar religious doctrine that life begins at conception, the remainder of Statius’ words suggest a different interpretation. Although the fetus is able to develop its own powers, it is not yet a thinking and speaking being. This requires additional intervention from God:

“Open your heart to truth we now have reached

and know that, once the brain’s articulation

within the fetus has attained perfection,

then the First Mover turns toward it with joy

on seeing so much art in nature and

breathes into it new spirit — vigorous —

which draws all that is active in the fetus

into its substance and becomes one soul

that lives and feels and has self-consciousness.” (XXV 67–75)

While Statius clearly explains the difference between the souls of humans and plants, he says nothing about whether God needs to intervene in the final stages of a developing animal soul. His reference to speech (XXV 61–62) suggests that animal birth may have more in common with plants, though Virgil’s earlier claim that “no creature… ever was without love” (XVII 91–92) seemed to put humans, animals, and perhaps even plants on the same level. Statius goes on to explain how the soul, after death, is able to form a disembodied shade that shapes its own sensory organs, enabling it to see, hear, taste, touch, and smell just like a living human. But we are more concerned with the punishment of the lustful on this terrace. The poets begin by hearing songs that praise exemplars of chastity. The Virgin Mary’s virum no cognosco or “I have never known a man,” (XXV 127–128) spoken in disbelief to the angel who promises her a child, is an unsurprising example. More startling is the invocation of a chaste Greco-Roman goddess: “Diana / kept to the woods and banished Helice / after she’d felt the force of Venus’ poison.” (XXV 130–131) Further praise is sung for husbands and wives who remain faithful to their spouses. Though the lustful souls are perpetually burned by flames, and constantly embrace each other, “as ants, in their dark company, will touch / their muzzles, each to each, perhaps to seek / news of their fortune and their journeyings,” (XXVI 34–36) they also demand answers from Dante, “for all these shades so thirst for it — more than / an Indian or Ethiopian / thirsts for cool water.” (XXVI 20–22) It is interesting that the shades on this terrace move in opposite directions: the ones shouting “Sodom and Gomorrah” (XXVi 40) are clearly inclined in a homosexual direction; the others, who cry out about the Minotaur’s human mother Pasiphaë hiding in a cow’s skin to sate her lust with a bull, being guilty of excessive lust toward the opposite sex. The former group is further described by the shade of the poet Guido Guinizelli as guilty of “the sin for which once, while in triumph, Caesar / heard ‘Queen’ called out against him,” (XXVI 77–78) a reference to the widespread rumor that Julius had engaged in passive intercourse with King Nicomedes during his youthful days as Ambassador to Bithynia. For those who have read the Inferno and remember its severe punishment for sodomites, it is somewhat surprising to find them placed on the same terrace of Purgatory as heterosexual sinners, unless we improbably assume that all of these heterosexuals had engaged in bestiality like Pasiphaë. But the words of Guinizelli on the topic suggest that their relation to the Queen of Crete is merely one of analogy:

“Our sin was with the other sex; but since

we did not keep the bounds of human law,

but served our appetites like beasts, when we

part from the other ranks, we then repeat,

to our disgrace, the name of one who, in

the bestial planks, became herself a beast.” (XXVI 82–87)

As for how the apparently licentious Guinizelli avoided Hell, he tells us that he is “purged here because I grieved before my end,” (XXVI 92) suggesting that he repented shortly before death. Here Dante also meets the poet Arnaut Daniel, whose main function in the canto is to speak in his native Provençal, allowing Dante to add some linguistic variety to the Comedy in tribute to one of his favorite poets.

The final seven cantos of Purgatorio, still not quite as many as the nine of Ante-Purgatory, take place in the earthly paradise atop the mountain, site of the Garden of Eden from which Adam and Eve were once cast out. This is where Virgil departs without a word, replaced by the divine Beatrice. But in order to enter the earthly paradise, Virgil must first convince Dante to pass through fire. Presumably this is to purge him of whatever remaining lust he might otherwise feel when seeing Beatrice, though admittedly the deceased Statius must also do the same. Virgil cannot promise that the flames will be painless: “My son, though there may be / suffering here, there is no death.” (XXVII 20–21) When this proves insufficiently reassuring, he reminds Dante of why passing through flame is necessary: “Now see, son: this / wall stands between you and your Beatrice.” (XXVII 35–36) With this in mind, Dante finally takes the painful step, with Virgil in front of him and Statius behind, and tells us how much he suffers from it:

No sooner was I in that fire than I’d

have thrown myself in molten glass to find

coolness — because those flames were so intense. (XXVII 49–51)

He is also blinded by a terrible intensity of light. But Dante does pass through the flames, and after noticing that his shadow has vanished, the three poets realize that night has already fallen. They each sleep on one of the steps on the rocky path upward: like sated goats, Dante says. He dreams of the Biblical figures Rachel and Leah, and awakens to find Virgil and Statius already on their feet. Virgil promises Dante a wonderful day ahead, and sets him free from his previous tutelage:

“Await no further word or sign from me:

your will is free, erect, and whole — to act

against that will would be to err: therefore

I crown and miter you over yourself.” (XXVII 139–142)

Passing through a forest and reaching a stream, Dante comes across something “that, in appearing / most suddenly, repels all other thoughts.” (XXVII 37–38) It is a beautiful woman named Matilda, still a puzzle to scholars, who lives in innocence in the earthly paradise and provides water from Lethe and Eunoe to newly purged souls — the first water washing away all memory of sin, the second reminding the soul of its good deeds. Though Dante has presumably been purged of lust while passing through the painful flames, in his feelings towards Matilda he seems as smitten as any lover:

The river kept us just three steps apart;

but even Hellespont, where Xerxes crossed —

a case that still curbs all men’s arrogance —

did not provoke more hatred in Leander

 when rough seas ran from Abydos to Sestos,

 than hatred I bestowed upon that river.

when it refused to open… (XXVIII 70–76)

But Dante’s fascination with Matilda is quickly superseded. A brilliant illumination fills the forest, as if a bolt of lightning had endured rather than flashing away in an instant. The branches of the trees become like green fire, and the sound of sweet music is heard. Dante is so shocked by this — as is Virgil, we later learn— that he has to invoke the muses before describing the scene further. (XXIX 37–42) What seem in the distance to be seven golden trees turn out to be flaming candelabra, followed by people clad in a whiter white than has ever been seen on earth. The candelabra move forward, seemingly leaving colored streaks in the air, though these streaks eventually turn out to be multicolored flags. There are processions of singing elders, crowned and winged animals, a chariot pulled by a griffin, and three dancing women who are white, emerald, and green in color. Four other women dance dressed in crimson, followed by two elders identified by scholars as St Luke and St Paul. This stunning parade comes to an end as follows:

And when the chariot stood facing me,

 I heard a bolt of thunder; and it seemed

 to block the path of that good company,

which halted there, its emblems in the lead. (XXIX 151–154)

Whether this pageant is a typical event in the earthly paradise, or was arranged especially for Dante’s visit, the best is yet to come. From amidst a cloud of flowers that covers the chariot, a woman emerges. There can be no doubt of her identity even before she is named, since there is just one woman whose clothing Dante always describes in such rapt detail:

a woman showed herself to me; above

a white veil, she was crowned with olive boughs;

her cape was green; her dress beneath, flame-red.

Within her presence, I had once been used

to feeling — trembling — wonder, dissolution;

but that was long ago. Still, though my soul,

now she was veiled, could not see her directly,

by way of hidden force that she could move,

I felt the mighty power of old love. (XXX 31–39)

When Dante tries to communicate these feelings to Virgil, he finds that the Roman poet has vanished without a trace, and even the arrival of Beatrice cannot prevent Dante from openly crying at the loss of his mentor. Beatrice tries to bring him back to his senses:

“Dante, though Virgil’s leaving you, do not

yet weep, do not weep yet; you’ll need your tears

for what another sword must yet inflict.” (XXX 55–57)

Though her next words to Dante merely ratify the obvious, they are powerful for this very reason: “Look here! For I am Beatrice, I am!” (XXX 73) The angels begin to sing, and Dante thinks he hears sympathy for his plight in the words of their songs. Beatrice now turns to the angels and speaks of Dante in the third person, speaking positively of his natural gifts, but negatively of how he had let those talents grow “wilder and more noxious.” (XXX 120) She concludes by summarizing Dante’s faults to the angels:

“As soon as I, upon the threshold of

my second age, had changed my life, he took

himself away from me and followed after

another; when from flesh to spirit, I

had risen, and my goodness and my beauty

had grown, I was less dear to him, less welcome:

he turned his footsteps toward an untrue path;

he followed counterfeits of goodness, which

will never pay in full what they have promised.” (XXX 124–132)

Beatrice claims further that she had sent Dante many inspirations and dreams from beyond the grave, but that none of them were sufficient to turn him back to the proper path, meaning that a tour through the afterworld was the only way to save him. The easy temptation is to read this allegorically, with Dante turning to Lady Philosophy after the death of Beatrice, though worldly philosophy cannot bring the true goodness of the holy life represented by her. Yet a literal reading is perhaps more interesting. When Beatrice complains that when she “had changed her life,” Dante “turns toward another,” we could also read this as the words of a woman pleased by her erotic hold on him, despite his own marriage to Gemma Donati in 1285 and hers to a Florentine banker. We know full well that such erotic captivation is not incompatible with higher aesthetic or spiritual pursuits. Indeed, this seems to have been the obvious limit of earthly possibility for Dante with Beatrice, since it is not suggested in any source that Dante ever had a legitimate chance of marrying her, in that era of unions arranged by families. But the scolding lament of Beatrice that Dante turned elsewhere after she had changed her life, and then lost interest in her after death despite repeated visions and dreams, would not be simply the narcissistic accusation of a woman who wanted to be loved by everyone — and the depiction of her in La Vita Nuova suggests quite the opposite. Instead, it would amount to the critique that lesser infatuations in the poet’s later life may have robbed him of his seriousness and poetic grandeur. In any case, when Beatrice demands that Dante confess whether or not her accusations are true, he can barely manage a feeble “yes” before bursting into tears and sighs. (XXXI 19–20)

At this she said: “In the desire for me

 that was directing you to love the Good

 beyond which there’s no thing to draw our longing,

what chains were strung, what ditches dug across

 your path that, once you’d come upon them, caused

 your loss of any hope of moving forward?

What benefits and what allurements were

 so evident upon the brow of others

 that you had need to promenade before them?” (XXXI 22–30)

Beatrice seems astonished that Dante could prefer anyone to her even after death, and the possibility of other females is openly included on her list of examples:

Nature or art had never showed you any

 beauty that matched the lovely limbs in which

I was enclosed — limbs scattered now in dust;

and if the highest beauty failed you through

 my death, what mortal thing can then induce

 you to desire it? For when the first

arrow of things deceptive struck you, then

you surely should have lifted up your wings

to follow me, no longer such a thing.

No green young girl or other novelty —

such brief delight — should have weighed down your wings,

awaiting further shafts… (XXXI 49–60)

An allegorical interpretation of such passages, taking Beatrice to be the site of a battle between the worldly and the otherworldly, certainly avoids the trivialization that would result if Dante merely placed a favored sex object high in the spheres of heaven. But a better way to avoid such trivialization is simply not to cave in to the unsentimental contemporary assumption that eros towards another person is merely poetic cover for a cynical plot to make genital contact. Sexual desire in general, and certainly so in the case of a poet as refined as Dante, can be tightly interwoven with the highest powers of inspiration. Beatrice herself was apparently exceptional enough, in both physical and moral terms, that in praising her he was driven to excel as both a poet and a person. Thus I see nothing wrong with assuming that Dante’s turn away from Beatrice towards “a green young girl or other novelty” is meant as a literal turn away from the actual Beatrice Portinari of Florence towards infatuation with lesser muses. Anyone doubting the intensity of Dante’s feelings for this particular real woman need only read La Vita Nuova, as we will do together shortly. A typical human life is filled with dozens or even hundreds of infatuations, but maybe with only one or two irreplaceable cases of genuine, all-consuming love. Such loves are inevitably among the major crossroads of life, and are fully worthy of standing at the center of ethics without taking them to be allegories of divine power.

Dante is now dunked in the waters of Lethe by Matilda, and the chorus of angels sings to Beatrice that she should look at her admirer, since he has come so far to see her. For whatever reason, Statius is still present to witness Dante’s exhilarating humiliations at the hands of Beatrice. The two poets and Matilda “were slowly passing though the tall woods — empty / because of one who had believed the serpent….” (XXXII 31–32) Beatrice soon joins them, descending from her griffon-pulled chariot as they approach a tree devoid of all foliage. This is the infamous tree of the book of Genesis. The following chant is made by the group as a whole:

“Blessed are you, whose beak does not, o griffin,

pluck the sweet-tasting fruit that is forbidden

and then afflicts the belly that has eaten!

So, round the robust tree, the others shouted;

And the two-natured animal: “Thus is

the seed of every righteous man preserved.” (XXXII 43–48)

But here, however, an allegorical interpretation is forced directly upon us. Not only is it improbable that God would have left additional forbidden fruit on the tree after the fall of Adam and Eve, we are explicitly told that the tree’s “every / branch had been stripped of flowers and of leaves.” (XXXII, 38–39) Though no absence of fruit is explicitly mentioned, its taunting presence would surely have been recorded in Dante’s poem if it were there. Instead, the forbidden fruit referred to by the chanting chorus is found everywhere in life, and this refers not only to obvious cases such as Nabokov’s under-aged Lolita. Instead, there is a sense in which half of any love is devoted to forbidden fruit: the inaccessible half that is aimed at by desire. In short, the scene of the tree that bore the forbidden fruit may be read as a hymn to love as desire rather than direct enjoyment, a scenario that the married-then-dead Beatrice fills to perfection. Dante now falls into sleep, and awakens to see Beatrice sitting alone on the ground in front of the chariot. She soon addresses him about his poetic mission:

“Here you shall be — awhile — a visitor;

but you shall be with me — and without end —

Rome’s citizen, the Rome in which Christ is

Roman; and thus, to profit that world which

lives badly, watch the chariot steadfastly

and, when you have returned beyond, transcribe

what you have seen.” (XXXII 100–106)

Many are the mortals who spend a lifetime loving someone they cannot have, but few of them have the poetic talents of a Dante. This is what obliged him to continue loving only Beatrice, even after her death: for it is obligatory to stay loyal to one’s muse, even when she is married to another, and even when she is dead. In the present day, when love that does not culminate in sexual relations is generally mocked as a form of pathetic failure, and when Dante therefore could never have dared to write something like La Vita Nuova, it is more difficult to understand a unique love like that of Dante for Beatrice.

Following the words of Beatrice about Dante’s poetic mission, numerous symbolic incidents occur that involve a fox, an eagle, a dragon, a whore, a giant, and even some serious damage to the chariot. But rather than dwell on these events, let’s pass along quickly to the final canto of Purgatorio. Beatrice has had enough of Dante’s self-flagellation, and tells him so directly:

And she to me: “I’d have you disentangle

yourself, from this point on, from fear and shame,

that you no longer speak like one who dreams.” (XXXIII 31–33)

Dante, having passed through burning flame on the Seventh Terrace, is now ostensibly free of lust. Yet something in him seems to take secret pleasure at the demeanor of Beatrice, who often addresses him in the way that a verbally abusive husband belittles his wife. This role reversal is further suggested when Dante describes Beatrice with an active metaphor and himself with a passive one, inverting Statius’ earlier discussion of the roles of the sexes in conception:

And I: “Even as the wax seal’s impressed,

 where there’s no alteration in the form,

 so does my brain now bear what you have stamped.” (XXXIII 79–81)

It is hard to read La Vita Nuova without noticing a distinctly masochistic streak in Dante’s erotic persona, one that leads him to seek and enjoy humiliation. A trace of this attitude can even be found in his relation to Virgil, whose occasional rebukes Dante often reports with relish. And while Statius is less important to Dante than either of these others, his continued presence in the poem — otherwise so strange — seems motivated in part by Dante’s wanting a witness for his groveling, like a hero from a novel by Sacher-Masoch.

In any case, both Dante and Statius are washed by the mysterious Matilda in the waters of Eunoe. Now remembering their good deeds, they are ready to pass toward Paradiso. As for the second part of his poem, Dante has simply run out of space to say more:

If, reader, I had ampler space in which

to write, I’d sing — though incompletely — that

sweet draught for which my thirst was limitless;

but since all of the pages pre-disposed

for this, the second canticle, are full,

the curb of art will not let me continue. (XXXIII 136–141)

I would simply add a final point about Statius, one of the strangest personages in the Comedy. Tom Stoppard’s amusing play Rosencrantz & Guildenstern are Dead (Stoppard 1967) rewrites Shakespeare’s Hamlet as if it were seen through the eyes of two of the play’s minor characters. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern witness a series of increasingly incomprehensible scenes, and finally deliver a sealed letter that — unbeknownst to them — orders that they immediately be put to death. In similar fashion, someone might easily write a mock epic poem entitled Statius Saved, whose story would run as follows. After centuries of repenting his sins on the mountain, Statius is finally purged, as signaled by an earthquake that rocks the lonely peak. Approaching what seems to be a live human being on the mountain, he happens to give fulsome praise to the poems of his hero Virgil, only to learn that the shade of Virgil himself is listening in. After a long and fruitful discussion with Virgil on the poetic art, Statius walks through a painful fire in final purgation. Virgil disappears without a trace amidst a spectacular pageant centered on a griffin-drawn chariot, just beneath the Garden of Eden. Statius then watches in wonderment as a deceased twenty-four year-old Italian woman scolds and berates the weeping Italian poet he had just met two terraces below. This drama having concluded, Statius is free to ascend to paradise. I cannot think of any other character in the Comedy whose experience would have been so unusual.

Before moving on, let’s summarize what we have learned from detour: La vita nuova Purgatorio about Dante’s theory of love. Neither God nor any creature is ever without it. Though natural love is always right, the free will of the mind often assents unwisely to loves that are not beneficial. The three basic ways that love can go wrong are: (1) a perverse choice of object, (2) insufficient love, and (3) excessive love. What we experience are merely the images of things, not their true substantial forms. Yet sometimes beauty inspires our love to go beyond the images and towards those hidden forms. It is now time to discover what Paradiso might add to this picture. But first, we should learn a bit more about Beatrice.

b. Detour: La Vita Nuova

Since we have just encountered Beatrice, and since she is the dominant figure in the upcoming Paradiso, the time is ripe for a brief visit to the work of Dante that teaches us the most about this woman. I speak of La Vita Nuova, a strange little book published in 1295, when Dante was thirty years old. This places it well before the Comedy, since the events of that epic are said to occur in 1300, and its writing was not begun by Dante until nearly a decade later. It was Giovanni Boccaccio, famed author of the Decameron, who first identified Dante’s Beatrice as one Beatrice di Folco Portinari, the daughter and wife of important Florentine bankers. Boccaccio is generally taken at his word, and in any case, there is little else to go by. Beatrice Portinari was roughly one year younger than Dante, and died of unknown causes in 1290 at the age of twenty-four. She could hardly have imagined the degree of posthumous fame she would receive from the works of a poet she did not know especially well.

La Vita Nuova consists of forty-two short sections that can be read with pleasure in a single sitting. The opening of the first section already strikes a strange tone: “In the book of my memory, after the first pages, which are entirely blank, there is a section entitled Incipit vita nova. Beneath this heading I find the words which it is my intention to copy into this smaller book, or if not all, then at least their meaning.” (Dante LVN, I) What follows is a highly confessional work in which various poems by Dante are quoted and placed in the context of his early life, which from the age of nine was entirely dominated by his love for Beatrice:

She was dressed in a very noble color, a decorous and delicate crimson, tied with a girdle and trimmed in a manner suited to her tender age. The moment I saw her I say in all truth that the vital spirit, which dwells in the inmost depths of the heart, began to tremble so violently that I felt the vibration alarmingly in all my pulses, even the weakest of them… From then on indeed Love ruled over my soul, which was thus wedded to him in early life, and he began to acquire such assurance and mastery over me, owing to the power that my imagination gave him, that I was obliged to fulfill all his wishes perfectly. (II)

Though childhood crushes are perfectly normal, those that occur at the age of nine are not normally so intense or durable as Dante’s love for Beatrice. To judge from the late date at which Paradiso was completed, this love seems to have lasted to the end of Dante’s life, though he married Gemma Donati early and had at least three children with her. It is often claimed that Dante and Beatrice only “met” two times. While this may be literally true, it is also misleading, since in a certain way Dante’s contact with her was rather extensive. After the lines just quoted above, Dante continues: “[Love] often commanded me to go where perhaps I might see this angelic child and so, while I was still a boy, I often went in search of her; and I saw that in all her ways she was so praiseworthy and noble….” (II) The phrase “and I saw that in all her ways” strongly implies that Dante not only went searching for Beatrice frequently, but that he found her often enough to make judgments about her character. The word “saw,” coupled with Dante’s obvious fear of Beatrice during their few recorded meetings, implies further that he was merely admiring her from afar, without conversation.

Dante and Beatrice would eventually cross paths again, at a time when Dante would have been eighteen and Beatrice seventeen. The poet describes this next encounter as follows:

When exactly nine years had passed since this gracious being appeared to me… it happened that… this marvel appeared before me again, dressed in purest white, walking between two other women of distinguished bearing, both older than herself. As they walked down the street she turned her eyes toward me where I stood in fear and trembling, and with her ineffable courtesy, which is now rewarded in eternal life, she greeted me; and such was the virtue of her greeting that I seemed to experience the height of bliss… As this was the first time she had ever spoken to me, I was filled with such joy that, my senses reeling, I had to withdraw from the sight of others. So I returned to the loneliness of my room and began to think about this person. (III)

While this meeting led to no further contact with Beatrice, it did give rise to close friendship with another young poet, to whom Dante had sent a copy of a sonnet he wrote about the magical greeting. Despite this growing friendship, Dante grew sickly in the manner of so many enraptured lovers: his “natural spirit began to be impeded in its functioning,” and he grew “so frail and weak” as to cause worry among his friends and family. (IV)

At some point thereafter, Dante managed to see his love again, but with strange results:

One day it happened that this most gracious Lady [Beatrice] was sitting in a place where words about the Queen of glory were heard, and I was in a position from which I could behold my joy; and between us, in direct line with my vision, there sat another lady of very pleasing appearance who looked at me repeatedly, astonished by my gaze, which seemed directed at her. (V)

Dante overhears the gossip of others, who also believe he is staring at the young woman seated between him and Beatrice. Sensing a rare opportunity to hide his true feelings, Dante pretends to everyone that he loves the intervening woman, a pretense he carries on for years. He writes poems to this false love-object, and even puts her on a list he compiles of the sixty (!) most beautiful women in Florence, while also sneaking Beatrice onto the list as if she were a mere afterthought. At some point the intervening woman moves away from Florence. Dismayed by the loss of his insincere decoy, Dante pens an excessive sonnet about her departure: “O you who on the road of Love pass by, / attend and see / if any grief there be as heavy as mine.” (VII) Perhaps Dante’s abhorrence of fraud, the bottom-most sin in his Ninth Circle of Hell, was fed by his own experience of committing it in this case, though there is certainly no open sign of remorse on his part.

Far from it, in fact. After shedding genuine tears over the body of another “young woman of gentle bearing who had graced the city with her loveliness,” (VIII) though only because he had once seen her in the company of Beatrice, Dante is obliged to leave Florence and travel in the same direction where his decoy woman had moved. Pained and annoyed by traveling further and further away from Beatrice, he is distracted by what seems to be a vision of Jesus, who tells him that his decoy will not return to Florence for quite some time. For this reason, Jesus names a substitute decoy for Dante: “and as he named her I realized that I knew her well.” (IX) His new pretense is again so convincing that rumors begin to spread about his love for this new woman. Unfortunately, Beatrice gets wind of these rumors, and thus “that most gracious being, the queen of virtue, in whose presence all evil was destroyed, one day as she passed by refused me her sweetest greeting.” (X) Dante goes on to describe the wondrous effects upon him whenever he was greeted by Beatrice. It seems fairly clear that he is speaking of greetings in the plural, and given the small size of Florence compared with present-day cities, it is hard to imagine that someone as obsessed with Beatrice as Dante would only have managed to meet her twice: “So it is plain that in her greeting resided all my joy, which often exceeded and overflowed my capacity.” (XI; emphasis added) Stung by his failure to receive any additional greetings, Dante goes “to a solitary place where I drenched the earth with my bitter tears.” (XII) Returning to his room, he sees either a vision or dream of a young man dressed in white. This man tells him that Beatrice was simply upset about a reported discourtesy that Dante had shown to the new decoy woman. He adds, furthermore, that Beatrice is already half-aware that she is the true object of his love, and that Dante should write a sonnet hinting at this more clearly.

There follows a period of conflicted emotions, and shortly thereafter “it happened that [Beatrice] was present where many women were gathered together. I too was taken there by a friend who thought it would give me great pleasure to be present where so many beautiful women were to be seen.” (XIV) The women have gathered to support a newlywed friend in her first meal at the home of her husband. Dante resolves to stay and speak with these young women, when suddenly he “felt the beginning of an extraordinary throbbing on the left side of my breast which immediately spread to all the parts of the body.” (XIV) In the midst of this physical crisis, Dante is horrified to learn who is present amidst the crowd:

Afraid that other people might notice how I was trembling, I raised my eyes and as they rested on the women gathered there I saw among them the most gracious Beatrice. Then my spirits were so routed by the power which Love acquired on finding himself so close to this gracious being that none survived except the spirits of vision… (XIV)

A number of the women notice Dante’s sudden change, and “they mocked at me in company with the most gracious one herself….” (XIV) Utterly humiliated, Dante is taken home by his well-meaning friend, and once alone he begins to weep and tremble, leading to another period of introspection. He would soon cross paths with some of these young women again: “a certain group of ladies, who were aware of my feelings, having witnessed my discomfiture at one time or another, had gathered together to enjoy each other’s company.” (XVIII) As Dante passes by the women, he is asked to come over and speak with them. One of them poses a candid but relevant question: “What is the point of your love for your lady since you are unable to endure her presence? Tell us, for surely the aim of such love must be unique!” (XVIII) He answers that he used to aspire to receive her greetings, but that ever since she refused the last one, he has “placed all my hope of that same joy in something which cannot fail me.” (XVIII) When Dante further insists that his poems are meant to praise his lady, the young women speak among themselves, their words and sighs mixing “just as sometimes we see rain falling mingled with beautiful flakes of snow.” (XVIII) Once they have finished, the first young woman who spoke to Dante says: “If you were telling the truth, those words you have composed to describe your state would have been written in such a way as to convey a different meaning.” (XVIII) Dante decides that she is right, and resolves only to write poems from now on that praise Beatrice, though he is so intimidated by the task that he is unable to write at all for several days.

While walking along a path that follows a stream of clear water, Dante once more feels the urge to write. He decides that a poem praising his lady should be addressed only to other women, and even only to “gracious” women. Suddenly, he feels his tongue move, and he pronounces the first line of his next canzone, the most famous of his pre-Comedy poems: “Ladies who know by insight what love is…,” a line that Dante remembers fondly enough to have it quoted by a penitent soul in Purgatorio. (Purg. XXIV, 51) There follow several sections in which Dante discusses the circulation of the poem and records others in a similar vein.

Tragedy then strikes his lady’s family with the death of her father, the banker Folco Portinari.

Such departure is always grievous to friends who are left, and no friendship is so intimate as that between a good father and a good child; and since my lady was of the highest degree of goodness, and her father, as many people believe and as is true, was also a man of great goodness, it is plain that my lady was filled with bitterest sorrow. (Dante LVN, XXII)

We should note in passing that if all the information available to us is accurate, then Beatrice must already have been married by this time, since there is a copy of Folco’s will from 1287 in which his twenty-one year-old daughter is referred to as the wife of the banker Simone dei Bardi. Many young women gather to console Beatrice, and Dante lurks nearby to overhear them as they depart, with one of them saying: “She weeps so much that truly anyone seeing her must die of compassion.” (XXII) Though these words are enough to make Dante cry, he remains in his station close to the place of mourning, hoping to catch even more words from those women who have just departed from Beatrice. One of them asks how it is possible ever to be happy again after seeing their friend in such a state. Others comment on Dante’s own appearance, saying that he cries as if he had seen her sad condition with his own eyes. In the coming days he consoles himself by writing a sonnet about this procession of mourning women. But the cathartic effect of this activity is ruined a few days later when Dante, sick in bed and in terrible pain, entertains the following morbid reflection: “‘One day, inevitably, even your most gracious Beatrice must die.’ This thought threw me into such a state of bewilderment that I closed my eyes, and I began, like a person who is delirious, to be tormented by these fantasies.” (XXIII) As his imagination begins to explore this horrible theme, he sees visions of people telling him either that Beatrice has already died, or that he himself will also die. This experience leads him to compose another canzone.

There is additional evidence in La Vita Nuova that Dante saw Beatrice more often than is supposed. For instance: “This most gracious lady… found such favor that when she walked down the street people ran to see her; and this filled me with a wonderful happiness. When she was near anyone such reverence possessed his heart that he did not dare to raise his eyes nor to respond to her greeting.” (XXVI) Far from feeling a possessive jealousy over this phenomenon, Dante relishes it. He enjoys hearing such words from the crowd as “This is no woman; this is one of the fairest angels of heaven!” or “She is a miracle; blessed be the Lord who can create such marvels.” He writes two sonnets about this frequent experience of collective adoration of his beloved, and eventually begins a canzone on the same theme.

But then the final tragedy strikes. While Dante is still at work on his poem, he receives such crushing news that even with the distance of several years he reports it to us in vague and meandering terms: “the Lord of justice called this most gracious lady to partake of glory under the banner of the blessed Queen, the Virgin Mary, whose name was always uttered in prayers of the utmost reverence by this blessed Beatrice.” (XXVIII) Dante goes on to continue his book-long obsession with the number nine, present throughout though I have not mentioned it until now: “according to the Arabian way of reckoning time, her most noble soul departed from us in the ninth hour of the ninth day of the month,” (XXIX) followed by several other numerically complicated claims about how the number nine was relevant to the time of her death. Dante muses that the significance of the number nine is probably connected with the nine heavenly spheres of Ptolemaic astronomy, and the fact that nine is the square of three, the number of the Holy Trinity. Though La Vita Nuova continues for another dozen or so sections following the death of Beatrice, these additional pages are anticlimactic, for “after she had departed this life, the city of which I have spoken was left as though widowed, despoiled of all good….” (XXX) Remembering his love, he continues to write sonnets and canzoni inspired by his mourning for her. Eventually he sees a vision that inspires him to “write no more of this blessed one until I could do so more worthily.” (XLII) Dante has only one remaining wish for his lifetime:

If it shall please Him by whom all things live that my life continue for a few years, I hope to compose concerning her what has never been written in rhyme of any woman. And then may it please Him who is the Lord of courtesy that my soul may go to the see the glory of my lady, that is of the blessed Beatrice… (XLII)

As is not always the case with literary people and their vast ambitions, Dante did one day succeed in this aspiration.

c. Paradiso

Many, even most readers, will agree with me as to the central aesthetic flaw of The Divine Comedy: its climax, Paradiso, is doomed to be less interesting than its two predecessors. Things would certainly be different if we were able to experience the three domains of the afterlife on a real-life tour of our own. In that case Paradiso would surely be everyone’s favorite: we would bask in the glory of the heavens, our souls turned forever towards God, the most durable and satisfying object of love. We would enjoy the company of the greatest heroes and heroines of the spirit, becoming ever wiser and more contented in their presence. As readers of the poem, our situation is different. Inferno will always be the most engrossing of the three, with its colorful legions of damned souls and their grisly punishments, doled out by monsters who equal any in the literature of fantasy. If we wish to be edified rather than fascinated, Purgatorio is perhaps the best choice. While Heaven presents souls so far beyond us in spiritual depth as to present nearly impossible models, even the unreligious reader will find in Purgatory a model for self-improvement. Indeed, it is hard while reading Purgatorio not to imagine our own place on the mountain and estimate the amount of time we would spend on each of its terraces, as well as thinking of ways to improve our behavior. Paradiso is even the least helpful of the canticles in illuminating Dante’s own classification of souls: there are only a few cases, all low in the heavens, where we learn what a handful of spirits did wrong so as not to be even closer to God than they already are. Beyond this, we are left with no explanation as to why one spiritual titan is found in the fourth heavenly sphere and another placed much higher in the seventh, aside from appeals to God’s justice and grace. Nonetheless, it is now our task to learn as much as we can about how the souls of Paradiso are distributed.

We begin with the opening canto, where Dante invokes Apollo before beginning his skyward ascent. First, however, he begins with a useful clarification:

The glory of the One who moves all things

permeates the universe and glows

in one part more and in another less. (Parad. I 1–3)

This is the ultimately Platonic theme of evil as merely the absence of good. Even in the depths of Inferno, God glows faintly. In Paradiso He glows so brightly that to Dante “suddenly it seemed that day had been / added to day, as if the One who can / had graced the heavens with a second sun.” (I 61–63) After sighing in pity over Dante’s ignorant question about their motion, Beatrice does shed some light on the situation:

And she began: “All things, among themselves,

possess an order; and this order is

the form that makes the universe like God…

Within that order, every nature has

its bent, according to a different station,

nearer or less near to its origin.

Therefore, these natures move to different points

across the mighty sea of being, each

given the impulse that will bear it on.” (I103–105, 109–114)

This heavenly order is structured according to the usual model of pre-Copernican astronomy, in which the universe is composed of a series of heavenly spheres, beginning with the planets of our solar system as known at the time. Arranged in rank from closest to furthest from the earth, they are the Moon, Mercury, Venus, the Sun, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn, all of them visible with the naked eye and thus known since prehistoric times. Next comes the sphere of the fixed stars, where all stars were thought to be found at an equal distance from Earth. Then comes Ptolemy’s Primum Mobile, or “first moved”: long believed responsible for the motion of the fixed stars and all lower spheres, it was more or less killed off by Johannes Kepler’s view that the sun was the cause of planetary motion. After all of this comes the Empyrean, held by Aristotle to be the realm of fire, but by Dante to be the residence of the Trinity itself.

We begin with the First Sphere of the Moon, already a part of Paradise, though further from God than any other part. Dante describes the Moon, that stock idol of poets everywhere, as beautifully as has ever been done:

It seemed to me that we were covered by

a brilliant, solid, dense, and stainless cloud,

much like a diamond that the sun has struck.

Into itself, the everlasting pearl

received us, just as water will accept

a ray of light and yet remain intact. (II 31–36)

Dante ventures a crude theory concerning the dark spots on the moon, and once again he seems to enjoy the condescension of Beatrice’s answer. She gives a masterful explanation that trumps his own, and even proposes an experiment to verify it:

“Taking three mirrors, place a pair of them

at equal distance from you; set the third

midway between those two, but farther back.

Then, turning toward them, at your back have placed

a light that kindles those three mirrors and

returns to you, reflected by them all.

Although the image in the farthest glass

will be of lesser size, there you will see

that it must match the brightness of the rest.” (II 97–105)

But our main object is to meet the residents of the sphere of the Moon. When Dante sees these first blessed spirits, he is somewhat confused by the faintness of their faces. Beatrice smiles and explains: “what you are seeing are true substances, / placed here because their vows were not fulfilled.” (III 29–30) This statement is echoed by one of the spirits, Piccarda Donati, sister of the aforementioned Forese and Corso:

“And we are to be found within a sphere

this low, because we have neglected vows,

so that in some respect we are deficient.” (III 55–57)

What was the deficiency in question? Her answer is of great political incorrectness for the present-day reader. Having become a nun and taken her vow of chastity, Piccarda was abducted from her convent and forced into marriage with Corso’s political ally. (Lansing 2000, 697) As she movingly puts it:

“Then men more used to malice than to good

took me — violently — from my sweet cloister:

God knows what, after that, my life became.” (III 106–108)

Piccarda was apparently supposed to resist this abduction with physical force, even if it had led her to injury or death. Nonetheless, she expresses contentment with her place in the lowest sphere:

“Should we desire a higher sphere than ours,

then our desires would be discordant with

the will of Him who has assigned us here…” (III 73–75)

Following Piccarda’s disappearance, Beatrice makes two important clarifications. Her first point is that all souls are actually placed in the Empyrean, so that Piccarda is really in the same upper Heaven as Moses, Samuel, the two Johns, and Mary herself. The spirits that Dante encounters here in the sphere of the Moon “showed themselves to you here not because / this is their sphere, but as a sign for you / that in the Empyrean their place is lowest.” (IV 37–39) Dante sees them here because as a sensuous earthly creature he understands best through the senses; this also explains why the Bible speaks of God as having hands and feet. Beatrice’s second point is that Piccarda deserves her lower place in Heaven, however harsh this justice might seem to Dante and to us. For even if Piccarda’s “absolute will” wanted to keep her vows, her “contingent will” did not follow through on this urge:

“Absolute will does not concur in wrong;

but the contingent will, through fear that its

resistance might bring greater harm, consents.” (IV 109–111)

A vow to God, says Beatrice, abrogates freedom of the will, and must be fulfilled no matter how violent the outside pressure. (V 28–30)

Beatrice and Dante now “race to reach the second realm,” (V 93) the Second Sphere of Mercury. Dante’s lady is so radiant that she is said to brighten the face of Mercury itself. The chief soul encountered here is Justinian: Roman Emperor, lawgiver, and saint of the Eastern Orthodox Church, as well as the near-victim of a lynching by a mob of chariot-racing fans. After lecturing Dante at length on Roman history, Justinian explains that the souls in this second sphere, just as in the first, are marked by a specific defect:

 “This little planet is adorned with spirits

whose acts were righteous, but who acted for

the honor and the fame that they would gain:

and when desires tend toward earthly ends,

then, so deflected, rays of the true love

mount toward the life above with lesser force.

But part of our delight is measuring

rewards against our merit, and we see

that our rewards are neither less nor more.” (VI 112–120)

Beatrice follows in Canto VII with some historical and theological points that do not touch on our main theme. Thus we pass on to the Third Sphere of Venus.

The name of the most prominent figure here is translated, somewhat confusingly, as Charles Martel. It is not the famous Carolingian ruler of that name, the grandfather of Charlemagne and victor over a large Muslim army at the Battle of Tours in 732 AD. Instead, it is a more obscure “Carlo Martello,” who ruled for a time in Naples, his life overlapping with Dante’s own. This Carlo, who died as young as Beatrice herself, gives a memorable speech to Dante about the limits of heredity and the temperamental variations found within any given family:

“Can there be citizens if men below

are not diverse, with diverse duties? No, if

what your master writes is accurate…

so, one is born a Solon, one a Xerxes,

and one a Melchizedek, and another,

he who flew through the air and lost his son.

Revolving nature, serving as a seal

for mortal wax, plies well its art, but it

does not distinguish one house from another.

Thus, even from the seed, Esau takes leave

of Jacob; and because he had a father

so base, they said Quirinus was Mars’ son.

Engendered natures would forever take

the path of those who had engendered them,

did not Divine provision intervene.” (VIII 118–120, 124–135)

This speech serves in part to fill a lacuna in Dante’s ethical vision, which takes as its focus the reward or punishment of souls in the afterworld. After all, the judging of actions as right or wrong is only a small portion of ethical life, much of which involves personal decisions that lie outside the scope of reward or punishment by God. If we were to write biographies of Solon or Xerxes, for instance, many of their most important actions would register as utterly neutral on the scale of good and evil. Only in part would we be passing judgment on these figures. Much of our work would involve unearthing the colorful detail of their respective characters, discovering their inner priorities so as to learn how one became the lawgiver of Athens and the other the Emperor of Persia and failed conqueror of Greece. We will encounter this issue in Chapter Two when considering Scheler’s essay “Ordo Amoris.” Elsewhere in the Third Sphere, Dante and Beatrice meet Cunizza da Romano, an aristocratic Italian woman a few generations older than Dante. Like the blessed souls in the first two spheres, Cunizza is fully aware of why her place in Heaven is not higher, and fully satisfied with where she is now:

 “Cunizza was my name, and I shine here

because this planet’s radiance conquered me.

But in myself I pardon happily

the reason for my fate; I do not grieve —

and vulgar minds may find this hard to see.” (IX, 32–36)

Cunizza’s statement that she was “conquered” by the “radiance of Venus” is a subtle, coded way of referring to her four marriages and two or more love affairs, including one with the aforementioned poet Sordello. She must have acquired sufficient good deeds and spiritual depth during her lifetime to avoid placement with the lustful — those of Purgatorio or even those of Inferno — given her obvious points in common with the famous damned adulteress Francesca da Rimini. (Lansing 2000, 241) In the Sphere of Venus, our travelers also meet a soul named Folco of Marseilles, a troubadour whose career ran a century or so before Dante’s own. (Lansing 2000, 403) Before joining a monastery, Folco had fallen in love with the wife of his feudal lord, though there seems to have been no sexual relationship. This evidently explains why Folco belongs to the sphere of the planet of love, though— like all others in Paradiso — he expresses perfect satisfaction with where he is:

“for even Belus’ daughter, wronging both

Sychaeus and Creusa, did not burn

more than I did, as long as I was young;

nor did the Rhodopean woman whom

Demophoön deceived, nor did Alcides

when he enclosed Iole in his heart.

Yet one does not repent here; here one smiles —

not for the fault, which we do not recall,

but for the Power that fashioned and foresaw.” (IX 97–105)

Folco also reports that another resident of the Sphere of Venus is Rahab, the prostitute who assisted in Joshua’s conquest of Jericho. Not only was Rahab saved, but “this heaven… had Rahab as the first / soul to be taken up when Christ triumphed,” a stunning spiritual honor for a prostitute. (IX 120) Folco continues with his Venus-related topic, ending with the following words:

“And yet the hill of Vatican as well

as other noble parts of Rome that were

the cemetery for Peter’s soldiery

will soon be freed from priests’ adultery.” (IX 139–142)

It is interesting to note that— with the possible exception of pride — lust is the only sin with representatives in all three kingdoms of the afterlife. Paolo and Francesca live in Inferno for their lust, the poets Guido Guinizelli and Arnaut Daniel in Purgatory, and here in Paradiso we find Cunizza, Folco of Marseilles, and the whore-heroine Rahab. This central role of the amorous sin in the Comedy should not be surprising, since one suspects that the overheated Dante would not be out of place with any of those just named.

In the First Sphere of the Moon, we met souls who have a lower place in Heaven because they gave up their vows in the face of violence. However unfair it may seem to blame victims of abduction and rape for not fighting back, at least Beatrice clearly explains the principle behind it: a vow to God is unbreakable, even to save one’s own life. In the Second Sphere of Mercury, we found good spirits who have a lower place in the cosmos due to a certain impurity of motive, including ambition for worldly honor. In the Third Sphere of Venus, we discovered blessed souls who nonetheless struggled with the temptations of the flesh: Cunizza, Folco, and Rahab. But from Mars onward, we are left in the dark as to what prevents souls from rising even higher than they are. Henceforth we are told only that God’s will determines the place of each soul, and that none of these souls would wish to be placed differently. Yet perhaps we can deduce some things about God’s will by seeing where various souls can be found.

The fourth sphere of the Sun begins with some inspired poetry, as Dante praises God for properly aligning the planets along the zodiac:

For if the planets’ path were not aslant,

much of the heavens’ virtue would be wasted

and almost every power on earth be dead… (X 16–18)

How this fits with the presence of astrologers among the fraudulent in Hell is an open question. Dante continues with additional praise, both for the infinite speed of Beatrice’s actions — Einstein would be skeptical — and for the sheer intensity of the sun:

The one who guides me so from good to better

is Beatrice, and on our path her acts

have so much swiftness that they span no time.

How bright within themselves must be the lights

I saw on entering the Sun, for they

were known to me by splendor, not by color! (X 40–45)

All of these marvelous words are merely a warm-up for the true subject matter of the Fourth Sphere. Any intellectual is sure to be delighted by this part of the poem, which is home to a virtual army of great medieval philosophers. One among them speaks first, a prelude to his domination of the next several cantos:

“I was a lamb among the holy flock

that Dominic leads on the path where one

may fatten well if one does not stray off.

He who is nearest on my right was both

my brother and my teacher: from Cologne,

Albert, and I am Thomas of Aquino.” (X 94–99)

Present along with Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas are ten other leading spiritual and intellectual figures of the Middle Ages, including Peter Lombard, Boethius, Isidore of Seville, Richard of St Victor, and the negative theologian we now call pseudo-Dionysius (in Dante’s time he was not yet known to be “pseudo-”). But there are two surprises in the ranks. One is the “fifth light” seen in the group, who is not named but seems to be King Solomon of the Old Testament, ranked here as a wisdom author along with the philosophers. A more controversial addition is Siger of Brabant, “who when he lectured in the Street of Straw / demonstrated truths that earned him envy.” Dead at the age of forty from unproven causes, Siger’s brief life was filled with controversy: from his involvement in a major student brawl in Paris to his condemnation as one of the principal “Latin Averroists,” European devotees of the Andalusian Muslim philosopher Averroës (Ibn Rushd), probably the greatest commentator on Aristotle in any language. When Aristotelianism was condemned by the Bishop of Paris in 1277, and remained condemned for roughly a decade, this even affected the works of the recently deceased Aquinas, so that Siger himself could hardly escape accusation. Though several decades had passed between 1277 and the writing of the Comedy, the inclusion of Siger in Paradise still feels like a somewhat edgy gesture on Dante’s part. The poet begins Canto XI by reflecting further on the vanity and emptiness of all mortal pursuits:

O senseless cares of mortals, how deceiving

 are syllogistic reasonings that bring 

your wings to flight so low, to earthly things!

One studied law and one the Aphorisms

 of the physicians; one was set on priesthood

 and one, through force or fraud, on rulership;

one meant to plunder, one to politick;

 one labored, tangled in delights of flesh,

 and one was fully bent on indolence;

while I, delivered from our servitude

 to all these things, was in the height of heaven

 with Beatrice, so gloriously welcomed. (XI 1–12)

Much of the canto is taken up with Aquinas’ extensive praise for St Francis of Assisi, who is lauded for restoring the spirit of poverty to the Church for the first time in the eleven hundred years since the death of Christ. It is mentioned that St Francis tried to convert Muslims in the Middle East, possibly even with the deliberate aspiration of risking mortal danger there. But St Francis finally decided that the case was hopeless:

“And after, in his thirst for martyrdom, 

within the presence of the haughty Sultan,

 he preached of Christ and those who followed Him.

But, finding bearers who were too unripe

 to be converted, he — not wasting time — 

returned to harvest the Italian fields.” (XI 100–105)

Aquinas also praises St Dominic, the founder of his own order, though not without condemning the Dominicans of the present day. The star of Canto XII is the Franciscan thinker St Bonaventure, who died in 1274, the same year as Aquinas himself. Among the second group gathered in this canto, the most prominent figures are Hugh of St Victor and St Anselm of Canterbury, author of the famous ontological proof for the existence of God. Aquinas speaks again concerning the wisdom of Solomon, and though the Sphere of the Sun is a place where thinkers seem to be generally held in honor, he does not spare certain Greek philosophers and mathematicians from criticism for leading humanity astray:

“Far worse than uselessly he leaves the shore

(more full of error than he was before)

who fishes for the truth but lacks the art.

Of this, Parmenides, Melissus, Bryson,

are clear proofs to the world, and many others

who went their way but knew not where it went…” (XIII 121–126)

When Dante is puzzled by the question of how these spirits will be able to endure their own brightness once they have human eyes again on Judgment Day, Beatrice sees to it that Dante is answered by no less a figure than Solomon himself. The wise king gives a lengthy explanation that concludes rather concisely:

“Nor will we tire when faced with such bright light,

for then the body’s organs will have force

enough for all in which we can delight.” (XIII 58–60)

But even this personal conversation with Solomon is surpassed when Dante sees a vision of Christ flaming from the cross. Dante thereafter becomes so lost in the beautiful eyes of Beatrice that he fails even to notice their ascent to the next planet.

Upon reaching the Fifth Sphere of Mars, Dante is approached by a shade who addresses him in an enthusiastic spirit of welcome. The warmth of this greeting has its roots in family ties. For the shade is that of Dante’s great-great-grandfather Cacciaguida, whose son Alighiero is the source of Dante’s family name. The soul of Cacciaguida speaks:

“O you, my branch in whom I took delight

even awaiting you, I am your root,”

so he, in his reply to me, began.

then said: “The man who gave your family

its name, who for a century and more

has circled the first ledge of Purgatory,

was son to me and was your great-grandfather;

it is indeed appropriate for you

to shorten his long toil with your good works.” (XV 88–96)

This is the optimistic way of looking at the situation, at least. A more candid observation might note that if Dante’s great-grandfather is still circling the first ledge of Purgatory for his excessive pride, then proud Dante himself can probably expect at least a few generations of toil in his own right, bearing a crushing boulder on his back. At any rate, since we are now in the Sphere of the martial planet Mars, we might well expect it to be the home of warriors who struggled on behalf of the Catholic faith. Cacciaguida was in fact a Crusader, slain in the Holy Land by Muslims, a group for which he expresses open hatred. After mentioning the Emperor Conrad, Cacciaguida continues:

“I followed him to war against the evil

of that law whose adherents have usurped —

this, through your Pastor’s fault — your just possessions.

There, by that execrable race, I was

set free from the fetters of the erring world,

the love of which defiles so many souls.

From martyrdom I came unto this peace.” (XV 142–148)

This dismissive view of the “execrable race” of Arabs as usurpers colors Dante’s treatment of the Prophet Mohammed and his nephew the Caliph Ali, as we will see in the Inferno. For now, Dante openly admits to his readers that the conversation with Cacciaguida made him feel tremendous family pride, probably only increasing his time in Purgatory. (XVI 6)

Beatrice seems somewhat worried by this lapse, as indeed she should, since we already saw in Canto XI of Purgatorio how family pride was the ruin of Omberto: “‘The ancient blood and splendid deeds of my / forefathers made me so presumptuous / that, without thinking of our common mother, / I scorned all men past measure…’” (XI 61–64) Even Cacciaguida, who proudly recites a history of how much greater Florence was in his own day, denounces arrogance while telling that very history: “Oh, how great were those / I saw — whom pride laid low!” (XVI 109–110) When Beatrice encourages Dante to ask Cacciaguida whatever he most wants to know, Dante admits that — like most of us — he is especially curious about his own future, since he knows that Cacciaguida can see it as well as mortals can see the simplest truths of geometry. (XVII 15–18) His ancestor responds with a smile that God can see everything that will happen, but that this does not remove the free will of humans: “this does not imply necessity, / just as a ship that sails downstream is not / determined by the eye that watches it.” (XVII 40–42) After these preliminaries, Cacciaguida gives a clear prophecy about Dante’s future, in some of the most famous lines of the Comedy:

“You shall leave everything you love most dearly:

 this is the arrow that the bow of exile 

shoots first. You are to know the bitter taste

of others’ bread, how salt it is, and know

 how hard a path it is for one who goes

descending and ascending others’ stairs.

And what will be most hard for you to bear

 will be the scheming, senseless company

 that is to share your fall into this valley…” (XVII 55–63)

As bitterly as Dante receives these words, he is comforted by knowing that he is destined for greatness as a poet. For Cacciaguida continues:

“Nevertheless, all falsehood set aside,

 let all that you have seen be manifest,

 and let them scratch wherever it may itch.

For if, at the first taste, your words molest,

 they will, when they have been digested, end

 as living nourishment. As does the wind,

so shall your outcry do — the wind that sends

 its roughest blows against the highest peaks;

 that is no little cause for claiming honor.

Therefore, within these spheres, upon the mountain,

and in the dismal valley, you were shown

only those souls that unto fame are known.” (XVII 127–138)

The visit to the Sphere of Mars ends with Dante even more captivated than usual by the pure and loving eyes of Beatrice, as Cacciaguida identifies some of the other Holy Warriors who are present. Joshua, Maccabeus, Charlemagne, and Roland are perhaps the most prominent of those named.

Dante and Beatrice now arrive at the sixth Sphere of Jupiter: “…the red of Mars / was gone — and now the temperate sixth star’s / white heaven welcomed me into itself.” (XVIII 67–69) Having predictably encountered military figures on Mars, what can we expect on Jupiter, given the traditional associations of this planet? Perhaps jovial, expansive spirits: Falstaffs and Slavoj Žižeks of Christ, if one can imagine such a thing. Instead, Dante and Beatrice are met by a talking eagle. While this is not the first appearance of eagle imagery in the Comedy, it is certainly the most extensive, as well as the hardest to interpret. The first point to be mentioned is that the eagle is really a kind of Leviathan, made up of countless individual souls that speak as one. Dante is astonished:

And what I now must tell has never been

reported by a voice, inscribed by ink,

never conceived by the imagination;

for I did see the beak, did hear it speak

and utter with its voice both I and mine

when we and ours were what, in thought, was meant. (XIX 7–12)

Dante also compares this unified voice of the eagle to the single warmth that comes from many burning embers (XIX 19), or thesingle scent that emanates from numerous flowers (XIX, 23–24) This recalls in turn the metaphor used by pseudo-Dionysius to explain the Trinity: like a single light coming from three lamps in a house. (Pseudo-Dionysius 1987, 61) The collective eagle begins to move its head and flap its wings, speaking of the immeasurable surplus of God beyond all understanding, something that Lucifer failed to accept. For, God

“…could not imprint his Power into all

the universe without His word remaining

 in infinite excess of such a vessel.

In proof of this, the first proud being, he

 who was the highest of all creatures, fell — 

unripe because he did not wait for light.

Thus it is clear that every lesser nature

 is — all the more — too meager a container

 for endless Good, which is its own sole measure.” (XIX 43–51)

The collective eagle anticipates another of Dante’s questions, asking rhetorically why an unlucky person, born along the Indus River with no knowledge of Christianity and dying without baptism, should fail to be saved if their life is devoid of sin. The eagle’s response is simple: God’s Eternal Judgment is incomprehensible to mortals. But this is not as harsh as it sounds, since the eagle hints that there may be some surprises in store on Judgment Day:

“…No one without belief in Christ 

has ever risen to this kingdom — either

 before or after he was crucified.

But there are many who now cry ‘Christ! Christ!’

who at the Final Judgment shall be far

less close to Him than one who knows not Christ;

the Ethiopian will shame such Christians

when the two companies are separated,

the one forever rich, the other poor.” (XIX 103–111)

The eagle now makes a strange sound, like that of a murmuring waterfall, and asks Dante to look for individual souls amidst one of its eyes. From this we learn that the eagle is made up at least partly of good and wise rulers: a population not inappropriate for the planet Jupiter. Five in particular are mentioned. David and Constantine are two historically famous rulers whose presence in the eagle does not surprise us, and though David was no Christian, few devotees of Christ would wish to bar the gates of Heaven to such a pivotal Old Testament figure. Less well-known than these is King William II of Naples and Sicily, a highly regarded ruler of the late 12th century. Far more surprising is that the fourth and fifth members of the group seem to be obvious non-monotheists: the Roman Emperor Trajan, and Ripheus the Trojan, who died in battle in a brief but bitter passage of Virgil’s Aeneid. The exception made for Trajan was hinted at in Purgatorio, though so briefly and elliptically that the reader cannot be expected to remember it. (Purg. X 74–75) Pope Gregory I, or Gregory the Great, seems to have prayed for the soul of Trajan, a “good” emperor who had lived centuries earlier. As a result, Trajan was pulled out of Limbo by God, reunited with his body, converted to Christianity, and brought to Paradiso after his second death: “when he died a second death, he was / worthy to join this festivity.” (Parad. XX 116–117) As for Ripheus, the collective eagle speaks as follows:

 “…through the grace that surges from

a well so deep that no created one

has ever thrust its eye to his first source,

below, set all his love on righteousness,

so that, through grace on grace God granted him

the sight of our redemption in the future;

thus he, believing that, no longer suffered

the stench of paganism and rebuked

those who persisted in that perverse way.

More than a thousand years before baptizing,

to baptize him there were the same three women

you saw along the chariot’s right-hand side.” (X 118–129)

The eagle cautions further that only God, and not any of the souls here present, has any idea as to what other non-Christian souls might still be saved by the grace of God.

Saturn is traditionally the planet of melancholia, aging, and obstacles, but also of hardening and maturity. It was the outermost planet known to humanity until the official discovery of Uranus by Herschel in 1781, though that planet may have been observed and misidentified as a star as early as Hellenistic times. The visit of Dante and Beatrice to Saturn takes up the brief period of Cantos XXI–XXII, where our travelers are addressed by the souls of St Peter Damian and St Benedict, two of the greatest Italian monks in the history of the Church. This saintly atmosphere is apparently not incompatible with Beatrice discussing her own beauty:

She did not smile. Instead her speech to me

began: “Were I to smile, then you would be

like Semele when she was turned to ashes,

 because, as you have seen, my loveliness

which, even as we climb the steps of this

eternal palace, blazes with more brightness —

were it not tempered here, would be so brilliant

that, as it flashed, your mortal faculty

would seem a branch a lightning bolt has cracked.” (XXI 4–12)

With the end of Beatrice’s smile also comes the end of the music that has sounded throughout Paradise everywhere until now. St Peter Damian descends to speak to the two, but when Dante asks why Peter in particular is the chosen spokesman, he admits that he has no idea: “for deep in the abyss / of the Eternal Ordinance, it is / cut off from all created beings’ vision.” (XXI 94–96) He asks Dante to remind people about this once he has returned to earth:

“The mind, bright here, on earth is dulled and smoky.

Think: how, below, can mind see that which hides

even when mind is raised to Heaven’s height?” (XXI 100–102)

Otherwise, after identifying himself with a brief life history, Peter’s main function in the poem is to denounce the corruption of the modern clergy. He then disappears amidst flames, which emit a deep cry that leaves Dante stunned. Beatrice urges him to look around and see whatever else he can: “As pleased my guide, I turned my eyes and saw / a hundred little suns; as these together / cast light, each made the other lovelier….” (XXII 22–24) One of these little suns is the soul of St Benedict, who also gives a brief life history and denounces the thievery of the modern clergy as opposed to the habitual poverty of true saints. Benedict also informs Dante that only in the final sphere of Heaven, to which Jacob’s Ladder once led, will he reach full understanding. That final sphere is also described in nearly Lovecraftian terms, as if it exceeded even the strangest constructions of non-Euclidean geometry:

“That sphere is not in space and has no poles;

our ladder reaches up to it, and that

is why it is now hidden from your sight.” (XXII 67–69)

Having heard Benedict’s lesson on clerical corruption without objection, Dante and Beatrice prepare to ascend to the Eighth Sphere of the Fixed Stars. Suddenly finding himself in the constellation of Gemini, Dante heaps praise upon this sign of his birth:

“O stars of glory, constellation steeped

in mighty force, all of my genius —

whatever be its worth — has you as source.” (XXII 112–114)

Looking back at all the Spheres through which they have passed, Dante anticipates the later experience of the Apollo astronauts as he ruefully describes the earth as “the little threshing floor / that so incites our savagery….” (XXII 150–151) But it is time to move beyond the planets and into the very highest regions of the cosmos.

The Eighth Sphere of the Fixed Stars begins with another paean to Beatrice. She is now openly compared to a mother, albeit one from the animal kingdom:

As does the bird, among beloved branches,

when, through the night that hides things from us, she

has rested near the nest of her sweet fledglings

and, on an open branch, anticipates

the time when she can see their longed-for faces

and find the food with which to feed them…

so did my lady stand, erect, intent,

turned toward that part of heaven under which

the sun is given to less haste… (XXIII 1–6, 10–12)

Dante witnesses “a sun above a thousand lamps,” (XXIII 28) a glowing substance that turns out to be none other than Christ. Or in the words of Beatrice: “This is the Wisdom and the Potency / that opened roads between the earth and Heaven, / the paths for which desire had long since waited.” (XXIII 37–39) Dante once again sees his lady’s smile, which he tells us is so radiant as to be beyond the power of description of all the muses combined. The many souls of this sphere are singing the name of Mary, who is ascending after her Son. Unsurprisingly, Mary too is described as a mother:

And like an infant who, when it has taken

its milk, extends its arms out to its mother,

its feeling kindling into outward flame,

each of those blessed splendors stretched its peak

upward, so that the deep affection each

possessed for Mary was made plain to me. (XXIII 121–126)

Amidst whirling flame and continued song, Beatrice asks St Peter to question Dante in order to test his understanding of faith, an impending ordeal that Dante compares to that of a student preparing for a thesis defense. (XXIV 46–51) Dante answers a series of questions on the topic, and concludes by speaking of the central mystery of Christianity:

And I believe in three Eternal Persons,

and these I do believe to be one essence,

so single and threefold as to allow

both is and are. Of this profound condition

of God that I have touched on, Gospel teaching

has often set the imprint on my mind. (XXIV 139–144)

Dante is blessed, circled, and sung to by St Peter, who is deeply pleased with the responses he has heard. At this point St James appears to question Dante about hope, and Dante again passes the test, though without quite the same euphoric reaction he had received from St Peter. As a final examination, Dante is questioned by St John the Evangelist: that is to say, not John the Baptist, but the purported author of the New Testament’s mysterious Books of John and Revelation. St John questions him on the third of the virtues, charity, which Dante treats as meaning the same thing as his favorite topic: love. Dante answers St John that he was led to understand love both by philosophical argument and by authority, and that it is already imprinted in him: “for / the good, once it is understood as such, / enkindles love; and in accord with more / goodness comes greater love.” (XXVI 27–30) When asked to expand on this statement, Dante credits the True Faith, since it “drew me from the sea of twisted love / and set me on the shore of the right love.” (XXVI 62–63) At this final answer, Beatrice and the others souls sing “Holy! Holy! Holy!”, and Dante’s temporary blindness during the examinations is dispelled by Beatrice. His vision restored, Dante asks about a fourth light that has now appeared. His lady reports that the new light is no less a figure than Adam, the first of our species. Adam reports briefly on his transgression in Eden, his time in Hell, and the ever-shifting ways of human beings:

 “…for never

has any thing produced by human reason

been everlasting — following the heavens,

men seek the new, they shift their predilections.” (XXVI 126–129)

The experience of the Sphere of the Fixed Stars is now almost complete. In the sole remaining canto devoted to this Sphere, St Peter rejoins the discussion. Though regarded by the Catholic Church as the first in its long and continuing line of Popes, Peter has nothing good to say about the current state of the Church, as if he were speaking already with the voice of Martin Luther:

“The Bride of Christ was never nurtured by

my blood, and blood of Linus and of Cletus,

to be employed in gaining greater riches…

From here on high one sees rapacious wolves

clothed in the cloaks of shepherds. You, the vengeance,

of God, oh, why do you still lie concealed?” (XXVII 40–42, 55–57)

But Dante longs to return his eyes to Beatrice, and so he does. They leave the fixed stars and ascend even higher.

The Ninth Sphere of the Primum Mobile, or “First Moved,” is the final level before the Empyrean itself, where all of the souls in Paradise are actually housed. Without any familiar personages here to engage in discussion, this stage of Paradiso is dominated by Beatrice: by her discourse on various important matters, and by the fact that Dante is even more spellbound by her presence than before. He refers to Beatrice as “the lady who imparadises / my mind,” (XXVIII 1–2) and mentions that he “looked into the lovely eyes / of which Love made the noose that holds me tight.” (XXVIII 11–12) But perhaps the climax of his growing praise for Beatrice comes two cantos later:

If that which has ben said of her so far

were all contained within a single praise,

it would be much too scant to serve me now.

The loveliness I saw surpassed not only

our human measure — and I think that, surely.

only its Maker can enjoy it fully.

I yield: I am defeated at this passage

more than a comic or a tragic poet

has ever been by a barrier in his theme;

for like the sun that strikes the frailest eyes,

so does the memory of her sweet smile

deprive me of the use of my own mind. (XXX 16–27)

As for the discourses of Beatrice in this Sphere, some give a very detailed explanation of the various ranks of angels, including the point that (pseudo-)Dionysius was right in his angelology and Gregory the Great was wrong, which the latter is said to have admitted with a smile upon his arrival in Heaven. She also retells the story of Creation, which contains few surprises, though she does speak with a calming decisiveness:

“there was no after, no before — they were

not there until God moved upon these waters.

Then form and matter, either separately,

or in mixed state, emerged as flawless being,

as from a three-stringed bow, three arrows spring.

And as a ray shines into amber, crystal,

or glass, so that there is no interval

between its coming and its lighting all,

so did the three — form, matter, and their union —

flash into being from the Lord with no

distinction in beginning: all at once.” (XXIX 20–30)

Beatrice also denounces the clergy as vehemently as did St Peter, though perhaps more humorously, when she tells us that priests these days are simply trying to gain laughs from their parishioners.

We now ascend to the Empyrean with Dante and Beatrice. Thinking back to earth, Dante gives us a quaintly low estimate of the distance to the earth from where they now fly: “perhaps six thousand miles away from us.” (XXX 1) This is roughly the actual distance from London to Lima, Peru: a grueling flight to be sure, though not one that requires the angelic Beatrice as our pilot. Or perhaps Dante is simply confused by the bizarre ontology of the Empyrean, where not only the laws of nature but even the usual rules of spatio-temporal distance are suspended:

There, near and far do not subtract or add;

for where God governs with no mediator,

no thing depends upon the laws of nature.

Into the yellow of the eternal Rose

that slopes and stretches and diffuses fragrance

of praise unto the Sun of endless spring… (XXX 118–123)

This canto ends with the final words of Beatrice, who condemns one of Dante’s least favorite people: Pope Boniface VIII, for whom a place is already prepared in Hell. In the Empyrean itself, a vast white rose contains the members of God’s Holy Legion, with a host of angels swarming the rose like bees. The great St Bernard shows Dante how all of those sitting in the rose are arranged in rank. Alongside Mary are Adam, St Peter, St John the Evangelist, and Moses. Just below Mary herself sit Rachel and Beatrice (!) in the third rank. In descending order, throughout the rose, we are shown such figures as Sarah, Rebecca, Judith, and John the Baptist: who spent two years in Limbo before Christ rescued him and brought him directly to this place. St Francis and St Benedict are indicated, and even St Augustine, who is placed far above the likes of Aquinas in the fourth sphere of the Sun. St Anna and St Lucia are facing St Peter: and it is Lucia, after all, who initially urged Beatrice to save Dante. (XXXII 137–138) Innocent children can also be found, though only through the merits — and presumably the prayers — of their spiritually high-ranking parents. How could such a spectacle be surpassed? We find out in Paradiso XXXIII, the final Canto of the Comedy, said to have been completed in 1320, the year before Dante’s death. St Bernard begins this ultimate canto by praying to the Virgin Mary to let Dante see the greatest of all things. Bernard instructs Dante to look at the Holy Light above, though Dante has already begun to do so of his own accord. As his vision becomes more acute, he sees things that language cannot express and that memory cannot even fully retain. He does, however, say one thing about the Holy Light that will be of great interest to Aristotelian philosophers:

In its profundity I saw — ingathered

and bound by love into one single volume —

what, in the universe, seems separate, scattered:

substances, accidents, and dispositions

as if conjoined — in such a way that what

I tell is only rudimentary. (XXXIII 85–90)

Substance, accident, and disposition all conjoined! Beyond this, Dante is able to catch sight of the Trinity, whose mystery becomes less ineffable when directly viewed by the eyes:

In the deep and bright 

essence of that exalted Light, three circles

appeared to me; they had three different colors,

but all of them were of the same dimension;

one circle seemed reflected by the second,

 as rainbow is by rainbow, and the third

seemed fire breathed equally by those two circles. (XXXIII 114–120)

Though Beatrice had been mentioned by name in the poem — by St Bernard — as late as Canto XXIII, line 38, Dante at least has the good sense not to mention her again after he sees the three inter-reflecting rainbows of the Trinity. Nor does he end his great poem with some anticlimactic anecdote about how he returned from the Empyrean to exile in Italy and found himself, stunned, on the surface of the earth once more. The Trinity is the culmination of the poem, as it must be.

Though Paradiso does expand on our previous knowledge of Dante’s theory of the different ranks of love, it does so to a much lesser extent than Purgatorio. The latter tries its best to explain the principles of punishment as clearly as it can. In Paradiso, by contrast, too many of the exceptions made by God’s grace are said to lie beyond the power of human understanding, sometimes without even attempts at elliptical explanation. Here we can only take the poem at its word. As uplifting as Paradiso might be in principle, the mechanics of Dante’s amorous cosmos are easier to grasp in the lower portions of the afterlife.

d. Inferno

Never yet have I met anyone who declared Paradiso to be their favorite portion of the poem; presumably such people do exist, especially in Catholic circles. Devotees of Purgatorio, however, are not rare. Though I have usually joined their ranks only when in a contrarian mood, it is not hard to see that some might find the first canticle of the poem too dark or too repugnant. But the vast majority of readers prefer Inferno to everything else in the Comedy. Among those who have read Dante, many have read only the Inferno and nothing else. Among those who have heard of Dante but not read him, many have only heard of the Inferno and nothing else, and some of them even seem to be under the impression that no other portions of the poem exist. “Dante’s Inferno” is a phrase often heard from the lips of even moderately educated people, used to describe unpleasant situations in everyday life. This is hardly surprising, given the unusual degree of literary and imaginative skill shown by Dante in Inferno, even by his own high standards.

We began with Purgatorio because it gives us the clearest and most informative exposition of Dante’s theory of the various levels of love. In Paradiso, too much is ascribed to the inscrutable will and grace of God and said to be impenetrable to the human intellect. Meanwhile, Inferno’s structure is more complicated than that of Purgatorio, and hence is best understood by contrast with that second canticle of the poem. We have already seen how Purgatory is organized. Sandwiched between Ante-Purgatory at the bottom and the Earthly Paradise at the top, Purgatorio proper features the traditional Seven Deadly Sins organized into three groups, apparently arranged on the mountain from least to most forgivable. At the bottom are the three sins that involve a perverse object of love: pride, envy, and wrath, each punished in its own way. Next comes the only sin associated with insufficient love: sloth. At the top of the mountain are the three sins explained as forms of excessive love: avarice, gluttony, and lust. The sinners work their way through each of the seven terraces as needed, purging themselves at each station of the relevant sin.

What then might we expect from Inferno, a far more punitive destination? Two basic possibilities come to mind. The first is that Inferno would consist of the same sins as Purgatorio: either with more serious versions of the sins of Purgatory, or the same sins without any spirit of remorse or repentance on the part of the sinner. Incidentally, these are two of the three paths mentioned by Socrates in Plato’s Phaedo (113e) — along with doing harm to one’s own parents — that keep souls in the lake of fire forever rather than having a chance to be removed from the lake at some point: excessive severity of sin, and lack of remorse. The second possibility is that the sins of Inferno would be of a vastly different type from those in Purgatory: not the Seven Deadly Sins, but something even worse that these seven somehow fail to cover. What we find in Dante’s Inferno is a strange combination of both possibilities. On the one hand, following the so-called Ante-Inferno and the First Circle of Limbo, we find Dante repeating in advance the same ranking of sins found in Purgatorio. Closest to the top of Inferno’s pit, just as it was closest to the top of Purgatorio’s mountain, we find lust in the Second Circle of Hell. Gluttony comes second, and avarice third. The first anomaly occurs with sloth, which does not occupy the Fifth Circle of Hell, as the pattern would dictate. Either sloth is never so serious as to earn punishment in Hell, or it has been reassigned elsewhere. But wrath — along with “sullenness” — does appear next, in the Fifth Circle, which would have belonged to sloth if the structure of Purgatorio were being mimicked. If envy and pride were hosted in the Sixth and Seventh Circles, then sloth would be alone in being omitted. But in fact, pride and envy do not have Circles of their own, and the Sixth Circle is assigned instead to the “arch-heretics.” So, we already find one break in Inferno with the organizing principle of Purgatory, and it will be important to keep an eye on this deviation as we travel through Hell with Dante and Virgil.

There is also the crucial fact that Inferno is dominated by a sin that was scarcely if ever mentioned in Purgatorio: fraud. Indeed, Inferno is as subtle as possible in distinguishing between numerous different forms of fraud, making it almost a world of its own within that canticle. Now, what makes fraud such an interesting cardinal sin is its inverse relation with love, which for Dante is the supreme good as well as the essence of both God and his creatures. To love something is to take it with especial seriousness, to occupy oneself in fascination with it, whether it be an important good or some trivial or even regrettable infatuation. The nature of fraud is to fabricate the appearance of a love that is actually non-existent, as in the infamous Nigerian email scams of our own day. For example:

 My name is Isabella Carmel the only survivor from family of four. Iwas narrowly escaped from the tsunami disaster which affected my spinal cord and also my ear drum and claim the lifes of my entire family, husband (Denis caromel) and two sons (Ugo and Tom) who went for holidays in Sri-Lanka.

Whether or not a Mrs Carmel actually exists — and I am willing to bet that she does not — someone here is feigning their absorption in a serious personal misfortune in order to obtain the undeserved confidence, and the funding, of a sympathetic reader. Much more serious forms of fraud are just as familiar to us, with the worst form being the betrayal of loved ones, and in the case of Inferno the betrayal of either Jesus Christ or Julius Caesar. If love is the central topic of Purgatorio and Paradiso, then fraud is the main theme of Inferno once we reach a sufficient depth in Hell.

Inferno is set in the spring of the year 1300, when Dante is not quite thirty-five years old. Still almost two years away from political banishment from Florence, he finds himself in a spiritual crisis:

When I had journeyed half of our life’s way,

I found myself within a shadowed forest,

for I had lost the path that does not stray. (Inf. i 1–3)

So go the famous opening words of Dante’s Christian epic. But his troubles have only begun, since his attempt to leave the dark forested valley is blocked three separate times: by a leopard, a lion, and a she-wolf. Whatever the allegorical significance of these three animals might be, their ultimate source is the Old Testament:

Wherefore a lion out of the forest shall slay them, a wolf of the evenings shall destroy them, a leopard shall watch against their cities; every one that goeth out thence shall be torn in pieces; because their transgressions are many,and their backslidings are increased. (Jeremiah 5:6)

As Dante retreats into the valley, he is frightened by a human figure who is not clearly either alive or dead, and asks aloud who he is. It is Virgil, author of the great epic the Aeneid, which tells of the flight of Aeneas from the fall of Troy and his various adventures en route to becoming the ancestor of the Romans. Dante is overjoyed to meet his favorite poet in such a situation.

“You are my master and my author, you —

the only one from whom my writing drew

the noble style for which I have been honored.” (I 85–87)

He asks Virgil for help in leaving the valley, but is told that to do so he must follow a different path. Virgil promises to take Dante through Hell and Purgatory, and then to pass him along to another guide:

“If you would then ascend as high as these,

a soul more worthy than I am will guide you;

I’ll leave you in her care when I depart.” (I 121–123)

The reference to a “soul more worthy” is no empty humility on Virgil’s part, for his situation in the afterlife is not a good one: “because that Emperor who reigns above, / since I have been rebellious to His law, / will not allow me entry to his city.” (I 124– 126) We learn later that Virgil’s shade normally resides in Limbo, the First Circle of Hell, where pre-Christian virtuous pagans live without torment, but also without hope. When Dante expresses confusion over whether he is truly worthy of such a journey, Virgil explains that the beautiful Beatrice had come to him in Limbo and asked him to be Dante’s guide. In fact, even higher powers than Beatrice had intervened: the Virgin Mary had asked St Lucia to do something about Dante’s predicament, and it was St Lucia who in turn made contact with Beatrice, all of them neighbors — we have seen — in the great rose of the Empyrean. This reassures Dante, and they continue their hike into Ante-Inferno.

Before reaching that place, they find the Gateway of Hell, inscribed with nine lines of which we need only quote the last three here:

BEfORE ME NOTHiNG BUT ETERNAL THINGS

WERE MADE, AND I ENDURE ETERNALLY.

AbANDON EVERY HOPE, WHO ENTER HERE. (III 7–9)

The third line is Mandelbaum’s alternate translation of a line familiar to the general public as “AbANDON ALL HOPE YE WHO ENTER HERE.” Ominous though this statement may be, it turns out not to be literally true. For we have already heard of several cases where God’s grace has freed certain souls from Hell, such as John the Baptist. And as Virgil tells us later, quite aside from isolated instances of such grace, the final judgment of souls will not be made until Judgment Day itself. Could it be that on that day God will shed his grace on many of the souls we meet in Inferno? Could it be that, as a surprise ending to human history, He graciously rescues all souls from Hell? The Italian philosopher Giordano Bruno asserted that Satan himself would be saved at the end of time, though this was one of the reasons he was burned at the stake in Rome in 1600, exactly three centuries after Dante’s poetic visit to the afterworld. In any case, the first assault on the senses in Inferno comes through the ears. Dante describes the sounds of Hell grippingly:

Here sighs and lamentations and loud cries

were echoing across the starless air,

so that, as soon as I set out, I wept.

Strange utterances, horrible pronouncements,

accents of anger, words of suffering,

and voices shrill and faint, and beating hands —

all went to make a tumult that will whirl

forever through that turbid, timeless air,

like sand that eddies when a whirlwind swirls. (III 22–30)

Here in Ante-Inferno are found, in Virgil’s words “the sorry souls of those / who lived without disgrace and without praise.” (III 35–36) With them are the “coward angels” who took the side neither of God nor of Lucifer, but remained aloof from the struggle. All of these cowards are circled by clouds of flies and wasps who bite their faces repeatedly, with their bloody tears falling to the ground, “gathered up by sickening worms.” (III 69) Their cowardice leaves them without earthly fame after their deaths, and ensures that they are unwanted even in the depths of Hell. There is one person in Ante-Inferno who is described vaguely as guilty of a monumental act of cowardice: “I saw and recognized the shade of him / who made, through cowardice, the great refusal.” (III 59–60) Though several candidates have been named for this person, I am inclined to agree with those who hold that it is Pontius Pilate, who simply “washed his hands” of the crucifixion of Christ. Though that Roman Governor’s fame will endure as long as Christianity itself, Dante does his best with this elusive reference not to increase his celebrity. Virgil is coldly unmoved by the plight of these souls, telling Dante that “both justice and compassion must disdain them.” (III 50) For some readers of the Comedy, the fate of these cowards is the worst of all. Yet it is not much better for those who are permitted to cross the river Acheron in the boat of the hideous Charon, who seems to enjoy his tormenting words to the newly arrived damned souls:

“Woe to you, corrupted souls!

Forget your hope of ever seeing Heaven:

I come to lead you to the other shore,

 to the eternal dark, to fire and frost…”

But all those spirits, naked and exhausted,

had lost their color, and they gnashed their teeth

as soon as they heard Charon’s cruel words;

they execrated God and their own parents

and humankind, and then the place and time

of their conception’s seed and of their birth. (III 84–87, 100–105)

Charon initially refuses to take the still-living Dante across the river, but is informed by Virgil that a higher power has ordered it. They reach the other side, as Charon strikes wickedly with his oar at the souls disembarking from the boat. There is an earthquake, followed by a blood-red whirlwind, and Dante is knocked unconscious.

He awakens in the First Circle of Hell, or Limbo, which is filled with a roster of some of the most famous names of ancient times. Before identifying these souls, a word about the pacing of Inferno is in order. I have already mentioned that the chief sin punished in Inferno is fraud, in all its variants. As if to emphasize this fact, Dante and Virgil move through the preliminary circles of Hell — those unrelated to fraud — with a hasty rhythm unknown elsewhere in the Comedy. Circles One through Five take up only one canto apiece, despite the great interest of the subject matter of each. Thereafter the poem takes its time: especially in the massive Eighth Circle, or Malebolge, which dissects the various forms of fraud with an expert pleasure. As for Limbo, there is no better authority on this place than Virgil himself, who is a permanent resident. Speaking of the souls in this Circle, Virgil tells us:

“they did not sin; and yet, though they have merits,

that’s not enough, because they lacked baptism,

the portal of the faith that you embrace.

And if they lived before Christianity,

they did not worship God in fitting ways;

and of such spirits I myself am one.” (IV 34–39)

Many readers of the Comedy, myself included, are here alerted to their own fated place in the afterworld: lacking baptism, their best-case scenario is to wait forever in Limbo, barring the grace of God. So far, however, the bar seems to have been set very high as to who can be rescued by grace. As Virgil tells us, shortly after his arrival in Limbo, a crowned Great Lord — the newly crucified Jesus — entered the First Circle to rescue some highly esteemed souls:

“He carried off the shade of our first father,

of his son Abel, and the shade of Noah,

of Moses, the obedient legislator,

of father Abraham, David the king,

of Israel, his father, and his sons,

and Rachel, she for whom he worked so long,

 and many others — and He made them blessed;

and I should have you know that, before them,

there were no human souls that had been saved.” (IV 55–63)

One of the obvious consequences of confining the unbaptized to Limbo is that the First Circle is filled not just with adults, but also with infants, who contribute in large part to the crying sounds “that caused the everlasting air to tremble.” (IV 27) But the greatest attraction of Limbo for the reader is the chance to survey the famous shades who are gathered there, mostly from Greco-Roman antiquity. This includes the great poets Homer, Horace, Ovid, and Lucan. They invite Virgil and Dante to a conversation on poetry, a bold way for Dante to insert himself into the literary canon. Mythological and military figures are also found in great numbers: Electra, Hector, Aeneas, and even Julius Caesar, who seems to have been spared the harsher punishment of the sodomites, despite the insinuation in Purgatorio that he had been guilty of their sin. There is also a large group of ancient philosophers in Limbo, all of them looking up admiringly at Aristotle, “the master of the men who know.” (iV 131) His lesser comrades include Socrates, Plato, Democritus, Diogenes, Empedocles, Zeno, Thales, Anaxagoras, and Heraclitus. The poet-prophet Orpheus is here, as are Cicero (“Tully”), Seneca, Euclid, and Ptolemy, as well as the medical authorities Hippocrates and Galen. I have purposely saved for last the three Muslims named in Limbo. Dante’s attitude towards Islam is as hostile as we might expect from a 14th century European. We have already heard the Crusader Cacciaguida’s reference in Paradiso to the “execrable race” of “Saracens,” and we will even find the Prophet Muhammad and his nephew the Caliph Ali in Dante’s Hell. In view of this, we would hardly be surprised if Dante were to confine all Muslims to the lower circles of Inferno, especially since their lack of baptism after the advent of Christianity would seem less forgivable to a Catholic than the Greco-Roman failure to be baptized before baptism existed. Nonetheless, it is in Limbo that we find two of the great philosophers of Islam: the Persian neo-Platonist Avicenna (Ibn Sina), and the great Andalusian commentator Averroës (Ibn Rushd). Perhaps even more remarkably, the group of military figures includes Saladin (Salah al-Din), the ultimate defeater of the Crusades. It remains surprising even though Saladin was widely respected in Europe for his noble character. Yet Dante distances himself slightly from this placement by excluding the great Muslim leader from whatever passes for sociability in Limbo: “and, solitary, set apart, Saladin.” (IV 129)

With the Second Circle of Hell, we begin the partial repetition of the Seven Deadly Sins punished in Purgatory. Here Minos stands, listening to a full confession from each sinner who arrives. He gnashes his teeth, and “judges and assigns as his tail twines,” (V 6), in the manner of a “connoisseur of sin.” (V 9) The number of times he wraps his tail around his body gives the number of the Circle of Hell to which the sinner must descend. This apparently gives Minos the role of a mediator in God’s judgment, raising the theological question of whether this monstrous figure is actually the direct judge of human sin, or is somehow merely ratifying a judgment already made by God — and in the latter case what mechanisms there might be to correct any mistakes made by Minos. Yet we receive no further enlightenment on this point from Dante, and can only speculate. Here in the Second Circle, the lustful are punished. Dante sets the gloomy scene as follows:

I reached a place where every light is muted,

which bellows like a sea beneath the tempest,

when it is battered by opposing winds. (V 28–30)

The lustful are thrown about for eternity by hurricane-force gales. At first glance, this punishment might seem less painful than that of the lustful in Purgatory, who are painfully consumed by flame. Yet it must be remembered that the flames of Mt Purgatory are meant to purify rather than punish, and that those flames endure only as long as is needed to prepare the lustful for their eventual ascent to Paradise. It is worth noting that women are well-represented in the Circle of Lust, though it would be hard to argue that any are victims of a merely sexist judgment: Semiramis, Dido, Cleopatra, and Helen are here, all of them textbook examples of those whose lusts led others to disaster. Nor are men excluded from this circle, with Paris, Tristan, and Achilles among those damned for carnal sins. But readers are usually more moved by the fate of two lovers made famous solely by Dante: Paolo Malatesta and Francesca da Rimini, often the first two sinners mentioned in any academic party conversation about the Comedy. Paolo was Francesca’s brother-in-law, and the two made the mistake of reading a romance alone together:

“One day, to pass the time away, we read

of Lancelot — how love had overcome him.

We were alone, and we suspected nothing.” (V 127–129)

Their eyes met frequently, leading finally to a kiss, and “that day we read no more.” (V 138) Since there seemed to be adulterers taking lesser punishment near the top of Mt Purgatory, and at least one adulteress in Paradise, we can only wonder why Paolo and Francesca ended up in Hell. Was their affair somehow more sinister than those of Purgatorio? Or did they simply fail to repent of their misdeeds prior to death? Dante is so moved by their suffering that he is once again knocked unconscious: “And then I fell, as a dead body falls.” (V 142) No special knowledge of Italian is needed to find Dante’s original line magnificent, especially when spoken aloud:

In keeping with the order of sins found in Purgatory, the Third Circle of Hell is where gluttons are punished. We saw that in Purgatorio gluttons were deprived of food and drink, and taunted further by a fruit-bearing tree. Dante has now awakened, and reports on the repulsive new sights he has found:

I am in the third circle, filled with cold,

unending, heavy, and accursèd rain;

its measure and its kind are never changed.

Gross hailstones, water grey with filth, and snow

come streaking down across the shadowed air;

the earth, as it receives that shower, stinks. (VI 7–12)

These horrific weather conditions are the least of the gluttons’ problems. Far worse is the menace of the three-headed mythical dog Cerberus:

Over the souls of those submerged beneath

that mess, is an outlandish, vicious beast,

his three throats barking, doglike: Cerberus.

His eyes are bloodred; greasy, black, his beard;

his belly bulges, and his hands are claws;

his talons tear and flay and rend the shades. (VI 13–18)

After hearing the barks of Cerberus, the sinners “wished that they were deaf.” (VI 33) Virgil throws fistfuls of dirt into the dog-monster’s jaws to distract him, and the two poets “set our soles upon / [the] empty images that seem like persons.” (VI 35–36) This Circle earns my vote for the most horrific in Inferno, and all for a sin as seemingly tame as gluttony. Dante seems to agree when he tells the glutton Ciacco: “such punishment — / if other pains are more, none’s more disgusting.” (VI 47–48) Ciacco denounces the current state of Florence as guilty of three sins in particular that are grouped together nowhere else in Dante: “envy, pride, and avariciousness.” (VI 75) Dante asks to meet five specific men of Florence whom he calls worthy, and must be shocked by Ciacco’s unforgiving response: “They are among the blackest souls / a different sin has dragged them to the bottom; / if you descend so low, there you can see them.” (VI 85–87) Ciacco then asks to be mentioned by Dante when he returns to the surface of the earth, but refuses to say anything more. This is the point where Virgil emphasizes that the final fate of souls has not yet been determined:

 “He’ll rise no more 

until the blast of the angelic trumpet

 upon the coming of the hostile Judge:

each one shall see his sorry tomb again

and once again take on his flesh and form,

and hear what shall resound eternally.” (VI 94–99)

Leaving this circle and its “squalid mixture / of shadows and of rain” (VI 100–101), Dante and Virgil trudge towards the Fourth Circle, which belongs as expected to the avaricious and the prodigal. Their visit to this Circle is brief, lasting only two-thirds of a single canto. They are met upon entry by another monstrous figure:

“Pape Satàn, Pape Satàn, aleppe!”

so Plutus, with his grating voice, began. (VII 1–2)

But the threat posed by Plutus is almost comically brief. After Virgil insults him with the phrase “cursed wolf!” (VII 8) and informs him that his journey with Dante is willed by Heaven, Plutus collapses, “as sails inflated by the wind collapse, / entangled in a heap, when the mast cracks….” (VII 13–14) In Purgatorio the avaricious and prodigal were punished by being bound face-down on the ground. In Inferno they endure a fate closer to that of the prideful in Purgatory, being forced to push heavy weights eternally, the avaricious in one direction and the prodigal in the other. The Catholic priesthood is well represented here. In Virgil’s words:

“Those to the left — their heads bereft of hair —

 were clergymen, and popes and cardinals, 

within whom avarice works its excess.” (VII 46–48)

Dante asks Virgil to identify some of these by name. But for the first time in the entire Comedy, and it does not occur often, Virgil says that this cannot be done, since they are all so filthy due to their corrupt lifestyles that none can be identified. He notes that this demonstrates the futility of basing one’s life on the acquisition of wealth:

“Now you can see, my son, how brief’s the sport 

of all those goods that are in Fortune’s care,

 for which the tribe of men contend and brawl…

[God] had the light apportioned equally;

 similarly, for worldly splendors, He

 ordained a general minister and guide

to shift, from time to time, those empty goods

 from nation unto nation, clan to clan,

 in ways that human reason can’t prevent;

just so, one people rules, one languishes,

 obeying the decision she has given,

 which, like a serpent in the grass, is hidden.” (VII 61–63, 76–84)

But Virgil, feeling pressed for time, tells Dante that it is already time to move to the next circle.

As mentioned, this is the point where the analogy with Purgatory begins to break down. Having already encountered the sinners of lust, gluttony, and avarice, we might now expect to meet the hellaciously slothful. But it seems that there are no such people, or at least no place in Hell devoted specifically to them. Perhaps it is such a mediocre sin that it belongs nowhere else than the middle-point of Purgatorio. What we find instead is the sin next in order after sloth: namely wrath, to which Dante adds sullenness. The punishment in this Fifth Circle is certainly repugnant enough:

And I, who was intent on watching it,

could make out muddied people in that slime,

all naked and their faces furious.

These struck each other not with hands alone,

but with their heads and chests and with their feet,

and tore each other piecemeal with their teeth. (VII 109–114)

Virgil notes that there are additional souls who cannot be seen, since they are fully underwater in “that disgusting pond.” (VII 128) The sinners cannot even be clearly heard, since they are gurgling and choking on slime. And here again, the filth on the sinners’ bodies makes it impossible for any to be identified by name.

Dante now sees a tall tower ahead, with two small flames visible near its top, to which another light in the distance soon responds. It seems to be a signal to summon Phlegyas, the boatman of the River Styx, the second river in Inferno after Charon’s Acheron. Phlegyas cries out “Now you are caught, foul soul!” (VIII 18) and is predictably resentful when he learns that he will not be ferrying actual damned souls, but only a live man and his guide. While crossing the river, they see a muddy shade who openly expresses his great sorrow. This is Filippo Argenti, an ill-tempered Florentine of Dante’s own time. But rather than express any sympathy for this soul, Dante rises to a level of cruelty rarely found elsewhere in the poem. Dante begins by expressing his delight that Filippo is weeping. Virgil shoves the sinner away from the boat, then embraces and kisses Dante, and even blesses his mother for bearing him in her womb. Dante says that he only wishes to see Filippo punished, and Virgil promises that he will see it very soon. As indeed he does:

Soon after I had heard these words, I saw

[a] muddy sinner so dismember him

 that even now I praise and thank God for it. (VIII 58–60)

This enrages Filippo, who begins to bite himself. But Dante is happy to leave the story at that: “We left him there; I tell no more of him.” (VIII 64) Yet we should note that what now awaits the two poets are not the expected sins of envy and pride, which unlike wrath have no place of their own in Hell. The absence of sloth from Inferno was plausible due to the inherent mediocrity of the sin. And although the cowardice punished in Ante-Inferno is treated severely for its own mediocrity, there are no obvious grounds for identifying sloth with cowardice, two sins readily distinguishable in everyday life. Are there other possibilities as to what becomes of envy and pride in Inferno? Given Virgil’s surprising claim in Purgatorio that pride, envy, and wrath all boil down to crimes against one’s neighbor, perhaps wrath in Hell is meant to contain pride and envy as well? But in that case, why were the three sins separate rather than combined in Purgatorio? Since there is no obvious way to answer this question, we simply note this further variance in Inferno from the Seven Deadly Sins. The Styx is now crossed. Dante and Virgil have arrived at the gates of Dis, the city of lower Hell, which holds the worst of sinners in ever-deeper pits contained within its walls. More than one thousand fallen angels guard the gates, and initially they are only willing to let Virgil pass, saying that the living Dante was a fool to travel to these regions in the first place. When Dante begs Virgil not to leave him here alone, the Roman poet reassures him that someone is already coming to unlock the gates on their behalf. In fact, Virgil reports that he has already been here once before, on a strange and very important mission that is never fully explained in the poem:

“But I, in truth, have been here once before:

that savage witch Erichtho, she who called

the shades back to their bodies, summoned me.

My flesh had not been long stripped off when she

had me descend through all the rings of Hell,

to draw a spirit back from Judas’ circle.” (IX 22–27)

Judas’ circle is the very bottom of Hell; we will soon find that betrayer of Jesus chewed forever in one of Satan’s three repulsive mouths. Who could have been worthy of liberation from this nethermost realm of souls? Where did they go next? And why would Virgil — a resident of Limbo, after all — be called upon to perform this redemptive duty? Virgil died in 19 BC, and since he tells us his flesh had “not long been stripped off” when he performed this task, we know that it was not too long after that year. But one would surmise that no liberation from the mouth of Satan could occur until after the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, which is dated to somewhere between 30–33 AD. We can only speculate as to which soul was freed from the bottom of Hell, presumably the only one ever released from that hopeless place.

Unfortunately, there are also harpies in the aforementioned signaling tower, “who had the limbs of women and their ways / but wore, as girdles, snakes of deepest green; / small serpents and horned vipers formed their hairs….” (IX 39–41) Worse yet, these harpies gleefully await the arrival of Medusa to turn Dante into stone, a threat that gains in plausibility when Virgil warns Dante not to look: “for should / the Gorgon show herself and you behold her, / never again would you return above.” (IX 55–57) This is one of the most serious physical threats faced by Dante in the Comedy. Most of his fears in the afterworld are quickly downplayed by Virgil, Beatrice, or others; Medusa, however, does seem to have the ability to slay him and prevent his return to the Earth’s crust. But at this point a messenger from Heaven crosses the Styx to enable them to pass. This figure horrifies the inhabitants of the Sixth Circle:

As frogs confronted by their enemy,

the snake, will scatter underwater till

each hunches in a heap along the bottom,

so did the thousand ruined souls I saw

take flight before a figure crossing Styx

who walked as if on land and with dry soles. (IX 76–81)

The Messenger arrives at the gate, opens it with a single touch of his wand, and lectures the gatekeepers on their presumptuousness in trying to stop a mission ordered from above. Dante and Virgil now enter a plain filled with flaming tombs:

The lid of every tomb was lifted up,

and from each tomb such sorry cries arose

as could come only from the sad and hurt. (IX 121–123)

Virgil explains that those who cry from the tombs are the arch-heretics, gathered together by type, with the tombs heated unequally, most likely in accordance with the magnitude of the heresy. When they reach one of these areas, Virgil explains as follows:

“Within this region is the cemetery

of Epicurus and his followers,

all those who say the soul dies with the body.” (X 13–15)

We are not surprised to find deniers of the immortal soul punished in Hell, but may be somewhat surprised that the founders of Islam — a religion utterly clear in its commitment to the everlasting human soul — are found in an even lower place in the netherworld. Another surprise is that among the Epicureans we find Farinata degli Uberti, described earlier by Ciacco the Glutton as one of “the blackest souls.” Farinata was no Epicurean, but belonged instead to the Cathars, a heretical Gnostic movement that believed in opposed good and evil gods, and that also allowed women higher positions than was possible in the Catholic Church. (Lansing 2000, 370–373) Far from denying the immortality of the soul, the Cathars adhered to a doctrine of reincarnation. There with Farinata is Cavalcante dei Cavalcanti, whose poet son Guido was married to Farinata’s daughter. When Dante innocently refers to Guido Cavalcanti in the past tense, his father wrongly assumes that his son has died, and slips forlornly into silence. In fact, at the stipulated time of Dante’s visit to Hell, Guido still had several months to live. But Cavalcante’s uncertainty over his son’s fate confuses Dante, and Farinata has to explain to him that the shades in Inferno can see things that are remote from them, but that once events become close in time they can no longer be seen. Thus, Farinata concludes grimly:

“So you can understand how our awareness

will die completely at the moment when

the portal of the future has been shut.” (X 106–108)

Farinata is only willing to identify two other sinners before he too slips away from sight. The stench from the lower regions of Hell now begins to reach the poets, and Virgil recommends that they grow accustomed to it before attempting to go any deeper. While waiting, they examine the tomb of Pope Anastasius II, “enticed to leave the true path by Photinus,” (XI 9) which refers to the belief that Anastasius had denied the divinity of Christ, a charge denied by modern historians. (Lansing 2000, 36)

Though thinking is usually best conducted without distractions, Virgil now undertakes a profound moral speech amidst the foul odor of sewage from the depths of lower Hell. At the end of this speech, Dante will ask Virgil why some sinners are outside the walls of Dis and some inside. Virgil considers this an unreasonable question, and asks Dante rhetorically if he has forgotten that “the fault that is the least condemned / and least offends God is incontinence?” (XI 83–84) As the source for this doctrine Virgil cites not the Bible, but Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, which “treats of those three dispositions / that strikes at Heaven’s will: incontinence / and malice and mad bestiality?” (XI 80–82) This clarifies why the sinners of incontinence, though punished in Hell no less than Purgatory, are left outside the gates of Dis itself. But more interesting than this is Virgil’s geographical description, amid a stupefying stench, of how the remaining parts of Lower Hell are organized. There are essentially just two remaining sins to be punished in those nether regions — force and fraud. Virgil explains:

“Of every malice that earns hate in Heaven,

injustice is the end; and each such end

by force or fraud brings harm to other men.

However, fraud is man’s peculiar vice;

God finds it more displeasing — and therefore,

the fraudulent are lower, suffering more.” (xi 22–27)

The Seventh Circle, then, will punish the violent. It is divided into three rings, beginning with violence against one’s neighbor, proceeding onward to violence against one’s self, and ending with violence against God. The remaining two Circles of Hell will punish “man’s peculiar vice”:

“Now fraud, that eats away at every conscience, 

is practiced by a man against another 

who trusts in him, or one who has no trust.

This latter way seems only to cut off

the bond of love that nature forges; thus,

nestled with the second circle are:

hypocrisy and flattery, sorcerers,

and falsifiers, simony, and theft,

and barrators and panders and like trash.

But in the former way of fraud, not only

the love that nature forges is forgotten,

but added love that builds a special trust…” (XI 52–63)

We now descend into the stinking lower circles of Inferno, beginning with the punishment of the violent.

The first ring of the Seventh Circle contains those guilty of violence against others. Numerous half-human beasts watch over this circle. The first is the bull-headed Minotaur, the product of his mother Pasiphaë’s lust for an animal. Virgil needles the Minotaur into a rage, and as he stomps around wildly in distraction, the poets descend a heap of stones into the first ring proper. Here they meet legions of centaurs who patrol the banks of a river of boiling blood. In this river, murderers and tyrants are immersed. The task of the centaurs is to ensure that no one tries to rise too far out of the blood. As Virgil explains:

“And many thousands wheel around the moat,

their arrows aimed at any soul that thrusts

above the blood more than its guilt allows.” (XII 73–75)

Lead centaur Chiron, the former tutor of Achilles, serves our poets as a guide in identifying various sinners by name. Best-known among them is Alexander the Great, and those who doubt that Alexander deserves such a fate need only read Plutarch’s account of his vile atrocities. (Plutarch 2016) Also here is Dionysius I of Syracuse, whose brother-in-law Dion would become the object of Plato’s misfired political ambition. There is also an allusive reference to he who “impaled / the heart that still drips blood upon the Thames.” (XII 119–120) This is Guy de Montfort, who in 1271 murdered his cousin during mass, in full view of the Cardinals of the Catholic Church and the Kings of France and Sicily. On Earth Guy’s only punishment for this act was excommunication, but in the afterworld he is more appropriately left to boil in blood. In the deeper part of the river we find the soul of Attila the Hun, who decimated so many cities in his rampage across the Roman Empire.

The second ring of the Seventh Circle is reserved for those who were violent against themselves through suicide, or violent against their possessions through squandering them. It is one of the saddest places in Hell for a contemporary reader, given how markedly our views on suicide have shifted. I have known four suicides in my lifetime, one of them a close family member, and this number is probably typical for someone who like me has reached the age of forty-eight. Our usual mood in the face of suicide is one of horror mixed with pity and compassion, along with guilt about our own failure to intervene. But for Dante suicide is still a serious sin, and is punished accordingly. The soul of a suicide falls directly into this ring, and grows into a strangely-shaped tree in a gloomy forest, with ghastly harpies sitting in his or her branches. Dante initially hears cries from the forest without being able to determine the origin of these sounds. Virgil makes the sadistic recommendation that Dante break a twig off one of the trees. He does so, and the tree responds with heart-rending words:

“Why do you tear me?”

And then, when It had grown more dark with blood,

it asked again: “Why do you break me off?

Are you without all sentiment of pity?

We once were men and now are arid stumps:

your hand might well have shown us greater mercy

had we been nothing more than souls of serpents.” (XIII 33–39)

Dante is terrified by the outpouring of words and blood, and releases his grip from the tree, which soon identifies itself as the former secretary to Emperor Frederick II. This fact, along with the nature of the sin, identifies the tree as one Pier delle Vigne, who committed suicide in his jail cell in 1249 after having been cruelly blinded when he fell out of favor at court. Pier swears that he was innocent of any crimes against Frederick, and asks Dante to publicize this innocence in the world above, as indeed he did by including the tree’s words in his great poem. But another sad feature of the wood of suicides is their recognition that they will find no mercy on Judgment Day, and will in fact endure an even more grotesque fate than is currently the case:

“Like other souls, we shall seek out the flesh

that we have left, but none of us shall wear it;

it is not right for any man to have

 what he himself has cast aside. We’ll drag

our bodies here; they’ll hang in this sad wood,

each on the stump of its vindictive shade.” (XIII 103–108)

It is certainly painful to imagine being turned into a tree draped with one’s own dead and rotting corpse, forbidden to re-inhabit it. Dante is just on the point of asking more questions of the tree when he and Virgil are distracted by two naked shades running quickly from some unknown threat behind them. These are two of the squanderers, guilty of violence against their own possessions. Their fate is terrible, all the more so for recurring repeatedly:

Behind these two, black bitches filled the wood,

and they were just as eager and as swift

as greyhounds that have been let off their leash.

They set their teeth in him where he had crouched

and, piece by piece, those dogs dismembered him

and carried off his miserable limbs. (XIII 124–129)

After meeting another sinner who committed suicide, the poets descend into the third ring, of violence against God. This is another place in Inferno that offends present-day secular tastes, since this is where homosexuality is severely punished — along with blasphemy and usury, two other traditional sins that have become staples of contemporary life.

Upon arrival in the third ring, the poets cross a barren plain of burning sand, as flakes of fire descend like snow from the sky. A blasphemer speaks from the sand, but is insulted and silenced by Virgil. This is Capaneus, one of the kings who besieged Thebes in an incident immortalized by Aeschylus’ play Seven Against Thebes. Virgil is merciless in his view of this soul, even though the subject of his blasphemy was actually the Greek god Zeus. Virgil warns Dante to be careful where he steps, and they pass on to visit the punished sodomites, who receive two full cantos of treatment whereas the blasphemers and usurers appear in only one apiece. Canto XV is devoted mostly to Brunetto Latini, a Florentine lawyer and poet somewhat older than Dante, and clearly remembered by him as a kindly, paternal figure. Rather than lamenting his own punishment, Brunetto speaks primarily of Dante’s future greatness, urging him to keep to his path. He names a few sodomites and declines to name others, before turning and running away at top speed. Dante meets three additional sodomites, all of them members of the Guelph Party in Florence: Guido Guerra, Tegghiaio Aldobrandi, and Jacopo Rusticucci. The author of the Comedy views all three in highly sympathetic terms:

If I’d had shield and shelter from the fire,

I should have thrown myself down there among them —

I think my master would have sanctioned that;

but since that would have left me burned and baked,

my fear won out against the good intention

that made me so impatient to embrace them. (XVI 46–51)

Like Brunetto himself, these new Florentine shades wish Dante a long life and future glory for his poetry. So much for the sodomites. The poets continue, approaching a loud waterfall, “enough to deafen us in a few hours.” (XVI 105) Virgil asks for the cord that is tied around Dante’s waist, and drops it over the edge of the falls. The purpose of doing this is to summon the monster Geryon, who will gently fly the poets to the bottom. Geryon is the very representative of fraud, and thus the appropriate beast of transport into the lowest circles:

And he came on, that filthy effigy

of fraud, and landed with his head and torso

but did not draw his tail onto the bank.

The face he worse was that of a just man,

so gracious was his features’ outer semblance;

and all his trunk, the body of a serpent… (XVII 7–14)

Virgil keeps Geryon occupied while recommending to Dante that he have a brief look at the usurers, the final group of sinners contained in this Seventh Circle. Their fate is a sad one:

Despondency was bursting from their eyes;

this side, then that, their hands kept fending off,

at times the flames, at times the burning soil:

not otherwise do dogs in summer — now

with muzzle, now with paw — when they are bitten

by fleas or gnats or by the sharp gadfly. (XVII 46–51)

Dante recognizes none of the usurers by sight, but notices a colorful purse around the neck of each, “and their eyes seemed to feast upon these pouches.” (XVII 57) After some brief words from one of these sinners, Dante returns and joins Virgil in mounting Geryon for a terrifying spiral flight down into the Eighth Circle. During this flight Dante takes an ill-advised look downward, providing a view that only increases his horror:

Already, on our right, I heard the torrent

resounding, there beneath us, horribly,

so that I stretched my neck and looked below.

Then I was more afraid of falling off,

for I saw fires and I heard laments,

at which I tremble, crouching, and hold fast. (XVII 118–123)

Geryon finally reaches the bottom of his flight path, and vanishes swiftly once the poets have dismounted.

They are now in the vast and evil Eighth Circle, which surpasses any other part of the Comedy in detail and perhaps in inherent interest. Filling up a full thirteen cantos, the Eighth Circle is almost a mini-canticle in its own right. Thus it fully deserves a proper name, and Dante gives it one for the first time since Limbo:

There is a place in Hell called Malebolge,

made all of stone the color of crude iron,

as is the wall that makes its way around it.

Right in the middle of this evil field

is an abyss, a broad and yawning pit,

whose structure I shall tell in its due place. (XVIII 1–6)

With seventeen cantos already behind us, we now begin the second half of Inferno, meaning that the various sins related to fraud occupy fifty percent of the poem. The Italian name Malebolge means “evil ditches” or “evil pouches,” and the term seems to have been coined by Dante himself. (Lansing 2000, 584) Ten concentric ditches, with a deeper pit in their center, punish forms of fraud that we can assume become increasingly worse as the poets descend. In order, the ten classes of the fraudulent are as follows: (1) panders and seducers; (2) flatterers; (3) simonists, or corrupt churchmen; (4) diviners, astrologers, and magicians; (5) barrators, or those who spread false rumors and engage in harassing litigation; (6) hypocrites; (7) thieves; (8) fraudulent counselors; (9) sowers of scandal and schism; and (10) counterfeiters and liars. We will meet each group of sinners in turn. Given that the first three categories of fraud are performed in order to obtain sex, position, or money, we might well assume that these are the least egregious forms of fraud. After all, they aim only to gain the love-objects of incontinence, which Virgil already described as more forgivable than other sins. But in that case we would expect thieves to be closer to the top rather than in the low seventh ditch, and might also expect counterfeiters to be elsewhere than the bottommost tenth.

Just as castle fortresses often have a bridge extending across all their protective moats, so too does Malebolge, with a rocky spine crossing its ten ditches, all the way to the edge of the central pit. This rocky bridge is the primary means by which the poets cross and observe the horrors of this Eighth Circle. The crowds of the first ditch are moving in opposite directions, which Dante wittily compares to the organization of a recent Jubilee festival in Rome. Yet both crowds receive the same punishment:

Both left and right, along the somber rock,

I saw horned demons with enormous whips,

who lashed those spirits cruelly from behind. (XVIII 34–36)

The first groups are panders and procurers, intermediaries for lust on behalf of some other person. Dante recognizes one of these people, who speaks only with reluctance. It is the polysyllabically named Venèdico Caccianemico, who delivered his own sister Ghisolabella to the lusts of the Marquis of Ferrara. The guardians of the ditch seem to enjoy punishing him:

And as he spoke, a demon cudgeled him

with his horsewhip and cried: “Be off, you pimp,

there are no women here for you to trick!” (XVIII 64–66)

The seducers, by contrast, are those who defrauded others to serve their own lusts. The poets look in the opposite direction to see these faces. Prominent among them is the classical hero Jason, captain of the Argonauts, whose sin is poignantly recounted by Virgil:

“He made a landfall on the isle of Lemnos

after its women, bold and pitiless,

had given all their island males to death.

With polished words and love signs he took in

Hypsipile, the girl whose own deception

had earlier deceived the other women.

And he abandoned her, alone and pregnant;

such guilt condemns him to such punishment;

and for Medea, too, revenge is taken.” (XVIII 88–96)

The irony of Virgil making this speech is that his own hero Aeneas might well deserve a similar punishment for his abandonment of Queen Dido in Carthage, though we have already found Aeneas safely encamped in Limbo.

The poets now proceed to the second ditch, home of the flatterers, whose fate is far more disgusting:

We heard the people whine in the next pouch

and heard them as they snorted with their snouts;

we heard them use their palms to beat themselves.

And exhalations, rising from below,

stuck to the banks, encrusting them with mold,

and so waged war against both eyes and nose. (XVIII 103–108)

These moldy ditches are filled with excrement, “that seemed / as if it had been poured from human privies.” (XVIII 113–114) Dante sees one shade so smeared with filth that he remarks acerbically that he cannot tell whether or not the man has a cleric’s tonsured hairstyle. This is Alessio Interminei of Lucca, angry for being stared at but quick to confess his sins: “I am plunged here because of flatteries — / of which my tongue had such sufficiency.” (XVIII 125–126) Before passing on, Virgil recommends that Dante move his head forward to “glimpse the face / of that besmirched, bedraggled harridan / who scratches at herself with shit-filled nails, / and now she crouches, now she stands upright.” (XVIII 129–132) This is Thaïs, a prostitute from a comedy by the Roman playwright Terence that must have been well-known to the readers of Dante’s time.

The poets now pass to the third ditch, where simonists are punished. More than two centuries before Luther nailed his ninety-five theses to a church door in Wittenberg, Dante is already furious at the sale of indulgences by Catholic clerics. These sinners are positioned upside-down, their bodies ensconced in rock up to the thighs, with everything from the thighs to the feet suspended in mid-air. Their feet are tortured by flames in a manner that Dante describes beautifully:

As flame on oily things will only stir

along the outer surface, so there, too,

that fire made its way from heels to toes. (XIX 28–30)

When Dante notices that one sinner seems to be licked by redder flames and is suffering more than the others, Virgil takes him close to learn who it is. The upside-down soul asks Dante if he is Pope Boniface VIII, possibly Dante’s most hated enemy, who is not scheduled to die for another three years. This is Pope Nicholas III, one of Boniface’s corrupt predecessors, who expects to be replaced in his hellacious position by Boniface himself. Since Nicholas died in the year 1280, and served four popes before Boniface, we can assume that those who came in between — Martin IV, Honorius IV, Nicholas IV, and St Celestine V — are not held to be guilty of simony. Boniface VIII was a controversial Pope, despised by Dante for his intervention in secular matters, as when he excommunicated the King of France in an argument over the Pope’s taxation authority. We are told that when the corrupt Boniface eventually takes the place of Nicholas, Boniface will land upside-down in turn with his feet tortured by fire. Nicholas will then move onward to the next stage of his punishment: being fully entombed in the rock. Dante enjoys lambasting Nicholas, wondering aloud if Jesus ever asked for money from his followers, and lets it be known that he could say even harsher things if he so wished:

“And were it not that I am still prevented

by reverence for those exalted keys

that you had held within the happy life,

I’d utter words much heavier than these,

because your avarice afflicts the world:

it tramples on the good, lifts up the wicked.” (XIX 100–105)

At these words the feet of Nicholas seem to writhe more angrily than before, and Virgil’s face shows a pleased expression. The poets now pass to the fourth ditch of the Eighth Circle.

Dante begins his account of the fourth ditch, as he sometimes does, with an amusing bit of self-reference:

I must make verses of new punishment

and offer matter now for Canto Twenty

of this first canticle — of the submerged. (XX 1–3)

In this ditch, Dante sees sinners moving at the slow pace of a religious procession, and notices that they seem to be grotesquely deformed. Indeed, their heads are twisted backwards, so that they must walk in the direction of their backs, with their tears flooding their naked buttocks. Dante himself begins to weep at this abysmal sight, until Virgil gently scolds him and avows that these sinners fully deserve their fates. These are the diviners, astrologers, and magicians, understandably punished under a divine Christian regime, though elsewhere in the poem Dante seems to approve of astrology, as in his hymn in Paradiso to the constellation of Gemini as the source of his poetic genius. At least two of these soothsayers are familiar to readers of ancient mythology. The first is Tiresias, the diviner of Thebes, a key character in Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex and Antigone as well as Homer’s Odyssey. Along with his claim to clairvoyance, he was also known for spending seven years as a woman. It is Virgil who points him out:

“And see Tiresias, who changed his mien

when from a man he turned into a woman,

so totally transforming all his limbs

that then he had to strike once more upon

the two entwining serpents with his wand

before he had his manly plumes again.” (XX 40–45)

The second well-known diviner is his daughter Manto, said to be an even more powerful clairvoyant than her father. Virgil describes Manto as “she who covers up her breasts — which you / can’t see — with her disheveled locks, who keeps / all of her hairy parts to the far side.” (XX 52–54) Not without pride, Virgil tells the story of how Manto wandered the world for many years after the death of Tiresias before settling in what is now Virgil’s birthplace: Mantua, the Italian Mantova:

“They built a city over her dead bones;

and after her who had first picked that spot,

they called it Mantua — they cast no lots.” (XX 91–93)

A few other diviners and magicians are mentioned before Virgil says that it is time to move on to the next of the ditches.

The fifth ditch of Malebolge takes up nearly three full cantos, and is possibly the most colorful portion of the Comedy. It is also the most comical part of the poem, even if much of its humor is rather crude. En route to the entertaining horrors of this ditch, Dante hints at a meaningful dialogue with Virgil that he is unwilling to report:

We came along from one bridge to another,

talking of things my Comedy is not

concerned to sing. (XXI 1–3)

We can safely assume they are conversing about poetics at a high technical level, as two of the great masters of their craft. Suddenly looking down, Dante reports that “below there boiled a thick and tarry mass / that covered all the banks with clamminess.” (XXI 17–18) In a simile that will delight present-day devotees of art festivals, Dante compares this ditch to the Arsenale in Venice, with its abundant ship-patching pitch during the wintertime. The building to which he refers is the same in which the Venice Biennale exhibits much of its contemporary art, a structure dating from up to two centuries before the events of the Comedy. Virgil suddenly warns Dante about the approach of an open-winged black demon scurrying along the rocks. This demon calls out to his colleagues, the so-called Malebranche or “evil-claws” clan, and throws them a sinner: “shove this one under — I’ll go back for more….” (XXI 39) The sinner falls into the pitch, and when he foolishly resurfaces, “they pricked him with a hundred prongs and more….” (XXI 52) Dante finds a wonderful comparison for this spectacle:

The demons did the same as any cook

who has his urchins force the meat with hooks

deep down into the pot, that it not float. (XXI 55-57)

Virgil cautions Dante about these demons, suggesting that here again Dante is in genuine physical danger. When the demons catch sight of Virgil, they come running greedily towards him with their prongs. He orders them to halt, and asks for a parley between the two groups, whereupon the demons choose one Malacoda (“evil tail”) as their ambassador to the poets. Virgil gives the usual speech about their divine mission, which the demons accept without open protest. Dante is now summoned from hiding, still worried about what might happen: “The devils had edged forward, all of them / I feared that they might fail to keep their word… / the looks they cast at us were less than kind.” (XXIx 92–93, 99) Some of the demons do discuss the possibility of poking Dante in the buttocks with a prong, though they are prevented from doing so by their wily leader. Malacoda even offers helpful advice to the poets about avoiding a ruined bridge ahead, which as of yesterday and five hours earlier was destroyed exactly one thousand two hundred sixty-six years ago: a chronology indicating that the bridge must have been destroyed in the earthquake following Christ’s resurrection. A crowd of humorously named demons is ordered to accompany the poets: Alichino, Calcabrina, Cagnazzo, Barbariccia, Libicocco, Draghignazzo, Ciriatto, Graffiacane, Farfarello, and Rubicante, as if they came from some twisted version of a commedia dell’arte show. Dante prefers not to travel in such wretched, threatening company, but is reassured by Virgil that their violence will be inflicted only on the corrupt barrators who boil in the heated pitch. But Dante’s fear is soon overshadowed by a strange action from Barbariccia: “And he had made a trumpet of his ass.” (XXI 139) Dante goes on to summarize all of the signaling devices he has witnessed in his lifetime, whether in military exercises or jousting tournaments. Nonetheless,

…never yet have I seen horsemen or

seen infantry or ship that sails by signal

of land or star move to so strange a bugle! (XXII 10–12)

The sinners rise above the pitch whenever they can, but flee beneath the surface like frogs when their tormenting demons draw near. Dante has already become something of an expert in the individual quirks of the devils: “By now I knew the names of all these demons — / I’d paid attention when the fiends were chosen….” (XXI 37–38) Graffiacane uses his tong to pull one sinner out by the hair; his colleague Ciriatto, who has tusks like those of a wild boar, uses one of them to gouge the sinner. The latter goes unnamed, but has been identified by scholars as Ciampolo of Navarre, a corrupt courtier of King Thibault. Another Italian sinner in the pitch has a chunk of flesh torn off his arm by the cruel demon Libicocco. Ciampolo uses trickery to escape from the demons and dive again beneath the pitch, which leads to a general rage among the thwarted devils. They begin to fight each other instead, to the point that two of the demons fall into the pitch themselves and become trapped in that viscous liquid. As Dante tells us concisely: “We left them still contending with that mess.” (XXII 151) But Dante still fears pursuit by these demons, and Virgil is in full agreement with this worry. Before long the demons appear at close range, hunting down the poets, when Virgil grabs Dante like a child and slides down the embankment into the next ditch below. Though the demons are still close,

 …there was

nothing to fear; for that High Providence

that willed them ministers of the fifth ditch,

denies to all of them the power to leave it. (XXII 54–57)

The poets are now in the sixth ditch of Malebolge, where weeping sinners walk slowly in gilt but leaden cloaks resembling those of the monks at Cluny. These are the hypocrites. The first to speak to the poets are the friars Catalango and Loderingo, who in a rare decision were once appointed jointly to the office of chief magistrate of Florence. History tells us that they were not impartial as their position required, but hypocritically took sides with the Guelphs against the rival Ghibelline faction. Another hypocrite cannot even walk slowly, since he is impaled on the ground with three stakes. This is the high priest Caiaphas of the Jews in Jerusalem, who persuaded the Pharisees to deliver Jesus for crucifixion in order to save the Hebrews as a whole, a rescue that Roman history would eventually deny them anyway. When the poets ask the best way to leave this Circle, they are told that there is a bridge to the seventh ditch, and though it is certainly damaged, the bank is climbable. This means that Malacoda had told Virgil at least a partial lie:

At which the Friar: “In Bologna, I

Once heard about the devil’s many vices —

they said he was a liar and father of lies.” (XXIII 142–144)

Yet however misleading the statement of the demon may have been, it contained a considerable grain of truth. Dante and Virgil have a terrible time trying to navigate their way across the rock piles that lead to the next lower ditch. Dante becomes so exhausted in the effort that Virgil actually lectures him about sloth:

“Now you must cast aside your laziness,”

my master said, for he who rests on down

or under covers cannot come to fame;

and he who spends his life without renown

leaves such a vestige of himself on earth

as smoke bequeaths to air or foam to water.” (XXIV 46–51)

Dante first hears sounds from the seventh ditch before he can see into its darkness. When he is finally able to do so, the sight is horrific. The ditch is swarming with more snakes than can be found anywhere on earth. Naked shades run in terror, their hands tied behind their backs with serpents that “thrust their head and tail right through the loins,” (XXIV 95) and are tied again in front of their groins. Additional snakes pounce upon the shades, and when this happens the shades burn swiftly to ash. The ash then recombines into the sinner’s body, and the entire process begins all over again. These unlucky sinners are the thieves. The poets go on to speak with the soul of a Vanni Fucci, who was known to Dante personally, but as a hot-tempered person rather than a thief. When Dante inquires about this, Vanni answers directly:

“I am set down so far because I robbed

the sacristy of its fair ornaments,

and someone else was falsely blamed for that.” (XXIV 137–139)

He also saddens Dante with the news that Dante’s White Guelph faction will lose a decisive battle on Campo Piceno, the event that would lead to Dante’s exile from Florence. Vanni then “raised high his fists with both figs cocked,” (XXV 2) the medieval Italian equivalent of giving two middle fingers to God. This gesture, along with the news of the impending defeat of the White Guelphs, leads Dante to denounce Vanni’s home city in the harshest terms:

Pistoia, ah Pistoia, must you last:

why not decree your self-incineration,

since you surpass your seed in wickedness? (XXV 10–12)

They pass the centaur Cacus, who is covered with countless snakes on his horse-shaped portion, and carries over his shoulder a dragon that incinerates whatever sinners it encounters. Cacus was the very centaur clubbed to death by Hercules, and is confined to this circle for the odd crime of stealing cattle. The poets encounter three other thieves, one of them bitten by a six-legged reptile, which leads to a strange metamorphosis:

Then just as if their substance were warm wax,

they stuck together and they mixed their colors,

so neither seemed what he had been before;

just as, when paper’s kindled, where it still

has not caught flame in full, its color’s dark

though not yet black, while white is dying off. (XXV 61–66)

The reptile becomes man, and the man a reptile. Dante is proud of his ability to describe what he has seen: “Let Lucan now be silent… / Let Ovid now be silent….” (XXV 94, 97) In all, Dante expends more than ninety lines in his brilliant and detailed description of these transformations. He then gives mock praise to Florence, stating that he found five thieves from his home city in this seventh ditch of the Eight Circle of Hell. (XXVI 4)

After further difficult clambering, Dante and Virgil make their way to the eighth ditch of the Eighth Circle. Here the fraudulent counselors are consumed by flame, in a punishment resembling that of the lustful near the top of Mt Purgatory. The difference, of course, is that the enflamed souls in Purgatorio are being purged temporarily rather than burning eternally. The poets see a single flame consuming two souls, and Virgil identifies them as the Homeric heroes Ulysses (Odysseus) and Diomedes. They are punished here for their trickery in smuggling the so-called Trojan Horse into Troy, a low stratagem that finally gave victory to the Achaeans in that decade-long war. Dante wants to hear them speak, but Virgil recommends that he himself do all the talking, for “since they were Greek, / perhaps they’d be disdainful of your speech.” (XXVI 74–75) However snobbish Ulysses may or may not be about the Italian tongue, he tells us the astonishing tale of his death. After finally returning home to Penelope, his son, and his father, Ulysses still cannot quench his desire to explore the world. Thus he sets sail in a single ship with his ever-loyal crew. They pass Gibraltar into the terrifying Atlantic Ocean, and continue to sail and row for another five months,

“when there before us rose a mountain, dark

because of distance, and it seemed to me

the highest mountain I had ever seen.” (XXVI 133–135)

The implication is that Odysseus and his crew were the first living humans since the dawn of creation to discover Mt Purgatory. Indeed, since no dead humans were raised to Purgatorio prior to the redemption of Christ, they are probably the first humans, living or dead, to see this mountain since Adam and Eve. But the discovery is not a lucky one: a cyclone sinks their ship, and Ulysses and his crew are drowned. After telling this story, the shade of Ulysses departs; a different flame approaches the poets, asking Dante for information about the current state of the Romagna region of Italy. After receiving Dante’s report, the flaming soul tells his own life story, under the mistaken impression that Dante will not be returning to the world to share it. Though the flame never gives his name, the story he conveys has allowed scholars to identify him as Guido da Montefeltro, a successful captain of the Ghibelline faction who died in 1298. Guido eloquently conveys the reason for his presence in the eight ditch:

“While I still had the form of bones and flesh

my mother gave to me, my deeds were not

those of the lion but those of the fox.

The wiles and secret ways — I knew them all

and so employed their arts that my renown

had reached the very boundaries of earth.” (XVII 73–78)

Guido finally enters into conspiracy with the accursed Pope Boniface VIII, who promises to absolve him in advance of any sins to which their collaboration may lead. But to no avail: following Guido’s death in a monastery, he faces the implacable judgment of Minos, who twists his tail eight times and sends Guido to the corresponding circle of Hell.

The ninth ditch is a realm of special horror for Dante, due to the grotesque mutilations inflicted upon sinners there, which Dante tells us is nearly beyond the power of language to describe. We have now come to the portion of the poem that is most offensive to Muslims, since their Prophet is not only found among the mutilated, but is described in unusually crude language:

No barrel, even though it’s lost a hoop

or end-piece, ever gapes as one whom I

saw ripped right from his chin to where we fart:

his bowels hung between his legs, one saw

his vitals and the miserable sack

that makes of what we swallow excrement.

While I was all intent on watching him

he looked at me, and with his hands he spread

his chest and said: “See how I split myself!

See now how maimed Mohammed is! And he

who walks and weeps before me is Ali,

whose face is opened wide from chin to forelock.” (XXVIII 22–33)

The Prophet of Islam explains to Dante that this entire ninth ditch is populated with those who created scandals and schisms. Their punishment is severe: a sword-wielding devil cuts their bodies asunder so that the vital organs hang out from their torso. The mutilated sinners then walk in misery, healing slowly all the while, only to face the devil’s sword again and again for eternity. Mohammed asks Dante about the sin that brought him here, and when Virgil explains again that he is still alive and simply on a tour of Hell, more than one hundred sinners stare at him in wonder. Dante also witnesses several grotesque facial mutilations, and meets a handful of more recent schismatics. One is Bertran de Born, who helped fuel the controversy between King Henry II of England and his sons. As punishment for sowing this discord, he is forced abysmally to carry his own brain through Hell. There is also Geri del Bello, an unavenged ancestor of Dante who moves off without a word, and who only seems to be trying to make Dante feel some guilt at having not taken revenge on his behalf. On that note, Dante and Virgil descend deeper still into the abyss.

At last they have reached the tenth ditch, the culmination of Malebolge, which belongs to the falsifiers and liars. The first group they encounter is the alchemists, punished here not because alchemy defrauds gullible people who believe in it, but because in Dante’s view the alchemists are actually able to transform and thus falsify metals. Their punishment is a sickening one, since they must scratch furiously at the scabs that cover their bodies:

And so their nails kept scraping off the scabs,

just as a knife scrapes off the scales of carp

or of another fish with scales more large. (XXIX 82–84)

One of them is the Italian alchemist Capocchio, burned at the stake in Siena in 1293. Next come the counterfeiters of others’ persons, including Princess Myyrha of Cyprus, “she who loved / her father past the limits of just love,” (XXX 38–39) and thus took the appearance of another woman in order to commit incest with him. The poets also meet the swollen-bellied “Master Adam,” believed to be an Englishman residing in Italy who counterfeited Florentine coins and was burned alive for it. His appearance is grotesque and his punishment equally so, though we have seen it once before in Purgatorio:

“alive, I had enough of all I wanted;

alas, I now long for one drop of water.” (XXX 62–63)

Dante notices two motionless shades emitting smoke from their bodies. He asks Master Adam to name them, and it turns out they are pivotal figures in the history of lying: one of them Biblical and the other classical. The first is the wife of Potiphar the Egyptian, she who wrongfully accused Joseph of sleeping with her after he nobly rejected her advances, leading to imprisonment for Joseph himself. The other is Sinon, who knowingly persuaded the leadership of Troy to admit the Trojan Horse within their walls. This information leads to a comical fight between Sinon and Master Adam:

And one of them, who seemed to take offense,

Perhaps at being named so squalidly,

struck with his fist at Adam’s rigid belly.

It sounded as if it had been a drum;

and Master Adam struck him in the face,

using his arm, which did not seem less hard. (XXX 100–105)

They soon cease their physical combat, only to begin a raucous argument over which of them is the worse sinner. Virgil becomes angry with Dante for listening to them: “to want to hear such bickering is base,” (XXX 148) and the poets continue their descent towards Lucifer in the center of the planet.

They wander through a disorienting twilight and hear a shattering bugle blast. Dante thinks he sees the towers of a city in the distance, but these “towers” are actually the four giants Nimrod, Ephialtes, Briareus, and Antaeus. They are the guardians of the innermost, bottommost circle of Hell, where Satan himself resides. They stand in the central pit, and only their great height causes their heads and upper torsos to appear at the level where the poets now stand:

Surely when she gave up the art of making

such creatures, Nature acted well indeed,

depriving Mars of instruments like these. (XXXI 49–51)

They approach the giant Nimrod, who calls out in what seems to be unintelligible giant language: “Raphèl maì amècche zabì almi.” (XXXI 67) In fact, Nimrod is held responsible for the confusion of human languages in the fiasco of the Tower of Babel. Virgil puts it beautifully:

“Leave him alone — let’s not waste time in talk;

for every language is to him the same

as his to others — no one knows his tongue.” (XXXI 79–81)

They circle the pit to see the other giants. Dante is especially afraid of Antaeus, but this giant turns out to be unusually helpful in their journey: “But gently — on the sweep that swallows up / both Lucifer and Judas — he placed us….” (XXXI 142–143)

Dante and Virgil are now in the Ninth Circle — the final one — of Hell. This Circle is filled entirely with traitors, and is split into four rings: traitors against kin, homeland, guests, and one’s benefactors. Virgil warns Dante not to trample on the heads of those who are frozen in the lake on which they now tread. These shades are so cold that their teeth chatter continually. The poets meet the brothers Napoleone and Alessandro degli Alberti, who managed to kill each other while fighting over their inheritance: suitable souls for this ring of traitors to kin. Other Italians in this ring include Focaccia, Sassol Mascheroni, and Camiscon de’ Pazzi, murderers of family members in pointless conflicts. There is also Mordred, who tried to murder his uncle King Arthur, but was killed himself instead.

And after that I saw a thousand faces

made doglike by the cold; for which I shudder —

and always will — when I face frozen fords. (XXXII 70–72)

The poets now enter the second ring, home to the traitors to their own homeland or party. Dante tries to force one shade to identify himself by forcefully grabbing his hair. This does not work, but another shade identifies the one in Dante’s grasp, and he identifies the other shade in turn. But the most troubling incident of the first ring of ice is still to come, when Dante sees two heads directly next to each other:

and just as he who’s hungry chews his bread,

one sinner dug his teeth into the other

right at the place where brain is joined to nape. (XXXII 127–129)

The grisly eater wipes his lips on the hair of his victim. He identifies himself as Count Ugolino, and the one he eats as Archbishop Ruggieri. He explains his grotesque story as follows. Ugolino and his sons were confined by Ruggieri to a tower for several months. On one of those mornings they all have a dreadful common dream in which they were torn apart by the fangs of wolves. Ugolino’s sons ask their father for their morning bread. But the bread does not come, and Ugolino hears his captors nailing shut the door to the tower: “I did not weep; within, I turned to stone.” (XXXIII 49) On the following day, Ugolino begins to bite his hands, and one of his sons makes a brief but poignant speech:

“it would be far less painful for us if

you ate of us; for you clothed us in this

sad flesh — it is for you to strip it off.” (XXXIII 61–63)

Their enforced fasting extends into a second day, and then a third. On the fourth day, his son Gaddo asks, “Father, why do you not help me?” (XXXIII 69) and falls dead on the spot. The other three sons die on the fifth and sixth days of captivity:

“now blind, I started groping over each;

and after they were dead, I called them for

two days; then fasting had more force than grief.” (XXXIII 73–75)

After eight days of cruel confinement in the tower, Ugolino is thus driven to eat the dead bodies of his own sons. This itself was apparently enough of a sin to throw him into the Ninth Circle, though of course it is the Archbishop who suffers an even worse fate in the afterworld, his head being eternally eaten by the man he locked in the tower. Dante laments the cruelty of this incident, but he and Virgil quickly pass on to the third ring of the Ninth Circle, where traitors to guests are punished: their heads protruding from the ice, with frozen tears covering their eyes. They meet the frozen and self-critiquing head of Fra Alberigo, who arranged for two relatives to be murdered during a dinner he hosted in 1285. Since most murderers of family members are found in the first ring, the fact that Fra Alberigo had them murdered while hosting them apparently trumps their mere blood relation, and puts him in the more deeply positioned third ring of ice. He also teaches us something very interesting about the lifespan of traitors:

“…know this:

 as soon as any soul becomes a traitor,

as I was, then a demon takes its body

away — and keeps that body in his power

until its years have run their course completely.

The soul falls headlong, down into this cistern;

and up above, perhaps, there still appears

the body of the shade…” (XXXIII 128–135)

By way of example, Fra Alberigo indicates to Dante the shade of Ser Branca Doria, who killed one of his own relatives. When Dante protests that he knows that Ser Branca is still alive on earth, Fra Alberigo emphasizes the point that his soul is already in Hell even if his body — now controlled by a demon — seems to live out a longer lifespan above. At this, Dante speaks utters a cursing aside against Ser Branca Doria’s home city of Genoa:

Ah, Genoese, a people strange to every

constraint of custom, full of all corruption,

why have you not been driven from the world? (XXXIII 151–153)

At last, the poets reach the bottom of Inferno. The setting here is a strange one, with Dante somehow feeling as if a windmill were spinning amidst fog and heavy wind. They now come face-to-face with Lucifer, an experience that is understandably terrifying for Dante:

I did not die, and I was not alive;

think for yourself, if you have any wit,

what I became, deprived of life and death. (XXXIV 25–27)

Lucifer is physically gigantic, larger in comparison with the giants than the massive giants themselves are with respect to Dante. In fact, he reports that each of the giants was only as large as one of Satan’s arms. Lucifer has three faces, each of a different color: the central face is blood-red, the right face is yellowish-white, and the left face has the dark complexion of an Egyptian or Nubian. Lucifer perpetually beats his wings, which is the source of the strong wind blowing in this nethermost circle.

Within each mouth — he used it like a grinder —

with gnashing teeth he tore to bits a sinner,

so that he brought much pain to three at once. (XXXIV 55–57)

The central mouth chews on Judas, the worst sinner of all for his betrayal of Christ. The black mouth grinds Brutus, and the yellowish-white one chews on Cassius, so that two of the betrayers of Julius Caesar are tormented by the teeth of Satan. It is interesting to note that both of the other canticles of the poem also have moments where varying color is used as an emphatic distinguishing mark: the differently-colored women in the earthly paradise of Purgatorio, and the discrete coloring of the three parts of the Trinity in Paradiso. In any event, since there are exactly three sinners for the three heads of Satan, we can also surmise that Earth will never again see a sinner as bad as Judas, Brutus, or Cassius. As quickly as the poets arrive, they also depart. They make a revolting climb down the shaggy hair of Lucifer’s torso. Once they reach the midpoint of his body, they have to turn upside-down to orient themselves due to the reversed direction of gravity in the opposite hemisphere of the earth:

I raised my eyes, believing I should see

the half of Lucifer that I had left;

instead I saw him with his legs turned up… (XXXIV 88–90)

Virgil explains to Dante what has happened, informing him that they are now on the opposite side of the center of Earth. He explains further that when Lucifer fell from Heaven after his rebellion against God, he landed head-first in the center of the Earth. More than this, such was his repellent quality that the continents formerly stationed in the Southern Hemisphere moved away from Satan’s landing site towards the North, where they can now be found on the map of the Earth. The poets climb up toward the surface of the Earth, and emerge — we have seen — near Mt Purgatory in the South Pacific Ocean.

e. Conclusions

Before we move on to consider the implications of Dante’s theory of love for philosophy, let’s summarize what we have learned about that theory. For Dante, love is the engine of the cosmos, and is the very essence both of God and of his creatures — though Dante is never entirely clear as to whether “creatures” means more than angels and human beings. Natural love can never go wrong, and is steered the wrong way only through the mistaken choices of free will, for which we fully deserve punishment in the afterworld. Virgil’s remarks in Purgatorio teach us that love can go wrong in three basic ways: the choice of a perverse object, a deficiency of love, or an excess of love. Paradiso shows that, for Dante, the ultimate object of love is God in His wisdom and goodness. It also gives us some examples of saintly love that fall short of the maximum, whether through yielding to violence, chasing honor, or indulging too much in the pleasures of the flesh.

The lesson of Inferno is that while sins of incontinence can be bad enough to lead to a soul’s damnation, the ultimate human sin is fraud. The mechanism of this sin is the pretense of love for something or someone, who is then cruelly betrayed in the name of some venal interest. A woman is flattered and taken, but then left aside as Don Juan moves on to fresh conquests. Alchemists present their golden coins to the currency exchange, hiding the fact that this gold was unnaturally produced through the manipulation of other metals. Traitors swear allegiance to the homeland before selling it out for some personal interest: Alcibiades, Benedict Arnold, or Kim Philby. The host offers safe harbor to guests, then has them approached by stealth with garotte or stiletto. The most diabolical form of love is found not in its excess, deficiency, or perverse choice of object, but in a love that is only a stratagem, rather than real love. At least the libertine truly enjoys his orgies, and the opium addict her hours in the den. But the fraudulent person never really enjoys what he pretends to others to enjoy, dealing only in counterfeit coinage. He is thus the true servant of the Devil, father of lies.

Love is a form of sincerity, in which the amorous agent expends energy in taking some object — of greater or lesser merit — seriously, and devoting itself to this object. On this basis we can assume that Dante would not have been fond of an especially modern group that is never found in his Hell: critics. With this term I mean those modern thinkers who hold that the purpose of the intellect is to diminish the amount of naiveté in the world, debunking and eliminating the vast majority of objects in the cosmos, replacing them with nothing but tiny particles, socially constructed language games, or an outright nihilism that takes the goal of the mind to be the final scientific elimination of all entities whatsoever. This sort of critic differs from another, more benevolent type: the food critic, wine critic, art critic, or theater critic. The goal of this second kind is not to eliminate the objects they confront, but to “critique” in the sense of assessing or detecting the various subtleties of their objects. If the nihilist would destroy wine by reducing it to quarks and electrons, or by observing ghoulishly that wine will no longer exist following the eventual death of the universe, the wine critic is so passionately attached to this object as to devote his or her professional life to an ever-deeper assessment of the virtues of various sorts of this beverage. The connoisseur is a lover: an amateur in the original sense of this word, which has wrongly become tarred with a pejorative meaning. Dante’s theory of love is a theory of connoisseurship, or of amateurism, with the connoisseur of God ranking highest of them all.

Thus we already see one way in which Dante can be useful to object-oriented philosophy. His world is one in which the relation to the object is essential: a world where the cynical distance or remove of the critic is best classified as fraud. But there is another aspect of Dante perhaps even more useful to the object-oriented thinker. I quote once more from Canto XVIII of Purgatorio:

“Your apprehension draws an image from

a real object and expands upon

that object until soul has turned toward it;

and if, so turned, the soul tends steadfastly,

then that propensity in love — it’s nature

that joins the soul in you, anew, through beauty.”

(Purg.,XVIII 22–27)

And again:

“Every substantial form at once distinct

from matter and conjoined to it, ingathers

the force that is distinctively its own,

a force unknown to us until it acts —

it’s never shown except in its effects,

just as green boughs display the life in plants.” (XVIII 49–54)

From this we learn two important things. Both passages tell us that we “apprehend” images of things, rather than the things themselves. These things are shown only through their effects, not directly. For this reason, it might seem that love itself is capable only of enjoying images, not of desiring the real substantial forms that lie behind any thing’s outward effects. Yet in these passages, Dante also indicates that love is a pathway beyond such mere imagery and effect-mongering. Awakened by the image, the soul can turn steadfastly towards the object with love, and then the nature of that object unites with the soul through beauty. In short, love and beauty offer a path to the real that does not fall short, as does perception or knowledge, of the inner substantial forms of things. Aesthetics is elevated to first philosophy, as I once advocated in connection with the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas. (Harman 2007b) The central role in reality that Dante grants to love and beauty has implications for ethics, aesthetics, and metaphysics, as the remainder of this book will show.

When I speak this way of Dante’s “real objects” (XVIII 23) as not directly accessible, someone might object that I am retroactively transferring Immanuel Kant’s notion of the unreachable “noumena” back to a period of philosophy where it does not belong. But while it is true that bad things can happen when we shift historical concepts around anachronistically, it is also important that historicism not be taken too far. However important the differences may be between Kantian noumena and medieval substantial forms, both notions belong to an intermittent current in the history of philosophy that resists what I have called undermining, overmining, and duomining. (Harman 2013a) The underminer is a thinker who eliminates objects by telling us what they are made of; the overminer gets rid of them by telling us how they appear or what they do; the duominer does both at once. What all three of these miners miss is the real object that remains what it is despite all of the intellectual methods that aim at abolishing it. It is my contention that this anti-mining current in philosophy goes back not just to the substantial forms of the Middle Ages, but as far back as the Socratic disclaimer that only a god can have knowledge, and that human aspiration should aim instead at a love of the real. Although Dante is not usually included in the history of Western Philosophy, he should at least be placed alongside Socrates in the history of the theory of love.


Chapter 2

Ethics

The philosophy of Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) is pivotal for the modern disciplines of ethics, aesthetics, and metaphysics, which serve as the topics of his Second, Third, and First Critiques respectively. I will use the term “formalism” to describe Kant’s position in each of these fields, drawing on his own explicit view that ethics should be viewed in “formal” rather than “material” terms. As we will see, this makes Kant the exact opposite of Dante, who provides valuable resources for overcoming the limitations of formalism in all branches of philosophy.

Though Kant made his authorial debut as early as 1749, it was not until 1781 that the publication of his mature Critical Philosophy began. From that point forward it took him less than a decade to revolutionize Western thought with the series of major works just mentioned. His trio of monumental books appeared in the following order:

• Critique of Pure Reason (1781, revised second edition in 1787)

• Critique of Practical Reason (1788)

• Critique of Judgment (1790)

From this same decade, we also have more accessible versions of the first two Critiques: Prolegomena to any Future Metaphysics in 1783, just two years after the First Critique, and the anticipatory Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals in 1785, three years prior to its counterpart, the Second Critique. I will move Kant’s metaphysics to the end of our discussion for the same reason that the Inferno was saved until last: such is its intellectual charisma that it too easily overshadows its companions.

We begin, therefore, with the topic of ethics. Much of Dante’s allure as a poet comes from the colorful variety of sins and punishments that he depicts, along with the diverse human characters who embody them. If Kant had somehow tried his hand at writing a Divine Comedy, the result would probably have been rather boring. This is not because of the notorious terminological density of his writing; the young Kant was in fact a gifted prose stylist. The problem, instead, is that Kant’s ethical theory does not consist, like Dante’s, of a multitude of specific moral rules whose violation leads to retribution by God in the afterworld. This is no accident, since Kantian ethics is meant to exclude any motivation by reward or punishment. Though the principles of this ethical system are widely known, it will be useful to summarize them briefly here.

a. Formalism in Ethics

Midway through the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant gives an especially concise definition of ethical formalism: “Practical principles are formal if they subtract from all subjective ends, whereas they are material if they have put these, and consequently certain incentives, at their basis.” (Kant 1997a, 36) This strikes at the heart of the matter, since the entire point of Kantian ethics is to exclude the material as not properly ethical. Any given talent or purpose can be twisted to evil ends, as long as a good will is absent:

Understanding, wit, judgment, and the like, whatever such talents of mind may be called, or courage, resolution, and perseverance in one’s plans, as qualities of temperament, are undoubtedly good and desirable for many purposes, but they can also be extremely evil and harmful if the will which is to make use of these gifts of nature… is not good. (7) 

Professors of ethics often refer to Kant’s doctrine as “non-consequentialist,” meaning that ethics does not hinge on the good or bad results of our actions, which often arise from factors beyond our control. A good will is thus “to be valued incomparably higher than all that could merely be brought about by it in favor of some inclination and indeed, if you will, of the sum of all inclinations.” (8) If we imagine the worst-case scenario of a perfectly ethical human who is made to endure the sufferings of Job, whose actions were based purely on a good will though they all somehow led to disaster for herself and for others, we should admire this person more than a calculating, self-interested individual whose actions led indirectly to numerous public benefits. In the case of the highly ethical person who fails to achieve good results, the good will, “like a jewel… would still shine by itself.” (8) Herein lies the strength of all formalism in philosophy, whether in ethics or elsewhere: by highlighting the independence and integrity of something apart from its surroundings, it prevents it from being smeared into its relations with other things. In ethics, formalism protects us from overvaluing mere success. In aesthetics, it preserves the artwork from being reduced to its biographical origins or its usefulness as propaganda for the favored political views of the moment. In metaphysics, it guards each thing from confusion with other things, ensuring the distinction between relations and their individual terms. Formalism lets each thing shine like a jewel, regardless of its more or less favorable surroundings. Since later there will be much to say about the downside of formalism, it is worthwhile that we not lose sight of its merits.

Two more quick examples will help clarify the sort of ethical vision that Kant has in mind. One is the imagined case of a merchant who does the right things for possibly the wrong reasons:

It certainly conforms with duty that a shopkeeper not overcharge an inexperienced customer, and where there is a good deal of trade a prudent merchant does not overcharge but keeps a fixed general price for everyone, so that a child can buy from him as well as everyone else. People are thus served honestly; but this is not nearly enough for us to believe that the merchant acted in this way from duty and basic principles of honesty; his advantage required it… Thus the action was done neither from duty nor from immediate inclination but merely for purposes of self-interest. (11)

This is informative but not very surprising, since one would imagine that many philosophers would offer scant praise to this self-interested shopkeeper. A more startling example of Kant’s theory comes when he ranks a warm-hearted philanthropist who takes joy in helping others as ethically lower than a cold and joyless Samaritan who simply follows duty to the letter:

if nature had put little sympathy in the heart of this or that man; if (in other respects an honest man) he is by temperament cold and indifferent to the sufferings of others… would he not still find within himself a source from which to give himself a far higher worth than what a mere good-natured temperament might have? By all means! It is just then that the worth of character comes out, which is moral and incomparably the highest, namely that he is beneficent not from inclination but from duty. (12)

In a related example, Kant sees little moral value in our usual avoidance of suicide, since in most cases this arises directly from self-interest. But by contrast, “if an unfortunate man… wishes for death and yet preserves his life without loving it, not from inclination or fear but from duty, then his maxim has moral content.” (11) For Kant, the problem with self-interest is not that it is inherently narcissistic or wicked, but that it is too “material” and insufficiently “formal”:

For, the will stands between its a priori principle, which is formal, and its a posteriori incentive, which is material, as at a crossroads; and since it must still be determined by something, it must be determined by the formal principle of volition as such when an action is done from duty, where every material principle has been withdrawn from it. (13)

Kant admits the impossibility of actually identifying a specific case in which someone acted purely from duty, since we cannot look into another person’s head to learn the true motivations for their deeds. But even if we could do so, it would hardly help, since even in cases of intense introspection we cannot be sure of our own motivations. Kant puts this lucidly:

It is indeed sometimes the case that with the keenest self-examination we find nothing besides the moral ground of duty that could have been powerful enough to move us to this or that good action and to so great a sacrifice; but from this it cannot be inferred with certainty that no covert impulse of self-love, under the mere pretense of that idea, was not actually the real determining cause of the will; for we like to falsely attribute to ourselves a nobler motive… (19)

Though the basic principle of Kantian ethics should already be clear, a few more steps will make us familiar with the accompanying features and terminology of his ethical theory. For one thing, Kant holds that his ethics of duty applies not just to human beings, but to “all rational beings as such,” (20) though no examples of rational non-humans are given. He clearly does not include God under the heading of non-human rational beings, and apparently not even Christ or the angels, since “no imperatives hold for the divine will and in general for a holy will: the ‘ought’ is out of place here, because [in such cases] volition is necessarily in accord with the will.” (25) Instead, we can speak of imperatives only in cases of “the subjective imperfection of the will of this or that rational being, for example, of the human will.” (25) Imperatives come in two basic kinds, with Kant himself the inventor of the second. The familiar sort of imperative is hypothetical: we act in such-andsuch a way in order to achieve a certain aim. If you wish to be elected President of the United States, and are eligible for this goal as a natural-born citizen, there are a number of imperatives that come to mind. One must avoid scandalous actions whenever possible, and certainly must not commit a felony. It is important to achieve intermediate positions first: significant service in the Senate will be helpful, but being elected as Governor of a state tends to be even more so. One ought to pay attention to one’s style of dress, improve in the areas of speech and debate, and spend a good deal of time mastering questions of policy. But obviously, none of this matters if your life aspirations do not include the Presidency. The same holds for most imperatives, such as remaining on good terms with your superiors if you wish to keep a job to feed your family, or behaving in a charming and honorable way when courting a beloved person. The same holds for most of the familiar maxims of life wisdom, such as listening more than speaking, or saving rather than squandering. However prudent such hypothetical imperatives may be, they clearly have no place in the foundations of Kantian ethics, since they have value only in terms of some desired aim. What Kant needs instead is an imperative absolutely binding on all rational beings, regardless of their personal goals:

There is one imperative that, without being based upon and having as its condition any other purpose to be attained by certain conduct, commands this conduct immediately. This imperative is categorical. It has to do not with the matter of the action and what is to result from it, but with the form and the principle from which formaLism in ethics the action itself follows; and the essentially good in the action consists in the disposition, let the result be what it may. This imperative may be called the imperative of morality. (27)

Kant speaks here in the singular because there is not a wide variety of categorical imperatives; this would require that we consider a multitude of different ethical topics, and for Kant such a multitude could only be material (that is, dealing with specific objects), rather than formal. His conclusion results in one of the most famous sentences in the history of Western Philosophy: “There is, therefore, only a single categorical imperative and it is this: act only in accordance with that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it become a universal law.” (31) Though Kant is often skeptical as to the value of examples, he immediately gives us four brief “case studies” that show the categorical imperative at work. The first concerns a person racked with despair who is considering suicide. The maxim that would guide the decision to take one’s own life is expressed as follows: “from self-love I make it my principle to shorten my life when its longer duration threatens more troubles than it promises agreeableness.” (32) Kant rejects this maxim outright, since “a nature whose law it would be to destroy life itself by means of the same feeling whose destination is to impel toward the furtherance of life would contradict itself.” (32) But the supposed contradiction here may not seem compelling, and thus Kant’s second example may give a clearer case of the categorical imperative. In this case, a person is badly in need of money. He knows that whatever he borrows he will not be able to repay, yet he considers making a false promise to repay the loan if this is needed to escape his dire financial predicament. The maxim of such an action would say roughly that whenever necessary, I will make promises regardless of my ability to fulfill them. But this could of course never be a universal law, since if that were the case, “no one would believe what was promised him but would laugh at all such expressions as vain pretenses.” (32) The very possibility of receiving loans through promises of repayment would immediately be undercut if people as a rule made false promises in such a situation. (32) Let’s skip ahead for now to Kant’s fourth example, which is almost comical in the situation it describes. In this case, a person

for whom things are going well while he sees that others (whom he could very well help) have to contend with great hardships, thinks: “what is it to me? Let each be as happy as heaven wills or as he can make himself; I shall take nothing from him nor even envy him; only I do not care to contribute anything to his welfare or his assistance in need!” (33)

The contradiction that Kant sees here is that “many cases could occur in which one would need the love and sympathy of others and in which, by such a law of nature arisen from his own will, he would rob himself of all hope of the assistance he wishes for himself.” (33) I have saved Kant’s third example for last, since it is somewhat different in flavor from the others. One thing that many readers find lacking in Kant’s categorical imperative is the sense it can give of a drab ethical uniformity, with the same actions binding on all humans at all times. But the third example opens the door somewhat to the cultivation of unique individual qualities. It concerns a person who has an unspecified talent that “by means of cultivation could make him a human being useful for all sorts of purposes.” (32) Yet he prefers to become a pleasure-seeking idler: “like the South Sea Islanders,” (32) as Kant rather callously puts it. Perhaps he should simply “let his talents rust and be concerned with devoting his life merely to idleness, amusement, procreation — in a word, to enjoyment.” (33) The supposed contradiction in making such a decision is that “as a rational being he necessarily wills that all the capacities in him be developed, since they serve him and are given to him for all sorts of possible purposes.” (33)

Just two other formulations are needed to give a relatively complete overview of Kantian ethics. The first is also famous: “So act that you use humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, always at the same time as an end, never merely as a means.” (38) People are not things, but are deserving of respect, and hence should not be treated as merely the means to an end. Just as the person contemplating suicide treats their own life as merely a means to an agreeable existence, cases such as “assaults on the freedom and property of others” (38) reduce others to a means to one’s own aggrandizement or enrichment. Human society should be a kingdom of ends, “a systematic union of various rational beings through common laws.” (41) In this kingdom, everything has either a price or a dignity, with price being appropriate for goods that serve human needs, and dignity belonging only to rational beings themselves. (42)

The second formulation, more technical though just as important, is Kant’s terminological distinction between the autonomy and heteronomy of the will. Nothing here is surprising: “Autonomy of the will is the property of the will by which it is a law to itself (independently of any property of the objects of volition).” (47) All of the objects of ethical activity must be excluded, at the risk of leading us into the not strictly ethical realm of heteronomy: “If the will seeks the law that is to determine it anywhere else than in the fitness of its maxims for its own giving of universal law — consequently if, in going beyond itself, it seeks this law in the property of any of its objects — heteronomy results.” (47) If the heteronomous will avoids lying in order to preserve its good reputation, the autonomous will avoids lying for no other reason than obedience to the categorical imperative. “The latter must therefore abstract from all objects to this extent: that they have no influence at all on the will….” (48)

If judged by the standards of Kantian ethics, Dante’s Divine Comedy would fare rather poorly. The whole of the Comedy looks like a heteronomous ethics governed by a merely hypothetical imperative: act in such a way that you will not be punished eternally in Hell. And this presupposes further that one is not only religious, but a fully-fledged Roman Catholic, since there is not much hope for pagans or most Jews in Dante’s cosmos — to say nothing of Muslims, whose Prophet is subjected to gruesome eternal torment. There is not even a trace of the categorical imperative in Dante, who simply urges obedience to the almighty will of God. In ethical terms, the Divine Comedy seems to demand a simple yes-or-no decision, either affirming Dante’s Catholic vision or bracketing that vision and merely enjoying the Comedy as literature. Yet there is another way of looking at it. First of all, a good number of Dante’s ethical principles will be acceptable even to secularized minds. To avoid such sins as pride, envy, and wrath will seem like sage counsel even to those who accept no concept of “sin.” But perhaps more importantly, the sheer ethical color of Dante’s world makes his vision of ethics inherently more interesting than Kant’s. I mentioned earlier that a Divine Comedy written by Kant sounds like a rather boring prospect, even if we imagine a younger Kant at the peak of his literary skill. Would Kant’s Inferno merely contain a single pit of boiling tar for all those who do not obey the categorical imperative? Would his Purgatorio be home to shopkeepers who were honest only from fear of losing their reputations, and to “South Sea Islanders” and other wastrels? Would the saints of his Paradiso include the flinty man-without-warmth who helped others only from a sense of duty? My objection is not facetious. The relative lack of color in Kantian ethics results from a deliberate decision on Kant’s part to exclude anything “material” or object-related from the sphere of genuine ethics, and this is what leaves him with a single formal imperative, irrevocably binding on all rational beings. Obviously, Kant has very good reasons for doing so, since he needs to avoid an ethics of success or of hypothetical imperatives. But our recognition that Kant has admirable motives in excluding everything material from ethics should not prevent us from noting that the result is rather gray when compared with Dante’s often carnivalesque afterworld. I will soon suggest that this is not the inevitable price of a philosophically rigorous ethics, but that it arises from Kant’s mixing together two different meanings of autonomy, which for our own part we can easily separate. But before introducing this claim, we should consider the views of that continental European thinker who showed the most boldness in challenging Kantian ethics: the rambunctious German thinker Max Scheler.

b. Ordo Amoris

Scheler (1874-1928) is well remembered for his loose but fruitful affiliation with the phenomenological movement, and for his authorship of the weighty book Formalism in Ethics and Non-Formal Ethics of Values. More than this, he was the most engrossing philosophical personality of his era, comparable to Žižek in our own day. Scheler’s personal life was rocked by erotic scandals that landed him in tabloids and damaged his career. His warmly assertive personality often intimidated colleagues, including figures as important as Husserl and Heidegger. An omnivorous learner and ceaseless innovator, Scheler died early from what some have claimed was an inability to shut off his thoughts and fall asleep, though the Stanford Encyclopedia speaks less romantically of “a series of heart attacks most likely due to the 60-80 cigarettes he smoked each day.” (Davis & Steinbock 2014) Heidegger famously interrupted his Freiburg Lecture Course on the Metaphysical Foundations of Logic to give an impromptu obituary for Scheler. As he put it there: “Max Scheler was, aside from the sheer scale and quality of his productivity, the strongest philosophical force in modern Germany, nay, in contemporary Europe and even in contemporary philosophy as such.” (Heidegger 1984, 50) Yet Heidegger also recognized something daemonic in the man: 

one recognizes here — something which of course only a few could directly experience in day-and-night-long conversations with him — an obsession with philosophy, which he himself was unable to master and after which he had to follow, something which in the brokenness of contemporary existence often drove him to powerlessness and despair.” (Heidegger 1984, 51)

Hans-Georg Gadamer adds more detail to Heidegger’s account. In Gadamer’s depiction, listening to Scheler was “like being drawn along, a nearly satanic sense of being possessed that led the speaker on to a true furioso of thought.” (Gadamer 1985, 29) An even more striking anecdote runs as follows:

Max Scheler was characterized by an enormous intellectual gluttony. He swept up whatever could nourish him, and he possessed a power of penetration that everywhere pushed through to the essential. The story is told that his reading so devoured him that whenever he met a colleague he would compel his participation simply by ripping pages out of whatever book he was reading and pressing them into the hands of his astonished companion. (Gadamer 1985, 33)

It is hard to imagine a personality more different than that of the dry and cautious Immanuel Kant, and it is hardly surprising that Scheler tried to counter Kantian ethics with one based on an insatiable love of the things in the world.

Scheler’s Ethics, as his great book is usually known, was completed by 1913, though the latter parts of the work were not published until three years later. It is probably the most ambitious attempt by any author to strike a lethal blow against ethical formalism. For Scheler, ethics is not primarily a question of formal maxims, but of highly concrete values, and these values are often binding on specific individuals rather than on rational beings in general. However, it should be noted that there is nothing “pre-Kantian” about his Ethics: Scheler holds that Kant made a decisive step forward in critiquing any ethics of “goods and purposes” that would place the value of an ethical act outside that act itself. (Scheler 1973, 5) In his own words: “It would be a great error, in my judgment, to maintain that any of the post-Kantian versions of non-formal ethics have refuted the Kantian doctrine.” (5) He adds that he admires “the greatness, strength, and terseness of Kant’s work.” (6) Nonetheless,

this Kantian colossus of steel and bronze… bars us from any true insight into the place of values in man’s life. As long as Kant’s terrifyingly sublime formula, with its emptiness, remains valid as the only evidential result of all philosophical ethics, we are robbed of the clear vision of the fullness of the moral world and its qualities…” (6)

Since we lack the space here for a full consideration of Scheler’s own six-hundred-page colossus, we will focus instead on a brilliant unfinished essay from his literary remains entitled “Ordo Amoris.” This essay gives us the nectar of Scheler’s critique of Kantian ethics, and establishes obvious points in common with Dante’s own ethics of love.

Born into an Orthodox Jewish family in Munich, Scheler later became Roman Catholic, and traces of this new religion can be found everywhere in his work. One of his chief influences is the great Catholic thinker Blaise Pascal, whose “logic of the heart” is one of the pillars of Scheler’s outlook. The influence of St Augustine is also not hard to find. God is often described, without irony, as the ultimate source of meaning in human life. That life is defined primarily by love, to such an extent that Scheler defines the human as ens amans or the loving being, as opposed to a thinking or willing being. (Scheler 1992, 110–111) For all of these reasons, it is striking that Scheler does not mention Dante in his major works, though the great Italian poet would seem to be a strong natural ally. I would venture to guess that Dante is simply too pre-Kantian for Scheler, who seeks to radicalize the imperative from within, rather than harking back to a time when Kantian ethics did not yet exist. Nonetheless, a summary of “Ordo Amoris” reveals obvious links between Scheler’s theory of love and Dante’s.

Scheler is clear that his Latin phrase ordo amoris has both a normative meaning and a descriptive one. All human thought and activity depends “on the play of [the] movement of my heart.” (98) There is an objectively correct order of values, and some objects are worthier of love than others:

It follows that any sort of rightness or falseness or perversity in my life and activity are determined by whether there is an objectively correct order of these stirrings of my love and hate, my inclination and disinclination, my many-sided interest in the things of this world. (98)

Modern philosophy tends to view our knowledge of the outer world as capable of strict scientific determination, while holding in parallel that ethical and aesthetic values belong to an inner “psychological” sphere governed by arbitrary assertions of personal taste. Scheler has no patience for such a view, which he ascribes to a “general slovenliness in matters of feeling” (118, emph. removed) in conjunction with a “ridiculous ultraseriousness and comical busyness over those things which our wits can technically master.” (118) There is in fact an objective order of values that reaches its peak in the love of the divine, of a “One all-knowing and all-willing God, [who] is the personal center of the world as a cosmos and as a whole.” (110)

The normative ordo amoris, therefore, points to a global standard of love to which everyone must aspire if life is to gain its full meaning: God as the ultimate object of love, just as in Dante’s great poem. Yet Scheler also gives ordo amoris a descriptive meaning, in which each person and collective is governed by a typical rank-ordering of loves, each of which we should appreciate for its uniqueness.

Whether I am investigating the innermost essence of an individual, a historical era, a family, a people, a nation, or any other sociohistorical group, I will know and understand it most profoundly when I have discerned the system of its concrete value-assessments and value-preference, whatever organization the system has. (98–99)

We must seek “the basic ethical formula” by which any person or people is guided. (99) Even more concisely, “whoever has the ordo amoris of a man has the man himself. He has for the man as a moral subject what the crystallization formula is for a crystal.” (100) As a more familiar synonym for ordo amoris, Scheler also employs the term ethos. (99)

The philosophical biologist Jakob von Uexküll famously describes the environment of each animal as determining what it is able or unable to see. (Uexküll 2010) Scheler views the ordo amoris of an individual or collective as functioning in much the same way: “Nothing in nature which is independent of man can confront him and have an effect on him even as a stimulus, of whatever kind or degree, without the cooperation of his ordo amoris.” (100) Indeed, we cannot even detect certain values if they are inconsistent with our ethos: “What [the human being] actually notices, what he observes or leaves unnoticed and unobserved, is determined by this attraction and repulsion; these already determine the material of possible noticing and observing.” (101) The highly amorous Scheler makes sure to give the example of “the sexual types which especially attract or repel us.” (133) But whatever kind of value may be in question, the most important way that Scheler differs from Kant is found in his diversion of ethics outward, away from the self. For even if what we notice is determined by our ordo amoris, we cannot detach that order from our involvement with things, despite Kant’s attempt to expunge non-human things almost entirely from ethics. In Scheler’s words: “attraction and repulsion are felt to come from things, not from the self… and are themselves governed and circumscribed by potentially effective attitudes of interest and love, expressed as readiness for being affected.” (101)

Another notably non-Kantian element in Scheler’s ethics is his commitment to a doctrine of the singularity of individual fate. We saw earlier that Kant left the door open for individual duties, in his example of the man who was deciding between developing his unique talents or giving himself over to a life of selfish and empty pleasure. But whereas Kant merely left that door slightly ajar, Scheler blows it wide open, and even uses it as one of the central passageways of his ethical theory. As he puts it:

when we survey a man’s whole life or a long sequence of years and events, we may indeed feel that each single event is completely accidental, yet their connection, however unforeseeable every part of the whole was before it transpired, reflects exactly that which we must consider the core of the person concerned. (102)

In a clear attack on Kant, Scheler adds that “the unique content of individual destiny… is peculiar to each man alone. There is no positive, circumscribed image of it, still less a formulatable law.” (107) Each of us has a “calling” or vocation, which in some respects lies outside us rather than within. For one thing, we cannot always recognize our own vocation: “it can very well be that another knows my individual destiny more adequately than I do myself.” (104) And even if we know our true calling, we might fail to live up to it: “The subject can deceive himself about this, he can (freely) fail to achieve it, or he can recognize and actualize it.” (104) There can also be poignant conflicts between a person’s destiny and his or her fate, as seen most clearly in cases when someone is simply in the wrong environment to actualize their destiny:

A tragic relation exists where we see men, even whole peoples, whose fate itself forces them to act against their destiny, where we see men who do not “fit in,” not only with the contingent and momentary content of their milieu, but with the very structure of that milieu. This is what forces them always to select a new milieu with an analogous structure. (108)

Moreover, we are not only responsible for actualizing our own private destiny, since “the individual shares the responsibility for the comprehension and realization of each man’s destiny.” (105) A related notion is that none of us starts life with an ethical clean slate, since along with individual blame accrued by our own actions, there is also “ancestrally and communally assumed guilt.” (116) As an American I inherit a certain degree of guilt over the fate of native populations and the long and cruel West African slave trade, though neither I nor my family members directly harmed any Native American, and though my great-great-grandfather Harman was shot three times while fighting with General Grant against the slave-holding Confederacy.

Quite aside from the failure to grasp or attain our vocation, there are also cases described as a “confusion” of ordo amoris. (103) “Loving can be characterized as correct or false only because a man’s actual inclinations and acts of love can be in harmony with or oppose the rank-ordering of what is worthy of love.” (111) For instance, there are cases of outright ethical delusion in which we become obsessed with some finite good, in which someone “is enchained by an impulse drive; or better, that function of the drive by which love is aroused and its object held within limits is perverted into one which enchants and represses.” (114) Scheler describes this phenomenon with the familiar word infatuation. While the absolute form of infatuation turns a finite good into an idol, there is also a relative form that arises from the excesses of one’s own character, in which someone “in accordance with the actual structure of loving peculiar to him and with the fashion in which he prefers one value over another, transgresses against the objective rank-ordering of what is worthy of love.” (115)

I have already mentioned the important role of God in Scheler’s ethics. As he sees it, God is needed even to understand one’s own individual destiny. For such destiny “is a matter of insight,” (106) and this insight requires “genuine self-love, or love for one’s own salvation, which is fundamentally different from all forms of self-love.” (106) The spirituality of this noble form of self-love stems from the fact that “we see ourselves as if through the eyes of God himself, and this means, first, that we see ourselves quite objectively, and second, that we see ourselves as part of the entire universe,” (107) which Scheler means not in the sense of holism — each of us retains his or her own individual destiny, after all — but in the sense of a maximum attachment to the things of the world rather than an aloof self-distancing from them. By seeing ourselves as if through the eyes of God, we can begin to chip away like sculptors at our inessential features: “The self-shaping, creative hammers of self-correction, self-education, of remorse and mortification strike away all the parts of us which project beyond that form which is conveyed to us by this image of ourselves before and in God.” (107) Scheler compares this self-shaping to negative theology, which in his view does not merely negate, but helps to show that the encounter with our destiny “is not so much a positive shaping as a pushing aside, a mortification, a ‘curing’ of ‘false tendencies’….” (108)

Against “the fetishists of modern science,” (119) Scheler joins Pascal in always insisting on the special logic of the heart: “The Middle Ages still knew a cultivation of the heart as an autonomous concern, completely independent of the cultivation of understanding.” (119) In this respect, ethical life gives us access to dimensions of reality that are “simply not present for an attitude of pure thought.” (122) But it does not follow that the heart is always right, “for the heart can love and hate blindly or insightfully, no differently than we can judge blindly or insightfully [by means of reason].” (117, emph. removed) Scheler’s ideas about love lead him in addition to a new conception of hate. In disagreement with the old saw that those who cannot hate are also incapable of love, Scheler leaves room for hate in his ethical vision, while nonetheless seeing it as derivative of love. As he puts it: “it always holds true that the act of hate, the antithesis of love, or the emotional negation of value and existence, is the result of some incorrect or confused love.” (125) Hate and love are opposites, in the sense that we cannot love and hate the same thing at the same time and in the same respect. But this should not be taken to imply that hate and love are equals: “Our heart is primarily destined to love, not to hate. Hate is only a reaction against a love which is in some way false.” (126) When a value we rate highly seems eclipsed by a different and less worthy object of someone’s love, this is what drives us to hate. This explains why sometimes little preparation is needed in order to feel hatred, as when “a thing awakens hatred the first time it is given [or] a man is hated as soon as he appears.” (125) In short, “hate is always and everywhere a rebellion of our heart and spirit against a violation of ordo amoris.” (127)

 In some sense, the difference between the respective ethical theories of Kant and Scheler seems to follow from the disparity between these two vastly different human characters. It is just as hard to imagine the cautious and punctual Kant writing an ethics of love as it is to envision the scandalous Scheler composing a dry treatise on ethical duty. But the core of the difference between their theories can best be described as follows. For Kant, we reach the true ethical state by abstracting from all objects of our interest; for Scheler, it is a matter of enthusiastically increasing our attachments to more and more things. As he puts it:

In our account love [is] thus always the primal act by which a being, without ceasing to be this one delimited being, abandons itself, in order to share and participate in another being as an ens intentionale [what Husserl would call an ‘intentional object’- G.H.]. This participation is such that the two in no way become real parts of one another. (110)

Whereas Kant preaches detachment from the material, Scheler urges a heightened attachment, as when he recommends an “increased depth of absorption in the growing fullness of one object.” (113) To summarize, “we live with the entire fullness of our spirit chiefly among things; we live in the world.” This is not the sort of formula one would expect to find in Kant, and the vanishing nullity of things in Kantian ethics is often quite disappointing after a tour through Dante’s or Scheler’s worlds, filled as they are with strong personalities absorbed and passionate in their relations with various things.

c. Two Senses of Autonomy

Perhaps the most central feature of modern philosophy is its tendency to declare a deep ontological rift between thought on one side and everything else on the other, which takes the form of a taxonomy. Humans are not treated as just exceptionally interesting and flexible beings, as is carbon in organic chemistry: the star element of the discipline without being granted an entire new chemistry of its own. Instead, human thought is treated as so utterly different in kind from everything else that it receives a special ontological category, encompassing fifty percent of the structure of the universe. To modern philosophers, it hardly seems to matter that grouping all the trillions of non-human entities under a single lump term like “the world” or “extension” is a terrible oversimplification of a vast catalog of cosmic non-human entities, including such samples as dragonflies, positrons, spy satellites, melons, bridges, and neutron stars. The obvious differences among all these entities are treated as mere local permutations in a single “non-human” category, while human thought is seen as so taxonomically special, so unprecedented in its ability to tear a hole in the fabric of the universe, that it deserves a segregated niche of its own. This is the position still defended by the line in modern philosophy that runs from Jacques Lacan, through Žižek and Alain Badiou, on up to Meillassoux in the younger generation. This group of thinkers is so appalled by the specter of a “panpsychist” theory that grants thought to many or all entities that it prefers to accept the drawbacks of holding that human thought is a sudden rupture with all else that has ever existed. Thus Žižek imagines the birth of the human subject through a bizarre “ontological catastrophe,” and Meillassoux through an inexplicable “irruption ex nihilo” devoid of any physical reason.

One of the most glaring symptoms of this shaky outlook is the difficulty modern philosophy has always had with animals, since the rigid distinction between thought (apparently too much for animals) and matter (apparently too little for them) gives no obvious insight into non-human creatures. René Descartes takes the most extreme position on this issue by treating animals as soulless machines, a position as implausible as it is inhumane. (Descartes 1998, Part Five) Heidegger, in his popular 1929/30 Freiburg Lecture Course, tries to ascribe “world-poverty” to animals, by contrast with the “worldlessness” of stones and the “world-forming” of humans. But despite some interesting citations of Uexküll’s work, Heidegger never sheds much light on what world-poverty is. (Heidegger 2001) By contrast with these failed efforts to take animals seriously, Kant’s silence on the topic is almost a welcome relief. In Uexküll and later authors, one finds more satisfying attempts to consider animals on their own terms. And more recently, books such as Michael Marder’s Plant-Thinking (2013) and Eduardo Kohn’s How Forests Think (2013) have brought philosophy into the vegetable kingdom in a way that would have made Kant rather uncomfortable.

It is even possible to ask about the reach of Kant’s ethics beyond the realm of animals and plants. In 1997, Alphonso Lingis published The Imperative, one of the most important books ever to emerge from the American continental philosophy scene, and a work showing important features in common with Scheler. Lingis accepts Kant’s notion of the ethical imperative, but extends it in at least two important ways. First, Lingis draws on his work as a translator of Maurice Merleau-Ponty to argue for an imperative structure at work even in pre-ethical human perception. When observing objects, we try to find the proper angle and distance from which to see them in the way that they ought to be seen. It is rare that our head is perfectly upright, and hence rare that we actually see the objects in a room as vertically aligned. Nonetheless, we correct for the ways in which perception is askew, and manage to see objects in what we regard as the “proper” manner, pressed in that direction by a perceptual imperative. Second, Lingis contends that ethical imperatives can be found in many situations where we are not chiefly interacting with other rational beings. He finds it ethically wrong if someone remains indoors in an air-conditioned room with the television on during a beautiful spring evening as an electrical storm approaches from afar. It is wrong as well if someone enters a temple in Kyoto during snowfall while wearing headphones and listening to vulgar popular music. There is something ethically repulsive about chugging down expensive wine rather than savoring it, and so too it is ethically repellent to eat gourmet chocolates at the same time as generic cola and corn chips. Here as with Scheler, non-human objects are brought back into the ethical sphere. And here even more than with Scheler, it is easy to imagine what an orthodox Kantian would say to Lingis:

Rational beings are ends in themselves, but the same is not true of electrical storms, wine, or chocolate. While it may admittedly be wasteful to miss a beautiful evening or to squander expensive foods, no one’s feelings are hurt in such situations, and no rational being is disrespected.

Here the disciple enforces Kant’s view that ethics is a realm that ought to be purified of non-human things, left only to the formal imperative at work in my own mind as well as the formal dignity of other humans.

But there is a genuine problem with formalist ethics, one that is better avoided by Scheler, Lingis, Dante, and others than by Kant. This problem arises from Kant conflating two entirely different senses of autonomy. First, we can agree with Kant — as even Scheler does — that ethical formalism might seem like the only way to avoid an ethics of success. Any action performed in order to gain something else, whether it be a promotion, a spouse, public honor, or the avoidance of Hell, cannot count as more than a well-played practical measure. The ethical must be self-contained, an end in itself, or it is merely a means to some other thing. The formalist move in aesthetics works in precisely the same way. Against all attempts to treat the artwork merely in terms of its historical context or socio-political impact, the formalist critic of art or literature asks us to focus on the internal aesthetic qualities of the work itself. We will see later that the formalist approach has as much a downside in aesthetics as it does in ethics, but this should not prevent us from seeing the genuine formalist achievement in both areas. After all, any domain is quickly lost to view if we let it bleed holistically into everything else. Art will turn into political propaganda, and architecture will be devoured by a worried ecology of the carbon footprint. (Ruy 2012) Ethics will become a mere path to an existent or non-existent Heaven, and philosophy, like art, will be reduced to the handmaid of smug political pamphlets. In all of these cases, the formalist option allows us to focus on the autonomy of any discipline from extraneous concerns that belong to neighboring disciplines. At the present time this is really the only way to protect specific disciplines from the overly moralistic spirit that has taken over politics, the social sciences, philosophy, art, and ecology.

Yet Kant mixes this sort of autonomy with another, less justifiable one, though it stems directly from the spirit of modern philosophy. With this second sense of autonomy, Kant means the taxonomical purification of humans from non-humans. As Bruno Latour has shown, such purification of the world into two distinct zones — a mechanistic world of nature on one side, and a free world of human thought on the other — is the very essence of modernism. (Latour 1993) The heart of the problem is as follows. Though I am willing to concede the formalist point that ethics should be an autonomous realm freed from heteronomous ulterior concerns, it does not follow that this requires purifying ethics from anything non-human. That is to say, why does Kant automatically identify non-human (i.e., “material”) beings with the ethics of ulterior purposes that he opposes? Why is the “rational being” considered the basic ethical unit, even though it is difficult to imagine any ethical life at all for a mere thinking mind floating in empty space? We should hold instead, with Scheler and Dante, that love is the basic ethical unit: love in the sense of a union between the human and some other human or non-human object. What is truly autonomous in ethical life is not a rational being subtracted from all traces of a world, but rather an ethical relation of love between one entity and another that does not exist for any heteronomous purpose but as an end in itself, despite Kant’s efforts to restrict this category to humans. In this way, we preserve the best aspect of formalism (autonomy), while avoiding the worst (human exclusivity). This allows us to re-open ethics to the colorful pageant of the world, rather than remaining imprisoned in “Kant’s terrifyingly sublime formula, with its emptiness.” (Scheler 1973, 6)

If we refer to the ethics of Dante and Scheler as amorous, we find that amorous ethics is partly formalist and partly nonformalist. The formalist aspect comes from the fact that every entity in the world commands a greater or lesser degree of love from any one of us, and we can comply with such commands or fail to do so through our own confusion, perversity, or infatuation with something less worthy. The non-formalist part comes from the fact that if we purify rational beings of all traces of the world, there can be no trace of love, and we are asked to admire such grotesque figures as Kant’s cold-hearted Samaritan who helps others purely out of duty, without passion or enthusiasm. To repeat, the basic ethical unit is not a worldless rational being, but a compound amorous being made up of a loving entity and its beloved entity.

What amorous ethics restores is not only the world and its multitude of lovable things, but also the uniqueness of individual ethical destiny. Whereas the cold-hearted duty-monger is held out by Kant as a model of what humans could be if purified of all inclinations, Scheler and Dante open up vast galleries of individual imperatives. To give a personal example, as a philosopher I have already published two books on Bruno Latour (Harman 2009, Harman 2014a), and am currently preparing a third. This can hardly be called a categorical imperative binding on all rational beings or even on all philosophers, since Latour is still widely viewed as merely a social scientist. But for someone like me, a philosopher who happens to think that Latour is the most important philosopher alive today, there is indeed a personal imperative to bring his work to the notice of others in my field. If I had failed to write these books it would not merely have been an act of laziness, but an outright ethical failure to give something important its due. It is likely that no one else was in a good position to write what I have written about Latour, and hence the imperative and the mission were in this case purely my own. It is no exaggeration to say that failing to write these books would have left scars on my conscience as deep as if I had failed to stamp out a cigarette in Yosemite National Park.

Or consider a more prominent example: Dante’s love for Beatrice. It is difficult to make a Kantian maxim out of this highly unusual love: “You must remain loyal to a deceased beloved even if you have only spoken with her once, she married someone else, you married someone else too, and the beloved has now been dead for many years.” Written in the form of a categorical imperative, this love is both absurd and unethical. But Dante would not be Dante without his loyalty to this particular beloved, and Beatrice seems to agree when she scolds him for certain lapses in fidelity. To summarize, ethics is not about rational beings in abstraction from the world, but about the bonds between an amorous agent and its beloved objects in the world. Ethics consists not of binding universal maxims that hold for all rational beings, or at best is such only in universal prohibitions against assault, rape, murder, and the like. Rather, it is a specific local chemical that arises from the bond between one particular amorous agent and one particular object of its love. Though imperatives are autonomous in the sense of having no ulterior purpose, they are very much immersed in the world, and very much belong to an individual destiny rather than to rational beings in general.

In closing, let’s return to a point made at the outset. The concept of intentionality is usually employed as an “adhesive” concept that claims to surpass the modern dualism of subject and object, though earlier I agreed with Meillassoux and Sparrow that it fails to do so. But intentionality also functions ethically as a “selective” term. I follow one life-path rather than another, writing books on Latour (who is important to me) rather than François Laruelle (who is not). My nephew, a pilot for Turkish Airlines, lives in a world of airplanes, airports, takeoffs, landings, simulator exams, and weather reports followed attentively on an iPad: a fascinating life that is nonetheless completely different from my own. The life of an atheist is not that of a Christian or a Muslim; the life of a 14th century person like Dante is not that of a robot war commander in the globally heated wasteland of the 22nd. To point to the “selective” aspect of intentionality is to say that we are not only occupied with objects, but always occupied sincerely with specific objects that define who we are — our characteristic ethos or ordo amoris.


Chapter 3

Aesthetics

The American philosopher George Santayana remarked in 1896 that “the sense of beauty has a more important place in life than aesthetic theory has ever had in philosophy.” (Santayana 2013, 3) The history of philosophy does give us a handful of undisputed classic works in aesthetics: Aristotle’s Poetics and Kant’s Critique of Judgment come immediately to mind. Philosophy has also been the disciplinary home of a dozen or more genuine artists of the written word. Plato, Giordano Bruno, and Friedrich Nietzsche are three of the finest literary talents to have graced our profession, with St Augustine, Boethius, David Hume, Arthur Schopenhauer, Søren Kierkegaard, William James, Henri Bergson, and José Ortega y Gasset also in the running for highest honors, along with others I must be forgetting. It is nonetheless true that aesthetics has always had a more marginal place in philosophy than metaphysics, ethics, political philosophy, or the theory of knowledge. How could the theory of beauty possibly matter as much as these profoundly solemn subfields? Santayana continues his lament:

In all products of human industry we notice the keenness with which the eye is attracted to the mere appearance of things: great sacrifices of time and labor are made to it in the most vulgar manufactures; nor does man select his dwelling, his clothes, or his companions without reference to their effect on his aesthetic senses. Of late we have even learned that the forms of many animals are due to the survival by sexual selection of the colors and forms most attractive to the eye. There must therefore be in our nature a very radical and wide-spread tendency to observe beauty, and to value it. No account of the principles of the mind can be at all adequate that passes over so conspicuous a faculty. (Santayana 2013, 3)

These words would not be contested by Dante, who like all great poets has an unnatural sensitivity to beauty: whether of angels, the moon, the stars, Virgil’s Aeneid, or his long-dead Beatrice. But more than this, we saw in Purgatorio that beauty is the pillar of Dante’s views on metaphysics as well. This was visible in two key passages of that second canticle of the Divine Comedy. First, Dante joins other Aristotelian medieval thinkers in viewing objects as hidden “substantial forms” known only indirectly, through their effects. In Virgil’s authoritative words, important enough to be quoted here for a third time:

“Every substantial form at once distinct

from matter and conjoined to it, ingathers

the force that is distinctively its own,

a force unknown to us until it acts —

it’s never shown except in its effects,

just as green boughs display the life in plants.” (Purg., XVIII 49–54)

Second, the unknowability of substantial forms leaves humans capable of dealing only with the images of these forms. Yet by relating with especial intensity to these images, our love for them grants us some sort of access by means of beauty. Virgil speaks once more:

“Your apprehension draws an image from

a real object and expands upon

that object until soul has turned toward it;

 and if, so turned, the soul tends steadfastly,

then that propensity in love — it’s nature

that joins the soul in you, anew, through beauty.” (XVIII 22–27)

One of the salient features of object-oriented ontology, no less than of Dante’s outlook, is its view that aesthetics lies at the very root of philosophy. (Harman 2007b) Let’s briefly review the reasons for this claim, which continues to provoke angry sarcasm from certain neo-rationalist philosophers.

In the end, there are just three basic types of answers to the question of what something is: we can explain what it is made of, explain what it does, or do both of these simultaneously. This is how we attain knowledge of the world, and without such knowledge the human race would face a miserable collective death. It does not follow that knowledge exhausts the reality of the world, or that it is the only worthy means of gaining access to that world. When blinded to their own limitations, the three basic types of answers just mentioned degenerate into what I have called undermining, overmining, and duomining. (Harman 2013a) Western science began in the 600s BC by trying to identify the ultimate physical element from which all larger things are made. This was the drama of the pre-Socratics, with their long conversation about whether the ultimate root of the world is water, air, four separate elements, atoms, or a shapeless blob-like mass. Such theories tacitly claim that larger objects are too shallow to be the root of the world, and in this way most objects are undermined. (Harman 2011a) The problem with undermining is that it cannot account for the emergence of larger things that are to a great extent independent of their pieces. The human body constantly gains and loses cells without thereby becoming a different body, and the tires of our car continually shed atoms as we drive down the road, though it is hardly foolish to call them the “same” tires at the beginning and end of our drive.

For modern and contemporary philosophy, with scattered exceptions — Levinas (2001), Nancy (1993), and Simondon (2005) come to mind (see Harman 2012d) — the reduction of objects moves upward rather than downward. Rather than holding that objects are too shallow to be the truth, the contemporary philosopher is inclined to say that they are too deep. Who needs the fiction of real, unified objects existing in the world outside anyone’s access to them? This would simply be a “naïve realism.” Instead, what really exists are phenomena, perceptions, bundles of qualities, relations, events, “power,” or a fissure in the thinking subject. In such cases, objects are overmined, reduced upward to something more directly accessible to inspection. The problem with the overmining method is that, try as hard as it might, it cannot account for change. A rare ancient example of overmining occurred when the Megarian school claimed that no one is a housebuilder unless they are building a house in this very moment, and that more generally nothing is more than what it actually is right now. Aristotle countered this doctrine by arguing that nothing can be purely actual; a master housebuilder may be sleeping at the moment, but this does not make him a non-housebuilder as the Megarians think. For otherwise, how would the builder magically acquire the ability to build once he wakes up and gets back to work? (Aristotle 1999, 170)

Yet it turns out that undermining and overmining rarely appear in isolation. Instead, they mutually support one another, each of them nullifying objects in its own way in a joint maneuver we can call duomining. One example of a duomining theory is mainstream scientific materialism, which undermines when reducing the world to its tiniest physical elements, but overmines when claiming that such tiny elements can be exhaustively known through mathematics. A related variant of duomining is proposed by the English physicist Sir Arthur Stanley Eddington (1928), whose observations of a solar eclipse helped confirm Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity, but who was once equally famous for his memorable discussion of “the two tables.” Early in his Gifford Lectures, Eddington tells us that he is writing the lectures at a table, but it is actually two tables. One is the scientific table of swarming tiny particles, composed mostly of empty space; the other is the practical table of everyday life, an apparently solid object that can be moved around the room and supports various weights. Since Eddington wrote on this topic, a number of philosophers have offered various permutations of agreement or disagreement with his two tables. What no one seems to have noticed is that Eddington’s tables simply reduce the table to the two basic forms of knowledge we can have about it, as mentioned above: (1) what is the table made of? (2) what does the table do? However, knowledge of something is only possible insofar as that thing in some sense exists, and the table that exists must be regarded as a third table not identical with either of Eddington’s samples. (Harman 2012c) The same holds for all objects, since none are exhausted by the various efforts to duomine them. The word “philosophy” is of course the English rendering of the Greek philosophia, which means love of wisdom rather than wisdom itself. It is the view of Socrates that only a god can have wisdom, and that humans always occupy a place somewhere between light and shadow, or between god and animal. The celebrated Socratic ignorance leads to Socrates telling us he has never been anyone’s teacher, and that the only thing he knows is that he knows nothing. Though Socrates is renowned for constantly asking for the definitions of words, he ought to be more famous for never having provided an adequate definition of anything: he never succeeds in telling us the meaning of friendship, justice, virtue, or love, nor is it thinkable that he ever could. To provide such definitions would be inherently unphilosophical, since the attempt to convert a thing without remainder into a definition or any form of knowledge would be to duomine it. To philosophize does not mean to explain the table in terms of either its pieces or its effects, but to ask about the third table that cannot be reduced in either direction. In other words, philosophy is not a form of knowledge, as Socrates makes clear in the Platonic dialogue Meno, where he concludes that virtue is not knowledge and therefore that there are no teachers of it. This impossibility of giving a definition of any thing is later endorsed by Aristotle, given that definitions are made of universals and things are always concrete. (Aristotle 1999, 145) As a consequence, no straightforward prose paraphrase of anything is possible, and hence philosophy can only hope to give us an indirect or oblique access to the third table, or the third of anything else.

But given that many philosophers persist in viewing their profession as a source of outright knowledge, a less controversial case of cognition-without-knowledge can be found in the arts. It should be clear that the purpose of an artwork — except in certain highly contrived and derivative cases — is not to teach us lessons about its physical composition. The art object is obviously something over and above its constituent pieces. Telling us in undermining fashion what an artwork is made of therefore tells us little. The same holds for the overmining approach to art. For it would be fruitless to identify an artwork with the exact effect it has on its beholders and reviewers in its first month, year, decade, or century of public existence. The more it is art, the more it presents an ongoing challenge to any interpretation, and the more it impels us to further encounters. Rather than being something over and above its overt public effects, the artwork is something “under and beneath” them. To tell us what an artwork is by telling us what it “does” therefore tells us just as little as statements about its physical composition. The point is not that an artwork is ineffable, since many things can be said about it. Instead, the point is that insightful statements about artworks will generally not consist of accurate discursive prose propositions about them. Since the artwork — like the objects addressed by the philosopher — is not directly accessible to undermining or overmining procedures, it will need to be addressed by indirect, oblique, or elliptical approaches that run the same risk of overwrought poetry or full-blown pretension as the work of a wine-taster. I choose the wine-tasting example due to the undermining claims of Daniel Dennett, who ridicules the wine critic’s verdict (“a flamboyant and velvety Pinot, but lacking in stamina”) and endorses instead a purely chemical analysis of the wine by a machine. (Dennett 1988)

But from the standpoint of object-oriented philosophy, the inaccessibility of the object is only a part of the importance of aesthetics. Further key features of the aesthetic realm include the driving of a wedge between an object and its own qualities, and the theatrical substitution of one object for another. To explain these additional features requires that we make a brief tour of the origins of object-oriented philosophy in the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl and his rebellious heir Martin Heidegger, and later of the art criticism of Clement Greenberg and Michael Fried, who might well be called formalists.

a. Heidegger’s Broken Hammer

One of the implications of regarding neither philosophy nor art as forms of knowledge is that we can no longer treat objects as mere bundles of qualities. (Hume 1978, 186–195) To say that the object cannot be duomined is to say that the object is always something different from any mass of qualities or relations that can be ascribed to it. The object itself comes first. This precedence of the object over the specific ways in which it manifests itself at various moments is in fact the central insight of phenomenology, launched in 1900–01 by Husserl’s lengthy Logical Investigations. (Husserl 1970) We have seen that his celebrated teacher in Vienna, Franz Brentano, revived the medieval term “intentionality” in an effort to explain the difference between mental acts and physical ones. (Brentano 1995) Mental acts always “intend” some object, or contain an object immanent in them. According to Brentano, the same is not true for physical acts, which merely exchange forces without the objects involved in this exchange forming images of each other. Philosophy becomes primarily the study of the relation between mental acts and the objects they intend, which are always immanent in the mind rather than situated in some outside world. This is the first feature of Brentano’s theory that Husserl would later reject: the relative lack of clarity as to the relation of this outside world to the intentional objects presented to the mind, though Husserl clarifies it only by way of an unrepentant idealism. The second feature rejected by Husserl is that Brentano draws no clear distinction between an intentional object and the way it happens to appear at any given moment, so that Brentano gives us no protection against attempts to overmine intentional objects by reducing them to Humean bundles of qualities.

We can be more specific. As to the first point, Husserl never liked the idea of doubling up a world outside the mind with a world inside it. If reality itself were one thing and the reality we intend were another, Husserl does not see how knowledge would be possible. The Berlin in Germany and the Berlin in my mind would be two different Berlins, and thus it is hard to see how we could ever have knowledge about the Berlin outside consciousness. For Husserl, with his strong mathematical proclivities, this point was a deal-breaker: knowledge must be attainable. Thus it is absurd to imagine that there is anything in reality that could not, in principle, be the object of an intentional act; Kant’s thing-in-itself beyond all access is simply ridiculous. In short, Husserl takes reality and knowledge to be perfectly commensurable, and I have argued elsewhere that this forces him into a hardcore idealism whose very existence most of his followers continue to deny, since for them to say that thought is always already outside itself in intending various objects is all the realism we need. (Harman 2011b)

Yet as concerns Husserl’s second fundamental disagreement with Brentano, Husserl’s idealism is unusually rich and textured, which is precisely why it often feels like realism even though it is not. What is primary for Husserl are not the “experienced contents” of Brentano’s intentionality: these are all too close to the “bundles of qualities” of Hume, in which intentional objects include the sum total of all of their features in any instant. Instead, Husserl gives primacy to “object-giving acts,” which means that we look straight through the details of any specific appearance or “adumbration” of a thing, and fix our gaze upon its relatively durable essential core. As we circle a house, we see ever-shifting profiles of the house, but never think that we are seeing a different house in each moment. Instead, we see the same house with constantly varying qualities. Note that object-oriented philosophy changes Husserl’s terminology from “intentional object” to “sensual object.” One reason for this is simply the terminological ugliness of the phrase “intentional object.” But a more important reason concerns the confusion over the term “intentional,” which some authors take to refer to a leaping outside the mind to make direct contact with the world, even though Brentano is always clear that the intentional object is purely immanent in the mind. In any case, when circling the house and seeing its variable faces and shifting profiles, let’s speak of the “sensual object” (the house) and its “sensual qualities” (the differing features it shows at any given moment).

The entire point of the phenomenological method is to strip away the inessential features of the house, or whatever object one happens to be investigating. We can walk around the house at all possible angles and distances, in differing moods and weather conditions, in order to discover which qualities of the house are truly central to its existence and which can be removed without turning the house into something entirely different. In so doing, we seek the eidos of the sensual object. But this leads Husserl to a conclusion that is stranger than it looks. For while it is obvious that some qualities of the house are essential and others inessential, a less obvious truth is that the two types of qualities are of a completely different kind. Clearly, we see many inessential features or adumbrations of the house just by looking at it. But Husserl holds further that we can see its essential features through a direct intuition of its essence, though some have rejected this claim. But whereas the adumbrations are seen through the senses, the essential features of the house are not. For Husserl, these can only be grasped intellectually. And while I do not agree with Husserl that the intellect can grasp things directly any more than the senses can, his contrary view does enable a neat distinction between the sensual qualities of the house and what we might call its real qualities, since the house could not exist for us without them. The central strangeness of Husserl’s teaching is that the world has one kind of object (sensual) that simultaneously bears two completely different kinds of qualities (sensual, real).

It is well known that Heidegger’s break with Husserl consists in his rejection of his mentor’s prioritizing of conscious awareness as the primary way that human beings exist in the world, as most lucidly explained in the opening one hundred pages of his Marburg Lecture Course, History of the Concept of Time. (Heidegger 2009) For the most part, we rely on things or simply take them for granted rather than being explicitly conscious of them. As a general rule, we notice things only when they malfunction or become obtrusive in some other derivative way. This is the famous tool-analysis of Heidegger’s great work Being and Time, first published in 1927, and for many readers —myself included — still unsurpassed by any book of philosophy written in the ensuing ninety years. (Heidegger 2008) We saw that, for Husserl, all objects are sensual objects, though both real and sensual qualities belong to them. For Heidegger, by contrast, there are also real objects, unknown in Husserl’s system: objects that withdraw from any direct access by human beings, and which can only be partially unveiled or unconcealed. Admittedly, it is not always clear that such real objects exist for Heidegger, given his tendency to assign individual entities only to the realm of “present-at-hand” visibility, while treating the withdrawn background of the world as a single unified Being. This tendency already dominates the tool-analysis, where Heidegger tells us that “taken strictly, there ‘is’ no such thing as an equipment. To the being of any equipment there always belongs a totality of equipment, in which it can be this equipment that it is.” (Heidegger 2008, 97) In other words, insofar as a hammer or bus are functioning smoothly, they withdraw into a single holistic system, and they become individual only when they become accessible through some sort of failure. Though this may sound too extreme to be plausible as a reading of Heidegger, he does tell us explicitly that there is no such thing as “an” equipment in the singular. We also know that one of Heidegger’s greatest admirers, Levinas, pushed this point to the limit in claiming that the world itself is an anonymous il y a (“there is”), that is only hypostatized or broken into pieces by the work of human consciousness. (Levinas 2001) Yet Heidegger’s notion of a single holistic tool-system fails for the same reason that the Megarians’ theory of actuality had to be supplemented by Aristotle’s concept of “potentiality.” If tools were nothing more than their smooth functioning within the current unified system, if they possessed no shadowy surplus beyond such a system, they would never be able to break.

One usual way of interpreting Heidegger’s tool-analysis is to say that it teaches that all theory is grounded in unconscious praxis, which people now like to call “coping,” following the hegemonic commentary of the analytic philosopher Hubert Dreyfus. (1990) Our theory of minerals emerges out of our prior everyday interaction with mountains; the same for sociology, which relies on our previous pre-theoretical grasp of the human society surrounding us. Though there is surely some truth to this dependence of theory on praxis, and though Heidegger himself often seems to read his own tool-analysis in this way, such an interpretation does not do justice to what the analysis actually shows. (Harman 2002) For notice that even if geology objectifies minerals and therefore turns them into oversimplified caricatures of their being, the same is true even of the most primitive and practical use of them. When examined closely, what the tool-analysis really teaches is not that praxis is deeper than theory, but that the reality of entities is deeper than both praxis and theory. OOO even pushes the point a step further by saying that objects are not just deeper than any human or animal contact with them, but deeper than any mere causal interaction as well: fire oversimplifies cotton in the same way that human theory and praxis caricature that very same cotton. But we can leave this more speculative metaphysical point to the final chapter of this book.

When an item of equipment fails, it is said to become visible to us for the first time. But this claim is not sufficiently exact. It is not the hammer itself that becomes visible when it shatters in our hands. Rather, we become explicitly aware of its various qualities, though the nature of the hammer itself remains somewhat inscrutable given the shock to which it has just subjected us. Stated differently, the hammer as a real object withdraws from our access, while the sensual qualities of the hammer become obtrusively visible to us in a way they were not for as long as we used the hammer without difficulty. But this is precisely the dynamic that we saw in the artwork when denying that it could be overmined in terms of its relations or qualities. In art and philosophy, unlike in any form of knowledge, the object is not identified with its qualities but enters into explicit tension with those qualities. Though we will see in the next section why the surprise of a broken hammer is not quite an aesthetic experience, the broken hammer’s rift between the withdrawn hammerobject and the obtrusively visible hammer-qualities does stand at the gateway of aesthetics.

In Husserl, we already saw two different tensions between an object and its qualities: the sensual object was at war with both its own sensual qualities and its own real or eidetic qualities. Heidegger has just added a third, with his tension between the real object and it sensual qualities. There is also a fourth tension, that we draw from Leibniz rather than Husserl or Heidegger: one between the real object and its real qualities. For if it did not have these real qualities to characterize it as something unique, then all real objects would be alike. Now, all four of these tensions that result from the two different kinds of objects and the two different kinds of qualities can give rise to aesthetic effects, as I tried to show in my book on the horror writer H.P. Lovecraft. (Harman 2012a) But for various reasons, the Heideggerian tension between real objects and sensual qualities is the most prominent source of aesthetic experience, and is the one that will occupy our attention in what follows. This is how we can speak of “Dante’s broken hammer,” or more generally of “the well-wrought broken hammer.” (Harman 2012b)

b. Metaphor and Attachment

We have seen that the failure of Heideggerian equipment is just one form of a tense relation between an object and its qualities, and the artwork is another. One exemplary case in the arts of the strife between objects and qualities is found in metaphor. In Guerrilla Metaphysics I developed a theory of metaphor on the basis of insights drawn from José Ortega y Gasset (1975) and Max Black (1962), and will not repeat the details of that theory here. (Harman 2005, 101–124) But for Ortega, whose largely forgotten essay was the first spark that eventually kindled the flames of object-oriented philosophy, “the esthetic object and the meta phorical object are the same, or rather… metaphor is the elementary object, the beautiful cell. An unjustified inattention on the part of specialists has guaranteed metaphor the status of a terra incognita.” (Ortega 1975, 140)

Why does Ortega give such importance to metaphor? While the essay in question is perhaps the most brilliant thing that Ortega ever wrote, it is rather atypical of his writings. Most of the time, this literarily gifted Spanish proto-Heidegger focused his efforts on rejecting idealism in favor of the formula that “I am myself and my circumstances,” rather than just an isolated thinking substance in the style of modern philosophy. But to argue that I am not just myself but also my circumstances is really just a form of what Meillassoux (2008) has accurately termed “correlationism,” which is so intent on gluing subject and object together into mutual correlation that it tells us nothing about what they are in their own right. By contrast, in his 1914 metaphor essay, Ortega behaves like a flat-out realist. He distinguishes between the “executant reality” of a thing and the “image” of that thing. There is an absolute gulf between my feeling a pain and someone else watching me endure that pain. (133) Nor is it just the human being who is executant. Ortega says that the same is true even of the red leather box on his table:

There is the same difference between a pain that someone tells me about and a pain that I feel as there is between the being red that I see and being red of this red leather box. Being red is for it what hurting is for me. Just as there is an I-John Doe, there is also an I-red, an I-water, and an I-star. Everything, from a point of view within itself, is an “I.” (134)

We seem to be shut off from the inwardness of each thing: and even from our own inwardness, given the feeble powers of introspection. Language and perception seem to give us nothing but ghostly images rather than the executant things themselves. Yet there seems to be one exception to this rule:

imagine the importance of a language or system of expressive signs whose function was not to tell us about things but to present them to us in the act of executing themselves. Art is just such a language; this is what art does. The esthetic object is inwardness as such — it is each thing as an ‘I.’ (138–139)

Ortega continues with an important caveat:

Notice I am not saying that a work of art reveals the secret of life and of being to us; what I do say is that a work of art affords the peculiar pleasure we call esthetic by making it seem that the inwardness of things, their executant reality, is opened to us. By contrast, all the information offered us by science seems no more than an outline, a remote allusion, a shadow and a symbol. (139)

Ortega develops his theory by analyzing López Picó’s metaphor comparing a cypress to “the ghost of a dead flame.” (140) Since I already considered this example in Guerrilla Metaphysics, let’s turn to one of Dante’s own metaphors already cited above. In the Second Circle of Hell, moved to pity by the fate of the lovers Paolo and Francesca, Dante falls unconscious to end Canto V of Inferno: “E caddi come corpo morto cade,” translated by Mandelbaum as “And then I fell, as a dead body falls.” (Inf., V 42) Let’s simplify the metaphor for our purposes by converting it into the third person: “Dante falls as a dead body falls.” Though a metaphor cannot be paraphrased in prose terms any more than the Earth can be accurately projected onto a two-dimensional map, we are not completely struck dumb by this image. In the first place, the simile is more unusual than it seems, since it is rare that someone dies instantly while standing and simply drops dead to the ground. But let’s play along with Dante here, since it is not difficult to imagine what such a death-fall would look like, however unusual it may be in daily experience. To compare Dante’s fainting to the fall of a dead body suggests the same degree of totality and suddenness that we would expect from someone dropping dead to the ground from a sudden aneurysm, stroke, or massive heart attack. I exclude victims of gunshots or vehicle strikes since these impacts would preclude the sort of freefall to the ground that Dante’s metaphor suggests. It is also well known that dead bodies often seem strangely heavy compared with live ones, and thus we can add the suggestion of a ponderous gravity to Dante’s fall. Let this suffice for a good, rough sketch of how Dante’s metaphor works.

Given that we seem to be comparing two equal things — a dead body falling and Dante falling while unconscious — it would be easy to overlook the asymmetry between the two terms of the metaphor. Imagine that a contemporary Italian poet were to describe the sudden death of a standing man as follows: “And then he fell, as Dante dropped in Hell.” Notice that here we have a completely different metaphor. Instead of Dante acquiring the properties of a falling dead man, we have an unspecified dead man acquiring the properties of Dante. These properties are again not paraphraseable, and thus remain somewhat vague, though not beyond all efforts at clarification. If the “hero” of this contemporary poem is an average man, his sudden death gains in illustrious dignity through the comparison with the greatest literary figure Italy has ever produced. His life retroactively gains an ominous pathos, in light of the insinuation that the things he has seen are a sort of minor Inferno. For those readers erudite enough to recall that Dante fainted out of pity for Paolo and Francesca, the fall of the anonymous dead man may also suggest his pity for the human race as a whole. The reason for the asymmetry should be clear enough: one term of the metaphor is in the “object” position, while the other is in the “qualities” position. (Harman 2016, 101–104) As we saw in the case of Heidegger’s broken hammer, the qualities of this equipment are visible while the hammer itself remains inscrutable and withdrawn. But in the case of the metaphor, there is a slight but important difference that allows the metaphor to be art in a way that the broken hammer is not.

In the case of failed Heideggerian equipment, a rift suddenly appears between its palpable qualities and the withdrawn object that, for all we know, may have other unpleasant surprises in store. Our reaction to such incidents is generally surprise or even shock, accompanied by the related feeling of insecurity. Yet this is not quite what happens in the case of metaphor, or by extension in other aesthetic situations. If we consider a stripped-down version of López Picó’s metaphor and say “the cypress is like a flame,” several points become evident. First, the metaphor cannot be either too convincing or too unconvincing. As I noted in Guerrilla Metaphysics, “the cypress is like a juniper” sounds more like an accurate tip from a botanist than a line from a poet, and is too literally convincing to have any aesthetic value. Moving in the other direction, “the cypress is like the second draft of George Eliot’s Middlemarch” is so utterly contrived that it has no metaphoric effect at all, though it might have some mild comic value. By contrast, “the cypress is like a flame” works because there is a minimal plausibility to this comparison, based on the similar physical outlines of the two objects. This trivial similarity between them provides an alibi for a significantly more farfetched but also more beautiful merger of the cypress-object with the flame’s more exotic qualities.

One possible difficulty with Ortega’s theory is that the cypress-object is supposed to be executant rather than an image, and thus it is supposed to be withdrawn from any direct access whatsoever. The problem with this is that the cypress-flame is not like a broken tool, since it continues to function for as long as we pay attention to the metaphor and take it seriously. The cypress-object does not simply withdraw from view like the broken hammer, but remains in our midst, in symbiosis with the qualities that have been stripped from the flame and reassigned to the cypress. Or rather, the cypress-object does withdraw from access, since otherwise it would merely be a cypress-image rather than the executant cypress that Ortega insists is what art is able to provide. And this brings us to a point that I did not yet grasp at the time of Guerrilla Metaphysics. Namely, in the case of metaphor it is not a combination of the real cypress and the sensual flame-qualities, since the real cypress is necessarily absent from the scene. There is only one real object that is not absent, and that is I myself as the beholder of the metaphor. Recall the following statement by Ortega:

Notice I am not saying that a work of art reveals the secret of lifeand of being to us; what I do say is that a work of art affords the peculiar pleasure we call esthetic by making it seem that the inwardness of things, their executant reality, is opened to us.” (139)

This is half-right and half-wrong. What Ortega gets right is that the executant reality of the cypress does not become visible in the metaphor; executant realities are essentially things-in-themselves, and there is no trick by which we can ever come into contact with such withdrawn entities. Yet there is one reality that is always real and executant in every one of our experiences: namely, our own reality. That is to say, I still only see an image of myself when I look into my soul in deepest introspection, but as a real object in my own right I am always executing or performing my existence in a way that no image or introspective account of this existence can ever fully translate. Since the real cypress cannot be on hand to mate with the sensual flame-qualities, this task falls to the only real object on the scene: I myself. Herein lies the truth of the much-maligned classical notion of art as mimesis or imitation. It is not that López Picó or his reader produce an imitation of the cypress, but that they become the imitation of the cypress, just as actors become the characters they play.

Without this theatrical becoming-cypress, there is no metaphor. And here we are once more at odds with Kantian formalism, since Kant’s aesthetics as presented in the Critique of Judgment closely resemble his ethics in trying to locate aesthetic taste — as well as the experience of the overpowering sublime — in the subjective conditions of the mind rather than in the objects contended with by the mind. For whereas “the agreeable and the good… are always connected with an interest in their object,” (Kant 1987, 51) aesthetic judgments “do not deal with the object… at all.” (58) This is important for Kant, since only if aesthetic judgment is grounded in the very structure of human finitude is a universally binding taste possible: “We cannot say that everyone has his own particular taste. That would amount to saying that there is no such thing as taste at all, no aesthetic judgment that could rightfully lay claim to everyone’s assent.” (56) Oddly, Kant makes the same turn to the subject in the case of the sublime, in which we confront something infinitely beyond our own scale. In the case of the “mathematically sublime,” (103–117) we confront “what is absolutely large.” (103, emph. removed) Kant’s wonderful examples from nature include “monstrous” and “colossal” objects (109), such as “shapeless mountain masses piled on one another in wild disarray, with their pyramids of ice, or the gloomy raging sea.” (113) In the world of human monuments, he says that the mathematically sublime can be found in cases such as the Egyptian pyramids and St Peter’s Basilica in Rome. (108) Yet, while all these examples might seem like thrilling adventures beyond the mind in the depths of the terrifying outside world, Kant nonetheless argues that “the sublime must not be sought in things of nature, but must be sought solely in our ideas….” (105) The same too with the dynamically sublime, which is concerned not with overwhelming size but with overwhelming power. Here Kant cites such fearful examples as 

bold, overhanging and… threatening rocks, thunderclouds piling up in the sky and moving about accompanied by thunderclaps, volcanoes with all their destructive power, hurricanes with all the devastation they leave behind, the boundless ocean heaved up, the high waterfall of a mighty river, and so on. (120)

But rather than remaining awed by such spectacles, Kant once again is impressed by the rational mind alone: “nature is here called sublime merely because it elevates our imagination, [making] it exhibit those cases where the mind can come to feel its own sublimity, which lies in its own vocation and elevates it even above nature.” (121) Having imagined volcanoes, hurricanes, and mighty waterfalls, Kant finds the dynamically sublime not in these overwhelming forces themselves, but in our minds.

In the previous chapter we saw that it was only by removing all specific objects from ethics, and focusing instead on the formal properties of the subject, that Kant was able to establish an ethics valid for all rational beings. Scheler challenged this with his non-formal ethics in which the ethical unit was not the rational being in isolation, but the attachment or love between a person and a (human or non-human) amorous object. Now that we are speaking about aesthetics, we can easily imagine a book that Scheler never wrote, entitled something like Formalism in Aesthetics and a Non-Formal Aesthetics of Objects. Or perhaps such a book could have been written by Scheler’s long-time admirer Ortega. For despite his youthful decade as a Marburg neo-Kantian, Ortega’s thoughts on art and objects are diametrically opposed to Kant’s own:

We must not forget that subjectivity exists only when we are concerned with things, that it only makes its appearance in the deformations we work on reality. This means that while style originates in the individuality of the ‘I,’ it is actualized in things. (Ortega 1975, 148)

While this might seem to be nothing more than a return by Ortega to his own brand of self-and-circumstances correlationism, I will show in the final chapter why this is simply not the case, and why amorous attachment in the manner of Dante and Scheler is not the same as correlation.

Before moving to the close of this chapter, something should be said about wider aesthetic cases than metaphor, even if Ortega is right to call it “the beautiful cell.” Though Dante is one of the greatest of all poets, he is surely not one of the great metaphor-makers in poetic history. A more unmistakable gift for metaphor can be found in any number of lyric poets of recent centuries: personally, I have a special fondness for the metaphors of Rilke. Stated more plainly, even if we were to remove every last metaphor from the Divine Comedy, it would still be fully recognizable as art. Much of this has to do with the relentless onslaught of Dante’s terza rima scheme. Edgar Allan Poe has written a typically brilliant essay on the topic entitled “The Rationale of Verse,” whose most summarizable passage says: “Verse originates in the human enjoyment of equality, fitness. To this enjoyment, also, all the moods of verse — rhythm, meter, stanza, rhyme, alliteration, the refrain, and other analogous effects — are to be referred.” (Poe 1984, 33) Indeed, such effects are so essential to Dante’s writing that I have always avoided prose translations of the Comedy, even when they are said to convey the literal meaning of his Italian more accurately. Yet we can still imagine Dante as a prose writer, and as one of the greatest literary artists nonetheless, even if all metaphors were removed from his work. This indicates that thegreatness of Dante, as with so many epic poets, can be found in no small part in the grandeur of his subject matter. When we open our volume of Dante, we find that Hell, Purgatory, Heaven, and the fate of a great poet’s soul are “at issue” for us, in the selective sense of intentionality. This compels our attention in more powerful fashion than most other literary works: whether it be a frivolous pulp romance by the late Jackie Collins about Hollywood celebrities having sex, or a more serious collection of witty short stories about life in a small Midwestern town. The notion of a “hierarchy of genres” is probably more unfashionable now than it has ever been, but there is no denying that some topics more easily command human respect than others.

In other words, metaphor is simply one species of what we might call attachment. Since there is no way to encounter a metaphor without putting one’s own existence into play by taking on the theatrical role of the real object, metaphor is simply one very powerful example of our attachment to an aesthetic object. The same holds for verse as analyzed by Poe, which when skilfully done can hardly avoid enchanting us with its “rhythm, meter, stanza, rhyme, alliteration, the refrain, and other analogous effects.” But no less important is that we are simply able to take an interest in the aesthetic object rather than being bored or unmoved by it. And this is certainly true in the case of the overpowering size or force of the sublime, where Kant’s attempt to place everything on the side of the subjective is less plausible than ever. The problem here is the same as with Kant’s formalist ethics. We might well endorse Kant’s recommendation of “disinterest,” in the sense that aesthetic judgment is difficult in cases where we feel personally gratified or advanced by the work in question, but it does not follow that the subject alone is the basic unit of aesthetics. Rather, the basic aesthetic unit is the subject as absorbed or attached in relation to the rift between an object and its qualities. To repeat Ortega’s words:

We must not forget that subjectivity exists only when we are concerned with things, that it only makes its appearance in the deformations we work on reality. This means that while style originates in the individuality of the ‘I,’ it is actualized in things. (Ortega 1975, 148)

c. Formalism in Aesthetics

“Formalism,” much like “realism,” is a term that can have different and even opposite meanings depending on the context in which it is used. In the case of “realism,” for instance, political realism stands for a downplaying of abstract ideals in favor of a sober consideration of national interest and the balance of power. This makes it a doctrine that focuses on the actual political forces that are currently immanent in the material world, as opposed to noble but impractical political ideals. The same is not true of mathematical realism, which affirms the real existence of mathematical objects such as numbers and geometrical shapes outside any mind that happens to be considering them. Nor is it true of philosophical realism more generally, which often defends realities and ideals beyond the current power struggles on the surface of the Earth. With “formalism,” we once more have a word that can refer to opposite procedures. Sometimes it means the mathematical formalization of the world in terms of knowable properties, whereas we have seen that the medieval doctrine of substantial forms designates that which is intrinsically hidden and knowable only through its derivative effects.

Yet in aesthetics the term “formalism” is less mutable, even if it has different applications in literature, the visual arts, and architecture. For the most part, it refers to an aesthetic approach that treats the artwork as self-contained. Such formalism holds that we should not focus on the socio-political content of a work, or the biographical and historical conditions under which it was written, as much as on the purely intrinsic properties of the artwork itself, treated as largely cut off from relations with its surroundings. It is easy to see the link between Kant and formalism in the arts, given his attempt to exclude any ulterior factors from questions of taste. The beautiful, for Kant, is not simply the agreeable. Among other things, we do not usually expect other people to enjoy the same types of food or vacation spots that we do; except for a few unusually opinionated people, humans are generally glad to leave most such matters to personal preferences lying beyond any universal standard of judgment. Yet Kant does not say the same about beauty, which he thinks belongs to an objective realm of taste. And indeed, we often find ourselves shocked by those who are left cold by Shakespeare and Mozart, or the geographic wonders of Rio de Janeiro and the Maldives. Kant’s case for the objectivity of taste relies on the same move he makes with respect to every other topic in his philosophy. We have no access to transcendent thingsin-themselves, but only to immanent appearances. And since the appearances of human experience can never give rise to any certainty, as David Hume showed in the case of causal relations, we must shift away from both the immanent and the transcendent in favor of what Kant calls the transcendental. What this entails is a focus not on the content of human experience, but on the structural invariants that make all human experience possible: space, time, and the twelve categories of understanding. This means that Kant must turn his back on the inaccessible real things and focus on the deeper conditions of experience that make human agreement and certainty possible. In ethics this means a categorical imperative that has nothing to do with any specifically ethical content. In aesthetics, it means that both the beautiful and the sublime really belong to the universal structure of all human subjects, thereby giving us an objectivity that nonetheless makes no pretension to grasp the things as they really are. In the next chapter, we will discuss what it means for metaphysics.

In the visual arts, formalism is most closely associated with the influential American critic Clement Greenberg (1909–1994), and his one-time disciple Michael Fried (b. 1939), however little they may like the term. Let’s consider a few aspects of Greenberg’s unapologetically modernist standpoint before looking more closely at Fried’s famous essay “Art and Objecthood.” (Fried 1998) Greenberg is one of the most important figures in 20th century American culture. A prolific author of short reviews, he published only three books in his lifetime: a collection of his most important essays entitled Art and Culture (Greenberg 1989), and essay-length picture books on Henri Matisse and Joan Miró, two of his favorite painters. For most of the 1940s his reviews of American art shows despaired over how badly America still lagged behind Europe in the arts. But in 1947–48, his tone becomes almost euphoric over the emergence of Jackson Pollock and other important American figures. Greenberg quickly became the leading critical voice promoting Pollock as the cutting edge of painting. He openly celebrated the shift in artistic power from Paris to New York, mirroring the post-war shift of political and economic power to America, with a degree of triumphalism that still annoys some European readers. Greenberg’s peak of critical influence came in the 1950s, with the increasing public acceptance of Pollock and the Abstract Expressionist movement associated with him. Following Pollock’s alcohol-related road death in 1956, Greenberg continued to champion other artists who seemed to fit in the same line of development as Pollock, including Helen Frankenthaler, Morris Louis, Kenneth Noland, and Jules Olitski. Yet the 1960s would prove less kind to Greenberg’s reputation. In that decade the emergence of pop art, minimalism, and conceptual art was deeply at odds with Greenberg’s aesthetic principles, and the tide in the art world began to turn against him. By the early 1970s he was under severe attack from Leftist and feminist critics, and most artists had long since stopped following his lead. For decades his name was nearly unmentionable in high art circles, and only recently has his reputation begun to recover somewhat.

Greenberg’s debut as a critic came with two articles in Partisan Review in late 1939, at the relatively young age of thirty. The first was a short review of a novel by Bertolt Brecht, the other a longer and better-known piece that is still probably the best introduction to his work: “Avant-Garde and Kitsch.” (Greenberg 1986a, 5–22) Unsurprisingly for the Partisan Review, the article is written in a Leftist spirit. The final page even tells us that “here, as in every other question today, it becomes necessary to quote Marx word for word.” (22) This Marxist spirit declines and finally disappears in his later work, which has been enough for Greenberg’s critics on the Left to treat those later years as a degeneration into bourgeois complacency, even America-first McCarthyism. But this interpretation makes sense only for those who regard aesthetics as the handmaid of the political Left, a view that I cannot endorse.

The ostensible subject of “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” is the unprecedented profusion of low-grade vulgar art in the 19th and 20th centuries, and the role of the artistic vanguard in protecting us from it. High and low art are now thoroughly mixed in contemporary life: “One and the same civilization produces simultaneously two such different things as a poem by T.S. Eliot and a Tin Pan Alley song, or a painting by Braque and a Saturday Evening Post cover.” (5–6) Greenberg’s historical explanation for kitsch is that the industrial revolution brought the former rural populace into the cities as workers, cutting them off from their previous local folk cultures. This cultural vacuum among the urban masses was filled by a dumbed-down version of the great achievements of Western art: “To fill the demand of the new market, a new commodity was devised: ersatz culture, kitsch, destined for those who, insensible to the values of genuine culture, are hungry nevertheless for the diversion that only culture of some sort can provide.” (12) As mentioned, this kitsch is not rooted in the original culture of the former peasantry, but amounts to a tasteless thievery from the halls of high culture:

The precondition for kitsch, a condition without which kitsch would be impossible, is the availability close at hand of a fully matured cultural tradition, whose discoveries, acquisitions, and perfected self-consciousness kitsch can take advantage of for its own ends. It borrows from it devices, tricks, stratagems, rules of thumb, themes, converts them into a system, and discards the rest. (12)

This treatment of kitsch as the mechanical following of rules links it closely with academic art, which during the course of Greenberg’s career will emerge as his true enemy:

Self-evidently, all kitsch is academic; and conversely, all that’s academic is kitsch. For what is called the academic as such no longer has an independent existence, but has become the stuffed-shirt ‘front’ for kitsch. The methods of industrialism displace the handicrafts. (12-13)

Academic art need not be tied to any official academic institution. The best definition Greenberg gives of it comes late in his career during a lecture in Sydney:

Academicization isn’t a matter of academies — there were academies long before academicization and before the nineteenth century. Academicism consists in the tendency to take the medium of an art too much for granted. It results in blurring: words become imprecise, color gets muffled, the physical sources of sound become too much dissembled.” (Greenberg 2003, 28)

Here, Greenberg downplays the content of art in favor of its form.

This is strongly reminiscent of the media theory of Marshall McLuhan with his catchphrase “the medium is the message,” and his brazen claim that “the content or message of any particular medium has about as much importance as the stenciling on the casing of an atomic bomb.” (McLuhan 1997) Indeed, Greenberg often refers dismissively to the pictorial content of paintings as “literary anecdote.”

Post-Renaissance painting in the West consisted in the increasing mastery of three-dimensional illusionism, with the aim of depicting scenes viewed as if through a window. For various reasons, by Manet’s time this tradition had degenerated into empty academicism, and had come within reach of any bourgeois Sunday painter. The avant garde thus felt the need to save the demanding aesthetic standards of the high tradition from its dissolution into kitsch:

Retiring from public altogether, the avant-garde poet or artist sought to maintain the high level of his art by both narrowing and raising it to the expression of an absolute in which all relativities and contradictions would be either resolved or beside the point. ‘Art for art’s sake’ and ‘pure poetry’ appear, and subject matter or content becomes something to be avoided like a plague. (Greenberg 1986a, 8)

He reads the development of avant garde painting in precisely this way. The following passage from his gem of a booklet on Matisse, though lengthy, deserves to be quoted in full:

The old masters had shaded with many gradations of dark and light to make their forms look solid, which gave their pictures a predominantly gray, brown, or blackish cast. Manet, in the 1860s, wanting to enhance black and gray as colors in their own right, skipped many of the customary gradations of shading, thus sharpening the contrasts between dark and light, and shape and shape. Color, no longer muffled under so many neutral tones, came through more flatly and vividly. This gave the Impressionists their cue. They saw prismatic colors in shadows as well as in lighted areas, and rendered them with dabs of raw color. These well-nigh excluded dark and light effects. But whereas Manet had weakened the illusion of depth and solidity by abrupt contrasts, the Impressionists did so by extremely blurred ones. Cézanne, seeking to restore this illusion, divided every form into flattish planes which he shaded with bright Impressionist color used according to “warmth” and “coolness” (“warm” hues like red, orange, yellow seem to come forward; “cool” ones like blue, violet, green, to recede); but this method only made depth and solidity more ambiguous. (Greenberg 1953, 5–7)

Greenberg’s insistence on form over content, his contempt for “literary anecdote” in painting, goes hand-in-hand with his general preference for contemporary abstract art over neo-realism. But we will see that abstraction is not his primary concern. The true root of academicism, he holds, lies in its failure to recognize that the painter essentially works in the medium of a flat canvas background, and hence should no longer be in the business of painting illusionistic scenes viewed as if through a window:

The story of modern painting is not that of a flight as such from the imitation of nature, but rather of the growing rejection of an illusion of the third dimension. Matisse’s responsibility in this has been greater probably than any one other artist’s, yet none has tried harder to save this very same illusion. (5)

If we wonder at first what Matisse has to do with this tension between the two- and the three-dimensional, Greenberg offers a clear pointer: “Flatness calls attention to surface patterns and the other decorative, or abstract, aspects of painting,” at all of which Mattise obviously excels. (7) In any case, we reach a historical crisis that is only overcome by each artist coming to terms with the very structure of his or her medium. Thus in the visual arts:

Picasso, Braque, Mondrian, Miró, Kandinsky, Brancusi, even Klee, Matisse and Cézanne derive their chief inspiration from the medium they work in. The excitement of their art seems to lie most of all in its pure preoccupation with the invention and arrangement of spaces, surfaces, shapes, colors, etc., to the exclusion of whatever is not necessarily implicated in these factors. (Greenberg 1986a, 9)

And analogously in literature: “… Joyce’s Ulysses and Finnegans Wake seem to be… as one French critic says, the reduction of experiences to expression for the sake of expression, the expression mattering more than what is being expressed.” (10) In short, “content is to be dissolved so completely into form that the work of art or literature cannot be reduced in whole or in part to anything not itself.” (8)

Greenberg’s roster of favorite 19th and 20th century artists includes only those who somehow come to terms with the struggle against the third dimension. The analytic cubism of Picasso and Braque, the flattest Western painting since the Byzantine era, is for Greenberg the high point of 20th century art. Among his other heroes of recent painting we find Mondrian, Miró, and Pollock, who can be interpreted in a similar vein. But perhaps there is more to be learned by considering those important artists most disliked by Greenberg, including Dali, Duchamp, and Kandinsky, since this teaches us much about the clarity and ferocity of his principles. Though it may sound odd to call Dali “an academic artist,” given his often shocking imagery and dramatic public persona, it is not hard to see why Greenberg would do so. Dali’s wildest tableaux still work within the conventions of the realistic depiction of three-dimensional space. He merely varies the content of post-Renaissance painting, while still “taking its medium for granted.” As for Dada, though it is often hastily lumped together with surrealism as if they were two faces of the same basic movement, the mechanism is exactly the opposite. Although Greenberg tries to subsume Duchamp under the category of an “academic artist” who takes his medium for granted, Duchamp does no such thing. He is even a sort of counter-Dali who uses the most banal content to question the very medium of artistic framing: a urinal, bicycle wheel, or bottle rack become “art” simply by being framed as such in a gallery context. Now, I happen to think that Greenberg is right to criticize Duchamp for merely providing social shocks in this way, rather than aesthetic surprises. It is my view that art since the 1960s has become so saturated with the spirit of Duchamp that it has lost the ability to distinguish between social pranks (see Damien Hirst’s shark in a tank of formaldehyde) and aesthetic depth, and to some extent the taste for the latter has even been lost. Yet Greenberg goes too far in his essentially formalist view that the context of art must always be subtracted. I view this as an overreaction to Duchamp’s even more incorrect claim that there is no separating an artwork from the social framing mechanism that deems it to be art. But at the very least, Duchamp performs an enlightening experiment.

Dali does so to an even greater extent, by diverging from Greenberg’s dogma that aesthetic depth in contemporary painting comes only from the depth of the single unified background canvas. Like Heidegger with his treatment of art as a strife between earth and world, which mirrors his difference between Being and beings by ascribing both hiddenness and unity to the background earth, Greenberg is stuck with a permanent duel between the one and the many. (Heidegger 2002) He holds that all avant garde painting has its sole task only in coming to terms with the single flat medium in which it works. Thus Greenberg, like formalists in every field, tends to favor an overly holistic model in which each portion of the content is systematically bound up with every other, so that the depth-term (flat canvas in his case, Being/ earth in Heidegger’s, the Real in Lacan’s transformation of Freud) becomes little more than a formless remainder. But Dali shows us another path that could have been taken and still might be, in which each portion of the content generates its own depth, one that does not solely reflect the structure of the medium in which it occurs. That is to say, by leaving traditional illusionistic easel techniques and three-dimensional space intact, Dali provides a solid support within which we are free to become captivated not just by the strife between Being and beings, but between individual beings and their own autonomous depth. This sort of thing simply cannot happen in analytic cubism, which renounces any depth of its violins and candlesticks in favor of deploying the manifold faces of their flatness. In this respect, cubism is analogous to Husserlian phenomenology, which effectively sacrifices the thing-initself to a series of partial adumbrations of each object. In similar fashion, Greenberg renounces any depth of objects in favor of the “depth” of the canvas itself, which though it does not lie very far back in the distance, always remains as a hidden background accessible only through the distortion of shapes on its surface. But for the aesthetics of OOO, it is the allure of individual objects that lies at the center of the artwork, rather than the draw of the medium itself. This is also why Steven Shaviro is wrong to link OOO with the aesthetics of the sublime:

Twentieth century aesthetics tended overwhelmingly to favor the sublime, and to regard the beautiful as inconsequential and archaic at best, and positively odious in its conciliating conservatism at worst. Whitehead was working very much against the grain of his own time, in his peculiar celebration of beauty. Harman’s aesthetics of allure, on the other hand, fits very well into what is now an extended modernist tradition. (Shaviro 2011, 289)

The problem with this claim is that whereas OOO’s real objects are always finite and specific — despite being withdrawn from all direct contact — the Kantian sublime is nothing of the sort. Rather, it remains amorphous and immeasurable in both its “mathematical” and “dynamical” forms, since it arises not in “sublime objects,” but only in the overwhelming of the mind. (See also Harman 2011c.)

Yet we should also speak briefly about Greenberg’s rejection of Kandinsky, found in a rather cruel obituary published just two weeks after the painter’s death in late 1944. Greenberg does not call Kandinsky an “academic” artist, but a “provincial” one. Greenberg begins his obituary as follows:

There are two sorts of provincialism in art. The exponent of one is the artist, academic or otherwise, who works in an outmoded style or in a vein disregarded by the metropolitan center — Paris, Rome, or Athens. The other sort of provincialism is that of of the artist — generally from an outlying country — who in all earnestness and admiration devotes himself to the style being developed in the metropolitan center, yet fails in one way or another really to understand what it is about. (Greenberg 1986b, 3)

In the eyes of Greenberg, Kandinsky belongs to the second type of provincial. On the positive side, Kandinsky did recognize one of the chief possibilities of avant garde art:

Kandinsky was very quick to perceive one of the most basic implications of the revolution cubism had effected in Western painting. Pictorial art was at last able to free itself from the object — the eidetic image — and take for its sole positive matter the sensuous facts of its own medium… (4)

As mentioned, Greenberg does tend to favor abstraction as the best way for painting to overcome the “literary anecdote” that he thinks should be left to literature where it belongs. And yet, Kandinsky somehow misses the true point of this revolution: “Kandinsky, in principle, seems to have paid ample homage to the new awareness that easel-painting takes place on a flat, continuous, finitely bounded surface, but he lacked an intuitive grasp of the consequences of these facts in actual practice.” (5) As Greenberg sees it, the results are rather disturbing:

As if in reaction against his earlier liquescent style, he came to conceive of the picture überhaupt as an aggregate of discrete shapes; the color, size, and spacing of these he related so insensitively to the space surrounding them — that which Hans Hofmann calls “negative space” — that this remained inactive and meaningless; the sense of a continuous surface was lost, and the picture plane became pocked with “holes.” (5)

But there is worse to come:

At the same time, having begun by accepting the absolute flatness of the picture surface, Kandinsky would go on to allude to illusionistic depth by a use of color, line, and perspective that were plastically irrelevant. Last not least, the consistency of his paint surface and the geometrical exactness of his line seem more appropriate to stone or metal than to the porous fabric of canvas — this stricture also applies to Mondrian. But it is not so much that Kandinsky’s methods led him to paint bad pictures as the fact that academic reminiscences crept into them at almost every point other than what they “represented.” (5)

Ultimately, this leads Greenberg to doubt even the skill of Kandinsky’s abstraction itself:

As a result of this failure to acquire a modern sense of style, Kandinsky remained an insecure painter… The stylistic and thematic ingredients of Kandinsky’s later work are as diverse as the colors of Joseph’s coat: peasant, ancient, and Oriental art, much Klee, some Picasso, surrealist protoplasma, maps, blue prints, musical notation, etc., etc. (5)

Greenberg concludes with a warning that “in the last analysis [Kandinsky] remains a provincial. The example of his work is dangerous to younger painters.” (6) Though some of Greenberg’s critical points on Kandinsky surely have merit, he once more overstates the singular importance of flatness as a way of overcoming potential unawareness of one’s own medium. My defense of Kandinsky would be similar to my defense of Dali. Namely, there is no reason to reject his “surrealist protoplasma, maps, blueprints, [and] musical notation” in advance as unsuitable content for painting. The problem with academic painting is not just its unawareness of the flat canvas, but its unawareness that individual content is always more than its surface content, and always contains an inner strangeness that the painter can succeed in summoning. This often happened even in post-Renaissance painting, and happens with Dali when he arranges unusual objects in a boringly ordinary three-dimensional space, much as normal atomic particles are split in accelerators. Kandinsky’s technique is different, of course, since his abstract contents do not become strange through their involvement in an ordinary three-dimensional scene (never found in Kandinsky’s abstract work), but through a strangeness internal to each pictorial element. These are just some of the ways in which I disagree with Greenberg’s assessment of particular painters, though his ironclad commitment to principle allows him to make what is generally the best defense of the 20th-century avant garde to be found. And much as with Kant, Greenberg’s formalism makes an important point that is often lost on contemporary art, precisely through its failure to re-assimilate him. That point has to do with the autonomy of the artwork and its elements, and though I have disagreed with many of his critical applications of this principle, the principle still strikes me as sound. It will gain new meaning below in my critique of Michael Fried’s version of formalism, but first I want to address Greenberg’s account of Kant’s theory of taste.

I hold Greenberg to be one of the greatest non-fiction prose writers of the 20th century, perhaps belonging in the same class as Freud. Nonetheless, he was not much of a writer of books. His career-long specialties were the critical review of one to three pages, and the longer essay of eight to twelve. His most famous “book,” Art and Culture, is just a collection of previously published essays, and his works on Matisse and Miró are no more than essays fattened up with reproductions of their paintings. During the 1960s, Greenberg did plan to write a treatise entitled Homemade Esthetics, though he did not complete it prior to his death. It is our good fortune that his widow, Janice Van Horne Greenberg, took the trouble to assemble the work posthumously; in 1999, she finally published it under her husband’s originally chosen title. The influence of Kant on Greenberg is openly proclaimed in Homemade Aesthetics. The first point that Greenberg appreciates is Kant’s observation that we cannot give transparent criteria of what constitutes beauty: “Kant was the first one I know of to state (in his Critique of Judgment) that judgments of esthetic value are not susceptible of proof or demonstration, and no has been able to refute this, either in practice or in argument.” (Greenberg 1999, 10) He goes so far as to state that “no one has yet been able to prove that Beethoven, Raphael, and Shakespeare are any good at all, that any art is any good at all — or, for that matter, that most art is no good or hardly any good at all.” (11) Greenberg demonstrates this point wonderfully by placing the opening words of Eliot’s The Waste Land alongside some less distinguished verse on the month of April by Sir William Watson. Most readers will agree that Eliot’s lines are aesthetically superior. But when we ask ourselves why, it is difficult to find an answer:

Is Eliot’s passage better than Watson’s because it is unrhymed, and Watson’s isn’t? How can this be proven, without starting from the secure assumption that unrhymed is always better than rhymed verse? Or is the Eliot better because it’s slower paced and because it contains more long vowels? Is slower paced always better than faster paced verse? Do long vowels always make for better verse? Of course not. (11–12)

In fact, no definite criteria can be given for aesthetic excellence in the way that they can be for mathematical or scientific work. If they could, then anyone could learn these principles and apply them to obtain an infallible ranking of artistic quality. But this is of course impossible. More than this, if such criteria existed it would not even be necessary to see the artwork, since we could simply be informed by a third party of how well each artwork meets these standards, and thus we could easily rank artworks without having seen them at all. Even more implausibly, we would all be able to create great art simply by closely following the known criteria, a ridiculous fantasy. I see no reason to disagree with Kant and Greenberg on this point.

Yet from this inability to “prove” that one artwork is better than another, it does not follow for Kant or for Greenberg that taste is therefore something “purely subjective.” Quite the contrary, in fact, since Greenberg and Kant agree that taste is objective even though it cannot be put exactly into words. We can certainly educate ourselves in artistic taste as in anything else, or perhaps even lose our sense of taste over time. But there is an inherent difference between bad taste and good, and over time the best taste tends to agree:

The consensus of taste confirms and reconfirms itself in the durable reputation of Homer and Dante, Balzac and Tolstoy, Shakespeare and Goethe, Leonardo and Titian, Rembrandt and Cézanne, Donatello and Maillol, Palestrina and Bach, Mozart and Beethoven and Schubert. Each succeeding generation finds that the previous ones were right in exalting certain creators — finds them right on the basis of its own experience, its own exercise of taste. We in the West also find that the ancient Egyptians were right about Old Kingdom sculpture, and the Chinese about T’Ang art, and the Indians about Chola bronzes, and the Japanese about Heian sculpture. (26–27)

Greenberg concedes that disputes over taste continue, but he sees them as taking place primarily on the fringes of a broader consensus, or in terms of relative rankings: “Is Titian or Michelangelo the better painter? Is Mozart or Beethoven the better composer?” (27) And furthermore: “You may find Raphael too uneven or Velazquez too cold, but if you can’t see how utterly good they are when they are good, you disqualify yourself as a judge of painting.” (27) There does seem to be general agreement about the greatest artists, just as there is general worldwide agreement about certain basic ethical principles: lying and murder are frowned upon everywhere, even if each culture occasionally permits them (or punishes them less severely) under what are often culturally specific conditions. Nonetheless, such formalism of taste seems to run into the same problem that Scheler exposed in the case of ethics: the artificial separation of person and world, as though the aesthetic unit — in Kant’s case, though not Greenberg’s, as we will soon see — were the universal structure of subjectivity itself.

And just as Scheler translated the question of ethics from one of universal rights and wrongs into one of an individual or collective ordo amoris and its corresponding destiny, we can suppose that the same is true about art. We know that most artists and philosophers, for instance, have among their chief influences not just the greatest classics of the tradition, but usually one or more figures that seem “minor” to informed opinion. Why was Eliot so deeply inspired by the poems of Jules Laforgue, who by no means ranks among the greatest French poets of his own era? What made Foucault so enamored of Pierre Klossowski and Raymond Roussel, both excellent in what they do, but unlikely to be remembered centuries from now as belonging to the handful of giants in philosophy and literature, assuming that Foucault himself even is? What about Bartók’s special fondness for Hungarian folk music? And why do the French generally have a much better appreciation for the genius of Poe than his own American compatriots? If we remember Scheler’s amorous view of ethics and transport it to the realm of taste, it is easy to imagine that for some influences only some of us are ripe, just as certain chemicals only react with certain others. But this can only be explained if we take the basic unit of aesthetics not to be subjectivity itself, as Kant has it, but the compound entity made up of artwork and spectator.

The reason I just said “as Kant has it” rather than “as Kant and Greenberg have it” is that on this point Greenberg suddenly diverges from Kant. Though Greenberg puts this disagreement in terms of his greater liking for “empiricism,” the discrepancy between them has a deeper basis. Greenberg finds himself wondering why philosophers of art have not taken the historical consensus of good taste seriously enough as an argument for the objectivity of taste. In Kant’s case especially,

founding the objectivity of taste on such [an historical product as consensus] would be proceeding too empirically, and therefore too unphilosophically. Philosophical conclusions were supposed to catch hold of all experience in advance; they were supposed to be arrived at through insulated reasoning, to be deduced from premises given a priori. (28–29)

Greenberg continues: “This isn’t my own view of philosophy, nor is it the view of many philosophers themselves, including Hume, Kant’s predecessor… [But even empirical philosophers] have tended to start from the inside of the mind and try to establish esthetics on the basis of first mental or psychological principles.” (29) He wishes that Kant had “clinched his case for the time being— and for some time to come too — by remaining content to point to the record, the empirical record, with the consensus of taste that it showed.” (29) Yet this is something that Kant obviously could not have done, since for Kant the empirical in art could only be the contingently agreeable, just as the empirical in ethics could only be a matter of success. But Greenberg is not really a Humean, and his underlying point is not Hume’s. After all, Greenberg fully agrees with Kant that taste is objective; he simply has no interest in placing that objectivity in the a priori judgmental structures of the human subject. In short, Greenberg like Scheler wants the object to be taken into account. Unlike Scheler, however, he continues to think — like Kant — that it is a question of aesthetics being rooted either in the subject or in the object. Greenberg draws the opposite conclusion, and places aesthetic excellence in the object itself, uncontaminated by human subjectivity. But this is simply the inversion of Kant. By contrast, OOO joins Scheler in treating the lover and the beloved (in ethics as in art) as a single unit irreducible to either term, or to a mere side-by-side existence of both. By the same token, the aesthetic unit contains the object and the spectator to an equal degree, and cannot be obtained by fumigating one or the other out of existence. Among other consequences, this leaves Greenberg unable to find anything of value in art where the spectator is explicitly brought into play, such as performance or conceptual art:

The idea of the difficult is evoked by a row of boxes, by a mere rod, by a pile of litter, by projects for Cyclopean landscape architecture, by the plan for a trench dug in a straight line for hundreds of miles, by a half open door, by the cross-section of a mountain, by stating imaginary relations between real points in real places, by a blank wall, and so forth. (Greenberg 1993, 293)

Though much of this art is certainly rubbish, as in any artistic genre, its possible character as sub-aesthetic garbage needs to be assessed on a case-by-case basis, not on the basis of the false principle that human beings and objects must be purified from each other in order for art to be art. But on this note, we are ready to turn to Michael Fried, who is surely Greenberg’s most direct intellectual heir.

In 1965, Fried wrote the catalog essay for a show he curated in Cambridge, Massachusetts entitled “Three American Painters: Kenneth Noland, Jules Olitski, Frank Stella.” (Fried 1998, 213– 265) It is Stella who sticks out from this trio, since Greenberg was never as impressed by his work as was Fried, who viewed Stella’s unusually shaped canvases as an important innovation. (277–278) The young Fried’s Greenbergian perspective is clear in “Three American Painters,” as seen when he recounts that essay in the introduction to his 1998 collection:

The first part of “Three American Painters” makes several related claims: first, that the development of modernist painting from Manet to the mid-1960s evinces “an increasing preoccupation with problems and issues intrinsic to painting itself”; second, that the nature of those problems and issues is “formal,” that is to say, presumably, a matter of “form” — a term I don’t quite use — as distinct from subject matter (the tendency toward abstractness would thus be a function of that order of priorities); and third, that “formal criticism” as practiced by Roger Fry and, especially, Clement Greenberg is therefore better suited than any other approach to throw light on modernist painting, by which I mean not just elucidate the problems and issues in question but also provide as nearly objective a basis as possible for specific value judgments, which, however, remain ineluctably subjective in nature and origin. (16–17)

This summary is almost textbook Greenberg. Except for the final point about the “ineluctably subjective nature and origin” of artistic judgment, any of these remarks could have been made by Greenberg himself. Looking back from the vantage point of 1998, Fried offers five self-criticisms of his catalog essay. (17–19) But rather than follow them point by point, it is enough here to note that Fried in his art criticism came from a basically Greenbergian place, but saw himself later as having broken with certain errors of Greenberg, whom he always respected as one of the greatest art critics of all time.

In Fried’s case we can focus on his most famous essay, the 1967 “Art and Objecthood,” which gives a severe critique of minimalist art. We should first note that in this essay, “object” means something entirely different from what it does in OOO. For Fried it means something closer to the everyday sense of a material/ physical thing, whereas for OOO it also includes immaterial and non-physical things: indeed, anything at all that cannot be fully decomposed downward into its pieces or upward into its effects. In other words, the OOO concept of “object” is an extremely broad concept meant solely to counter all undermining, overmining, and duomining tendencies: not to give privileged status to durable physical entities at the expense of street performances, flash mobs, unicorns, or angels. I use the term “object” rather than “actor” because for OOO, unlike for Latour, the object is prior to its actions. I use “object” rather than “thing,” “entity,” or “unit” simply to mark my own debt to the Austrian tradition of Brentano and his successors, a tradition in which “object” is the term of choice. If anyone chooses to attach connotations to “object” such as its opposition to a subject, its physical nature, or its durability, it can only be their own fault. I have just defined precisely what I mean by the term, and will do so again now: the object is anything that is more than its components and less than its effects.

We return to Fried’s essay. The polemical thrust of this piece is that minimalist art is guilty of both “literalism” and “theatricality.” As we will see, Fried uses these two terms almost interchangeably, and also sees both as equally bad for art. In his 1998 introduction, Fried notes that some of his critics wanted to split the two terms apart, preferring one to the other:

It seems clear that literalism did represent a break with modern ism as regards the terms of its appeal to the viewer. In fact, subse quent commentators who have taken issue with ‘Art and Objecthood’ are in agreement with it on that score; where they disagree hotly is with respect to my evaluation of Minimalist theatricality.(42–43)

My own approach to the essay is different. Though I agree with Fried’s critics that literalism and theatricality are two different things, my position is the reverse of their own: for me, literalism is the bad term and theatricality the good one.

The minimalists, who Fried simply calls the literalists, are said to reject painting for two basic reasons: “the relational character of almost all painting and the ubiquitousness, indeed the virtual inescapability, of pictorial illusion.” (149) In support of this interpretation, Fried cites some very clear passages from the writings of the minimalist artist Donald Judd. Referring to the work of Stella, Fried adds that “the use of shaped rather than rectangular supports can, from the literalist point of view, merely prolong the agony.” (149) Since pictorial illusion is inevitable, we may as well work candidly in three dimensions. But what about the minimalist sculptors who abandon painting as an exhausted medium? Fried notes that their

attitude toward sculpture is more ambiguous. Judd, for example, seems to think of what he calls Specific Objects as something oth er than sculpture, while Robert Morris conceives of his own unmistakably literalist [i.e., minimalist] work as resuming the lapsed tradition of Constructivist sculpture…” (150)

Despite this disagreement, all minimalist parties seem united in disliking sculpture that consists of separate elements, such as that of David Smith or Fried’s own favorite, the recently deceased Anthony Caro (1924–2013). In fact, Fried interprets Caro in precisely the same way: as a “syntactic” sculptor who arranges separate elements in almost grammatical fashion. (269–276) Judd’s interesting objection to such syntax is that he finds it guilty of anthropomorphism: “A beam thrusts; a piece of iron follows a gesture; together they form a naturalistic and anthropomorphic image.” (cited 150) The minimalists do not want to give us a grammar of elements, but a single unified shape or Gestalt. “The shape is the object: at any rate, what secures the wholeness of the object is the singleness of its shape.” (151) Fried goes on to argue that shape is also the primary issue in the recent modern painting of Noland, Olitski, and Stella: “modernist painting has come to find it imperative that it defeat or suspend its own objecthood, and that the crucial factor in this understanding is shape, but shape that must belong to painting — it must be pictorial, not, or not merely, literal.” (151) For example, “Olitski’s early spray paintings are the purest examples of paintings that either hold or fail to hold as shapes”: (151) not in the sense of the shape of the frame, but in that of the pictorial content itself. By contrast, the minimalists are devoted to the literal object-shape of austere physical volumes, which given the emphasis on their outer contours often lead critics to feel that they are hollow. (151) This links up with what Greenberg calls “presence” and Heidegger “presence-athand.” The minimalist object is simply a physical presence: naked white cubes, a stack of unadorned copper rods. This is what Fried means by the objecthood of art, which for him is nothing good. Minimalist art certainly has the look of non-art, which is not true even of the wildest productions of the abstract expressionist painters.

Another way of saying this is that the literal object simply is what it is, without the resistant or unparaphraseable depth that is normally required for aesthetic effects to occur. So far, I agree with Greenberg and Fried’s critique of presence as well as of Heidegger’s presence-at-hand. A mere physical object sitting in space has no internal right to be called art, not even if Marcel Duchamp has installed it in a famous gallery. It might possibly be converted into art — and here I do not follow Greenberg and Fried — but this will require some brilliant machinations that occur beyond the physical shape of the object itself. For example, unlike Greenberg I find many of Joseph Beuys’ collections of objects to be aesthetically admirable, though few of these objects in isolation would be likely to have much aesthetic force. Now, the minimalists are aware of this problem, and that is why some explicitly argue that the artwork is not just the minimalist object itself, but also includes the spectator. In Friedian terminology, the spectator is the “beholder.” Here Fried quotes Morris:

The better new work takes relationships out of the work and makes them a function of space, light, and the viewer’s field of vision. The object is but one of the terms in the newer aesthetic… One is more aware than before that he himself is establishing relationships as he apprehends the object from various positions and under varying conditions of light and spatial contact. (cited 153)

Stated briefly, when minimalism finds itself teetering at the edge of the abyss of non-art, it saves itself by joining in league with the beholder, letting him or her become part of the artwork itself. This is where Fried passes from the term “literalism” to what he sees as its necessary companion, “theatricality.” As he puts it: “the literalist espousal of objecthood amounts to nothing other than a plea for a new genre of theater, and theater is now the negation of art.” (153)

In this way, Fried treats the literal and the theatrical as two sides of the same coin. But this is what I contest, since it amounts to a conflation of two different roles of humans with respect to artworks, and indeed with respect to anything else. Let’s begin with an analogy from another field: the philosophy of the social sciences. In Manuel DeLanda’s brilliant opening pages of A New Philosophy of Society, he demands a realist philosophy of society. (DeLanda 2006, 1) In keeping with the sense of “realism,” DeLanda explains that this means a philosophy of society as it exists apart from humans. The impossibility of this hope seems obvious: after all, human society is made up in great part of humans, and would clearly disappear if all humans were extinguished. But DeLanda answers this possible criticism beautifully, drawing an important distinction entirely missing from Fried. By asking for a philosophy of society apart from humans, DeLanda explains that he is not asking for a society without its human ingredients (obviously an impossible task), but for a society autonomous of any human observer (Fried’s “beholder”). That is to say, society must have an innate character that exceeds the knowledge of any particular sociologist, since no one can claim to plumb the depths of society fully. The same duality holds for artworks and for so many other things. The easiest way to reduce all artworks to mere objects (in Fried’s sense) would be to exterminate the human race, along with whatever animals might be capable of aesthetic experience. Clearly there is no art without a human ingredient, just as chess and basketball cannot exist without human participation. To demand “basketball without humans” would be an absurdity, and the same holds for art; it does not follow that no good theoretical work about the inherent nature of basketball or art can be composed. In the case of art, we have already seen that no critical paraphrase can ever do it justice. As for basketball, it too is obviously something more than the impressions of any beholder of the sport. For it is possible to discover many new things about it that were not previously known: as seen from the recent explosion of statistical methods that have shifted the strategies of the NBA away from traditional emphasis on “big men” towards players who pass well and shoot three-pointers from the corner. These strategic basketball secrets were once hidden from expert beholders, and might always have remained so, though they still require humans to implement them.

This is the reason we cannot accept Fried’s simultaneous rejection of the literal and the theatrical. It amounts to excluding in the same stroke both human-as-beholder and human-as-ingredient from the proper sphere of aesthetics. Fried, like Greenberg, is right that literalism is the death of all art, though Fried wrongly implies that Greenberg paved the way for it with his championing of the flat background canvas. Greenberg actually has no interest in the canvas as physical material, but only in how its flatness must be accounted for as avant-garde subject matter transforms from “literary anecdote” towards (usually) abstract forms better capable of coming to honest terms with the structure of their medium. But if literalism must be excluded from art, theatricality must be included in it. I argued above that the real object of aesthetics withdraws from access, just like the Kantian thing-in-itself or the Heideggerian tool. And since this object never becomes present, not even when it “breaks,” it is replaced in aesthetic experience by the only real object that has not withdrawn: the very being of the beholder, who steps in to bear the qualities that would otherwise not be attached to any object at all, which Husserl shows to be impossible. Stated differently, art is essentially theater, to such a degree that I suspect the earliest form of art was the mask whose wearer explicitly supports the stylized traits of the lion, the wolf, or the sea-raven. Such a reading of art would be impossible for Kantian formalism, which tries to locate all art in the universal conditions of the subject while excluding the object itself as irrelevant. It is equally impossible for the inverted formalism of Greenberg and Fried, who flip Kant’s procedure into the opposite one by de-emphasizing a priori conditions and favoring “experience,” by which they really mean the objects of experience rather than the sensations meant by Hume. We overcome formalism in art when we embrace the theatricality of art, which does not mean embracing the histrionically pretentious in art.

It should now be clear why I claimed that intentionality has an “unstable” aspect to go along with its adhesive and selective ones. By instability I do not refer simply to the transient character of all intentionality. We can all turn our heads from one direction to another, erasing our previous sensual objects to make room for others. We can close our volume of Shakespeare when the telephone rings. Like Shakespeare’s Romeo, we begin in love with one woman but forget her as soon as Juliet appears on the scene. By instability I mean something different. Namely, under normal conditions we draw no distinction between an object and its qualities; these seem to us to be one and the same. But suddenly the hammer breaks, the bus never arrives, or we gasp at the beauty of a metaphor or a painting. In such cases our intentional act is destabilized, in the sense that an unforeseen rift appears between the object and its qualities. In the case of aesthetics, I have argued, we ourselves step in to do the work of the suddenly missing object, serving as the support for its qualities. In this way the formalism of art collapses, its de facto apartheid between subject and object brought to a close. Need we add that Dante is the antithesis of formalism in art, and resists any strictly formalist interpretation? For no one would even think to compare him to Joyce, with his “reduction of experiences to expression for the sake of expression, the expression mattering more than what is being expressed.” (Greenberg 1986a, 10) More importantly, though less obviously, Dante always remains a devotee of love, which cannot be formalized in the internal conditions of the human subject except in cases of narcissistic psychosis, in which according to Freud “the object-cathexes are given up and a primitive objectless condition of narcissism is re-established.” (Freud 1957, 196–7) Nor would we shed any light on love by following the inverted formalism of Greenberg and Fried, removing the subject and rooting love entirely in the object. As we know from Scheler, every ordo amoris requires both terms. For this reason OOO will now be accused of falling into the very correlationism, or subject-object correlate, that it claims to defeat. In the final chapter I will answer this charge.


Chapter 4

Metaphysics

Philosophers, more than practitioners of other disciplines, tend to have a very small number of ideas. Heidegger goes so far as to say that every great thinker has just one great thought, though I suspect that four to six would be a more accurate number. In the case of Immanuel Kant, the most central idea is that the only way to solve Hume’s problem is to ask not for knowledge of things as they are in themselves, but only for knowledge of what necessarily pertains to all human intuition and understanding. Kant’s work is saturated with this basic insight. Having just opened his Prolegomena to a random page, it took me less than thirty seconds to find a passage in the right spirit:

Consequently, even the pure concepts of the understanding have no meaning at all if they should depart from objects of experience and be referred to things in themselves (noumena). They serve as it were only to spell out appearances, so that they can be read as experience; the principles that arise from their relation to the sensible world serve our understanding for use in experience only; beyond this they are arbitrary connections without objective reality whose possibility cannot be cognized a priori and whose relations cannot, through any example, be confirmed or even made intelligible… (Kant 1997b, 66)

We have seen that this ingenious maneuver is repeated in the fields of ethics and aesthetics. For Kant, a priori certainty in ethics is possible only by removing ethics from the sphere of things and formalizing it as a universal maxim having nothing to do with non-human entities. But we agreed with Scheler that this admirable establishment of the autonomy of ethics came at the cost of allowing no genuine ethical role for the things in the world. This had the disadvantage of leading Kant to heap excessive praise on a cold-hearted minister of duty as against a warm-spirited being who helped others with enthusiasm; in one of the introductions to his Ethics, Scheler complains that this merely reflects an inherent excess of the German character. More generally, this formalism silenced the call of individual and collective vocation, which has less to do with following universal laws than with hearing a summons that may well come to oneself alone.

As an aside, I have often noticed the strange fact that we do not judge everyone by the same principles, but allow certain people to get away with things that we would not permit to others. A former colleague of mine in conservative Egypt always freely indulged in dirty jokes and other inappropriate remarks on sex and religion that would surely have gotten me fired in a matter of days. He had somehow managed to establish a “crazy uncle” persona that ensured that complaints were rare and punishment nearly non-existent. Keep a close eye on your acquaintances and yourself, and you will find similar forms of the granting of individual latitude. The same holds for authors as well. Nietzsche routinely says things like “I will now make the greatest demand on humanity that it has ever faced in its history,” though this would sound preposterous in the pages of Husserl or Rawls. In our own time Žižek says in public whatever he pleases, making sexist jokes in the presence of women and Jewish jokes in the presence of Jews, and somehow pushing tasteless remarks on child pornography and copulation via fists straight through the editorial process. Nonetheless, he somehow retains his air of being a force for subversive progress. Try to imagine Jürgen Habermas behaving in similar fashion, and it is clear that there would be loud public outcry. Some philosophers get away with being boring (Husserl at his worst) while others get away with a certain degree of frivolity (Deleuze and Guattari at their worst), but a frivolous passage by Husserl would lose our respect as quickly as an ultra-dry chapter by Deleuze and Guattari. It is not just that each of us hears an inner ethical calling — ethics in the sense of ethos — but that others seem to recognize that we hear it too, and treat us accordingly. Though in our angry moments we angrily imagine that we alone are held accountable while others get away with everything, there is really plenty of forgiveness stored up for every one of us. All of this means to say that formalist ethics, known by its “terrifyingly sublime formula, with its emptiness,” (Scheler 1973, 6) loses everything when it imagines that the human subject, purified of everything external and subordinated to universal law, is the integral ethical unit.

The same held true when we looked at aesthetics, considering both the formalism of Kant and the upside-down formalism of Greenberg and Fried. For Kant, the objectivity of taste requires that good taste stems solely from the universal structures of judgment found in every human being. Not only do the standards of beauty exist in the very structure of human finitude: the same is said even of the sublime, whose monstrous size and power ought to be textbook examples of a reality pouncing upon us from the outside. Kant absolves aesthetic judgment of any contact with the world beyond its walls. In this way he admirably protects the autonomy of the artwork from the agreeable, just as he shielded the autonomy of ethics from success. What he loses in the process is any aesthetic role for the object itself. Greenberg and Fried sense this problem with a priori aesthetics, which is why they both turn to the primacy of experience in aesthetic judgment — by which they mean not Humean skeptical uncertainty, but an actual encounter with art objects. In this way they protect art from a miserable dissolution into personal preference and favored socio-political causes. What they lose is the necessary theatrical role of the beholder, sincere in its intentional act: a necessary ingredient of the artwork just as chlorine is an ingredient in salt. A major consequence is that both are quick to dismiss, on principle, too much post-abstract expressionist art as unworthy of the name of art, simply because of the theatrical staging it entails. It now remains to show the nature of formalism in metaphysics, though this should not be difficult after what we have seen in the preceding cases.

a. Formalism in Metaphysics

It is well known that modern philosophy begins with René Descartes and his division of the world into two kinds of finite substance: res extensa (matter) and res cogitans (thought), along with a third and infinite substance (God) that many present-day readers prefer not to take seriously. (Descartes 2003) In the four centuries since, countless voices have lamented the Cartesian dualism and proposed various ways of abolishing it. Yet there is always something unconvincing about this global crusade against dualisms. As DeLanda put it in a recent interview:

We should not attempt to build… a philosophy by ‘rejecting dualisms’ or following any other meta-recipe. The idea that we know already how all past discourses have been generated, that we have the secret of all past conceptual systems, and that we can there fore engage in meta-theorizing based on that knowledge is deeply mistaken. (DeLanda 2012, 43–44)

It is certainly hard for a philosophy to avoid dualism somewhere within its walls, unless it wishes to defend the vapid and inarticulate claim that “all is one.” The unfortunate thing about Descartes is not that he creates a dualism, but that his dualism is a taxonomy embodied in two different kinds of object: all human minds count as res cogitans, and everything else is classed as res extensa. In this way ontology first proceeds like an unobservant botanist who goes into the forest and discovers just two types of tree, and ends up as a tyrant who commands that only these two species must be recognized as legitimate objects.

Consider as well the slightly more complicated case of Heidegger in Being and Time. His tool-analysis seems to offer a useful distinction between two different modes of being: readiness-to-hand is the being of equipment used and taken for granted, while presence-at-hand is the being of objects as they just sit around in space or appear to someone’s consciousness. Yet this valuable distinction between two modes of being slips with some readers into a difference between two kinds of beings. That is to say, many readers of Heidegger think of readiness-to-hand as a name for a specific type of entity, for as long as it functions properly: hammers, drills, cars, x-ray machines, and so forth. They might have a harder time naming entities that can only be present-at-hand, though perhaps dirt and garbage would fit the bill since these things are not normally “useful.” Now, in Heidegger’s own presentation of the tool-analysis he is well aware of the vacillation of any given entity between the ready-to-hand and the present-at-hand, rather than assigning each mode permanently to a single kind of being. And yet, Heidegger still makes the mistake of taxonomizing these modes. How do we know this? Precisely because of his attempt to exclude human Dasein from both. Even if Heidegger rejects the idea that some kinds of beings are always ready-tohand and others always present-at-hand, he continues to insist that human Dasein is so ontologically different in kind from “intraworldly entities” that it must be exempt from description in terms of both of the modes just mentioned. This remains the case even though it is really quite easy to see how both describe Dasein no less than dirt or hammers. Just like anything else in the world, our own Dasein or someone else’s can be taken for granted and not explicitly noted until something goes wrong, just as with broken hammers. And just like anything else in the world, Dasein can be present-at-hand in the sense of a physical object occupying three-dimensional space-time co-ordinates. In other words, Heidegger seems to limit his magnificent distinction between zuhanden and vorhanden to a taxonomical description of non-human entities alone, while leaving for Dasein a completely different set of categories: which he renames “existentiales” in order to emphasize his view that the human and non-human are of completely different ontological registers.

Heidegger’s taxonomy is simply a variant of the one that dominates all modern philosophy. It is easy to see why this happens. Human beings do seem very different from everything else around them. We not only move, eat, reproduce, and dream as other mammals do. Beyond this, we are historical, think and speak at a high level, and undergo the repression of thoughts into the unconscious. What a fascinating species we are: already in the midst of designing robots and thinking-machines, while plotting our eventual move to the nearest stars! While all of this is true, it does not justify basing ontology on a taxonomical dualism between people on one side and all the trillions of non-human entities on the other. Let’s use the phrase “taxonomic fallacy” to describe the practice of organizing ontology in terms of the different kinds of beings that exist. Whereas ontology ought to begin with a discussion of the features of all beings as such, taxonomic ontology notices the amazing traits of one specific being, and jumps quickly to the conclusion that it must be ontologically different in kind from all other beings. This role was of course played by God in medieval philosophy, who along with a good deal of serious treatment also became the receptacle of empty superlatives that served only to distance Him from all of his creatures. But the role once played by God has long since shifted to the human subject, who is viewed as such a radical break with everything else that ontology is split from the outset into pairs such as “spirit” and “nature,” though here the term “nature” is covering too many different kinds of things. This use of “nature” as the exhaustive opposite of “spirit” also leaves us with no clear way to deal with the artificial objects produced by humans and even some animals.

The taxonomic fallacy short-circuits the proper task of ontology by deciding in advance that basic ontological structures can be read directly from the seemingly special features of privileged beings. Thus the emergence of the subject is seen as such an incredible event that it can only have happened ex nihilo thanks to an “ontological catastrophe” even more difficult to explain than the Big Bang, since at least in that case the “before” and “after” are both explained — however cloudily — in terms of the same scientific laws. But no credible effort is made to explain the emergence from nothing of a human subject that is supposed to be an utterly unprecedented tear in the fabric of the cosmos. By comparison with this mad negativity of the subject, all other moments in human and proto-human evolution can only be flattened onto the homogeneous plane of “nature” (the rise of eukaryotic cells, the development of the nervous system or of color vision, the breakup of Pangaea into different continents) or the equally homogeneous plane of “culture” (the domestication of dogs, the birth of agriculture and metallurgy, the industrial revolution). While all of these parenthetically named “events” may be respected by the Neo-Modern philosopher, they are farmed out to either the natural or social sciences, since philosophy is supposed to speak only about the amazing structural features of the amazing human subject, who now acquires the empty superlatives once reserved for God.

This also touches on a closely related modern tendency: the intellectual division of labor. Since an absolute taxonomical gulf has been posited between humans and everything-other-than-humans, the humanities initially seize the former for themselves, while conceding all of the latter to something called “science.” Never again will philosophy dare to speak about the interaction of non-human objects, since it is assumed that this topic is already exhausted by the admirable labor of the scientists. Some Neo-Modern philosophers even boast openly of doing so, while accusing OOO of making incursions into a world it has no right to enter. Thus Meillassoux, in his famous Berlin Lecture:

If you want to think or know what is, you must necessarily (from my point of view) do so by way of a certain regime of experience: scientific experimentation (the sciences of nature), historical and sociological experience, but also literary and artistic experience, etc. And here, my role is to prevent a certain philosophical regime from contesting the sovereignty of those “disciplines of experience” I have enumerated. (Meillassoux 2012a)

But this is only Meillassoux’s “role” because he feels compelled to oppose OOO’s refusal of a taxonomical division that leaves non-human reality entirely to the sciences, as happens in nearly all modern philosophy. Earlier in the lecture he had shoved OOO under the nonexistent rubric of “subjectalism,” which impossibly includes both idealism and vitalism as “absolutizations of the subject,” even though the first of these turns everything into a perception and the latter turns everything into a perceiver, which are two different things altogether. Žižek also shows signs of skepticism towards the OOO claim that the non-human world is not the sole province of the sciences:

The main target of OOO… is not transcendental philosophy with its subject/object dualism, but modern science with its vision of “gray” reality reduced to mathematical formalization: OOO tries to supplement modern science with a premodern ontology which describes the “inner life” of things. (Žižek 2016, 177)

But this is wrong in two different ways. First, OOO’s main target is in fact the taxonomical dualism between subject and object, of which the “gray” mathematizations of science are only a byproduct. And second, OOO is in no way a “premodern ontology,” since it originated in a reading of Heidegger, and would be entirely unthinkable if Kant had not introduced the things-in-themselves: a crucial aspect of Kant’s thinking that Žižek and his German Idealist forerunners deliberately subvert.

Although both Meillassoux and Žižek seem here to behave generously towards the other disciplines, as if promising that they —unlike OOO — do not harbor the greedy ambition of subsuming everything under philosophy as the master science, this is not really what is at stake. What is actually going on is that both authors assume that the disciplines must be differentiated by the ontological taxonomy that lies at the root of modern philosophy. Now, the natural sciences certainly have their own typical subject matter (usually non-human beings), and we can even concede with Meillassoux that “historical and sociological experience, but also literary and artistic experience” have private domains of their own. Meillassoux takes this to mean that philosophy must remain content with a more specific and limited range of speculation. But since he has already written a sparkling book on a poem by Stéphane Mallarmé (Meillassoux 2012b), he has already transgressed on the “discipline of experience” known as literary studies. Thus, Meillassoux is in no position to object to the contributions OOO has made to the “regimes” of history, sociology, literature, and art: not to mention the “regime” of architecture, where the OOO influence has been especially fruitful. (See respectively: Harman 2016; Bogost 2008, Bryant 2011, Bryant 2014, Harman 2016; Morton 2009, Harman 2012b, Morton 2016; Harman 2014b; Harman 2013b, Harman forthcoming).

By enforcing this division of labor, the Neo-Moderns are really trying to fend off two opposite dangers that they see as arising from the work of de-taxonomization. Naturally, attempts at such work have always been underway; the various disciplines have always trespassed on each other’s private turf. Scientism, which is no bogeyman but has a very clear referent, is the attempt to subsume all philosophical speculation and human uniqueness under the methods of the natural sciences. A good example of the first is when James Ladyman and Don Ross decree that “Special Relativity ought to dictate the metaphysics of time, quantum theory, the metaphysics of substance, and chemistry and evolutionary biology the metaphysics of natural kinds.” (2007, 9) A good example of the second is when Thomas Metzinger’s partner in dialogue, Wolf Singer (in Metzinger 2010), holds that neuroscience will eventually conquer the traditional problems of philosophy, so that philosophers will be left only with the compensatory role of sitting on ethics panels. Coming from the other direction, social constructionism has long wished to reduce science to a social phenomenon: it is said that science is a system of incentives and rewards, that its criteria of what counts as good or bad science are determined by those with “power,” so that all scientific contact with reality is mediated by discussions of human power structures. In short, neither side of the division of labor has ever felt very constrained by it, and each side secretly hopes to dominate the work of the other at some indefinite point in the future. The more specific worries of Meillassoux and Žižek are as follows. On the one side there is scientism, which they do not think can account for the very special character of the thinking subject as an exception to the rest of nature. And on the other side there is what they would both call vitalism, in which what they take to be special features of the human subject are crazily projected onto the realm of inanimate matter by New Age cranks. Their deference to the natural sciences is due most emphatically to this latter point, since they are happy to agree that there is no other way of speaking about non-humans than through science.

The most vigorous opponent of such a taxonomy is, of course, Bruno Latour, whose importance is downplayed by Meillassoux and Žižek alike; their references to him are both few in number and vaguely dismissive. In his classic book We Have Never Been Modern (1993), Latour defines modernity precisely in terms of an unjustified taxonomical split between nature on one side and thought or culture on the other. Latour is able to do this because his underlying ontology follows the non-taxonomical approach of referring to everything that exists, both human and non-human, as an actor. Though some proponents of Latour hold — against my reading (Harman 2009) — that Latour claims only that entities must be known through their actions, this is a watered-down account of his thinking. Latour’s more radical claim is that whatever exists is nothing more than its actions, which means nothing more than whatever it “modifies, transforms, perturbs, or creates,” (Latour 1999, 122) with no additional thingly surplus of any kind. Though I have publicly disagreed with this theory of actors, contending that objects are essentially non-actors, that is not the issue for the moment. More important for now is that Latour begins the way an ontologist should begin: by characterizing the features belonging to all entities, not by taking as his cornerstone the commonsensical distinction between people and everything else. This leads him to a flood of insights that lie beyond the grasp of Neo-Modern philosophy. For one thing, it allows Latour to see that many of the entities in contemporary civilization are hybrids that cannot clearly be classified as either nature or culture: such as “a slag heap in northern France, a symbol of the exploitation of workers, that has just been classified as an ecological preserve because of the rare flora it has been fostering!” (Latour 1993, 2) For another, it allows him to diagnose the way in which people shift opportunistically from the nature pole to the culture pole: claiming that some things are natural and others are cultural, depending on which they want to praise and which they want to blame, in an impossible attempt to purify one taxonomical realm from the other. And furthermore, it allows Latour to introduce non-humans into the political sphere, as actors that stabilize and condition human political action. When Bryant (2011) does something similar, Žižek graciously calls it “a convincing and pertinent example of ecology in our capitalist societies” (Žižek 2016, 181); when Jane Bennett (2010) offers kindred insights, Žižek is once again gracious in calling it “an authentic theoretical and ethico-political insight.” (Žižek 2016, 182) He is less generous when he accuses Latour of wanting to “bring back the pre-modern enchantment of the world,” (Žižek 2016, 177) though this misses the point that Latour thinks it was never disenchanted in the first place: hence the title We Have Never Been Modern. In this way we see that Žižek — like all moderns — needs to think that the world was disenchanted at some point, since this provides phantasmal support to his taxonomy that places the human subject on one side and everything else on the other.

And here we see the German Idealist face of Žižek. Though Kant drew an absolute line between the phenomenal and the noumenal, since we have no access to the latter he at least preserved a tension between the two realms: even if it was a hopelessly taxonomical one, since humans alone were allowed access to the phenomenal/noumenal distinction. Something much worse happened when German Idealism claimed that since the thing outside thought can only be thought by thinking it, then the noumenal is just a special case of the phenomenal. Thus began the line of development that culminated in Hegel’s idealism, often described with the paradoxical phrase “objective idealism” in order to provide an alibi for its utter lack of any sense for the object. (For a good but unsatisfying counterargument, see Stern 1990.) In this way one term of the taxonomy absorbs the other, and reality is lost, replaced by Žižek with a Lacanian “Real” that is immanent in the world of significations even while rupturing it. In this sense Žižek’s fusion of Hegel and Lacan is the most taxonomical, and hence most modern, ontology the world has ever seen.

Another good name for taxonomic ontology would be “ontotaxonomy,” by analogy with the famous term “onto-theology” so heavily criticized by Heidegger and Derrida. Perhaps the most important difference between the terms is that onto-theology refers to the privilege of one specific entity that explains all the others, a guiding theme in the history of metaphysics. For Thales water is the onto-theological root of everything else, for Democritus it is atoms, for Spinoza Deus sive natura, for Leibniz monads, and for Berkeley appearances in a mind. “Onto-taxonomy” is a wider category, since it is able to describe ontologies with multiple gods, so that we might even call it “onto-polytheism.” The vulgar ontology that splits the world into animal/vegetable/mineral would be one such case, as would Heidegger’s 1929–30 triad of worldless/world-poor/world-forming. (Heidegger 2001) But the clearest examples are Descartes and Kant, the former with his three-substance ontology of matter, mind, and God, the latter with his tacit claim that humans alone are haunted by the difference between phenomena and noumena. Kant’s taxonomical procedure thus treats the phenomenal/noumenal rift as belonging to the specific features of human being — or of “all rational beings,” whatever that means — and thus the “things” side of the equation is entirely lost from view. We have already seen that the same move haunts his ethical and aesthetic theories as well.

Now, another good name for the modern divide between object/subject or nature/culture, so fiercely undercut by Latour, is formalism. In the aesthetic context, Kant is a formalist because he turns all beauty and sublimity into features internal to the structure of human judgment, rather than belonging to aesthetic objects. We saw that Greenberg and Fried took the opposite path, insisting that art be experienced rather than judged a priori, which means that the action really lies on the side of the object. Fried’s worries about “theatricality” are a symptom of his de-humanizing move towards objects: a term he would never use in this way, since by “object” he means a mere physical thing in space. But what happens with every formalism is an attempted taxonomical purification of the sort opposed by Latour. OOO rejects formalism in all of its shapes, though we must also distance ourselves from certain escapes from formalism that are not feasible, since they are too quick to sacrifice the autonomy of their respective domains. Scheler was worried about such attempts when he insisted that Kant’s ethics marked a permanent turning-point in the field. Any non-formalist ethics of success, or of goods and purposes, misses Kant’s important point that ethical behavior has inherent value regardless of how it fares in the world. Scheler simply disagreed with Kant that such behavior could occur in a subject stripped from all contact with the world, since for Scheler the ethical unit is not a subject but an amorous person responding to calls from the things, each person somewhat differently from the others. Greenberg and Fried both shift aesthetics away from internal feeling and judgment because of their great respect for the “consensus of taste” compiled through long human experience, though unlike Scheler they do so by negating the human side of the equation. As a result, they are left cold by currents of art in the 1960s and beyond that seem to contaminate the artwork through entanglement with the beholder. Meillassoux and Žižek, more true to Kant’s method than Scheler, Greenberg, or Fried, also build their philosophies entirely on the “subject” side of the fence, leaving everything else in the ill-defined residual state of “dead matter” (Meillassoux) or an unmasterable “traumatic kernel” (Žižek). But still, all of these methods are better than unsavory escapes from formalism, the ones that break taxonomy only by sacrificing autonomy. A good example of this would be what I consider reactionary moves against Greenbergian formalist criticism: embedding the artwork in a matrix of socio-political issues, so that the autonomy of the artwork is lost. Another would be the Über-Scientism of Ladyman and Ross, who hold that objects only exist as correlates of the scientist who studies them. Both moves are themselves formalistic, since both accept an initial taxonomy of humans and non-humans, and merely try to reabsorb one into the other.

In referring to Ladyman and Ross I have just used the term “correlate,” and this brings us to the topic of Meillassoux’s brilliant term “correlationism” (Meillassoux 2008), which has had undeserved bad press. As Meillassoux once told the history of the term, he had grown tired of his charges of idealism against phenomenology being met with the objection that “phenomenology is not an idealism, since it holds that the mind is always outside itself in intending objects.” Despite this defensive rejoinder, objects cannot exist for Husserl except as correlates of intentional acts; nor does Husserl seem to see much sense in a transcendental ego that would float in ethereal space and not intend objects. Thus for phenomenology the subject and object poles exist only in reciprocal dialogue, and this is why so many of Husserl’s followers find it outrageous that he should be accused of idealism. For them, the reality of objects as intended by the mind is all the realism we need; nothing more than this is even conceivable. Hence Meillassoux’s ingenious introduction of the term “correlationism,” which feels like a permanent contribution to the philosophical lexicon. The correlationist is certainly a formalist, for all the reasons we have seen. For at bottom the correlationist accepts the modern taxonomy between subject and object, and merely wants to show that these two domains are not as separate as some people think. But the problem with taxonomy/correlationism/formalism more generally is not that they keep their terms separate, but the fact that they recognize them as valid terms at all. As I put it almost a decade ago:

If someone says something stupid like ‘these two pieces of wood in my hands are the entire universe,’ you don’t disprove his claim by gluing the pieces together, but by candidly observing that the wood-pieces are only two out of many trillions of entities. (In Sparrow 2008, 223)

By starting from scratch and defining all entities as actors, Latour made the important step of booting taxonomy from the ontological realm, where it had no business in the first place.

Now, OOO is often accused of being a form of correlationism in its own right. After all, the whole point of the object-oriented approach is to expand the subject-object correlate from its usual confinement to humans and spread it out into all corners of the world, so that even the fire-cotton relation becomes just another correlation. Is this not an even worse form of correlationism than the one it critiques? Yet to say this is to presuppose an answer to the most important question that is up for debate. Recall that Meillassoux in After Finitude takes Kant to be the arch-correlationist; he has since claimed that Hume was really the first correlationist, (Meillassoux 2012a) but critics of Speculative Realism usually complain that Kant is unfairly targeted. What needs to be seen is that there are two related but different thoughts at the foundation of Kant’s philosophy. The first is the notion of finitude derived from Kant’s central distinction between phenomena and noumena. This is the strain in Kant rejected by German Idealism, with its re-absorption of noumena back into the movement of thought, and the same thing happens in the Neo-Modern taxonomical-formalist philosophies of Žižek, Badiou, and Meillassoux, despite Meillassoux’s insistence on his difference from the other two. (In Harman 2011, 165–166)

Yet this decapitation of the noumena is not the best way of radicalizing Kant, since another key notion is found in his system that might be reversed instead. This is the more tacit idea that the human-world relation is more central to philosophy than any other. From a Kantian standpoint, we can speak directly about the relation between humans and the world, though we never make direct contact with that world in its noumenal form. For we at least have direct access to space, time, and the twelve categories of understanding, and can give a transcendental description of these conditions, if not a “transcendent” one that touches the world immediately. The same does not hold true of object-object relations for Kant. Since non-human objects — assuming they are in the plural in the first place — are actually noumenal, we have access to them only through science, which means through the mediation of categories of the understanding. In this way, the human being and its transcendental conditions are found at the heart of any relation that might be discussed. Even if we seem to be talking about the relation between fire and cotton, as in classical Islamic philosophy, Kant thinks we are really talking about the human understanding. Now this is the part of Kant that OOO seeks to reverse, not finitude as in German Idealism. We accept Kant’s notion of finitude: not because humans are taxonomically special beings who must bear the cross of inaccessible noumena while non-human objects blithely engage in direct collisions. Rather, we can accept it because OOO holds that the real distinction is not between thought and nature, but between objects in themselves and objects as caricatured by others in their relations. The fire distorts cotton in the same way that humans distort cotton in their theoretical and practical activity. The objection that we “cannot see the fire and cotton directly” holds no water, since we also cannot see our own minds directly given that our own selves are noumenal as well, which is precisely Kant’s own argument in favor of free will.

For this reason, it can only be said that OOO lapses into correlationism if one sides in advance with Meillassoux’s view that finitude is the most noxious feature of correlationism. Thus one will follow admiringly as Meillassoux uses his admittedly ingenious methods to work his way out of the correlate towards absolute and eternal truths. But if you join OOO in seeing finitude as an inevitable feature of the inherent tension between objects and relations, as something completely unavoidable for ontology, then you will be driven instead to find the heart of correlationism in its assumption that human and world make up the taxonomical basis of philosophy. One of the chief disadvantages of Meillassoux’s approach is that it leaves you powerless to say anything at all about inanimate objects, which will oblige you to permanent deference to a pointless taxonomical division of labor between science and the humanities. The genuine difference between these two is not that they deal with different types of objects — though this is normally what happens — but that they use two different methods in approaching reality. (Harman 2012c) When Meillassoux walls off philosophy from other disciplines, it is not the act of modesty that it seems, but rather the immodest endorsement of a taxonomy that turns ontology into a purely formalistic enterprise, helping to explain its confusion — in Badiou (2007) as well — with mathematics.

It is my view that the primary motivation for preserving the modern taxonomy is a fear that collapsing it will lead to wild forms of vitalism. If the interaction between fire and cotton is different only in degree from that between humans and cotton, it might sound like OOO has degenerated into the grossest panpsychism. To this I would give two responses. First, there is no claim of panpsychism here, but only the claim that all relations between all objects translate, distort, or caricature those objects; after all, they are never fully at play, and are reduced by such relations to something other than they are. We cannot begin with a taxonomy of people and things, with humans engaging in reflexive thoughts about cotton and fire simply mindlessly burning it. A general theory of translation between objects must precede any pistol-shot assumption that the obvious everyday differences between people and fire need to be built into the very foundation of ontology. Instead, the difficult work must be attempted of showing how the burning of cotton by fire and the observation of cotton by humans emerge as different manifestations of a deeper ontology of objects and relations. Second, we are far from understanding the differences between the forms of perception and cognition found in various animal species. In the English excerpts I translated from Meillassoux’s thesis, L’Inexistence divine, (Harman 2011, 175–238) we find a rather commonsensical taxonomy of matter, life, and thought. This leaves no way to distinguish between, say, dolphins and apes on one side, and insects and microbes on the other. This merely extends the perpetual ineptitude of modern philosophy in dealing with animals, which reaches its nadir at the beginning with Descartes, and is handled no better by Heidegger’s own commonsensical distinction between worldless/world-poor/world-forming. (Heidegger 2001) Those who are quick to ontologize the difference between humans and stones might at least be more hesitant to do so with the difference between humans and chimpanzees.

b. Attachment

This book has defined a new general enemy previously unnamed in my writings: formalism. I have shown that formalism is rooted in the replacement of ontology by a premature taxonomy, which in the modern era is inevitably a distinction between humans on one side and non-humans on the other. Here as so often I am indebted to Latour, whose critique of modernism paved the way for understanding the central problem with modern philosophy. Just as Galileo destroyed the two-world physics that treated heavens and earth with two different sets of laws, Latour puts an end to the rampant two-world ontology of nature and culture, which treats human subjects in one way and all non-human objects in another. He does this with a global theory of relational actors that I have countered with a theory of non-relational objects: not because relations do not occur, but because they cannot exhaust their relata.

In the previous section, I tried to show that OOO is not a form of correlationism by distinguishing my reasons for rejecting the Kantian ontology from Meillassoux’s own. Here I would like to emphasize a few more of the differences between my position and that of the correlationist, since these differences will be crucial to the topic of this section. The most obvious difference, I have said, is that correlationism is always concerned with the pair of “thought” and “world,” so that there is no use speaking about the relation between two non-human objects, a matter best left to the sciences. But there are other differences too, as embodied in what the Introduction to this book called the “selective,” “unstable,” and “composite” aspects of intentionality.

The first of these, selective intentionality, is not unknown to the correlationist standpoint, though it is never sufficiently emphasized. Namely, intentionality does not just glue me together with the object, but also in part defines my own actuality as an object. It is important to remember — the next paragraph will emphasize this very point — that my existence is not exhausted by whatever objects I happen to be intending at a given moment. This would reduce us to the position of the ancient Megarians, so that I would only be a house-builder if currently at work on building a house. There is always a surplus in my being, capable of shifting focus, and containing numerous bits of pre-conscious awareness — not to mention the unconscious forces that can never be adequately symbolized. (Freud 1957) That is to say, I am not just looking at something in intentionality, but also being something. My nephew with Turkish Airlines awoke this fine morning of May 17th, 2016 in Istanbul, concerned with possible high winds in Barcelona or Dubai or wherever he is supposed to fly, while I awakened this morning in my final week of many years in Cairo, wondering about the best note on which to finish this book. These are not just two different sets of objects before our respective minds, but two very different real lives.

The second, “unstable” aspect of intentionality is purposely suppressed by correlationism. The correlationist is obsessed with a single feature of modern philosophy: the supposed separation between subject and object, which it tries to remedy by providing a certain adhesive or glue. The price it too often pays for this mating of subject and object is a neglect of those aspects of subject and object that are not at play in their correlation. Here Husserl is led astray by his mathematician’s horror before the unknowable, which encourages him to assume that nothing exists that might not in principle be the correlate of an intentional act. Berlin is knowable, and hence there can be no difference between Berlin as an intentional object and as a real one. But what Husserl misses is that however much knowledge we gain about Berlin, even if this were a godlike totality of knowledge, that knowledge would not be the same thing as Berlin. If Berlin were wiped from the face of the Earth, my knowledge of it could not heroically step in and become the new city in its place. Nor is Berlin different from my knowledge of it simply by being stamped in “dead matter,” a purely superfluous notion, since there is nothing without some form. In the previous paragraph, we saw that I am never fully exhausted by my relation with intentional objects; there is always something more to me that allows me to shift my focus of attention whenever I please. We now find that the same is true of the intentional object: of the intentional object Berlin, for example. Just as I can cease paying attention to it by drawing on inner reserves that have nothing to do with this city, so too Berlin can erupt from its depths and refuse to be merely an unproblematic intentional object for me. This city can show previously unsuspected features; it can disappoint or pleasantly surprise from one visit to the next, or evolve with inner rhythms whose existence neither I nor anyone else had suspected. What makes intentionality unstable is that neither of its poles is fully committed to their correlation. Instead, both have real depths that allow them to shift shape. We have seen that aesthetic experience is a good example of such instability, since here the intentional/sensual object breaks loose from its accessible features: to fill the void, we ourselves theatrically take on the role of that object. We put on the mask of Berlin, a wolf, or a flame.

But the critique of formalism found in this book revolves around yet another aspect of intentionality: its “composite” character. Phenomenology often brushed against the insight that intentionality has a dual character as both one and two, but did not draw all the consequences of this insight. In one sense intentionality is twofold, since it always involves a correlation between two elements: a real beholder, and a sensual object. The beholder is real, since it is I myself who intends this or that object; the object is sensual, given that objects are never present in person, but only in some translated or caricatured form. This means that at the heart of every intention is a relation between a real object (me) and a sensual one (whatever I intend). Two real objects cannot make contact directly, given their total withdrawal from each other. Likewise, two sensual objects can make contact only through the medium of the beholder, since both have no existence except as correlates of my own involvement with them. Just as the positive poles of two magnets repel one another and cannot make contact while the positive and negative poles will immediately snap together in union, the only kinds of objects able to make direct contact are those of opposite polarity, the real and the sensual. It follows that the links that hold the world together make up a chain of alternating real and sensual objects. Yet at the same time, the intentional act is also one, since I form a composite union with what I intend, just as two magnets snap into one, or multiple chemical elements form a molecule. The problem with formalism is that it does not and cannot recognize composite objects made up of both real and sensual elements — like Latour’s “hybrids” — as entities on the same footing as the untainted natural objects and thinking subjects that the modernist is furiously eager to purify of one another. We have seen that ethics and aesthetics deal exclusively in such composites, so that in these domains all formalism must fail. Now we find that the same is true of metaphysics, given that the world is made up of chains of real and sensual objects By now we have seen the reasons why this is not a form of correlationism: (1) No link in the chain is required to have a human as one of its elements, since the real fire encounters the sensual cotton just as the real me encounters it; (2) Neither the real nor the sensual object is exhausted by its correlation with the other, and hence both terms retain their autonomous status. The basic unit of ethics, aesthetics, and metaphysics is neither subject nor object, but a composite in which the “subject” term need not be human. To call this “panpsychism” is to assume that we know what a psyche really is, that humans alone should be allowed to have it, and that the relation between real and sensual objects must already be called a psyche. But all three assumptions are false.

In the early part of this book I spoke always of love, since that is the term at work in both Dante and Scheler, who are concerned only with human intentionality. But in order to make room for real-sensual composites that do not contain humans, we must introduce the term “attachment,” a word that — in English, at least — pertains both to emotional and physical joinings. In order for attachment in the strict sense to occur, the real object cannot only be dealing with sensual objects, but must also shift to the register of the real, despite the apparent impossibility of this happening. In the case of ethics, this is obvious from the distinction between sincerity and insincerity, between an object really having a high place in my ordo amoris and the mere pretense that it has such a place: the former is Dante’s “love” (the principle of Paradiso) and the latter is Dante’s “fraud” (the principle of Inferno). In the case of aesthetics, the shift to the real happens when the sensual object and its qualities are split, and the beholder becomes the theatrical support for those qualities, as in metaphor; when this split fails to occur, the result is non-art. In the case of metaphysics, attachment occurs when we abandon the taxonomic and hence formalist distinction between thinking subjects on one side and everything else on the other, so that the basic unit of metaphysics becomes the indirect relation between myself as real object and the withdrawn real object behind the sensual one. Among other consequences, this model of attachment as the central principle of philosophy devalues the aloof and cynical critic of modernity in favor of a more enthusiastic human, defined by his or her loves rather than his or her all-knowing sneers.

Let’s close this book by quoting, for a well-deserved fourth time, the words of Virgil on love, beauty, and substantial forms from the crucial Purgatorio XVIII:

“Your apprehension draws an image from

a real object and expands upon

that object until soul has turned toward it;

and if, so turned, the soul tends steadfastly,

then that propensity in love — it’s nature

that joins the soul in you, anew, through beauty.” (XVIII 22–27)

Here the point is that we are tossed about in a world of images, and only love and beauty are able turn us from images back to real objects. Kant would object that this cannot be done, since any access to the noumenal is impossible. But as Ortega notes, art does not actually need to do this, but only to seem to make the thing present in the flesh. I have argued, against Fried, that this requires the beholder to replace the vanished object of aesthetics with its own theatrical assumption of the object’s role, as if wearing a mask that need not be seen by others, but only by oneself. As a consequence, performance art becomes central to aesthetics in a way that the formalism of Greenberg and Fried would prefer to avoid. These words from Virgil are complemented by his later words in the same canto, which have a more metaphysical flavor:

“Every substantial form at once distinct

from matter and conjoined to it, ingathers

the force that is distinctively its own,

a force unknown to us until it acts —

it’s never shown except in its effects,

just as green boughs display the life in plants.” (XVIII 49–54)

Though the notion of “substantial form” may sound archaic in philosophical terms, its point is still valid today. An object is not just its effects or actions, but “a force unknown to us until it acts.” This makes Dante — or Dante’s Virgil — one of the classical allies of the object-oriented claim that aesthetics is first philosophy.
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