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	Dedication

	To all people around the globe working for peace through interreligious dialogue

	 

	Abstract

	In the present article, the author Dr. phil. Milena Rampoldi introduces some parallels as well as differences between two great works of world literature: the Divine Comedy of the Florentine poet Dante Alighieri (1265-1321) on the one hand and the Letter of Forgiveness of the Abbasid poet Abi 'Ala al-Ma'arri (973-1057) on the other. In this context, she also explains the philosophical foundations of this comparison. For Dr. Rampoldi, the topic of these parallelisms and/or differences is ostensibly eschatological or soteriological and concerns the view of paradise. 

	The author is convinced that works such as these at the interface between literature, theology and philosophy can help to renew and advance the dialogue between two major world religions, that of Christianity and that of Islam. If we draw on the literary heritage of the tradition of the two religions and deal with the similarities and differences, we will also be able to avoid pseudo-tolerant attitudes on the one hand and extreme dialectics on the other in the current historical situation as well as in political work today. 

	 

	In this respect, the author writes: “In my opinion, literature and philosophy always deal with universal topics that can be found in many cultures and religions. I would like to support this endeavour with the following article, in which I will discuss, among other things, the biography of the two poets, their religious-psychological standpoints, their subjective attitude towards the transcendent and the tradition of their religion, their fatalism and their skeptical attitude.”

	 

	Information about the Author

	Dr. phil. Milena Rampoldi, born in 1973 in Bolzano, Italy, studied theology, pedagogy, philosophy and oriental studies in Italy, before earning her doctorate in Vienna on the subject of Arabic Qur’an methodology in the German-speaking world. 

	She worked as a foreign language teacher in Italy, Austria and in the Arab world. For years, she has been managing ProMosaik as a translator, author, journalist, and foreign language teacher. 

	The topics of her books relate in particular to the Islamic religion, culture and history and to Islamic feminism and human rights, in particular slavery in Mauritania and FGM. 

	With her texts, she pursues the goal of dialogue between religions and is convinced that by approaching history, one can also better understand the present in order to be able to build a future in the sense of justice, diversity, and peace. 

	She also founded the projects ProMosaik Poetry and ProMosaik Children, publishing books in cooperation with her publishing house ProMosaik LAPH. In her Manifesto of ProMosaik (followed by other manifestos concerning poetry and commitment for children), she sets out the principles of her pedagogical and intercultural work for justice and peace.

	This English translator of her article related to the comparison between the paradise eschatology in Abu l-‘Ala al-Ma’arri and Dante Alighieri would like to give a humble contribution to interreligious dialogue between Islam and Christianity by showing the importance of comparative literature to interreligious dialogue. 

	 

	Comparison between the Paradise Eschatology in Abu l-‘Ala al-Ma'arri and Dante Alighieri

	In this article, I would like to make a modest attempt to show some parallels and differences between these two great works of world literature by also briefly explaining their philosophical foundations. For me personally, the topic of these parallelisms is ostensibly eschatological or soteriological and concerns the view of paradise. 

	However, as the British Orientalist Reynold A. Nicholson (1) has so aptly pointed out, one should not overestimate all the analogies existing between the greatest Italian poet of the Middle Ages, the Florentine Dante Alighieri, and the brilliant Abbasid poet and scholar Abu l-‘Ala al-Ma'arri (2), which is why I also decided not to underestimate the differences existing between the worldviews expressed in the works of the two authors. I will show the differences precisely because they are due to the different personalities of the two poets and even more to the religious and cultural environment they lived in and which was very different from a dogmatic point of view. 

	On one side we find the Arab poet and philologist Abu l-‘Ala al-Ma'arri al-Tanūhi (3) (973-1057) (4) living in Syria under the Hamdanid dynasty, and on the other the greatest Italian poet of the Middle Ages, the Florentine Dante Alighieri (1265–1321) (5). Despite their very different worldviews in terms of eschatology (6) and their different aesthetic and moral worldviews, these two poets of world literature have some similarities. In analyzing this topic, I think one should try step by step to always keep both in mind: the similarities and the differences, in order to pursue the goal of maintaining a fruitful interreligious dialogue between Islam and Christianity without adopting "pseudo-tolerant" attitudes or by simply suppressing differences on the dogmatic level. 

	The two poets undoubtedly have one essential thing in common. Indeed, they both lived a fateful life: al-Ma'arri went blind at the age of four due to smallpox and felt this disability as his prison (7); Dante, in turn, suffered from the unfortunate love for Beatrice starting from the age of 9 and the political exile from his beloved city of Florence.

	Both poets left their homeland and embarked on the journey: al-Ma'arri moved to Baghdad in his youth, where he expected a career as a praise poet (8), which then failed due to his dispute with the literary al-Murtada (9) on the subject of the rank of the poetry of the famous classical Syrian poet al-Mutanabbi (915-965) (10). Dante also left his hometown and, in his years of exile between 1305 and 1310, he strayed throughout Italy, by moving from one patron to another (11).

	Both works are about the experience of the transcendent and the divine in the life of man, about the intrusion of the hereafter into the sensory perception in this world of the concrete life of the poet. This is, if I may put it this way, a heteronomously shaped existential experience which determines the entire lives of both poets and can also be explained very aptly within the framework of the psychology of religion.

	In terms of their worldview, the poets are very similar in some respects and at the same time fundamentally different. In this context, I would like to paraphrase al-Ma'arri's worldview with three terms: pessimism, skepticism and rationalism (12). At first glance, the poet's deep pessimism is hardly understandable from an Islamic point of view, as it seems too negative or fatalistic and is therefore very strongly criticized or even condemned by Islamic theologians. His pessimism is often associated with a skepticism that leads to the rejection of any religious revelation but does not exclude a purely human or humanistic ethical view.

	His work Risalat al-ġufrān (English translation: The Letter of Forgiveness) is nevertheless considered an edifying paraenetics, but questions the teaching of Qur'anic inimitability, insofar as the poet attempts to surpass the Qur'an in the style of rhyme prose. al-Ma'arri can be called a rationalist insofar as he regards reason as the highest principle of human acting. The known German Semitist and Orientalist Carl Brockelmann (1868–1956) describes the rationalism of al-Ma'arri as follows:

	"He defends the rights of reason and conscience against orthodoxy and tradition as well as against superstition" (13).

	Consequently, one can speak of Islamic "enlightenment" in his works, an ideological direction that is also represented in Islamic theology today and, in my opinion, can be regarded as very fruitful when it comes to interreligious dialogue.

	In this context, I would also like to point out the close parallelism between al-Ma'arri and the school of the Mu'tazilites (14), which historically goes back to Wasil Ibn ‘Ata‘, the student of Hasan al-Basri (641-728), and is based on the principle according to which the Islamic term religion (din) means ‘aql and also agrees with this rational reasoning.

	In turn, I would characterize Dante's worldview as follows: It is based on the culture of his time, criticism of poetry and depiction of the afterlife as an expression of his ethical worldview. With reference to the culture of his time, in this context I mean Dante's almost conformist adaptation to the moral-ethical values of his epoch and his view of poetry as the highest expression of a worldview shared by his society, as the great Italian literary critic Francesco De Sanctis so aptly points out (15). 

	Indeed, Dante shows himself to be uncritical of all the values of his contemporaries, and under this aspect, he differs no little from al-Ma'arri, who even looked critically at the traditions of Islam itself.

	As an allegorical expression of the afterlife, the Divina Commedia is undoubtedly considered a reprocessing of the ascetic tradition of the people in the so-called Commedia dell'anima (The ‘Comedy of the Soul’ can be defined as a critical concept made famous by the literary figure Francesco De Sanctis to describe the profound allegorical and spiritual meaning of Dante Alighieri’s "Divine Comedy") (16). In contrast to al-Ma'arri, Dante draws on the ascetic tradition of his culture and epoch, while the Syrian poet lives his personal asceticism and has an existential foundation without placing himself within the framework of contemporary orthodoxy. 

	In Dante's view, there is a very refined juxtaposition between poetry and the truth of divine revelation. In his work Convivio, the Florentine poet defines poetry as an opponent of truth and as its concealment (17). However, poetry still paradoxically occupies its place in Dante's worldview, insofar as it conceals the truth that only needs to be revealed/disclosed within the meaning of the etymology of the ancient Greek aletheia (ἀλήθεια), according to the German philosopher Martin Heidegger, who translated the it with unconcealment (or "disclosure"). Indeed, in contrast to the traditional definition of truth as a mental judgment corresponding to an object, Heidegger argued that aletheia is the primary, pre-propositional event where beings are first brought out of hiddenness into the light of intelligibility.

	Such a critique of poetry cannot be found in al-Ma'arri. In the Qur'an, revelation is often contrasted with poetry (18), which is very strongly attacked as an antagonist of the revelation text. al-Ma'arri, on the other hand, sees poetry as a very high good, and also denies between the lines the dogma of the impossibility of imitating the Qur'an stylistically and semantically. His style thus challenges the very word of Allah, but also paradoxically expresses the Islamic ideal of beauty. For a tradition of the Prophet Muhammad says: "Allah is beautiful and loves beauty" (19).

	In Dante's worldview, on the other hand, the moral conception repeatedly pushes itself into the foreground in relation to the aesthetic dimension of life. The representation of the afterlife takes place in Dante Alighieri on the basis of his own vision of the afterlife and emanates from his soul, which is elevated to the symbol of the collective soul and at the same time is also shaped by the latter. The ethics of this journey of the poet into the hereafter thus correspond to the knowledge of himself and the self-discovery of his own soul through the grace of God. 

	The journey into the afterlife is therefore applied ethics, i.e. a moral story and at the same time the existential development of the (perhaps ideal) human being which may correspond to the Islamic ideal of the insan kamil. This person is Dante Alighieri, who himself carries out this journey and redeems his soul by God's grace in the course of this journey.

	Based on these brief reflections on the two authors and their worldview, I would now like to compare the motivations for which al-Ma 'arri and Dante wrote their version of paradise.

	With regard to al-Ma'arri, I would like to summarize the editorial history of his Risalat al-ġufrān (20), as I am convinced that it can greatly facilitate the understanding of his work. As the title suggests, the work was written in response to the much shorter epistle of the traditionalist grammarian and writer from Aleppo, ‘Ali Ibn Mansur Ibn Talib al-Halabi Dawkhala, also called Ibn al-Qārih (962-1033) (21). Without the epistle written by al-Qārih, which has survived to this day, the work of al-Ma'arri would be incomprehensible, as the literary critic Bint al-Šati‘ points out when she affirms the following:

	"This letter cannot be understood without first dealing intensively with the reading of the Risala by Ibn al-Qārih, which is rightly called the key to al-Ma'arris Risala" (22).

	al-Ma'arri creates his vision of the hereafter in response to the quality of the epistle of his pen pal, he sees in Allah's paradise (23), starting from his praise of God. Dante, on the other hand, starts from his existentially experienced vision of the afterlife, which is very gloomy and apocalyptic and aims for a better political (24) and social future, i.e. for salvation in this world. This is a self-experienced soteriology (25), of which Dante speaks in the first verses of his Paradiso.

	For this reason, the tone of the Divina Commedia is both dogmatic-theological and existential-subjective (26). In my opinion, Dante is very different from al-Ma'arri, who is prompted by an aesthetic confrontation with a contemporary poet to place him in Allah's paradise. This does not happen without a very pronounced irony – if not sarcasm- emerging between the lines, a style element that one cannot speak of in Dante's work in this shape. 

	As far as the stylistic level is concerned, the work of al-Ma'arri is predominantly written in prose. Very often, however, there are transitions to the Qur'anic style of sağ (rhyme prose) (27), used by the poet as a rhetorical model. Indeed, the Qur’an occupies a first place in Arabic literature as a literary and stylistic model (28).

	In contrast to Dante, however, the Risalat al-ġufrān contains numerous poems written by pre-Islamic and early Islamic poets (29). These are interspersed in the text, so that Gregor Schöler assigns al-Ma’arris work to the genre of the so-called "prosimetrum" (according to the definition of grokipedia.com: "A prosimetrum is a literary form that combines prose and verse, typically featuring sections of narrative or expository prose interspersed with poetic passages, where the verse often serves to enhance, comment on, or advance the prose content") (30). In the case of Dante, on the other hand, poems are not interspersed as individual elements but are always incorporated into the style of the "terzina" in which the entire work is written (The "terzina" is an Italian tercet pattern used especially in terza rima, consisting of three lines with an interlocking rhyme scheme. A terzina is a three-line stanza, showing the typical scheme ABA BCB CDC, used by Dante in the Divine Comedy and adopted in English by later poets) (31).

	From a formal point of view, the Divina Commedia is characterized by a great harmonious stylistic unity: after an introductory chant, hell, purgatory and paradise are migrated through by the poet in 33 chants each. Just in the section “Hell”, one chant is added. Each individual realm of the hereafter is

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	References

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

images/image1.png
Milena Rampoldi

Comparison between the Paradise

Eschatology in Abu I-‘Ala al-Ma'arri and

Dante Alighieri

e

i\«

I’RUMUSR\K






