8
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“We are at the place where earlier I said/you could expect to see the suffering race/of souls who lost the good of intellect.” Il ben de l’intelletto -- the good of the intellect -- is what the damned have lost, as Virgil informs Dante immediately upon their passage through the Gates of Hell. To collegiate readers of the Divine Comedy, this phrase may well be as mysterious as the three beasts the pilgrim encounters at the very beginning of his quest. Virgil almost spits out the lines as a hasty answer to Dante’s anxious queries. It seems out of place: aren’t these the people who were lovers of evil? How do their conscious evil choices have anything important to do with the intellect? Are you saying they weren’t smart? And does this technical-sounding phrase refer to the good use of the intellect, or the goal of the intellect, or what? 

Some research of the background of this phrase confirms that by the good of the intellect is meant one thing: truth. Dante himself confirms it in his earlier, uncompleted work the Convivio, in which he maintains: “by the habit of the sciences we are able to search for truth, which is our distinguishing perfection, as the Philosopher says in the sixth book of the Ethics, when he says that the true is the good of the intellect” (2.13.6).  The sciences, as Dante knew them, are those disciplines that have knowledge, not practice, as their primary goal. The habit -- abito in the original -- of the sciences would be the disciplines through which we are enabled to undertake that search for truth (la veritade speculare) that fulfils our nature as beings having intellect.

Étienne Gilson has shown that Dante is relying here not directly on Aristotle but on Thomas Aquinas, who coins the phrase we are looking for, “verum est bonum intellectus,” in his Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. Still, if we look at Aristotle’s Ethics ourselves, though we do not find this exact phrase, we find a similar notion. Book VI is a very interesting part of the Ethics, for here in scrutinizing the activity of the mind he goes into the foundation of the concepts of subject and object and of connatural knowledge. With this same surety he asserts, “in fact, the attainment of truth is the function of the intellectual faculty as a whole” (6.2.1139a.28-29). Returning to this same equation later on, he reaffirms: “As we have seen, truth is the function of both intellectual parts <of the soul>” (1139b.12-13). “Function” is a more precise statement of one of the possible meanings of “the good,” making it clearer that “good” is being used in the sense of “What is it good for?” So it seems that Dante is referring to Aristotle after all, whether by lucky coincidence, like mind, or scholarly acuity.

What then is the intellect good for? It is significant that Dante’s Virgil speaks of the damned in this way. The good is something that they could have known the truth about by means of their intellect, something they had to overrule in choosing the goals of their lives.


Examples abound in Inferno of this willed loss of the intellect’s ability to discern the good. Rather than choose any of the more spectacular images of souls driven entirely out of their minds, I would like to bring out two of the cases of souls we are most likely to sympathize with, hence two of the most challenging portraits in the Inferno, whose dispositions it is crucial to read rightly. And that is to say, of course, that the Romantics who rediscovered Dante got both of them wrong, seeing in their eloquent appeals Dante’s secret sympathy with passionate human autonomy over divine rules. Farinata and Cavalcante in Book X offer the first example, a pair of souls whom we might say Erich Auerbach “owns” by virtue of his treatment of them in his great study Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature. The other, I think, belongs with equal authority to John Freccero through his stunning essay “Bestial Sign and Bread of Angels”: Ugolino in Inferno 33. Both Farinata, as well as Cavalcante, and Ugolino are examples of souls who remain discursive, who still seem to make sense out of their world--until we realize the world they are speaking of is forever cut off and they are in hell. Farinata’s world is his city, Florence, and Cavalcante’s is his son Guido, and no care has been given or can ever be given to the state of their own souls; indeed the speakers who reveal their lives to Dante’s inquiry seem to own no moral answerability for their lives and deeds. 
Ugolino puts far more at stake, for he calls on the sympathy of the hearer with a heartbreaking narrative: how can you not weep? he asks, after telling of the deaths by forced starvation of his children and himself, walled up in a tower by his political enemies. Yet the narrative also emphasizes that he himself did not weep, that he was turned to stone within, and we come to realize that through his appeal he has made of himself a victim and has even used the images of his own children suffering and dying to heighten the effect of his own victimization. Whether he resorts to cannibalism seems to me unanswerable, but it hardly matters. He has been the perpetrator of similar crimes himself, as contemporary readers of Dante would have known. Not only will he never speak of his own responsibility, he cannot ever speak in honest self-reflection, nor even directly of love of his own children. 
In Dante’s hell often it is hard to see what sort of consciousness is missing precisely because it is never even thought of. The intellect is not being used for what it is good for but only to work eternally on self-justification. These cases are so vividly and spectacularly rendered that the Inferno remains the part of the poem most appealing to curriculum designers today. But if the pregnant phrase “the good of the intellect” has explanatory power, we should see what the Divine Comedy itself has to say about the knowing power of the mind. And to do this we must turn to the Purgatorio, where the pilgrim’s dialogues with Virgil and others explore the particulars of how to live a life that honors the good of the intellect -- advice still in great need today.  

In Canto XVI Dante’s pilgrim asks a distinguished shade whether people are guided by the stars or by their own choosing. This is Marco Lombardo, and I give the beginning twelve lines of his response:

You men on earth attribute everything

   to the spheres’ influence alone, as if

   with some predestined plan they moved all things.

If this were true, then our Free Will would be

   annihilated: it would not be just

   to render bliss for good or pain for evil.

The spheres initiate your tendencies:

   not all of them--but even if they did,

   you have the light that shows you right from wrong,

and your Free Will, which, though it may grow faint

   in its first struggles with the heavens, can still

   surmount all obstacles if nurtured well.  (Purg. 16.67-78)

Marco’s speech can be transposed to the key of late modernity if we substitute genetics, or race, class, and gender, for the spheres and the heavens as external determinants of human actions in these lines just quoted. If all thinking about our actions is predetermined by the interests of these forces, then any way of rewarding good or sanctioning evil must be seen as itself biased -- as unjust. It is unjust to attempt to be just. But the opposing view, the view expressed by Dante here, does not try to argue that these external forces play no role in our lives: as he says, “the spheres initiate your tendencies.” In answer to this, Marco sounds a simple theme across the centuries: “you have the light that shows you right from wrong.” 
The human will then, working in conjunction with reason, should be able to “surmount all obstacles--if nurtured well.” The emphasis now falls on nurture. Marco goes on to split the shaping influences on the will into the just regime and a disciplinary framework, variously translated as the guide and the curb, or the whip and the rein (Purg. 16.93). That that discipline is education is a point that long ago Augustine understood well, insisting in The City of God: “fallen man has not been left without some ministries of Providence, nor has God, in His anger, shut up His mercies…There are still within the reach of man himself, if only he will pay the price of toil and trouble, the twin resources of law and education, with which we are born” (XXII.22.1-2). Education and the law -- the guide and the curb. 
In directing our attention to this passage, Charles Singleton notes that unlike Augustine, Dante “does not bring the matter of original sin and the Fall into the argument here.” Dante, whose “sacred poem” (poema sacro) probably contains more references to God than any other poem, chooses here to remove all reference to matters knowable only through revelation and religious tradition, and instead to rely on the innate capacity of the reason to know the good. Indeed this point is repeatedly made in the Purgatorio: reason, if it is nurtured and kept strong, is sufficient equipment to keep everyone out of hell. In the end the meeting point of religious and secular comes down to an education that does not indoctrinate but strengthens the power of reason and consequently the use of judgment and choice. 
*     *     *
My choice of topic began on a hunch about a line in Dante, but through Dante I have found a whole forgotten rapprochement between Christianity and secularism; I have found, ultimately, that Christianity and classical culture gave birth to secularism, and that, though the parent-child relationship has cooled, the two need to reconcile, while still retaining their own distinct identities (perhaps I should say “lifestyles” to keep up the metaphor), if each is to achieve its destined promise.

Erich Auerbach’s book-length study of Dante, titled Dante, Poet of the Secular World, uncovered the inherent secularization of the Medieval world view that is at work in Dante’s vision; and, of course, he exulted in it. Auerbach has in fact been called the last Renaissance humanist. Renaissance humanism was already freed from the strictest guidelines of the Church and made peace, not with the devil but certainly with his domain, the world and the flesh. The monastic vow of poverty, chastity, and obedience was replaced by the philosophic life, but one put in motion, which was to enter into this world and use it well, seeking to make what one touched more beautiful and prosperous. Though there was tension, there remained a coexistence between Christian and humanist, sometimes in the same person.

Even the Enlightenment did not entirely do away with this tense bond, which produced not only a flourishing European civilization but also, if we count the English Enlightenment, found its creative expression in the founding of the United States. But along the way both sides lost their connection to the classical tradition and specifically to the belief in the intuitive power of reason. In the battle of the books, the quarrel between the ancients and moderns, the ancients lost and lost badly. The schools did not feel this effect until successive waves of divestment in the twentieth century. But the larger culture had taken leave of the Christian-classical alliance a century and a quarter earlier. Without a Greco-Roman backbone, Protestant Christianity became progressively softer, and Catholicism, having lost the connection to the surrounding culture that was supposed to render its doctrine more natural, bifurcated into dogmatism and pietism. Secularism, meanwhile, freed from the restraints of the ancients and the need to keep up relations with its restrictive parent, now turned toward an imagined future as toward a mirror and became enamored of it, steadily losing the ties to an earlier culture of reason that would have kept it real.

My plea then -- and I feel Dante would join me in this! -- is for the resurrection of the classics, not in specialist academies and libraries but in a ground swell of appreciation for their wisdom and heartening encouragement. From Homer to Marcus Aurelius they counsel judgment, by which we choose the good, and taste, whereby we know the beautiful. We desperately need their intervention, Christianity to be saved from a tendency toward irrationalism and the secular world from a destructive fascination with its own self-generated goals and their immediate fulfillment at the expense of human freedom and human depth.
It seems to me inescapable that whether we want to call ourselves a free people or a liberal society we are talking about the same thing -- the need for free, unregulated dialogue between religious and secular cultures. Where else is a full encounter possible than in college, in the core curriculum?
Nor is peace between parents and child the goal we should unquestioningly seek, but rather a productive tension. The West, when it has been a healthy civilization, has always been a mix of religiousness and secularity. 

A culture that seeks to transfer its moral beliefs by a regime of indoctrination and enforcement rather than by reason both explicit and intuitive has already conceded its decline and even its demise. If it cannot generate its ideals spontaneously it is lost. Greek philosophy was forgotten in the Western Middle Ages; it is possible, then, for a culture’s wisdom to be simply forgotten. It should be a ringing imperative for everyone, not simply for us happy few in this room. Christianity has its prejudicial and closed-minded exponents, to be sure. However, in America Christian higher education is also undergoing a cross-denominational search for the principles underlying doctrinal beliefs, principles that can still stand on their feet today. It has done so because of a vital new interest in the faith that has arisen spontaneously and dispassionately. If secular culture wants to grow in the long term, it needs to rise to this challenge to explore its own origins and principles and not remain merely self-content.
