
CONCLUSION
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Dante’s dualistic vision is radical and — as early reception of his works indicates 
— open to charges of heresy. In part because of this, much of twentieth-century 
Dante scholarship has been concerned to distance the Commedia from the 
heterodox dualism foregrounded in the Convivio and the Monarchia. But the modern 
philological evidence gives no reason to doubt that the dualistic theory enunciated 
most forcefully in the Monarchia represents Dante’s mature thought and not a 
temporary phase in his intellectual trajectory. This evidence invites a twenty-first-
century reappraisal of the Commedia in dualistic terms. It also prompts a recovery of 
the prose works as interpretative keys to the Commedia — works that have long been 
sidelined on the questionable grounds that Dante, aside from retracting particular 
theological positions (for instance the hierarchy of the angels in the Convivio), moves 
away from the whole intellectual attitude of the prose works by the time of the 
poem’s composition. This book has reappraised Dante’s dualism in two main ways. 
The first part addressed Dante’s reception and representation of Epicureanism and 
its implications for his theoretical dualism. The second and third parts argued that 
Dante’s theologically unorthodox representation of the Epicureans, the virtuous 
pagans, and the liminal region of Ante-Purgatory highlights the persistence of his 
dualistic theory in the eschatological structure of the Commedia.

Dante polemically corrects the widespread but false medieval caricature of 
Epicurus as a pig enslaved to the senses. A narrowly secular life does not imply 
depraved sensuality. The mantra ‘Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we shall die’ is 
foolish because such a life is, to use Dante’s metaphors, a living death, a sleep, or an 
animal life. Man is uniquely a rational animal and he thus only lives as a man insofar 
as he lives in accordance with reason. Dante’s partial defence of Epicureanism is 
therefore also a defence of the noble secular unbeliever. Aside from the question 
of the destiny of the individual human soul after death, man has a practical and 
theoretical purpose within the span of his earthly life: to order his acts in accordance 
with reason and to understand the natural world and its causes. It is this fruition of 
reason which elevates and ennobles mankind above all other natural species. Dante 
nonetheless emphasizes that a man may achieve earthly felicity in accordance with 
the teachings of natural philosophy, and yet reject Christian faith and his spiritual 
destiny because he is convinced of the human soul’s mortality. In this way, Dante’s 
dualistic strategy of two autonomous hemispheres necessitates the theoretical space 
for a proto-secularism. Because he understood the Epicurean school to teach virtue 
and the doctrine of mortalism, Dante labels this secularist category ‘Epicurean’.

The otherwise peculiar prominence of Epicureanism in the Commedia is there
fore understandable. The Epicurean doctrine of mortalism refutes the spiritual 
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dimension of man’s hybrid nature and thus the very foundation of Dante’s dualistic 
theory. Moreover, mortalism explicitly undermines Dante’s Christian belief and the 
very existence of Hell or an afterlife at all. Dante’s condemnation of four renowned 
magnates of the thirteenth century and ‘innumerable others’ as Epicurean heretics, 
his implicit indictment of his former ‘primo amico’ Guido Cavalcanti, and his 
autobiographically inf lected representation of spiritual disorientation at the close of 
Inferno X all testify to the contagious and destructive power of religious disbelief. 
In a further indication of the significance of Epicureanism, Dante marshals his 
highest poetical and theatrical craft in Inferno X. The thematic and structural centre 
of the canto of the Epicureans is, as we have seen, the extraordinarily sophisticated 
dialogue with Cavalcante dei Cavalcanti which Dante stage-manages so as to 
crystallize in linguistic ambiguity an epistemological horizon between Christian 
faith and Epicurean disbelief.

The Epicureans are punished with time-long-sightedness for their short-sighted 
pursuit of secular felicity in this life and with an eternal burning tomb for their wilful 
blindness to their true immortal destiny. By contrast, the virtuous pagans in limbo 
continue to enjoy in the afterlife the secular felicity which they pursued successfully 
on earth. The perspective of eternity nevertheless intensifies the pagans’ agonizing 
consciousness of the limit of this secular felicity (intended as man’s corruptible goal) 
and, consequently, of their now frustrated desire for God (man’s eternal goal). They 
are perpetually ‘suspended’ at the horizon between a secular nobility attained and 
a Christian beatitude denied. Initially it may seem strange — and scholars have 
been reluctant to suppose — that Dante should locate in Hell an image of secular 
happiness corresponding to the paradisus terrestris delineated in the Monarchia. This 
book has therefore emphasized that the virtuous pagans occupy a luminous, open 
and verdant plain at Hell’s summit and that their only suffering, the loss of hope for 
union with God, is also shared by unbelievers in this life who may like them attain 
secular felicity. Where scholars have previously focused on the literal problem of 
the virtuous pagans’ apparently unjustified deprivation of beatitude, I have argued 
that the pagans’ destiny serves a more urgent allegorical purpose. The innovative 
creation of the region of the virtuous pagans in the Commedia underlines two 
polemical implications of Dante’s dualistic theory. First, with regard to the secular 
hemisphere, Dante’s persistent emphasis on virtuous pagans and pagan philosophers 
in the poem serves to defend natural ethics and natural reason as sufficient to guide 
temporal affairs independently of the supernatural faith of the Christian Church. 
Second, the suffering of the virtuous pagans highlights man’s immortal longing for 
God which, irrespective of natural virtue or wisdom, may only be fulfilled through 
the mediation of Christian faith.

The tension in Dante’s dualistic theory between man’s secular and eternal goals 
is worked out dramatically in the third liminal region analysed in this book. Ante-
Purgatory is poised between the limbo of the virtuous pagans at the uppermost 
rim of hell and the first terrace of Purgatory, which depicts the beginning of man’s 
spiritual journey to his eternal goal. This study, following Ascoli’s call to read the 
Commedia ‘beyond the palinode’, does not read Dante’s literary cross-references and 
self-borrowings in the Ante-Purgatory in terms of authorial retraction. Rather, I 
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argue that Dante consciously reworks in Ante-Purgatory the dualistic theoretical 
concerns underlined by critics of the prose works. The antechamber of Purgatory 
re-envisages from an eternal perspective the whole temporal hemisphere as a state 
of spiritual exile from the vision of God. The apparent image of temporal perfection 
represented by the beautiful Valley of Princes is re-considered, with the singing of 
the Salve Regina, as a valley of tears. The noble souls, some of whom were kings 
in their earthly realms, rediscover their true spiritual identity as common pilgrims 
travelling to the heavenly city. In the balance of Christian faith, even Virgil’s 
consummate ethical and poetic virtue is seen as tragically insufficient to make 
him worthy of spiritual salvation. But there is no indication that Dante devalues 
philosophy in this way, or undermines the intellectual pursuits embodied in the 
Convivio. On the contrary, in Ante-Purgatory Virgil ventriloquizes the Convivio’s 
parallel lectures on astronomy and ethics, and the reader is exhorted to deplore, 
with Virgil and Dante-character, the intellectual and moral sloth of Belacqua. What 
the Ante-Purgatory conveys is the central duality in Dante’s thought between the 
need to uphold, on the one hand, natural ethics and philosophy as guides to man’s 
secular felicity and, on the other, Christian faith as necessary for eternal salvation. 
Dante’s poetic creation of an antechamber to Purgatory, where the souls are forced 
to wait for their longed-for spiritual purification, highlights a danger characteristic 
of this world, where souls may be distracted by secular concerns so that they choose 
to delay their spiritual pilgrimage to reunion with God.

My analysis of the graveyard of the Epicureans, the limbo of the virtuous pagans, 
and the region of Ante-Purgatory strongly supports this new dualistic reading of the 
Commedia. These three borderline regions of the Commedia are fault-lines which put 
pressure on Dante’s thought and poetic vision and serve to accentuate the distinctive 
dualism which underpins it. This reading challenges the position of scholars who, 
following Nardi, assert that there is no trace of dualism in Dante’s poem, and also 
the position of scholars such as Scott who have equated the paradisus terrestris in 
the Monarchia with the Earthly Paradise at the summit of mount Purgatory. My 
own reading will therefore reopen and stimulate debate about this central issue. 
As well as advancing understanding through this debate, my study lays the ground 
for a fuller development of this dualistic argument on its own terms. At the least, 
this would include a detailed discussion of the Earthly Paradise in Purgatorio, and 
preferably also of other liminal regions such as the heaven of Venus — the last of the 
heavens shadowed by the earth — in which Dante contextualizes the first canzone 
of the Convivio ‘Voi che ’ntendendo il terzo ciel movete’.

To give full measure to the critical scope of this new dualistic reading of 
the Commedia, major sections of the poem beyond the liminal regions demand 
reinterpretation. A dualistic reading of the circles of Hell would investigate how the 
highest secular values embodied in the Limbo of the virtuous pagans are traduced 
by the human beings, whether pagan or Christian, whose tragic narratives are told 
and whose moral failures are explained in the cantica. For, although the primary 
and universal condition of the souls in Hell is the loss of God, all the souls except 
those in Limbo have distorted some natural good and are assigned an appropriate 
punishment in Hell by Minos according to the gravity of their evil. As Dante 
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considered that philosophy must guide the Emperor in temporal affairs, so — in his 
creation of the Inferno —  he uses the philosophical principles of Aristotle (the master 
of ethics) to administer, from the perspective of the afterlife, the justice which he 
saw unfilled in his own time with the seat of the Emperor vacant. Through the 
depiction of the Roman heroes who populate the verdant lawns of Limbo and the 
‘filosofica famiglia’ surrounding Aristotle, Dante presents an image of the secular 
felicity proper to man’s earthly life (the beatitudo huius vitae).

Such an interpretation of the Inferno in terms of natural ethics would liberate the 
Purgatorio from a forced political or an overly secular reading. I have argued that 
the Earthly Paradise is not, as Scott would have it, the secular happiness ‘attainable 
through Justice and the teachings of philosophy’. Rather, Purgatory is liturgical 
and sacramental and represents man’s spiritual journey to recover the state of grace 
lost by Adam. The guide is revelation, the virtues emphasized at the threshold of 
Purgatory are the theological virtues of faith, hope and love, and the ethical model 
par excellence is not Virgil but Mary. Indeed, Virgil is a guide only in a restricted 
sense in the Purgatorio: divine revelation leads and reason responds in this cantica. 
The seven terraces of Purgatory are not structured, as Scott argues, according to 
‘philosophical principles’, but rather according to the seven capital vices and their 
corresponding Christian virtues. A new dualistic reading of Purgatory would 
therefore reappraise the region in terms of the complex tradition of the seven vices 
in Christian moral psychology. The Earthly Paradise at the summit of Purgatory 
represents man’s restoration to grace and friendship with God after due confession 
and penance. The celestial spheres of Paradise represent, in grades, man’s fruition of 
the vision of God for which in grace he was originally created.

As this Conclusion indicates, therefore, the book aims to be a departure point 
for a more sustained twenty-first-century reappraisal of the Commedia. This study 
opens a new way for readers, whether specialist or lay, to read and interpret Dante’s 
poetic masterpiece as underpinned by his dualistic vision of secular and spiritual 
fulfilment.


