On Sentimentality III

Though the persona of Dante does not seem to have any difficulty in confusing
lust with virtue, he does become entrapped in the second common error associ-
ated with it, Lust is a passionate sin, rather than a coldly calculated malicious
act. Because of this, it is often excused on the grounds that those who fall can
not help it. “Love” conquers their will and forces them to let their desire take
its “natural course.” Francesca da Rimini, one of the sinners treated at length in
Canto V, offers just such a justification for her behavior and that of her lover,
Paolo:

Love, which lies smoldering in each gentle heart,
Inflamed him for the beauty that was mine;
And how ‘twas taken from me, shames me still.

She describes love as a natural force like a tide or a storm, which is outside the
realm of human control. In declaring offense, she is not referring to coercion or
force on the part of Paolo — if this had been his sin, he would not be with the
lustful, but in one of the lower levels of hell, either with those who had com-
mitted rape or with the seducers. Rather, she is claiming that human will is
unable to combat the powerful force of attraction. She expounds on this idea
further in describing her own part in their mutual transgression:

Love, that will take for answer only love,
Caught me so fiercely up in his delight
That, as you see, he still is by my side. (Canto V)

She does not confess her wrongdoing, but attributes what happened to “love
that excuses no one from loving” (in another translation) implying that she had
no choice but to succumb to her carnal impulses.

She succeeds in convincing Dante that she is someone to be pitied, the victim
of an unforgiving fate. He mourns:

Alas, what loving thoughts, what fond desires
Have brought them to this lamentable pass! (Canto V)

The passive voice is noteworthy here. He does not say that Francesca and
Paolo came to such agony through their desire, but rather that desire brought
them to it, like a murderer brings the innocent to an unjust death. By placing
these doubts in his mouth, Dante is humbly identifying himself with human
error, but this is not the view he is expounding with the second circle of hell.

His feelings, however understandable they may be, are condemned by Virgil as
being inappropriate. This is because Francesca, Paolo, and others like them no
longer revere God Who is Love, but only their love which they have made into
god. They have taken the truth that genuine love is the supreme good and per-






