Dante v. Aristotle

Two Methods of Literary Interpretation and Analysis

Dante Alighieri’s Fourfold Method of Interpretation

The Fourfold Method developed by Dante in his “Epistle to Can Grande” suggests that literature can be interpreted on four levels. 

1. The LITERAL or  HISTORICAL level: we can describe and explain the things that are actually happening in the story on a surface level within the real historical and geographic context of a specific time and place.  

2. The POLITICAL level: the level on which human beings relate to others in a community, in a society, and in the world.  Institutions, laws and customs, biases and prejudices, relationships and connections between members of a group or society, the role of the individual within a group or society may: all may be represented by characters, settings, and events in the story.

3. The MORAL or PSYCHOLOGICAL level: the way in which the self relates to the realm of ethics and morality may reflected by the characteristics and situations in a story.

4. The SPIRITUAL level:  the universal level on which a person relates to the cosmos, the universe, the divine, the meaning of life.  Characters, settings, events, conflict, etc… may represent universal truths about life and about being human.  

This method lends itself to the analysis of allegories, drama, fiction, poetry, and nonfiction.  Many different types of texts may be allegorical; this technique allows readers to go as far up the ladder of interpretation as they would like while grounding their interpretation in the text itself.  Each level is valid; each can stand alone.  Some works contain only two of the levels; others may exist on all four planes.  

The Aristotelean Theory for Analyzing Tragedy and Fiction

Probably the most familiar cornerstone of critical theory, this approach to analyzing literature is based on the ideas of the philosopher Aristotle in his Poetics (fourth century B.C.).  Aristotle asserted that poetic art is “the imitation of an action.  In other words literature, especially poetry and fiction, reflects the real events and situations of the human condition.  This act of “imitating life” is a spiritual movement or process which results in a concrete artistic product which expresses some universal truth.  Aristotle called this “imitation of life” mimesis, which is a writer’s attempt to represent reality or truth in artistic form.

Aristotle went on to suggest that all great tragedy and tragic fiction follows a general pattern of structure:

1. UNITY OF ACTION: tragic plots must have a clear beginning, middle, and end, and the action should be ordered and continuous, arising through a cause and effect process.  

2. CATHARSIS:  the events in the story or play should inspire pity and terror in its readers, allowing them, through vicarious participation in the dramatic event, to attain an emotion cleansing, moral purification, or clarity of intellectual viewpoint.

3. TRAGEDY is characterized by protagonists who are “highly renowned and prosperous,” and whose reversal of fortune and fall from greatness are brought about “not by vice or depravity, but by some error or frailty.”  The protagonist’s inner weakness or inherent error is called hamartia, the Greek work meaning “to err” or “to miss the mark.”  The hamartia often concerns excessive pride or hubris.

This reversal in fortune is characterized by “reversal of situation” and “recognition.”  Aristotle believed that in must successful tragedies, the moment of recognition and the reversal of situation take place in the same narrative event.

4. The SCENE OF SUFFERING must also take place in tragedy.  Aristotle, and the Greeks in general, viewed suffering as a prerequisite for gaining wisdom.  

Aristotle, Dante, and Humpty Dumpty

Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall.  Humpty Dumpty had a great fall.  All the King’s horses and all the King’s men couldn’t put Humpty Dumpty together again.  
Assignment:  with your group take a few notes on an interpretation of the story of “Humpty Dumpty” using Aristotle’s theory:
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Assignment:  with your group analyze the four levels of meaning—using Dante’s formula—in the story of “Humpty Dumpty.”
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