
INTRODUCTION
v

Homo [...] est medium duorum emisperiorum

Dante and Epicurus are, in one sense, poles apart. Dante, a committed Christian, 
believed in the immortality of the soul and depicted in the Commedia a vision of 
the afterlife and God’s divine justice. Epicurus, a pagan philosopher, taught that 
the soul is mortal and sought to liberate mankind from the fear of death and final 
judgement. Where Dante believed in Christianity as the path to eternal salvation, 
Epicurus taught that all religion was superstition, invented by the wise to control 
those uneducated in the use of reason. Where Dante believed in Creation and 
Divine Providence, Epicurus taught that the world has neither beginning nor end 
and consists of indivisible atoms which collide arbitrarily in an infinite vacuum. It 
might seem unsurprising therefore that Dante, amongst the many heresies which he 
could have chosen, singles out Epicureanism for special treatment in the graveyard 
of the heretics in the Inferno. But, interestingly, the Epicureans named in the Inferno 
are not pagans at all but prominent thirteenth-century magnates whom Dante 
clearly admired. Moreover Dante extols Epicurean ethics in his prose work the 
Convivio. Alongside the peripatetic and stoic schools of philosophy, the Epicurean 
school is praised for its education of man’s distinctively rational nature. Dante and 
Epicurus are, in this sense, allies. This book argues that the key to this apparent 
paradox — that Epicurus is, for Dante, both the quintessential heretic and an ethical 
ally — lies in the distinctive dualistic theory at the heart of Dante’s ethical, political 
and theological thought.

For Dante, man is unique amongst the animals because he partakes of a corruptible 
body and an incorruptible soul. Man is the horizon between the hemisphere of 
materiality, time and contingency and the hemisphere of immateriality, eternity 
and universality. In virtue of this hybrid nature, Dante argues that man has two 
independent ethical goals. Man’s first goal, as a mortal being, is human nobility — 
the twofold happiness, practical and theoretical, attainable in the arc of this life. 
Natural reason and the teaching of the philosophers are sufficient guides to this 
secular goal. Man’s second goal, as an immortal being, is his reunification with God 
— the beatific vision — which is consummated in the eternal future life. Grace, 
the theological virtues and divine revelation are necessary guides to this spiritual 
goal. On the basis of his theory of man’s two goals (one earthly and one heavenly), 
Dante defends his imperial thesis for the independence of Empire and Church. The 
Empire is divinely ordained with temporal power and responsibility for advancing 
man’s pursuit of his secular felicity. The Church is divinely instituted with spiri
tual power and the pastoral mission to bring about man’s eternal beatitude. The 
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potential significance of Epicureanism for Dante’s dualism is therefore apparent. The 
Epicurean category delineates the possibility implied by Dante’s dualistic theory: 
that man may pursue secular fulfilment and yet abandon his spiritual goal because 
he doubts his immortality. This book examines the implications of this connection. 
It explores Dante’s reception and polemical representation of Epicureanism, and the 
light this sheds on his dualistic theory of the secular and spiritual hemispheres of 
human conduct.

Dante’s election of Epicureanism as the heresy par excellence in the Commedia 
has struck readers, from the early commentators to modern historians of medieval 
thought, as unorthodox. The prominence Dante gives to Epicureanism, however, 
has typically been treated in passing by scholars as an interesting peculiarity and, 
in consequence, its significance for Dante’s thought as a whole has not been 
investigated. Although there are some partial studies of Dante and Epicureanism, 
including important contributions by Zygmunt G. Barański, Emerson Brown, 
Kenelm Foster, Valerio Lucchesi, Simone Marchesi, John Marenbon, J. A. Mazzeo 
and Giorgio Stabile, there is as yet no full-length treatment of the subject.1 This book 
therefore addresses a significant gap in Dante scholarship. It provides a systematic 
account of the potential sources for Dante’s reception of Epicurus, and it thereby 
qualifies the prevalent view in the history of philosophy that the medieval period 
was unaffected by Epicurean standpoints. It analyses how Dante’s representation 
of Epicurus and his followers developed in his writings. It also illuminates the 
key relationship between Dante’s emphasis on Epicureanism and his unorthodox 
dualistic theory. I argue that Epicureanism allowed Dante to delineate the central 
dualism in his thought between man’s secular felicity and his spiritual beatitude.

The canto of the Epicureans, Inferno X, has received a colossal amount of 
scholarly attention and, I argue, for good reason.2 In this canto, Dante confronts 
Epicurean mortalism, a doctrine incompatible with his Christian faith and with 
the literal and moral ground of the poem. Furthermore, Dante addresses his 
autobiographical relationship with Guido Cavalcanti, referred to as his ‘primo 
amico’ in the Vita nuova and the most important contemporary inf luence of his 
early maturity. In contrast to politically orientated studies focused on the figure 
of Farinata, I highlight the theological dimension of the canto and argue that the 
dramatic encounter between Dante-character (Christian believer) and Cavalcante 
dei Cavalcanti (Epicurean disbeliever) is its true thematic as well as its structural 
(ll. 52–72) centre. I propose a possible critical solution to the Cavalcante episode, 
which Natalino Sapegno called one of ‘the most difficult and discussed passages 
of the poem’.3 The hermeneutical key is to realize that Dante, through the precise 
organization of his historical material, the ‘time-long-sightedness’ punishment of 
the Epicureans, and the Russian-doll structure and ‘freeze-frame’ effect of the canto, 
suspends the central dialogue in a knowledge gap. While Cavalcante interprets the 
dialogue as referring to his son Guido’s literal destiny, Dante-character — because 
he is unaware of Cavalcante’s blindness to the present — necessarily understands 
the dialogue to refer to Guido’s spiritual destiny. This new critical insight heightens 
attention to the intentionality of the speakers and to the pivotal distinctions, as 
between an interpretative mistake and an act of wilful heresy, which mark the 
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canto. By unknotting much of the critical bewilderment in the commentary 
tradition, I present afresh the extraordinary narrative episode of Inferno X.

Dante’s theory that mankind has two autonomous goals, which divinely 
legitimate the independent authority of Empire and Church, was self-consciously 
innovative and immediately controversial. Dante commentators and critics have 
approached this apparent unorthodoxy in different ways. Major twentieth-century 
scholars, such as Bruno Nardi, Etienne Gilson and Kenelm Foster, did so by limiting 
Dante’s heterodox dualism to his Latin and vernacular prose works (marginalized as 
‘minor works’) and sustaining that, as a phase in his intellectual development, it was 
entirely left behind by the time he composed the Commedia.4 More recent Dante 
scholarship, however, has rejected the compositional chronology underlying this 
view as philologically unsustainable. The Monarchia was almost certainly composed 
after 1316, and probably in the years 1317 and 1318 when most of the Commedia was 
already written.5 But the implications of this later dating of the Monarchia for a reading 
of the Commedia have yet to be adequately explored. Albert Russell Ascoli’s recent 
methodological critique (2008) lays the foundations for such a study.6 Ascoli aims to 
overthrow the dominant ‘evolutionary interpretation of Dante’s literary career and 
intellectual biography, usually with the Commedia as ideal telos’ and to prepare for 
a new reading of the Commedia ‘beyond the palinode’.7 This study aligns itself with 
the new philological evidence and builds on Ascoli’s methodological groundwork. 
It argues that the dualistic theory articulated most polemically in the Monarchia also 
underpins the eschatological structure of the Commedia. I highlight fault lines in 
the dramatic narrative of the Commedia where the theological tensions in Dante’s 
dualism surface. In particular, I focus on three liminal, and theologically original, 
regions in Dante’s depiction of the afterlife: the graveyard of the Epicureans, the 
limbo of the virtuous pagans, and the region of Ante-Purgatory. I argue that Dante 
uses the historical figure of the virtuous pagan to represent figuratively secular 
human f lourishing (man’s earthly nobility) in a poem which nevertheless depicts 
literally the afterlife. I therefore dispute the identification of man’s secular goal with 
the Earthly Paradise at the summit of Purgatory, and I advance a new way to read 
the poem as a whole in dualistic terms.8

I use the term dualism throughout this book in a restricted way. There are 
of course many other usages. In the history of Christian thought, for example, 
dualism may refer to heresies such as Manichaeism and Catharism which taught 
the existence of self-subsistent principles of good and evil or of form and matter. 
In the history of modern philosophy, dualism may refer to the Cartesian division 
of mind and matter. These usages inevitably find their way into Dante scholarship. 
For example, Christian Moevs contests ‘a materialist psychophysical dualism’, 
which he considers ‘the implicit world-picture of our time’, when he argues 
for ‘non-duality’ in Dante.9 These broader usages of the term ‘dualism’ are not 
directly relevant to the subject of this book. Reference to Dante’s ‘dualism’ or 
‘dualistic thought’ indicates, unless otherwise stated, the dualistic anthropology 
(man’s hybrid nature), dualistic moral teleology (man’s secular and spiritual felicity), 
and dualistic political vision (papal-spiritual and imperial-temporal power) which 
Dante himself outlines. Other aspects of duality perceived in Dante’s thought and 
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works, and the scholarly controversies which surround them, are not the focus of 
this study.

The book’s argument is developed in three parts, each of two chapters. The 
first part considers Dante’s reception of Epicureanism and the implications of 
Epicureanism for his dualistic theory in comparison and contrast to medieval 
intellectual and popular traditions. The second part is a focused treatment of 
Epicureanism in the Commedia. The third part, through a close study of the limbo 
of the virtuous pagans and Ante-Purgatory, highlights the persistence of Dante’s 
dualistic theory in the Commedia. As the argument unfolds, the initial close 
investigation of Dante’s reception and rhetorical emphasis on Epicureanism thus 
opens up a major new perspective on the central dualism in Dante’s thought and 
poetic vision.
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