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***

I recommend that you read the translation by Mark Musa.

The translation by John Ciardi is also very good.

***

I also recommend the course on Dante’s Divine Comedy by William R. Cook and Ronald B. Herzman, which is available from the Teaching Company.
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Fighting McCarthyism: Ohio University prof, Supreme Court, defeat loyalty oath

By David Bruce

Published 11 December 1989 in The Athens News (Ohio).

In 1950, Joe McCarthy, the junior senator from Wisconsin made a speech in Wheeling, West Virginia, that made him nationally prominent.

“Ladies and gentlemen, while I cannot take the time to name all the men in the State Department who have been named as active members of the Communist Party and members of a spy ring, I have here in my hand a list of 205—a list of names that were made known to the Secretary of State as being members of the Communist Party and who nevertheless are still working and shaping policy in the State Department.”

Following that speech came years—the early to mid-1950s—in which McCarthy cast aspersions—with little or no evidence—about men and women innocent of any wrongdoing.  McCarthy nearly immobilized two presidents, and because of his fame and the fear in which he cast the country, few dared to oppose him.

Ohio University Philosophy Professor Robert Wieman was exposed to much of that anti-communist hysteria in the early 1950s when he taught at Oklahoma A & M College.  In a 1989 interview with The Athens NEWS, Wieman, who has taught at OU since the mid-’50s, told how in 1951, the Oklahoma legislature passed an anti-communist law, requiring all local and state employees to take a loyalty oath.  The oath swore that the individual 1) was loyal to the United States, 2) was not a Communist, and 3) would bear arms, if necessary, in case of attack upon the United States.

Feeling that the law as drafted was unconstitutional, Wieman (a Navy veteran from 1942-46 who served much of the time in waters off Africa) and six other state employees at Oklahoma A & M went to court to force a test of the law’s constitutionality.  Eventually, the case which became known as Wieman vs. Updegraff, reached the U.S. Supreme Court.

But first, the case went before Oklahoma District Judge W.A. Carlisle, who rebuked the seven Oklahoma A & M employees:

“The people of the United States today are facing a terrible danger.  We’ve reached the point where we must separate the wheat from the chaff.  These people want all the other protections of the government but they say they wouldn’t fight to defend this country if necessary.  I say it’s a travesty of justice.  It’s an outrage for people like that to draw public funds.  If Washington were alive today, I wonder what he’d say about something like this.  In my opinion, a man that wouldn’t defend his country if necessary has no right to draw its money.”

Carlisle ordered that the employees be fired and their pay withheld.  Eventually, though, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of Wieman and the other state employees.  The front-page headline in The New York Times read, “Oklahoma’s Oath of Loyalty Killed.”

In the Supreme Court decision, issued Dec. 15, 1952, Justice Hugo Black wrote:

“The Oklahoma statute is but one manifestation of a national network of laws aimed at coercing and controlling the minds of men.  Test oaths are notorious tools of tyranny.  When used to shackle the mind they are, or at least they should be, unspeakably odious to a people.  Governments need and have ample power to punish treasonable acts.  But it does not follow that they must have power to punish thought and speech as distinguished from acts.”

This case had two important ramifications, Wieman pointed out.  First, he said, there was an “emphatic reaffirmation of the legal system.”  According to Wieman, “McCarthyism is almost any passionately fanatic movement.  Whether the people are always sincere in using it or are using it as a vehicle to win elections doesn’t matter.”  In a movement that is passionate and fanatic and perhaps even sincere, he pointed out, there is a tendency to “say that procedure doesn’t matter, only the end matters.”

During the McCarthy era, Wieman recalled, many people were “hesitant to defend the procedural safeguards for the modification of policy and the bringing of consensus among people.”  His case allowed the U.S. Supreme Court and later the Oklahoma Supreme Court to offer their prestige and eloquent statements about why these procedural safeguards are important, the OU professor said.  The case reaffirmed that the American system of laws is a procedural system which should not be sacrificed for a passionate commitment to some end which fanatics believe outweighs other people’s rights, he said.

In addition, Wieman maintained, accommodation—finding a way in which people can live together with the least mutual obstruction and the most mutual contribution—is one way for people and nations to live among one another.  The Supreme Court case led to more accommodation, while it generated more opposition to McCarthyism.

Before that, however, through smear campaigns and negative campaigns, McCarthy won elections, “If you can win elections by this kind of thing, it becomes a feeding frenzy,” Wieman said.  “It’s hard for people to express themselves effectively if [their opinion] isn’t swimming with that tide.”

Today [December 1989] Wieman sees a return of some of the characteristics of McCarthyism.  Professionals are acknowledging that elections are won these days by politicians and their advisers doing whatever it takes to win, fair or foul.

This Wieman calls an “extremism in relation to the past.”  Until recently, he said, “although running for re-election was a major concern of people in office, they didn’t spend all their term running for their next election.

“Most people, unless they were desperately out and unlikely to win without some wild extremism, were unlikely to commit themselves to things, in order to win an election, that would then interfere with their being able to meet the problems of the nation once in office,” he said.

Today, Wieman said, there is a “curious combination of cynicism with a quite sincere factional suspicion of people who hold views different from what we do.”  For example, he pointed out, for the most part anti-abortion and abortion rights advocates are not seeking an accommodation with one another.  It is much the same with other major issues, he said.

Also, in politics today there is the belief that any proposal, to meet a crisis, that costs money is not politically practical.  “And so,” Wieman said, “we have the oddity of national governors who will discuss needs and discuss possible solutions to those needs and will declare in favor of those solutions to those needs, but then assume that somebody else will have to fund it—state or local governments.”

“Well, if you decide that someone else is going to do something and pay for it, that’s not the way things are going to get done,” he said.  “They get done by the people who are going to pay for them deciding that’s what should be done.”

After a candidate is elected, the professor noted, he or she doesn’t face the needs of the nation; instead the candidate thinks about “what did I say I was going to do and how can I squirm out of it if at all.

“It paralyzes government,” just as McCarthyism paralyzed government in the early ’50s, Wieman said.

When you have a win-at-any-costs political mentality, “courage [becomes] a terribly expensive thing to have,” Wieman said.  “You don’t win by being courageous, you win by attacking from the outside; and if you are in, by being defensive, by rhetoric.

“Do anything and you make some enemies somewhere,” he continued.  “You can’t do anything without influencing some people more favorably and other people less favorably, and so they’re not going to regard you as their best friends anymore.”  Because of this, some politicians conclude that they ought not to do anything, he lamented.

A philosopher, Wieman explained that “in philosophy, we think we’re engaged in inquiry, working out a commitment to the underlying principles of inquiry and the intellectual life.”  And so the philosopher doesn’t regard teaching at a university as a job, in which the employee must leave all important decisions to higher-ups.  After all, according to Wieman, “Universities are made up of people like philosophers; they’re not made up by the chairman of the board of regents who hires somebody to stand in front of the class.”

****
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Robert Wieman (1920-2002) 

https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/123156906/robert-m-wieman

https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/344/183/
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Now retired, David Bruce taught English and Philosophy at OU, and he wrote over 1,000 Wise Up! columns for The Athens News.
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The purpose of this book is educational. I have read, studied and taught Dante’s Divine Comedy, and I wish to pass on what I have learned to other people who are interested in studying Dante’s Divine Comedy. In particular, I think that the readers of this short introduction to Dante’s Paradise will be bright high school seniors and college first-year students, as well as intelligent adults who simply wish to study The Divine Comedy despite not being literature majors.

This book uses a question-and-answer format. It poses, then answers, relevant questions about Dante, background information, and The Divine Comedy. This book goes through the Paradise canto by canto. I recommend that you read the relevant section of the Paradise, then read my comments, and then go back and re-read the relevant section of the Paradise. However, do what works for you. 

Teachers may find this discussion guide useful. Teachers can have students read cantos from the epic poem, and then the teachers can ask students selected questions from this discussion guide.

It helps to know something about Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, Virgil’s Aeneid, Greek and Roman mythology, the Bible, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and other works such as Saint Augustine’s Confessions, but this background reading is not strictly necessary. You have to begin reading great literature somewhere, and Dante’s Divine Comedy is a good place to start. (Come on in! The water’s great! And later you can go and read the Iliad, Odyssey, Aeneid, etc.)

This book uses many short quotations from Mark Musa’s translation of The Divine Comedy, as well as from Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. The Longfellow translation is no longer under copyright. 

This use is consistent with fair use:


§ 107. Limitations on exclusive rights: Fair use

Release date: 2004-04-3

Notwithstanding the provisions of sections 106 and 106A, the fair use of a copyrighted work, including such use by reproduction in copies or phonorecords or by any other means specified by that section, for purposes such as criticism, comment, news reporting, teaching (including multiple copies for classroom use), scholarship, or research, is not an infringement of copyright. In determining whether the use made of a work in any particular case is a fair use the factors to be considered shall include — 

(1) the purpose and character of the use, including whether such use is of a commercial nature or is for nonprofit educational purposes; 

(2) the nature of the copyrighted work; 

(3) the amount and substantiality of the portion used in relation to the copyrighted work as a whole; and 

(4) the effect of the use upon the potential market for or value of the copyrighted work. 

The fact that a work is unpublished shall not itself bar a finding of fair use if such finding is made upon consideration of all the above factors.

Source of Fair Use information: <http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/17/107>.
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Chapter 1: “Canto 1: Beatrice and Dante Rise from Eden”
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• We are finally going to experience Paradise.

This is Canto 68 of the 100 cantos in The Divine Comedy. Of course, we have seen a lot in the previous cantos. We began in the dark wood of error in Canto 1 of the Inferno, the canto in which Dante the Pilgrim tried unsuccessfully to climb to the light. Beginning now, he is going to travel to the light, but of course he first had to travel down into the Inferno, climb up the other side of the Earth, and climb up the Seven-Story Mountain of Purgatory until he reached the Forest of Eden, where he made his final preparations for climbing to the light.

• What do the first three lines of Paradise mean?

These are the first three lines of the Paradise:


The glory of the One Who moves all things

penetrates all the universe, reflecting

in one part more and in another less.

(Musa 1.1-3)

The glory of Him who moveth everything

Doth penetrate the universe, and shine

In one part more and in another less.

(Longfellow 1-3)  



Mark Musa writes that he is translating the Italian closely here and that if he were to translate in an interpretative manner, he would have translated in this way:


The glory of the One Who moves all things

shines through the universe and is reflected

by all things in proportion to their merit.

(Musa 6)



Two main ideas are here: 

1) God is the Prime Mover.

Here is a definition of Prime Mover:


first cause: an agent that is the cause of all things but does not itself have a cause; “God is the first cause”

Source: wordnet.princeton.edu/perl/webwn



Christians and Jews believe that God created the universe. Furthermore, many Jews and Christians believe that God keeps on continually creating the universe each and every moment. (If God did not do this, the universe would cease to exist.)

I once read a science-fiction story (“The Nine Billion Names of God” by British writer Arthur C. Clarke) about a Tibetan lamasery whose monks believed that if all of God’s many names were written down, then the universe would cease to exist. For some reason, they wanted the universe to cease to exist. For centuries, the monks of the cult had been writing down God’s many names. The invention of computers speeded up the process considerably. At the end of the story, the protagonist is outside at night looking at the sky, and he notices the stars blinking out of existence as if a giant hand were sweeping across the sky putting out candles.

By the way, God has what philosophers call aseity, or necessary existence: Think of a continuum. On one side are objects whose existence is impossible. For example, it is impossible for a square triangle to exist. Also, because a bachelor is an unmarried man, it is impossible for a married bachelor to exist (unless you twist the meanings of words and commit the fallacy of equivocation).

In the middle are contingent beings. You and I are contingent. We exist for a while, and then we die. (According to a computer program that predicts lifespans, I am supposed to die on Wednesday, April 26, 2028.) Eventually nothing will be left of our bodies, not even bones. (Well, our atoms will still exist.) Some people argue that the universe itself is contingent because everything in it appears to be contingent.

On the other side of the continuum is necessary existence. A being with necessary existence is one that has always existed and will always exist. Its nonexistence is impossible, just as the existence of a square triangle is impossible. The being with necessary existence is what we call God.

Captain Jean-Luc Picard of Star Trek: The Next Generation can state that religion is a superstition of the past, but philosophers of the twenty-first century are still taking the question of the existence of God seriously. One contemporary philosopher who believes he has a good argument for the existence of God is Richard Taylor, who makes what is known as the argument from contingency.

Mr. Taylor starts with a plausible principle: The Principle of Sufficient Reason. To illustrate the principle, he asks us to imagine that we are walking in the woods and we come across a translucent ball. (Translucent means “transmitting light but causing sufficient diffusion to eliminate perception of distinct images” — The American Heritage Dictionary.) Of course, we would ask, “Why is that translucent ball here?” In doing this, we are asking for a reason sufficient to explain the translucent ball’s existence.

Mr. Taylor explains the Principle of Sufficient Reason “by saying that, in the case of any positive truth, there is some sufficient reason for it, something which, in this sense, makes it true — in short, that there is some sort of explanation, known or unknown, for everything.”

Of course, the translucent ball is unusual and so we do not expect to see it in a woodsy setting, and so we ask where it came from. But if we were unfamiliar with rocks in a woodsy setting, and had come across a rock instead of the translucent ball, we would be asking why the rock was there. Mr. Taylor makes this point to show that even though we ask for reasons for the existence of unusual things, we could also ask for reasons for the existence of things we are used to.

One thing that we are used to is the existence of the world. (The world is everything that exists, except for God, if a god should exist.) Everything in the world is contingent; that is, its existence is dependent on something other than itself. For example, I am contingent. I exist because my parents brought me into being. Of course, my parents are also contingent; they exist because their parents brought them into being. 

One question we should ask is, Why does anything exist? Why should there be a world at all? We can certainly imagine the world not existing. As you can see, Mr. Taylor is using the Principle of Sufficient Reason on a grand scale: What is a reason sufficient for explaining the existence of the world?

Please note that the complexity of the universe is not a sufficient reason for its existence. Suppose the universe consisted entirely of a translucent ball. We would still want to know the reason for its existence. The same thing applies to our world of many and complex objects, including billions and billions of stars, as Carl Sagan might say.

Please also note that even if the world is old, that still is not a sufficient reason for its existence. We would still want to know why there is a world. Just to say that something is very old does not explain why it exists.

Please also note that even if the world does not have a beginning, that still is not a sufficient reason for its existence. We would still want to know why there is a world. Just to say that something has always existed does not explain why it exists.

Our world could have always existed (as in the Steady State theory), or it could have had a beginning (as in the Big Bang theory). Either way, it is proper to speak of the world as being created. Mr. Taylor points out that people have been confused by the word “creation,” incorrectly assuming that “creation” implies a beginning in time. Mr. Taylor writes, “Now if the world is the creation of God, its relationship to God should be thought of in this fashion; namely, that the world depends for its existence upon God, and could not exist independently of God.” It is possible that both God and the world are eternal, but that the world is contingent upon God. (Or, alternatively, it is also possible that God is eternal, the world had a beginning in time, and the world is contingent upon God.)

So, what is the reason sufficient for explaining the existence of the world? Two answers suggest themselves. One is that the world is responsible for its own existence; that is, that it has aseity (necessary existence). Mr. Taylor finds this implausible because everything in the world appears to be contingent. (If the Big Bang theory is true, then even time and space are contingent.) 

Mr. Taylor writes, “It would be a self-contradiction to say of anything that it exists by its own nature, or is a necessarily existing thing, and at the same time to say that it comes into being or passes away, or that it ever could come into being or pass away. Nothing about the world seems at all like this, for concerning anything in the world, we can perfectly easily think of it as being annihilated, or as never having existed in the first place, without there being the slightest hint of any absurdity in such a supposition.”

The second possibility, and the only one that remains, is that a self-caused, necessary being is responsible for the existence of the world. This being, of course, is God. Mr. Taylor attempts to clear up some confusion over the terms we apply to God. For example, to say that a self-caused being brings itself into being is absurd. Mr. Taylor writes, “To say that something is self-caused (causa sui) means only that it exists, not contingently or in dependence upon something else, but by its own nature, which is only to say that it is a being which is such that it can neither come into being nor perish.”

Is the idea of a self-caused, necessary being absurd? Taylor writes that it is apparently not. If we can think of objects whose existence is impossible, such as a square circle or a formless body, why not of a being whose existence is necessary?

Mr. Taylor also attempts to make clear the notion of a first cause. He points out that “first” does not mean “first in time.” Rather, he writes, “To describe God as a first cause is only to say that he is literally a primary rather than a secondary cause, an ultimate rather than a derived cause, or a being upon which all other things, heaven and earth, ultimately depend for their existence.”

One important point to note is that though Mr. Taylor has argued that God exists, his argument does not establish that God has all the attributes that religion says that God has. Mr. Taylor has argued that God is the Creator of the world and that God has aseity (necessary being). However, his argument does not show that God, for example, is benevolent. Still, Mr. Taylor shows that modern philosophers do not simply assume that God does not exist; indeed, many believe that good arguments can show that God exists.

Captain Picard talks about philosophy; however, he seems to assume that God does not exist (without presenting any arguments to show that this is actually the case). That is not philosophical.

Mr. Taylor writes his argument in this book:

Taylor, Richard. Metaphysics, Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1992.

2) All Things Can Reflect God’s Glory.

Each of us can reflect God’s glory differently. A morally good person would reflect God’s goodness well; a morally bad person would reflect God’s goodness badly. Martin Luther King, Jr. reflected God’s goodness well; Adolf Hitler reflected God’s goodness badly.

• Why can’t Dante the Poet tell us everything that he saw in Paradise?

This is what we read at the very beginning of the Paradise:


The glory is the One Who moves all things

penetrates all the universe, reflecting

in one part more and in another less.

I have been in His brightest shining heaven

and seen such things that no man, once returned

from there, has wit or skill to tell about;

for when our intellect draws near its goal

and fathoms to the depths of its desire,

the memory is powerless to follow;

but still, as much of Heaven’s holy realm

as I could store and treasure in my mind

shall now become the subject of my song. 

(Musa 1.1-12)

The glory of Him who moveth everything

Doth penetrate the universe, and shine

In one part more and in another less. 

Within that heaven which most his light receives

Was I, and things beheld which to repeat

Nor knows, nor can, who from above descends; 

Because in drawing near to its desire

Our intellect ingulphs itself so far,

That after it the memory cannot go. 

Truly whatever of the holy realm

I had the power to treasure in my mind

Shall now become the subject of my song.

(Longfellow 1-12)



The most important thing here is that Dante the Poet cannot remember everything he experienced in Paradise. This is as it should be and as it has to be. God created the universe, which means that he created everything in the universe, including both space and time. This is something that we finite human beings are unable to understand. Indeed, we find it difficult to even speak about God. For example, we may say that God is outside space and time, but of course the word “outside” is a spatial term. When we speak about God, we cannot always speak literally. Often, we are forced to speak metaphorically. When we say that God is outside space and time, we are speaking metaphorically.

What we read in the Paradise is what Dante remembers of his trip to Paradise. He is unable to tell us everything that he saw and that he experienced.

• Much of what Dante sees in Paradise is ineffable. What does “ineffable” mean?

If something is ineffable, it cannot be explained in words. Much of what Dante sees and experiences in Paradise is ineffable. In this canto, Dante lets the reader know that.

• Why does Dante invoke the help of the Muses and Apollo in telling his story?

Epic poets often invoke the Muses for help in telling their story. In both the Inferno and Purgatory, Dante asked the Muses for help. However, explaining what he saw in Paradise will be so difficult — actually, impossible — to explain in words that he needs extra help, so he invokes Apollo as well as the Muses. Dante refers to the two peaks of Parnassus, one of which is dedicated to the Muses and the other of which is dedicated to Apollo. An oracle of Apollo was located at Delphi, an ancient Greek religious sanctuary on Mount Parnassus. The oracle — a priestess — would answer questions brought to her. Mount Parnassus is associated with inspiration — the kind of inspiration that results in art. So, of course, are the Muses, and Apollo, the god of poetry and music.

• How does Dante’s language change through the three parts of The Divine Comedy?

We see that Dante’s language changes throughout the three parts of The Divine Comedy.


Inferno: 

In the Inferno, Dante uses some very coarse language, including some four-letter words. We remember Malacoda, the devil who uses the hole in his butt as a bugle.

Purgatory:

The language is Purgatory is more refined. We have a lot of language that is used in religious ritual. We have many quotations from the Bible. We have psalms and prayers. Also, occasionally we have quotations from the Aeneid.

Paradise:

In the Paradise, much of the language is philosophical and theological and difficult to understand. Much of what Dante is describing is ineffable. In an effort to have language describe what is in essence ineffable, Dante creates many new words.



• What does Dante the Poet mean by the word “transhumanized”?

The first word that Dante creates is “transhumanized,” a word that Dante created because what it means cannot be explained in other words, although, of course, I would love to do just that.

We read:


Gazing at her, I felt myself becoming 

what Glaucus had become tasting the herb

that made him like the other sea-gods there.

“Transhumanize” — it cannot be explained 

per verba, so let this example serve

until God’s grace grants the experience.

(Musa 1.67-72)



Dante looks at Beatrice, and he finds himself being “transhumanized,” just like Glaucus had been. Glaucus is a fisherman who appears in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. The experience of being “transhumanized” is ineffable — it cannot be explained through words (per verba). Because the word “transhumanized” cannot be explained in words, Dante gives us an example and hopes that we understand the word by understanding the example.

• How does Dante use Ovid’s Metamorphoses to make a comparison?

The story of Glaucus appears in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. In this myth, Glaucus is a fisherman who notices that an herb has a miraculous effect on fish. When a fish is placed on the herb, it revives and jumps back into the sea. Glaucus then eats some of the herb, and he becomes a sea-god who lives in the sea.

Similarly, Dante becomes a new being. He has been purged of sin as preparation to make this journey to see God. Glaucus became a god; Dante becomes a being worthy of visiting Paradise. He has been transformed, and he is no longer a sinful human being.

We learn the importance of experience. Paradise has to be experienced for oneself; what Dante is doing in words cannot substitute for the true experience of Paradise.

• How can Dante rise upward?

Dante rises upward, and he wonders how he can do this. Beatrice, like Virgil (and like the other souls in Paradise) knows what he is thinking. Also like Virgil, Beatrice will often answer Dante’s questions even before he asks them. In this case, Dante has been purified by climbing the Mountain of Purgatory, confessing his sins, and drinking from Lethe and Eunoë. He is no longer burdened by sin, and therefore he rises in the air.

It is left ambiguous whether it is only Dante’s soul who is rising, or whether his body and soul are rising together as one.

In II Corinthians, chapter 12, Saint Paul wrote about one who rose to Heaven, but Saint Paul was uncertain whether the man’s body rose with his soul (King James Version):


1: It is not expedient for me doubtless to glory. I will come to visions and revelations of the Lord.

2: I knew a man in Christ above fourteen years ago, (whether in the body, I cannot tell; or whether out of the body, I cannot tell: God knoweth;) such an one caught up to the third heaven.

3: And I knew such a man, (whether in the body, or out of the body, I cannot tell: God knoweth;) 

4: How that he was caught up into paradise, and heard unspeakable words, which it is not lawful for a man to utter. 

5: Of such an one will I glory: yet of myself I will not glory, but in mine infirmities.
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Chapter 2: “Canto 2: Moon — Dark Spots”
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• Why does Dante encourage many readers not to read further? 

Dante warns many of his readers not to follow him further:


O Ye, who in some pretty little boat,

Eager to listen, have been following

Behind my ship, that singing sails along, 

Turn back to look again upon your shores;

Do not put out to sea, lest peradventure,

In losing me, you might yourselves be lost.

(Longfellow 2.1-6)



It may seem as if the hard work has been done already; after all, we have traveled into the depths of the Inferno and climbed up the Seven-Story Mountain of Purgatory. However, Dante says that the hardest work is still to be done. The hardest part is the intellectual part. Many of the ideas that Dante will be writing about are difficult to understand. If you are not ready, you can go astray.

• Which kind of reader should read further, according to Dante?

Dante writes:


Those few of you who from your youth have raised

your eager mouths in search of angels’ bread

on which man feeds here, always hungering.

You may, indeed, allow your boat to sail

the high seas in the furrow of my wake

ahead of parted waters that flow back. 

Those heroes who once crossed the deep to Colchis,

and saw their Jason put behind a plow,

were not amazed as much as you will be.

(Musa 2.10-18)



What is “angels’ bread”? It is wisdom; it is knowledge of God. A reader of the Paradise should have long sought angels’ bread.

Some readers are prepared to follow Dante into these uncharted waters. Those are the readers who have been searching for truth for years. They will learn in the Paradise things more amazing than the followers of Jason (of Jason and the Argonauts fame) ever did. Of course, the followers of Jason saw some pretty amazing things. For example, one of his tasks when he arrived in Colchis (which borders the Black Sea) was to plow a field with fire-breathing oxen. He then planted the teeth of serpents; from these seeds he harvested fully armed warriors. Jason also saw the Harpies (who were half-bird, half-woman), the Sirens (whose call lured sailors to their island, where they would be shipwrecked), and the Symplegades (huge rocks that crashed together, crushing any ship in between them — perhaps an early account of icebergs). In other words, Dante is going to take his readers on quite a journey in Paradise.

We should note the references to the sea in the early parts of the Paradise. Another person who made a sea voyage was Ulysses, whom we saw in the Inferno. If you are the wrong kind of reader, if you are someone like Ulysses, you should not read the Paradise, for you will go astray. Readers of the Paradise need to undertake the journey for the right reasons, not for the reasons that Ulysses undertook his final journey.

This is quite a journey, and Dante now is getting a lot of help. Already in his invocation in Canto 1, he asked for help from the nine Muses and from the god Apollo. Here he is receiving more help as “Minerva fills my sails” (Musa 2.8).

Minerva is the goddess of wisdom. Her Greek name is Athena.

• Why is the Paradise the most difficult part of The Divine Comedy?

The Paradise is perhaps the most difficult part of The Divine Comedy because of these reasons:


1) The Paradise is going to be about ideas, many of them difficult to understand. 

2) The Paradise is going to try to talk about what is ineffable.

3) Paradise itself is outside of space and time.



• If you feel like doing research, what is the Ptolemaic view of the universe?

The Divine Comedy, of course, is set in 1300, when the Ptolemaic view of the universe was still accepted. The astronomer Ptolemy lived in ancient times, and he believed that the Earth was at the center of the universe and that the Sun, planets, and stars all revolved around the Earth. That is the astronomical view that Dante was familiar with, and that he accepted as true. (Dante uses the words “star” and “planet” interchangeably.)

We, of course, believe that the Sun is at the center of our solar system and that the Earth revolves around the Sun. This view was popularized by Nicolaus Copernicus, who lived from 1473-1543.
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