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Dante’s Inferno and Politics


Dante held many political offices while living in Florence before he was exiled because of his political identity (Wetherbee 1). While Dante writes of his travels through the rings of Hell in his work Inferno, he integrates discussions of political thought and political figures of his time. 

The first look a reader gets at Dante’s political ideology is in Canto X where a soul named Ferinada asks Dante who his ancestors are, and after Dante responds, Ferinada tells Dante that Dante’s ancestors were “fiercely adverse” to himself, his fathers and his party (10 46-47). Ferinada was a political leader of an opposing party in Florence, Italy during Dante’s life (University 1). Ferinada was a leader of the Ghibellines, and Dante was a political leader of the Guelphs. The Ghibellines and the Guelphs were two political parties that derived from two feuding royal houses in Germany and became distinguished by their claims to the emperor (Ghibelline), and the pope (Guelph) (University 1). The fighting between the two parties split the city of Florence in half, as Dante refers to the city as “divided” and expresses his distress to Ciacco in Canto VI : But tell me, if thou knowest, to what shall come / The citizens of the divided city; / If there be any just; and the occasion / Tell me why so much discord has assailed it” (6 60-63). 


The Guelphs eventually defeated the Ghibellines and after the victory split into two factions, one called the black Guelphs and one called the white Guelphs (University 1). Eventually, with the help of Pope Benedict VIII, Dante, as a leader of the white Guelphs, was exiled by the black Guelphs and never returned to Florence (Wetherbee). Farinata was also exiled by the Guelphs when the Guelphs defeated the Ghibellines (University 1). 

References to these political parties continues throughout Inferno. In Canto XV, Dante is told by the soul of Brunetto Latini that he will be rewarded for his political actions: “Thy fortune so much honor doth reserve thee, / One party and the other shall be hungry / For thee; but far from goat shall be the grass” (15 70-72). In Canto XIX, a man of the church  mistakes Dante for Pope Boniface, who was Dante’s rival in political thought. The defeat of Dante’s White Guelphs is foretold to Dante in Canto XXIV by a soul named Vanni Fucci (24 142-151).  

Politically, Dante stood for the separation of church and state and was known for an attitude of political optimism (Peterman 1). Peterman describes a philosophy of Dante’s in his essay on Dante and Machiavellianism: “For Dante the Christian view of man “as a creature of the elect spirit” is politically born home in an argument for a temporal order that parallels the divine order and in which happiness is equitable with scripture’s “fullness of time,” (1). 
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