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Contrapasso in the Inferno
In the Inferno, as Dante travels through hell it becomes evident that the punishments imposed upon the sinners match their crimes; this is known as contrapasso.  After examining the many examples of contrapasso, a clear pattern emerges: the punishment is either extremely similar in nature to the crime or other times it is a mirror image of the crime.  Regardless of the nature of the punishment, the contrapasso not only serves as a means of Godly revenge for sin, but it is also a fulfillment of the fate chosen by the sinner. 

An example of a punishment that acts as a mirror image to the crime is found in Canto VII, where the Dante is moving downward toward the Fourth Circle of Hell.  Here he comes across those who hoarded and squandered their money.  Because both of these acts are considered sinfully selfish, their punishment makes them realize the existence of others. Dante says: “They would collide, and then right there each one, reversing directions, would look back crying: ‘Why do you hold?’ and ‘Why do you toss?’ Thus they would return around the dark circle on either hand to the point opposite, again shouting at each other their shameful meter; then each would turn back, once he had arrived through his half-circle to the other jousting” (VII 28-35).  This punishment is an excellent, yet painful way of making these selfish men repeatedly realize the existence of other people. 

An example of contrapasso that is parallel to the sin is found in Canto XI.  As Dante enters the Seventh Circle of Hell there is a horrendous stench.  This stench-filled area is occupied by those who speak of God with scorn, those who are fraudulent, and the different subdivisions of violence.  These subdivisions consist of those who are violent against one’s neighbor, oneself, and against God (XI 31-33). The inevitable sense of smell goes hand in hand with their sour sins. The main reason why these sins relate to an everlasting stench is mainly because both affect other people.  For example, just like people fall victim to violence, people can also be a victim of an awful smell.  Another way to look at the relationship between these sins and their punishment is through their common lack of purity.  Neither the reeking air nor the polluted souls can be considered wholesome.  

In conclusion, there are two types of contrapasso found in the Inferno. Sometimes the punishment mirrors the sin and other times it basically replicates the sin. An example of a mirroring contrapasso is when the selfish money squanderers and hoarders constantly bump into other people.  The stench in Seventh Circle of Hell is an example of a parallel punishment to those who are violent, frauds, and those who speak scornfully against God. Whether the punishment mirrors or is parallel to the sin, contrapasso effectively serves as Godly revenge against sin as well as a means of fulfilling the fate chosen by the sinner. 
