
     

Two Traditions of Christian Ethics
Aquinas and Peraldus

In Chapter , I argued that Dante’s Purgatory represents figuratively
the moral journey of Christian penance to heaven (the beatitudo vitae
aeternae), in opposition to a predominant ‘secular’ reading in twentieth-
and twenty-first-century scholarship. Even scholars who have interpreted
the ethics of Purgatory as distinctively Christian, however, have typically
turned to Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae to gloss Dante’s approach to the seven
capital vices. In this chapter, I show that the moral theology of Dante’s
Purgatory is, instead, drawn from Peraldus’s widely diffused and extremely
influential treatise De vitiis. This is highly significant for understanding
Dante’s poem, because Aquinas and Peraldus adopted very different
approaches in their treatment of the vices and virtues. In the first part of
the chapter, I set out the pastoral exigency to reform, and provide a new
rationale for, the ethical scheme of the seven capital vices. In the second and
third parts, I provide a comparative critique of Peraldus’s and Aquinas’s
approaches to this reform. In this way, I am able to highlight the characteris-
tics – including the weaknesses – of Dante’s poetic treatment (which clearly
follows Peraldus’s treatise). The parallel in ethical content between Peraldus
and Dante is matched, furthermore, by a parallel in form: Peraldus’s De vitiis
invites us to imagine Dante assuming, in Purgatory, the role of a vernacular
preacher against vice, with the reader envisaged as a Christian sinner.

Organising the Seven Capital Vices

The tradition of the deadly sins or capital vices takes its Christian origin
from the desert fathers. For Evagrius Ponticus, the eight ‘evil thoughts’
reflect the full arsenal of the devil through which he attempts to attack the
monk in the desert. The earliest form of organising the vices seems to

 See Columba Stewart, ‘Evagrius Ponticus and the “Eight Generic Logismoi”’, in Newhauser (ed.), In
the Garden of Evil, pp. –.
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have been as a causal series. This model was introduced to the West
by John Cassian, for whom the vices ‘are linked among themselves by a
certain kinship and, so to speak, concatenation’ (Collationes, v. ). Like
Ponticus, Cassian orders the vices from the carnal to the spiritual: first
gluttony, which leads to lust; from lust comes avarice; from avarice
wrath: from wrath sadness; and from sadness sloth. The monk’s moral
development may itself lead to the final, most severe vices of vainglory and
pride: in other words, after overcoming each of the six vices, the monk is
tempted to set himself up above others.

Ultimately, however, it was the order established by Gregory the Great
which would become standard in the Latin West. Like the desert fathers,
Gregory underlined the causal connection between the seven capital vices.
Unlike them, Gregory gave priority to the spiritual over the carnal vices; he
added envy to the list, conflating, in the process, tristitia (sadness) and
acedia (sloth); and he made pride the root of all. So, for Gregory, the first
vice, vainglory, begets envy because in seeking an empty renown, the soul
feels envy towards one able to obtain it; the last vice, lust, is caused by
gluttony, as the inordinate consumption of food disposes the soul to sexual
wantonness. Allied to his reforming zeal and concern with evangelisation,
Gregory’s authoritative ordering of a system of Christian ethics around the
seven capital vices had an enormous influence on the medieval Church.
Thus, for example, Peter Lombard’s Sentences – the theological textbook
for the later twelfth and thirteenth centuries – simply states that ‘it is well
known that there are seven capital or principal vices, as Gregory says on
Exodus, namely vainglory, anger, envy, sloth or sadness, avarice, gluttony,
lust’. The whole moral abyss of sin is then pegged onto this skeleton
structure: ‘From these, as if from seven springs, all the deadly corruptions
of souls emanate. And these are called capital because from them arise
all evils.’

Nonetheless, obvious theoretical problems arose with the system of the
seven vices. Notably, it was difficult to find seven virtues to oppose them.
A standard medieval grouping of the virtues into the cardinal (prudence,
justice, temperance, and fortitude) and the theological (faith, hope, and

 See Siegfried Wenzel, ‘The Seven Deadly Sins: Some Problems of Research’, Speculum, vol. : 
(), – (p. ). See also Carole Straw, ‘Gregory, Cassian, and the Cardinal Vices’, in Newhauser
(ed.), In the Garden of Evil, pp. –.

 See Carla Casagrande and Silvana Vecchio, I sette vizi capitali: Storia dei peccati nel Medioevo (Turin:
Einaudi, ), pp. –.

 Gregory the Great, Moralia in Job, , , .
 Lombard, The Sentences, book , dist. , chap.  (), .  Ibid.
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charity) does not provide a meaningful parallel with the seven vices.
Likewise, the proposed lists of seven remedial virtues ran into conceptual
difficulties. Moreover, the list seemed to exclude such primary and
pressing vices as faithlessness and heresy. Theologians experimented,
therefore, with alternative systems of classification, each of which had
distinct advantages over the list of seven vices. The sins of thought, word,
and deed conveniently parallel the three stages of confession: compunction
(of heart), confession (of mouth), and satisfaction (through actions). The
three concupiscences (of the flesh, the eyes, and the pride of life) have strict
biblical foundation (I John :) and map onto the desires of the body, the
desire for external goods, and the mind’s desire to raise itself above others.
In addition, the decalogue gives a more comprehensive account of the
moral law in its positive dimension.

Why, then, did these alternative models not displace the system of the
seven vices? Why, instead, were they actually incorporated into and
assimilated by it? The reason is not theoretical clarity, but rather pastoral
effectiveness. The system of the vices was, quite simply, more popular and
more memorable. The Fourth Lateran Council () formally impelled
all Christians to confess their sins to a priest at least once a year; the scheme
of the seven vices gave each individual layman a simple, but potentially
rich structure to his or her moral life. Indeed, preaching on the seven
capital vices became ‘commonplace in sermons following the Fourth
Lateran Council’. Medieval theologians did not, in other words, start from
the drawing board. Whether they liked it or not, the ethical model of the
seven capital vices was ingrained in the practices and cultural imagination
of medieval laypersons.

Thus, the theoretical exigency moved from replacing the system
altogether to reforming it from within. One key area for development
was in the organisation of the vices: there were clear limitations in a simply
causal account (with one vice leading to another in a linear series).
Theologians therefore adopted new rationales for the vices based on

 See, for example, Wenzel’s analysis of Grosseteste’s sophisticated schema, according to which the
seven remedial virtues are considered as the mean between two extremes of vice (the seven capital
vices and seven further opposing vices), in Wenzel, ‘The Seven Deadly Sins’, p. .

 See Wenzel, ‘The Seven Deadly Sins’, p. , n. : ‘In De tentationibus et resistentiis, for example,
William [of Auvergne] declares: “Many people have divided the vices . . . into seven . . . But these
people talk . . . as if faithlessness and heresy were no vices, or as if faith were not a virtue. Don’t you
accept their divisions”.’

 Casagrande and Vecchio, I sette vizi capitali, pp. –, provide a detailed account of the debates
about alternative systems of classification of the vices.

 Dante’s Christian Ethics
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human psychology and even on cosmology or symbolism. It is within
this wider context that we may productively compare the approaches of
Peraldus and Aquinas.

Peraldus and the Augustinian Theory of Disordered Love

Of the two Dominicans William Peraldus (c. –) and Thomas
Aquinas (–), Peraldus is now barely known, whereas Aquinas,
canonised and a doctor of the Church, is one of the most persistent
influences on Catholic philosophy and theology. During their lives, how-
ever, it was a different story. A decree required that every Dominican
convent hold a copy of Peraldus’s Summa de vitiis et virtutibus in its library,
and this work – as the number of extant manuscripts testifies – was widely
diffused across the whole of Christian Europe. Dominican friars were
expected to know Peraldus’s Summa ‘inside out’ and to be able to recite,
on demand, any chapter or title from the work. The second part of
Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae would only supersede Peraldus’s treatise as
the Dominican handbook for moral theology and pastoral care in the late

 Wenzel notes that ‘a major aspect of the history of Seven Deadly Sins which has as yet not received
sufficient attention is the scholastic analysis of the scheme. Bloomfield deliberately excluded
“theology” from his study, which is a pity because the theological discussion about the scheme
from approximately  to  is one of the most interesting phases in the history of the sins’
(Wenzel, ‘The Seven Deadly Sins’, p. ).

 See Leonard Boyle, ‘The Setting of the Summa Theologiae of Saint Thomas’, in Leonard Boyle,
Facing History: A Different Thomas Aquinas (Louvain-la-Neuve: Collège Cardinal Mercier, ),
pp. –. Humbert of Romans stipulated in his Liber de instructione officialium a list of books
which each Dominican house must hold ready to hand. As Boyle notes, ‘“Scientific” theology, in so
far as it occurs on the list, is represented by Raymund’s Summa de casibus and the Summa de vitiis et
virtutibus of Peraldus, the two well-springs, as it happens, of Dominican practical or “moral”
theology’ (p. ). A chapter of the Province of Spain at Toledo in , moreover, ‘ordered each
house in the Province to inscribe its name on its copies of breviaries, Bibles and these two Summae.
In  the two Summae are again mentioned in one breath at a Chapter at Carcassonne of the
Province of Provence. Some five hundred manuscripts of the Summa of Peraldus are extant’ (p. ).
See also ‘Notes on the Education of the Fratres Communes in the Dominican Order in the
Thirteenth Century’, in Leonard Boyle, Pastoral Care, Clerical Education and Canon Law,
– (London: Variorum Reprints, ), VI, – (p. ); and Humbert of Romans,
Opera, ed. by J. J. Berthier (Rome: A. Befani, –),  vols., II, p. .

 See M. Michèle Mulchahey, ‘Aids to the Confessor: Manuals of Moral Theology’, in M. Michèle
Mulchahey, “First the Bow Is Bent to Study . . .”: Dominican Education before  (Toronto:
Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, ), pp. –: ‘The friars were supposed to know
both [Peraldus’s] Summa de vitiis et virtutibus and [Raymond of Penafort’s] Summa de casibus inside
out, they were to be able to recite from whatever chapter or title within these works they might be
asked to, just as they should know the Gospels and the letters of St Paul like the backs of their
hands. The one would help them preach repentance, the other to serve as responsible confessors to
those whom they had converted with their words’ (p. ).
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fourteenth century. Given the authoritative status of Peraldus’s Summa
even beyond Dominican circles, we can be confident that Aquinas knew it
well. It is also plausible, as Leonard Boyle suggests, that Aquinas presents
the second part of his Summa as, specifically, an improvement on and even
a corrective to Peraldus’s Summa de vitiis et virtutibus.

William Peraldus – a prior of the Dominican Order in Lyon –
composed his treatise on the vices (De vitiis) around ; his treatise
on the virtues appeared early in . From the mid-thirteenth century,
the two treatises began to circulate together. Peraldus’s De vitiis is perhaps
best described as an anthology of resources on each of the seven vices to be
used by Dominicans in preaching and confessing. It is a treasure trove of
quotations from Scripture, the Church authorities (especially the Latin
fathers) and the classics (with a preference for the moralists Cicero and

 See John Inglis, ‘Aquinas’s Replication of the Acquired Moral Virtues: Rethinking the Standard
Philosophical Interpretation of Moral Virtue in Aquinas’, Journal of Religious Ethics  (),
–: ‘In the generation before the appearance of Aquinas’s Summa theologiae, no treatise on moral
virtue was as frequently used in Dominican circles as Peraldus’s Summa’ (p. ). But even in the later
fourteenth century, the chancellor Jean Gerson could remark that, ‘if all the books in the world were
to disappear suddenly and only Peraldus’s summae survived, the loss would be tolerable’ (cited in
Wenzel, ‘Dante’s Rationale’, ). The main diffusion of Aquinas’s Secunda secundae, meanwhile,
seems to have occurred through second-order influence: ‘In spite of the great number of
manuscripts of the Secunda secundae itself for the years –, it is probably fair to state
that it was largely through the Summa confessorum of John of Freiburg or derivatives such as the
popular Pisanella, that the moral teaching of St. Thomas in the Secunda secundae became known
and respected all over Europe in that period’ (see Boyle, ‘The Setting of the Summa’, p. ). See also
‘The Summa Confessorum of John of Freiburg and the Popularization of the Moral Teaching of St.
Thomas and of Some of His Contemporaries’, in Boyle, Facing History, pp. –: ‘the Summa
confessorum was the Dominican manual in as much as it had distilled the moral teaching of the
greatest of the Dominican theologians, and had placed it at the disposal of a vast audience’ (p. ).
In addition, see Mulchahey, Dominican Education, pp. –.

 See Boyle, ‘The Setting of the Summa’, pp. –: ‘His [Aquinas’s] point of departure, and possibly
the chief target of his strictures on works in this area, was, I suspect, the great and, by his time,
hallowed Summa de vitiis et virtutibus of his senior colleague, William Peraldus or Peyraut’ (p. ).
Boyle does not develop in detail the parallels between the two works, and it would be interesting to
do so. See Leonard Boyle, ‘The Setting of the Summa Theologiae of St. Thomas – Revisited’, in The
Ethics of Aquinas, ed. by Stephen J. Pope (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, ),
pp. – (pp. –).

 Mulchahey, Dominican Education, p. .
 Ibid., pp. –: ‘Peraldus’s Summa gave the confessor a means of identifying sin and its opposites

theologically, objectively, and in its universal manifestations. . . . But there was yet more to the
Summa de vitiis et virtutibus. In both parts of his tract Peraldus uses the topics he introduces,
whether virtue or vice, as a springboard to lessons in how the material can be preached’ (p. ).
Wenzel also underlines the importance of Peraldus’s Sermones in which he ‘mentions “septem vitia”
or “septem capitalia vitia” several times, on one occasion even as one of five catechetical set pieces,
on another as the seven heads of the apocalyptic dragon. The seven standard sins are listed as
opposed by the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit, as seven demons named in scripture, and as seven
bonds by which the donkey on which Jesus rode into Jerusalem is bound’ (Wenzel, ‘Preaching the
Seven Deadly Sins’, p. ).

 Dante’s Christian Ethics
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Seneca). It contains lists of exempla (principally from the New and
Old Testaments) with pithy accounts of their lives and the moral lesson
drawn, as well as memorable similes, images, and extended metaphors
(for example, with regard to the mountain of pride). In the longer and
more comprehensive chapters, detailed manifestations of each vice are
treated as well as aspects of a vice which are specific to a given sector of
society. For example, a section is devoted to the evil of cloistered religious
(‘claustrales’) taking pride in magnificent buildings: as they are dead to the
world, a sepulchre is more fitting for them than a palace.

A brilliant anthology of resources for use in preaching and confessing,
Peraldus’s De vitiis is not a tightly organised account of the vices to be
read in sequential order: in the treatise, structure is subordinated to
practical utility. After a short section on vice in general, Peraldus treats
gluttony and lust. He moves on to a major tome on avarice not for a
formal reason, but, more crudely, because of utility: ‘After the vices of
gluttony and lust, we shall speak of avarice because a treatise on this vice
is more useful to preaching than a treatise on any of the other vices.’

Chapters on sloth, pride, envy, and wrath follow, and Peraldus concludes
with a separate part on the sins of the tongue. Despite the unconven-
tional order of his treatise, Peraldus does nonetheless open his fifth
chapter on pride – the root sin – with a rationale for the seven capital
vices as a whole. And it is this which interests us here.
Peraldus starts from Augustine’s understanding of virtue as ordered love

and of vice as disordered love: ‘Sicut virtus secundum Augustin[um] amor
est ordinatus: sic vitium est amor inordinatus.’ This locus classicus comes
shortly after Augustine’s depiction of the two cities in De civitate Dei: ‘Two
cities, then, have been created by two loves: that is, the earthly city by love
of self extending even to contempt of God, and the heavenly city by love of

 Mancini, ‘Un auctoritas di Dante’, p. : ‘In effetti il Peraldo è un compilatore formidabile,
abilissimo nel far coesistere il nuovo e il vecchio testamento, citazioni letterali (o transunti) da
scrittori classici e da padri della Chiesa, derivazioni da bestiari e lapidari, glosse, esempi, dialoghi,
favole, credenze popolari, etimologie, proverbi, massime, immagini e similitudini.’ See also
A. Dondaine, ‘Guillaume Peyraut, vie et oeuvres’, Archivum Fratrum Praedicatorum, xviii (),
– (p. ).

 See Peraldus, De vitiis, t. vi, pa. , c. , p. b: ‘Specialiter deberent cohibere claustrales a
superbis aedificiis ista quae sequuntur. Primo hoc, quod cum ipsi sint iam mortui mundo,
necessaria sunt eis sepulchra potius quam palatia.’

 Ibid., t. iv, pa. , c. , p. a: ‘Post vitium gulae et luxuriae dicemus de vitio Auaritiae: quia tractatus
de vitio isto utilior est praedicationi, quam tractatus aliorum vitiorum.’

 Ibid., t. vi, pa. , p. a.
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God extending to contempt of self.’ Virtue is rightly ordered love; rightly
ordered love is love of the Creator. A more precise taxonomy of love of
God and its disorder is found in Augustine’s De doctrina Christiana.
Misdirected love, he writes, has four species: first, to love what is not
desirable; second, not to love what is desirable; third, to love some lesser
thing too much; and fourth, to love two things the same where one is
more or less desirable. Peraldus simplifies Augustine’s schema and div-
ides disordered love into two main categories: love of an evil (amor mali),
which may correspond to Augustine’s first category, and perverted love of a
good through excess or deficiency (nimius vel nimis parvus) which, when
expanded, conflates Augustine’s second, third, and fourth categories.

Considering first the disordered love through excess or deficiency,
Peraldus distinguishes two kinds of good: lesser goods (temporal and
corporeal) and great goods (grace and meritorious works). The excessive
love of lesser goods is the root of gluttony, lust, and avarice. The
deficient love of great goods is the root of sloth. Peraldus’s attempt to
explain the three further vices – pride, envy, and anger – in terms of
the genus ‘love of evil’ (amor mali) is less straightforward. Augustine,
nonetheless, had once again shown the way. The sinner, Augustine notes,
desires self-aggrandisement: to set himself up above his fellow men. Such
self-love, Augustine affirms, is better called hate because we fail, in this

 Augustine, De civitate Dei, , xxviii, –, p. : ‘Fecerunt itaque civitates duas amores duo,
terrenam scilicet amor sui usque ad contemptum Dei, caelestem vero amor Dei usque ad
contemptum sui.’

 Ibid., , xvii, –, p. : ‘Creator autem si veraciter ametur, hoc est si ipse, non aliud pro illo
quod non est ipse, ametur, male amari non potest. Nam et amor ipse ordinate amandus est, quo
bene amatur quod amandum est, ut sit in nobis virtus qua vivitur bene. Unde mihi videtur, quod
definitio brevis et vera virtutis ordo est amoris; propter quod in sancto cantico canticorum cantat
sponsa Christi, civitas Dei: Ordinate in me caritatem.’

 Augustine, De doctrina Christiana, ed. by Joseph Martin (Turnholt: Brepols [Corpus
Christianorum Series Latina], ), , xxvii, –, p. : ‘Ipse est autem, qui ordinatam habet
dilectionem, ne aut diligat, quod non est diligendum, aut non diligat, quod diligendum est, aut
amplius diligat, quod minus diligendum est, aut aeque diligat, quod vel minus vel amplius
diligendum est.’

 Peraldus, De vitiis, t. vi, pa. , p. a: ‘Est enim inordinatus, si sit amor mali. Licet etiam amor
boni sit, est tamen inordinatus, si sit nimius vel nimis parvus.’

 Ibid.: ‘Quaedam autem bona sunt parva, scilicet temporalia seu corporalia: quaedam vero magna: ut
sunt bona gratiae et bona gloriae.’

 Ibid.: ‘Amor vero parvi boni inordinatus est, si sit nimius. Et iste amor videtur esse radix in vitio
gulae, luxuriae, et avaritiae.’Of the three vices of excess, Peraldus distinguishes avarice from lust and
gluttony because the lesser good is desired as a possession, whereas with the other two vices it is
desired insofar as it is pleasurable. Finally, he distinguishes gluttony from lust by its respective sense:
gluttony primarily deals with taste, lust with touch.

 Ibid.: ‘Amor ergo magni boni inordinatus est, si sit parvus. Et talis amor videtur esse radix in vitio
acediae. Acedia enim videtur esse parvus amor magni boni; unde et tepiditas vocatur.’
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way, to love appropriately our neighbour who is, by nature, on a level
with us. As the desire to be exalted implies the humiliation of one’s
neighbour, pride is, albeit indirectly, the love of someone else’s evil.

Nevertheless, Peraldus acknowledges that – properly speaking – hatred of
neighbour is found in its pure form only in the vices of anger and envy.

With anger, the cause of hatred is external (in another); with envy, the
origin of hatred is internal (the self ). He who is angry hates another and
desires retribution because of an evil suffered. Thus, Peraldus defines anger
as the desire for revenge (‘appetitus vindictae’). The hatred consequent
upon envy, by contrast, has its evil in the self (‘a propria malitia’). The
recognition of another’s excellence leads neither to praise nor to emulation,
but rather to sadness and the purely negative desire that evil should happen
to one’s neighbour so that his or her excellence is diminished.

Peraldus’s account of gluttony, lust, avarice, and sloth in terms of
disordered love through excess or deficiency does fit naturally, I would
suggest, within the wider Augustinian framework of a distorted relation-
ship between man, the goods of creation, and the Creator. As Augustine
puts it, the lower goods of this world must be used on our journey to the
heavenly kingdom; if our desire for them is disordered, we get left behind
and may even turn back altogether from the pursuit of our true happi-
ness. In addition, this rationale gives a sense to what, at first, might seem

 Augustine, De doctrina Christiana, , xxiii, –, p. : ‘Talis autem sui dilectio melius odium
vocatur’; I. xxiii. –, p. : ‘Cum vero etiam eis, qui sibi naturaliter pares sunt, hoc est
hominibus, dominari affectat, intolerabilis omnino superbia est.’ Likewise, Peraldus highlights the
natural equality of men: alongside a common biological descent in Adam and Eve, each soul is
created by God directly. See Peraldus, De vitiis, t. vi, pa. , c. , p. b: ‘omnes sumus ex eodem
patre, et ex eadem matre: non legitur Dominum fecisse unum Adam argenteum, unde essent
nobiles, et unum luteum, ex quo essent ignobiles: sed unicum de luto plasmavit, ex quo omnes
exivimus. Unde si aliquis ex hoc solo nobilis est, quia ex nobili patre aut nobili matre: aut omnes
erimus nobiles, aut omnes ignobiles: quia aut parentes primi fuerunt nobiles, aut ignobiles.’ In
addition to this shared biological descent, Peraldus emphasises that each soul is created directly by
God. See Ibid., t. vi, pa. , c. , p. b: ‘Nunquid non Deus unus creavit nos? quare ergo despicit
fratrem suum unusquisque vestrum?’

 Ibid., t. vi, pa. , p. b: ‘in superbiae peccato est amor proprii boni cum alieno malo. Amat enim
superbus sui exaltationem et proximi deiectionem.’

 Ibid.: ‘in peccato vero irae et invidiae est amor alieni mali pure.’
 Ibid.: ‘in peccato irae amor alieni mali ortum videtur habere a malo alterius. Ille enim qui irascitur

alicui, ideo ei vult malum, quia malum ab eo recipit. Ira enim est appetitus vindictae.’
 Ibid.: ‘In peccato vero invidiae amor alieni mali ortum habet a propria malitia, scilicet a superbia.

Invidus enim ideo vult malum alterius, ne ille sibi parificetur.’
 See Augustine, De doctrina Christiana, , iv, –, p. : ‘Quomodo ergo, si essemus peregrini, qui

beate vivere nisi in patria non possemus, eaque peregrinatione utique miseri et miseriam finire
cupientes in patriam redire vellemus, opus esset vel terrestribus vel marinis vehiculis, quibus
utendum esset, ut ad patriam, qua fruendum erat, pervenire valeremus; quod si amoenitates
itineris et ipsa gestatio vehiculorum nos delectaret, conversi ad fruendum his, quibus uti
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the haphazard organisation of Peraldus’s treatise as a whole. Peraldus
begins with the three vices which involve an excessive desire for created
things: gluttony, lust, and avarice. He then moves to the vice of sloth
which involves an insufficient love of the Creator, the greatest good.

Peraldus’s attempt to fit the vices of pride, envy, and anger into
an overarching Augustinian scheme of ordered and disordered love is,
however, less convincing. Pride has only an indirect relation to the
general category: love of a neighbour’s evil. After all, the debasement of
a neighbour is a potential consequence of – rather than the primary motive
for – disordered self-love. With regard to anger, Peraldus’s definition
fails to distinguish adequately between, on the one hand, the righteous
indignation at a wrong suffered with the desire for just retribution and, on
the other, an unbounded hatred of a person irrespective of the limits of
justice. Furthermore, Peraldus’s definition of the quiddity of envy – as
motivated by the desire to bring down a person to one’s own level – seems
overly reductionist.

Peraldus’s rationale takes up only a very small part of his treatise. As we
have seen, the work’s primary purpose is pastoral: to provide his Domin-
ican confrères with an anthology of resources for preaching and confessing
the seven capital sins. Nonetheless, the inadequacy of the Augustinian
theory of disordered love to provide a convincing psychological framework
for all seven vices left an obvious area of improvement for a successor in
his order.

Aquinas’s Positive Moral Psychology for the Seven Vices

Aquinas’s contrasting approach to the vices in De malo is already apparent
from his introductory etymology of the term ‘capital vice’. What makes a
vice capital, for Aquinas, is that it has an end chiefly desirable as such, so
that other sins are subordinated to it. For example, an avaricious person
may commit the sin of fraud in order to acquire money. Where the
starting point of Peraldus’s rationale for the capital vices is disordered love,
Aquinas differentiates each capital sin with regard to good objects which
may be desired or avoided. There are, he argues, three kinds of good

debuimus, nollemus cito viam finire et perversa suavitate implicati alienaremur a patria, cuius
suavitas faceret beatos, sic in huius mortalitatis vita peregrinantes a domino, si redire in patriam
volumus, ubi beati esse possimus, utendum est hoc mundo, non fruendum, ut invisibilia Dei, per ea
quae facta sunt, intellecta conspiciantur, hoc est, ut de corporalibus temporalibusque rebus aeterna
et spiritalia capiamus.’

 Aquinas, De malo, q. , a. , resp.
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objects which are desired: goods of the soul, goods of the body, and goods
consisting in external things. The sin of pride aims at the goods of the
soul: the excellences of honour and glory. The sins of gluttony and lust
aim at the goods of the body: the preservation of the individual (through
nutrition) and of the species (through sexual intercourse). The sin of
avarice pertains to the goods consisting in external things. By contrast,
the three remaining capital vices – sloth, envy, and anger – concern goods
which are avoided because they present some kind of obstacle to another
good inordinately desired. The sin of sloth (acedia) is an aversion to the
good in itself (God) because, in seeking God, the soul is impeded in its
desire for physical tranquillity or bodily pleasure. The sin of envy is an
aversion to the good of another insofar as it diminishes one’s own
excellence. Finally, the sin of anger comprises a resistance to the good
of justice because it prevents the inordinate vengeance desired.
Let us now consider the advantages of Aquinas’s framework with regard

to two vices – gluttony and lust – which naturally fit into Peraldus’s
Augustinian schema and with regard to two vices – pride and anger –
which proved for Peraldus especially problematic. Peraldus classifies
gluttony and lust in terms of the excessive desire for the secondary good
of pleasure. Aquinas, by contrast, reframes the two vices in terms of
virtuous desires for goods of the body. For Peraldus, gluttony and lust
are differentiated by their primary sense (taste and touch); for Aquinas,
they are differentiated in relation to the purposes of each desire: preserving
the individual through nutrition and preserving the species through sexual
intercourse. Aquinas’s approach creates room for insufficient desire for
food and drink (as in the case where someone desires to consume too little)
and insufficient desire for sexual intercourse (Aquinas’s example is a
husband who abstains from sexual intercourse, thereby failing to fulfil
his marital duty). For Aquinas, it is the respective purposes of the goods of
the body which set the rule for temperance, the virtuous mean. Food is
necessary for the nutritive power of the vegetative soul; pleasure in its
consumption is, therefore, natural. Gluttony resides, instead, in the sense
appetite – it is, more precisely, the immoderate sensual desire to consume
food. The generation and education of offspring is the purpose of the
sexual organs; pleasure in sexual acts ordered to this end is, therefore,

 Ibid., q. , a. , resp.
 Aquinas’s differentiation based on the kind of movement of the soul enables a substantial

distinction between pride and envy, even though the object – honour and glory – is the same.
Envy is the aversion to the good of another because it is an impediment to one’s own good (Ibid.,
q. , a. , ad ).
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natural and good. Lust concerns any sexual act which is not properly
related to the begetting of offspring. In addition, as the effective education
of offspring requires the mutual cooperation of parents, Aquinas argues
that every sexual union outside the law of marriage is also lustful. For
Peraldus, then, the sins of gluttony and lust are related directly to an
excessive desire for pleasure. In contrast, for Aquinas, these sins are related
to the disorder which occurs when the good is not related to its proper end
or ends. One further advantage of measuring the desire not by quantity, as
in Peraldus, but by right reason is that this approach enables Aquinas to
relate more effectively the acquired virtue of temperance to its infused
counterpart, the natural to the Divine law. Thus, for example, Aquinas
clarifies that virginity or celibacy is not contrary to sexual desire as
an extreme. Although, before Christ’s coming, human and Divine law
prohibited abstinence in order to multiply the human race, in the period of
grace in which Christians are obliged to pursue spiritual growth, the
celibate life is more perfect.

Let us now turn to the vices of pride and anger, which Peraldus struggles
to fit convincingly into his adaption of the Augustinian schema of dis-
ordered love. Peraldus locates pride negatively within the genus of hatred
of one’s neighbour (alongside envy and anger). Aquinas, by contrast,
reconfigures pride in relation to the excellences of honour and glory,
reflecting his broader insight that every sin is based on a natural appetite
for some good. In pursuing excellence, Aquinas affirms, a person seeks
likeness to God’s goodness: the natural desire for excellence is, therefore, a
good as not only humans but all created beings seek their own perfection.
This positive reframing has four distinct advantages. First, Aquinas
contextualises pride (as excess) and pusillanimity (as deficiency) in relation
to the virtuous mean of magnanimity (the pursuit of excellence in accord-
ance with reason and God’s command). Second, he links the vice of pride
to the faculties of the human soul: the intemperate desire for excellence
derives from the irascible appetite; the prior judgement that such excel-
lence is one’s due derives from the rational will. Third, Aquinas allows
for three principal species of pride: to desire an excellence beyond one’s
measure (presumption); to attribute an excellence attained to one’s own
merits or to God but given because of one’s merits; and to seek to hold an

 Drawing an analogy with the presence of monogamy in certain animals where rearing is shared
between male and female, Aquinas argues that the law of marriage was instituted to prohibit
promiscuous copulation which, by preventing the father from being identified, damages mutual
cooperation in the education of offspring (Ibid., q. , a. , resp.).

 Ibid., q. , a. , ad .  Ibid., q. , a. , ad .
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excellence exclusively even where the excellence is a kind to be shared by
others or by all. Finally, Aquinas’s broad definition creates a natural
connection between pride, as the excessive desire for excellence, and the
vice of vainglory, as the excessive desire to manifest one’s excellence. By
contrast, Peraldus’s account of pride lacks a positive moral teleology and a
convincing anthropology; its definition – ‘setting oneself up and debasing
others’– is extremely narrow, corresponding, if at all, only to the third
species outlined by Aquinas; and its classification in terms of ‘hatred of
neighbour’ is very remote indeed from ‘glorying in one’s own merits’, a
primary characteristic, for Aquinas, of vainglory.

A major problem with Peraldus’s account of anger – as, simply, the
desire for revenge – is that it leaves little space for a potentially positive
emotion. In his own treatment, Aquinas takes – as his starting point –
a debate amongst the ancient schools of philosophy about whether there
might be a positive kind of anger. The stoics had argued that all anger is
evil; the peripatetics, that some anger is good. For Aquinas, the stoics
failed to distinguish the two kinds of appetite – of the rational will and
of the sense appetite – pertinent to anger. Considering only the latter,
the stoics classified anger as an evil, reasoning that all emotions, of the
sense appetite, upset the order of reason. The peripatetics, by contrast,
showed that even the sense emotion of anger may be a good. Although
the spontaneous emotion of anger arising from an injury always clouds
our judgement to some extent, anger – both of the sense appetite and of
the rational will – may also follow upon our judgement; as such, it is an
‘instrument of virtue’ which helps the person to execute justice more
readily.
Where Peraldus fails to disentangle the ambivalent emotion of anger

(simply characterising it as a vice), Aquinas distinguishes the good and evil
aspects of anger in relation to its end with two further terms: zeal is the
emotion of anger righteously ordered to justice, while wrath signifies the
inordinate desire for vengeance. In this way, Aquinas also sets out a vice of
deficiency – an inordinate lack of anger – which, he argues, is equally
destructive: it leads to negligence and invites men, whether virtuous or not,
to evil by creating a context in which no retribution is carried out.

 Aquinas absorbs, in this way, the four species of pride delineated by Gregory (Ibid., q. , a. , resp.).
 Ibid., q. , a. , ad .
 Indeed, as Aquinas clarifies in the Summa, the desire to put down another is a potential, but not

necessary, consequence of pride, the excessive desire to excel (see STh., IIa–IIae, q. , aa. –).
 Aquinas, De malo, q. , a. , resp.  Ibid., q. , a. , ad .
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Thus, in De malo, Aquinas frames his discussion of each of the capital
sins in terms of a positive moral psychology: the vices reflect disorder in the
proper functioning of man’s natural faculties and are related to good
objects which may be desired or avoided. Aquinas also demonstrates that
the four vices of desire – pride, avarice, gluttony, and lust – undermine
with a false substitute the three conditions of happiness: that which
makes us truly happy must be a ‘complete good’, it must be ‘intrinsically
sufficient’, and it must be ‘accompanied by pleasure’. Excellence, the goal
of pride, appears so desirable because a good is complete insofar as it has an
excellence. Riches, the goal of avarice, especially promise sufficiency of
temporal goods. Food and sexual intercourse, the goals of gluttony and
lust, give the greatest sensual pleasure. In this way, the four vices of desire
present objects which apparently share the conditions of happiness, and
their appearance draws man, who naturally seeks his happiness, to them.
In a parallel way, the vices of avoidance – sloth, envy, and anger – are
characterised by displacement of the true good because of a disordered
desire for some lesser good: thus, with sloth, physical tranquillity is
preferred to the true peace of the soul in God; with envy, one’s own
excellence is preferred to the truthful acknowledgement of others’ gifts and
works; and with anger, vengeance is preferred to the execution of justice.

Aquinas also offers a deft solution to the problem, posed emphatically in
Peter Lombard’s Sentences, of the apparent dual priority of pride and
avarice as chief sins. While showing how pride and avarice – in both their
general and their specific senses – may be understood as the root of the
other vices, he nonetheless reaffirms the priority of pride which Gregory
established by integrating the authority of Augustine: he opposes pride, as
the ‘root and queen of all sins’, with charity, as the queen of the virtues.

Aquinas thereby re-incorporates the Augustinian framework of the two
cities but mitigates Peraldus’s problematic approach with its binary
opposition between love of an evil and disordered love of a good.

There are major differences, therefore, between Aquinas’s treatment of
the vices in De malo and Peraldus’s treatment in De vitiis. There is,
however, little difference in substance between Aquinas’s account of the
vices in De malo and his account in the Summa. Although Aquinas treats
the vices in traditional causal order in De malo (with a chapter devoted to

 Ibid., q. , a. , resp.
 It is misleading to suggest, therefore, that the Aquinas of the Summa is not ‘too interested in the by

then “classical” scheme’ of the seven vices: in the Summa, ‘the scheme of the vices is blown to pieces
and its individual members float in isolation throughout the treatise’ (see Wenzel, ‘The Seven
Deadly Sins’, p. ). Furthermore, this interpretation of a significant change in Aquinas’s treatment
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each in turn), Aquinas’s rationale does not. That is, in discussing the moral
framework of the vices, Aquinas considers first pride, gluttony, lust, and
avarice (as vices of desire), and then sloth, envy, and anger (as vices of
avoidance). Equally in De malo as in the Summa, Aquinas adopts
principles based upon human psychology and moral teleology, having
already moved away from the organising principle of concatenation.
Moreover, Aquinas not only explicitly affirms that it is correct to speak
of seven capital vices in the Summa, but also provides a precise summary of
the same rationale to be found in his treatise De malo. The only very
slight difference is that, in the second category of avoidance, Aquinas’s
subdividing principle in the Summa is no longer (as in De malo) between
avoidance of a good (sloth and envy) and resistance to an evil (anger);
rather, it is between avoidance of our absolute good (sloth) and avoidance
of the good of another (envy and anger). Thus, in De malo, Aquinas
distinguishes sloth and envy with respect to the object avoided (avoidance
of the chief good or of the good in another); in contrast, in the Summa, he
distinguishes envy and anger with respect to the mode of avoidance
(sadness or resistance respectively). Aside from this one minor nuance,
the rationale for the vices in the Summa is entirely consistent with that
given in De malo.
In both De malo and the Summa Theologiae, Aquinas affirms the positive

mode of desire and avoidance which underlies a capital vice or its offspring.
What is strikingly different, of course, is that in the Secunda secundae,
the vices are incorporated into an ambitious and original synthesis as
deviations from the true path of the virtues. Aquinas’s first reason for
structuring the Secunda secundae in terms of the three theological and four
cardinal virtues concerns concision and efficiency: the path of enquiry will

is problematic not least because these works seem to have been written (if not actually disputed) at
roughly the same time. See Jean-Pierre Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas, vol. : The Person and His
Work, trans. by Robert Royal (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, ),
pp. –, –; ‘The Secunda Pars was put together in Paris: the Prima Secundae in ,
followed by the Secunda Secundae (–)’ (p. ); ‘Given that Thomas’s works in Paris were
very quickly and widely circulated, we may guess that the Questions De malo would have been
disputed in Paris during the two academic years –’ (p. ). For a more detailed discussion
of this point, see George Corbett, ‘Peraldus and Aquinas: Two Dominican Approaches to the Seven
Capital Vices in the Christian Moral Life’, The Thomist  (), – (pp. –).

 See Eileen C. Sweeney, ‘Aquinas on the Seven Deadly Sins: Tradition and Innovation’, in
Newhauser and Ridyard (eds.), Sin in Medieval and Early Modern Culture, pp. – (p. ).

 STh., Ia–IIae, q. , a. , resp.
 This subdivision (grouping envy and anger) arguably makes his rationale more similar to that of

Peraldus, who distinguishes these two vices in relation to the origin of this hatred: in another (anger)
or in the self (envy).

 STh., Ia–IIae q. , a. , resp.
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be more compendious and expeditious (‘compendiosior et expeditior’) if
the virtues, the opposing vices, the commandments, and the gifts of the
Holy Spirit are treated together. Aquinas’s second reason is in keeping
with the implications of his new rationale in De malo. In Aquinas’s
schema, the vices are diversified in species with respect to their matter or
object (‘secundum materiam vel obiectum’). As vices therefore operate in a
disordered way with respect to the same objects as virtues, all moral
matters may be traced back to them. Both of these reasons represent
a major reform and innovation with regard to Peraldus’s approach.
Peraldus’s rationale impels him to treat the vices and virtues separately:
he structures De vitiis according to disordered love through excess or
deficiency (gluttony, lust, avarice, and sloth) and to the love of an evil
(pride, envy, and anger); he structures De virtutibus according to the
theological and cardinal virtues, the gifts of the Holy Spirit, and the
beatitudes. By relating vices to the virtues in terms of their shared objects,
Aquinas is able to treat vices and virtues together within the virtues
scheme, thereby avoiding unnecessary repetition. Even Aquinas’s further
decision to treat primarily those moral matters relevant to all states of men
(STh., IIa–IIae, qq. –), and only secondarily those relevant to par-
ticular states (qq. –), reflects another clear reform of Peraldus’s
procedure.

Peraldus’s De vitiis et virtutibus and Dante’s Purgatory
and Paradise

It is clear from this comparative analysis that Aquinas and Peraldus took
very different approaches to the seven capital vices. Aquinas reforms the
moral system of the seven capital vices from within: he provides an
Aristotelian anthropology and develops a new positive teleological frame-
work in which to set the vices. Moreover, in the Summa, he reorganises the
vices as deviations from the true path of the virtues. Peraldus, by contrast,
presents a two-stage journey: a journey from vice (with specific mirror

 Ibid., IIa–IIae, pr. This seems to be the implication of the comparatives ‘compendiosior’ (used only
five times in Aquinas’s corpus) and ‘expeditior’ (used only four times). Where ‘expeditior’ is paired
with ‘compendiosior’ in the prologue to the Secunda secundae, in Contra retrahentes (cap.  co.), it
is paired with ‘levior’, and in Expositio Posteriorum Analyticorum (lib. , l. , n. ), with ‘brevior’. In
his commentary on the Sentences, Aquinas stipulates that the more compendious way is preferable
only when it leads to a desired end as well if not better than any other way: ‘non semper via
compendiosior est magis eligenda, sed solum quando est magis vel aequaliter accommoda ad finem
consequendum’ (Super Sent., lib. , d. , q. , a. , qc. , ad ).
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virtues), followed by a journey to heaven (through the theological and
cardinal virtues). In other words, where Peraldus’s rationale impels him to
treat the vices separately, according to disordered love by excess or
deficiency (gluttony, lust, avarice, and sloth) or to love of an evil (pride,
envy, and anger), Aquinas’s Aristotelian anthropology enables him to treat
vices and virtues together in terms of their shared good objects, either to be
desired or avoided.
In structuring his own Christian ethics, therefore, Dante is following the

older, more conservative tradition represented by Peraldus rather than
the innovative reforms of Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae, IIa–IIae, which
would supersede Peraldus’s Summa as the moral handbook for Dominican
moral theology only in the course of the fourteenth century. The seven
vices (with their corresponding remedial virtues, gifts of the Holy Spirit,
and beatitudes) structure Peraldus’s De vitiis and the seven terraces of
Dante’s Purgatory; the four cardinal virtues and the three theological
virtues structure Peraldus’s De virtutibus and Dante’s Paradise. As the next
three chapters demonstrate, Dante follows Peraldus not only in terms of
his moral rationale for Purgatory, but also in his treatment of the seven
vices and their individual subsidiary vices (henceforward ‘sub-vices’).
Moreover, the parallel organisation of ethical content is matched by

a parallel in terms of form. The early-fourteenth-century Santa Maria
Novella manuscript of William Peraldus’s De vitiis et virtutibus contains
three beautifully illustrated initials depicting one or more Dominicans.

The first shows a Dominican passing on the treatise to another, which may
reflect the treatise’s primary purpose as a key resource for pastoral ethics.

The second (opening the treatise on the vices) shows a Dominican
preaching against vice – his right index finger is raised in didactic pose,
his eyes look down in stern admonition, and a red book is closed in his
left hand; this may reflect the treatise’s oral diffusion to laymen as an
instruction in morals and a call to penance. The third (opening the
treatise on the virtues) shows a haloed Dominican unshadowed by
the Sun – with an open book in his right hand, his left beckons his
audience to follow the virtuous path to heaven. These three illumin-
ations may illustrate the scope of Peraldus’s De vitiis et virtutibus as a
whole: the treatise on the vices maps out man’s journey away from the

 Florence, Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, Conv. Soppr. G... (Santa Maria Novella manuscript),
ra–va. I came across these beautiful illustrations while doing an inventory of the Florentine
manuscripts for the forthcoming critical edition of Peraldus’s Summa de vitiis, ed. by Richard
Newhauser and Siegfried Wenzel.

 BNC, Conv. Soppr. G.., ra.  Ibid., G.., ra.  Ibid., G.., ra.
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perversion of sin; the treatise on the virtues, his path to his heavenly home.
It is for this reason that, in another fourteenth-century manuscript,
a later scribe has written (on the inside cover) that the treatise is, simply,
a summa theologiae.

The contrasting postures of the Dominican preacher towards his
audience in De vitiis (the stern preacher against vice) and De virtutibus
(the haloed Dominican welcoming his audience into the virtuous path to
heaven) highlight an under-explored aspect about the relationship between
the poet, Dante, and his intended audience in Purgatory and Paradise.
Domenico di Michelino’s Dante e la Divina Commedia () depicts
Dante in exactly the same pose as the saint in the third illustration
(Peraldus’s treatise on the virtues). This posture might seem appropriate
for Dante’s Paradiso but, for the Purgatorio, we might better imagine
Dante assuming the role of the vernacular preacher against vice. The
corollary, of course, is that the reader of Dante’s Purgatorio is envisaged in
the posture of a Christian sinner. There are obviously many other ways

 Florence, Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, Conv. Soppr. E.., ra–rb. Conv. Soppr. E..,
ra–rb. It is not implausible that Dante may have seen this very manuscript of Peraldus’s
Summa. Although lay people were forbidden, as a rule, from consulting the mendicants’ book
collections, there is no reason why Dante, given his contacts amongst the Dominican friars at Santa
Maria Novella, might not have been given privileged access. Wenzel, ‘Dante’s Rationale’, p. :
Dante may ‘have seen the Summa during his contacts with Dominican friars at Santa Maria Novella
in Florence.’

 See Domenico di Michelino, ‘La Divina Commedia di Dante’, tempora on panel. Florence, Santa
Maria del Fiore. Photographs of the image are easily viewable online; for example, see <http://
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Firenze.Duomo.Dante.JPG>.

 As Carlo Delcorno has convincingly shown, Dante’s poem is saturated with not only the content
but also the rhetorical gestures of late-thirteenth-century preaching and, in turn, was immediately
mined by fourteenth-century preachers for homiletical material. See Carlo Delcorno, ‘Dante e il
linguaggio dei predicatori’, in Carlo Delcorno, Letture Classensi,  (), –; and Carlo
Delcorno, Exemplum, pp. –. A recent study that explores the relationship between preaching
and a small section of Purgatorio is Nicolò Maldina, ‘“L’oratio super pater noster”: di Dante: Tra
esegesi e vocazione liturgica. Per Purgatorio , –’, L’Alighieri  (), –. See also
Nicolò Maldina, In pro del mondo.

 I am reading Dante’s Purgatory as contributing to a much broader context of preaching and
confessional literature in the vernacular which, in part, sought to respond to the Church’s
emphasis on confession highlighted by the decree Omnis utriusque sexus of the Fourth Lateran
Council. See, for example, Leonard E. Boyle, ‘The Fourth Lateran Council and Manuals of Popular
Theology,’ in The Popular Literature of Medieval England, ed. by Thomas J. Heffernan (Knoxville:
University of Tennessee Press, ), pp. –; Roberto Rusconi, ‘Ordinate confiteri: la
confessione dei peccatori nelle summae de casibus e nei manuali per i confessori (metà XII–inizi
XIV secolo)’, in L’Aveu: antiquité et moyen âge. Actes de la table ronde organisée par l’École française de
Rome avec le concours du CNRS et de l’Université de Trieste, Rome – mars  (Rome: l’École
française de Rome, ), pp. –. For a useful recent survey, see La Penitenza tra Gregorio
VII e Bonifacio VIII: Teologia, Pastorale, Istituzioni, ed. by Roberto Rusconi, Alessandro Saraco and
Manlio Sodi (Rome: Libreria Editrice Vaticano, ).
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in which Dante’s second canticle can be, and has been, read (and, as we
have already noted, some of these approaches have deliberately evaded the
theological dimension tout court). Even so, it is historically compelling to
explore how the perspective of preacher-poet and sinner-reader, invited by
the parallels with Peraldus, might affect our reading of Purgatorio. With
this approach to the ethical content and form of Dante’s Purgatory in
mind, we now turn to the first terrace of Purgatory, the terrace of pride.
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