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CHAPTER ONE

Autonomy—Personal and Political

Niccolo Machiavelli may well be the most political of all the great po-
litical theorists; and, like politics itself, Machiavelli horrifies and repels
us, yet also attracts and fascinates. We do not know what to make of
him, or how to think rightly about political life. We know that politics
matters profoundly, perhaps more in our time than ever before; we
suspect that somehow we have gotten it terribly wrong; but we feel pow-
erless to change, or even fully to understand our situation. For me,
thinking about politics and thinking about Machiavelli have become in-
terconnected enterprises, each illuminating and obscuring the other.
That is the reason for this book,

The book thus has a dual intent: the narrowly specific one of inter-
preting a particular thinker on the basis of a body of texts and the more
general one of understanding the subject matter those texts address:
ourselves as political creatures.

Neither task is simple, for Machiavelli's thought is as problematic as
politics itself, presenting a different face to each observer. Thus, he is
also one of the most misunderstood of political theorists, or at any rate
the most subject to conflicting interpretations, Some see him as a rough-
minded advocate of raison d'état, others as a romantic who idealized
ancient Rome; some see him as a passionate patriot, others as a cynic;
some as a derached, objective observer, others as a teacher of evil; some
as a republican, others as worshiping strong leaders and military might.
Each reading claims foundation in the texts, yet none has ever suc-
ceeded in displacing the others. What, then, could be the point in adding
yet another interpretation to the list?

But it is not exactly the intent of this book to add yet another inter-
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4| Introduction

pretation, nor even to proffer a new defense of a familiar interpretation.
I do have a favored interpretation, which will emerge in due time, but
the focus of this book is the very difficulty of interpreting Machiavelli; it
seeks to understand the tensions and ambiguities in the texts that give
rise to, or at least permit, so diverse an array of readings. Often the
problem of interpreting Machiavelli is formulated in terms of a conflict
betrween his two best-known works, The FPrince and The Discourses on
the First Ten Books of Titus Livius. The former is seen as favoring one-
man rule, the latter a republic; the former is seen as cynical, the latter
idealistic. But although there are important differences of tone and in-
tent between these two works, the fundamental tensions in Machiavelli’s
thought lie not between these works but within each of them, and in-
deed within all his writings. The Discourses, too, are studded with cyn-
ical advice to princes and disparaging remarks about human nature;
The Prince, too, gives indications of a devoted, parriotic concern for re-
publican virtue,

In my understanding, Machiavelli was a commirted, lifelong repub-
lican and Florentine patriot. He served the republic loyally in office,
mourned its fall, and meditated on ways to restore it or to create a more
viable version of it for the whole of Italy. Unemploved, he also tried to
get a job with those who had overthrown the republic; that may or may
not be considered cynical or evil. But Machiavelli also despised utopian
idealism, and relished the tough, reeking realities of political power.
He admired success, skill, strength, power; he revered the ruthless,
heroic leader, the effective military force, the conquering empire of
ancient Rome. He was, then, both a republican and something like a
protofascist,

How should one understand that combination? Is it to be regarded as
tortuitous and idiosyncranc? As laying bare the dangers of popular par-
ricipation in public life? Or as indicating something about the nature of
politics itself? The matter is not without significance for our own time.
Contemporary efforts to mobilize the mass of ordinary people for po-
litical action—the heirs, as it were, of Renaissance republicanism—are
understood in precisely this dual way: by some as promoting, and by
others as preventing, fascist authoritarianism. The political insurgency
of the 1960s has faded, but questions about its meaning linger on: Do
we need more popular political involvement or less? More apathy and
“benign neglect” or less? More political idealism or less? A higher or a
lower “profile” for politics? Or are these apparent choices wrongly
formulated?
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With respect to Machiavelli himself, some have suggested that the
tensions and ambiguities in his thought simply indicate the carelessness
of a second-rate mind. Others regard them as evidence of duplicity, of
an effort to convey simultaneously an esoteric and an exoteric message.
The initial suggestion of this book will be that the apparent contradic-
tions in Machiavelli’s thought arise neither from ineptitude nor from
manipulative cleverness, but from ambivalence—intense but incompati-
ble feelings that can be neither given up nor reconciled. The focus of
ambivalence in Machiavelli’s texts, as I shall suggest, is manhood: anx-
ety abourt being sufficiendy masculine and concern over what it means
to be a man.

In due time that suggestion leads to Machiavelli’s images of women
and relations between the sexes, of family life and relations between gen-
erations. Here, too, there are issues of contemporary concern. Machia-
velli raises the problem of the relationship of republican, activist poli-
rics not merely to fascism, but also to misogyny and what we now call
machismo: the anxious and defensive effort of men to prove their man-
liness." It is an issue that no one interested in human liberation—
political or personal—can afford to ignore. Why is it that so many of
the theorists of republican or participatory politics appeal specifically
to patriarchal values and are fearful of and hostile toward the “femi-
nine” ? From the political ideals of ancient Athens to their recent revival
by Hannah Arendt, republican activism seems to be linked to “manly”
heroism and military glory, and to disdain for the household, the pri-
vate, the personal, and the sensual. Is this a fortuitous or a significant
linkage, and how is it to be understood?

In proposing to study Machiavelli in terms of ambivalence abour
manhood, this book may seem to share in the current withdrawal from
the public, the political, and the objective to the personal and inward.
That is not its intent. Interpreters have often claimed that Machiavelli’s
thought is characterized precisely by the distinction between personal
ethics and raison d’état, the recognition of politics as a distinct sphere
of life with its own unique rules. Yet Machiavelli nowhere says that
politics is or should be different from the rest of human life, or that po-
litical action is governed by different principles than personal conduct.

1. In my understanding, this is the meaning now attached to mackismo in American
English. It is not what the term means in Spanish, the language to which it owes its origin.
To members of hispanic cultures, machismo means an ideal of true manliness, as virts
does in Machiavelli’s works. Whether their pursuit of that ideal is nevertheless anxious
and defensive, | do not presume to say; whether the pursuit of virti is so in Machiavelli's
thought constitutes a central problem for this book.
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He does indeed say that what is morally good in normal life may have
terrible consequences in the long run and on the larger scale, especially
in corrupt or immoral times. Apparent kindness may rurn out to be
cruel, and apparent generosity may have different consequences with
public than with private funds. Bur such claims do not amount to mak-
ing politics a distinct realm with a special morality, or with none. The
rules of conduct for private life displayed in Machiavelli’s fiction and
letters are much the same as those advanced for public life in his politi-
cal theory.

Nevertheless, applying the categories of personal life and psychology
to Machiavelli’s thought may all too easily de-politicize the teachings of
this most political of theorists, preventing our access to what is of most
value in his thought. Though this book will refer to biographical mare-
rials and employ psychoanalytic categories, it is not psychohistory or
psychobiography. It will not offer a causal explanation of the origins of
Machiavelli’s ideas, reducing their “apparently™ political content to
some underlying, “real” psychic significance, claiming that they concern
manhood rather than citizenship, Oedipal rather than factional rivalry,
psychic rather than political conflict. Instead, this book proposes to in-
vestigate the relationship—in Machiavelli’s thought and in our own—
between inner and outer reality, private and public life, “the personal”
and “the polirical.” And that investigation will seek not causal links of
dependent and independent variables, bur interrelationships of mean-
ing. If this book succeeds, the issues of gender and citizenship should
illuminate rather than displace each other.

The categories and concepts through which we comprehend our
shared social world are not mere epiphenomena—deceptive superstruc-
tures on some psychic or economic base. Ideas can be used to conceal,
deny, or distort reality: hypocritically, ideologically, defensively. But
they can also be used to reveal and understand reality and ourselves,
And all of these categories and concepts have both public and personal
significances, which are inevitably interrelated. Authority, membership,
freedom, justice—our experience of such categories begins in child-
hood, long before we have mastered the words; and our first encounters
with, say, parental authority or injustice among siblings continue to in-
form our adult, political understanding of these categories. That does
not mean that a male political leader is “merely” a father-figure; on the
contrary, our early encounters with parents already begin to teach us
what authority is, and perhaps how it can fail. As Erik H. Erikson
wrote about Martin Luther:
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The theological problems which he tackled as a young adult of course re-
flected the peculiarly renacious problems of the domestic relationship w his
own father; but this was true to a large extent because both problems, the do-
mestic and the universal, were part of one ideological crisis: a crisis abourt the
theory and pracrice, the power and responsibility, of the moral authority in-
vested in fathers: on earth and in heaven; at home, in the market-place, and n
pulitic:&: in the castles, the capitals, and in Rome.*

Although this book approaches Machiavelli in terms of ambivalence
and manhood, it will center not on authority but on a different, though
related, concept: autonomy. Autonomy, it will argue, is Machiavelli’s
central preoccupation, the thread that unifies the contradictions and
tensions in his works, enlarging the seemingly personal issue of ma-
chismo and tying it to his meditations on political themes.

The word autonomy derives from the Greek awto, meaning “selt™ or
“own,” and nomos, meaning “law, rule, binding custom, wav of life.”
Autonomy thus means having or making one’s own laws or principles:
independence, self-control, self-government, freedom. It begins with the
infant’s first struggles to become a separate self despite 1ts conflicting
yearning to return to blissful unity with the mother. Autonomy extends
into every aspect of social, cultural, religious, and political hife—our re-
lations with others, with the past, with nature, Autonomy concerns bor-
derlines, tound or made; it concerns the question of how and to what
extent | {(or we) have become or can become a separate self {or commu-
nity). In an important sense, then, autonomy is a problem n the living
of any human life, the workings of any human community.

For the child, it may mean development of its own powers, mastery of
its body, but also independence from the constraints of parents and
other authorities. For the adult, it may mean something like an indepen-
dent life: a source of livelihood, a degree of personal securiry, and some
room for significant choices. It may also be interpreted in more Kantian
terms, as the capacity and willingness to take responsibility tor one’s
own conduct and for the moral principles by which one lives. Politically,
autonomy means something like a self-governing polity: one free of for-
eign domination, but also perhaps one that 15 internally self-goverming
—what Machiavelli would have called a republic. Citizenship in such a
community may extend the Kantian notion of personal autonomy into
a shared public freedom, that is, participation in the political activity by
which the community makes decisions and shapes its collective princi-
ples and way of life, its nomos,

2. Erik H. Erikson, Young Maw Lither (Mew York: W, W Norton, 1962), 77,
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Auronomy, then, evokes a wide range of meanings, some public and
some personal, interdependent but also in mutual tension. And at every
level and in every sense, the idea of autonomy is itself problematic, im-
plying both a connection and a separation: a separation thar challenges,
denies, or overcomes a connection. Thus, autonomy may be conceived
either as a kind of sovereign isolation or, paradoxically, as the rightful
acknowledgment of interdependence.

Against the background of the concept of autonomy, the seemingly
more personal and pyschological idea of manhood can be seen also to
have public and political dimensions. For what it means to be a man,
what it “really” means to be a “real” man, will vary depending on the
context in which the question is raised and the contrasts to which man-
hood is juxtaposed. For example, to be a man may mean not to be a
woman, to be male rather than temale, masculine rather than feminine,
manly rather than effeminate. Bur alternatively, to be a man may mean
not to be a child, to be adult rather than childish, mature rather than
infantile—that is, independent, competent, potent. But then again,
being a man may mean something like being human; the ltalian womo
is ambiguous in the same way here as the English man. In this sense,
being a man might be contrasted to being inhuman or bestial, but also
to being superhuman, immortal, or divine. In Aristotle’s terms, being a
man means being neither a beast nor a god. Unlike the beasts, a man is
part of a historically created civilization, a person, capable of choice,
judgment, action, responsibility; unlike divinities, a man is mortal and
fallible, simply one among others who have fundamentally equal rights
and claims. This last sense of being a man might also suggest, as it did to
both Aristotle and Machiavelli, being a “political animal,” a creature
whose potential is fully realized only in a polis as an acrive citizen
AMONE peers.

These various senses of manhood, like the various senses of auton-
omy, are both interrelared and sometimes murvally in conflict. The de-
tails of their relationships remain to be explored. For now, the point is
only that approaching Machiavelli from the idea of ambivalence about
manhood is meant not to deny but to illuminate the political content of
his teaching.

& < <«

In an important sense, autonomy is problematic in any human life or
community; but there is another, equally important sense in which the
problem is a historical product, specifically characteristic of modernity.
Individualism, liberation, national self-determination are modern con-
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cerns, and they first become salient in the Renaissance. If one may be
permitted some broad stereotypes as a way of getting started, in the me-
dieval world people understood themselves as embedded in a hierarchi-
cal network of mutual obligation—the fendal order of fealty, which also
reflected the natural and sacred order of the universe. In that under-
standing, the social, like the natural order, is essentially given to man,
not made. Just as an individual is born into a particular social rank
rather than achieving his status in a competitive market, so too the cus-
toms and rules of the social order are not subject to choice. Of course,
particular individuals make decisions applying law or custom in partic-
ular situations; and people are fallible and can make bad or wrong deci-
sions. Bur the law that men should be secking to apply—that good men
do seek to apply—is eternal, universal, absolute, and ultimately of di-
vine origin. Law is not made, but found, by men.

Moreover, the finding, interpretation, and application of the commu-
nity’s law and custom are the work of particular ranks in the social hier-
archy. Every rank is understood as bound by obligations and subordi-
nated to a still higher rank—a hierarchy culminating in God. There may
well be wicked rulers who misapply the law, but there is no right of re-
bellion against them; neither law nor authority depends upon consent.
Thus, the pervasive medieval atritude might be put this way: “Certainly
I have my tasks and obligations, but someone else is in charge of the
whole—the lord in his castle, the Lord in Heaven.” God will judge sin-
ners, both high and low. And although God is implacable and inscruta-
ble in his righteousness, he is surrounded by a company of angels and
saints, the Virgin and Jesus, who can intercede on the individual’s be-
half, as indeed can priests and pope. Finally, the individual is embedded
in a network of rituals that ratify and renew his connections with oth-
ers, with nature, the past, and the sacred.

In the medieval understanding, then, interconnectedness and depen-
dence were taken for granted almost as the definition of the human con-
dition. They were neither shameful nor constricting but were assumed
to be natural and even sacred. This acceptance of dependence, this sense
that someone else was in charge, is what made medieval people seem, to
later ages, childish, as if they had never grown up. Henry Adams cap- .
tures this outlook in the prayer he imagines a medieval artisan directing
to the Virgin: “Gracious Lady, what ought 1 to do? . . . without your
help, I am lost.”* In such a world people felt neither an aspiration nor

3. Henry Adams, Mome-Saint-Michel and Charires (1913, reprint, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1938), 176.
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an obligation to be autonomous; mutual dependence was the very na-
ture of the universe.

This image of the Middle Ages is a distortion, as sterotypes invariably
are. Yet no one can deny that there is a difference between the medieval
and the Renaissance outlook. To sense the difference, set the prayer of
Adams’s artisan alongside a line from Machiavelli’s Prince: “Those de-
fenses alone are good, are certain, are durable, thar depend on yourselt
and your own abilities.”* Society had changed profoundly, and so had
human self-understanding. Far from being narural and sacred, depen-
dence had now become both contemptible and dangerous; autonomy
was the goal. The aspiration to autonomy was, as Ernst Cassirer has
said, “increasingly central” to “the Renaissance ideal of humanity.””

An urban and market society gradually supplanted feudal agricul-
ture, leaving men free (but also forced) 10 make their own way in life.
Instead of being born into a social station, men might achieve or lose
wealth, power, and status in a single generation. Rather than as parts of
a universal, “given” social order, men now understood themselves as
members of a particular, historically locared state and language group;
the universal Latin had been replaced by local vernaculars. And stares,
too, like individuals, were understood to be in competitive conflict,
their relative positions constantly shifting as a result of skill, boldness,
resources, or luck.

Along with these social, economic, and political developments, there
were changes in family structure and child-rearing practices. In times of
rapid social change, the authority of the older generation is inevitably
undermined to some extent. What the parents know and can teach
no longer functions well in the child’s world. There is no longer just
one traditional and unquestioned right way to do things. In the Re-
naissance, the medieval extended family and communal life were in-
creasingly fragmented; the family was privatized and became more nu-
clear. Traditional sex roles also underwent challenge and change. There
emerged a whole new genre of literature on family and child rearing, as
well as a flourishing literary topic of the “battle between the sexes.” The
Renaissance imagination dwelled on domesticity and sweer childhood,
on the one hand, and on patriarchal power, on the other. Pamnters de-
picted putti, nursing mothers, and domestc scenes, but they also re-

4. Miccolo Machiavelli, The Prince, ch. 25, in Machiagvelli: The Chief Works ard Oth-
ers, 3 vols,, tr. Allan Gilbert {Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1965), 89 (hereafter
cited as G).

5. Ernst Cassirer, The Individual and the Cosmos in Renmissance Philosophby, vr. Mario
Domandi (New York: Harper & Row, 1963}, 98.
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vived the ancient hero, Hercules, who was portrayed as dominating
various female hgures. In religious art, they depicted the infant Jesus,
but replaced the cult of the Virgin with a new emphasis on Joseph.*

In personal as in public life, mastery had become problematic. Auton-
omy and dependence had become the issues. Authority was no longer
experienced as embedded in a sacred hierarchy, and the rituals that once
guaranteed and renewed its legitimacy were increasingly empty and in-
capable of generating meaning. Anxiety and remnants of piety alter-
nated with the growing suspicion that the ancient forms served only to
disguise the new realities of power and wealth.

The Renaissance recovery of ancient documents, artifacts, and ideas
also played a part in this transformation. On the one hand, it was a tri-
umph for the human intellect, for independent critical inquiry. Much
that had been taken for granted in the medieval tradition was now ex-
posed as a distortion or even a falsification of original sources. For in-
stance, Lorenzo Valla’s exposure of the “Donation of Constantine™ as a
forgery revealed the false foundation on which papal authority rested.
Yet, on the other hand, the challenge to traditional medieval authorities
and beliefs was also based partly on the recovery of a still earlier au-
thority, the original sources—classical or biblical—to which the in-
dependent intellect reached back. Thus, the Renaissance was simul-
tancously a recovery of origins and a discovery of the independent self;
a new humility and deference toward the ancients, and yet, as Erikson
has said, “the ego revolution par excellence.”” In reviving ancient au-
thority and pitting it against the medieval, men felt liberated to exercise
their own powers here and now.

For the medieval sense that dependence is natural and that “someone
else 1s in charge,” the Renaissance substituted a lively consciousness of
human self-creation—both the individual shaping his character and ca-
reer, and the community shaping itself through history. The community
and its laws, its romos, were now understood as human artifacs, the
products of choice, subject to further action, Individuals increasingly

6. Ibid., 77; Erwin Panofsky, Hercules am Scheiderege (Leipzig: B. G. Teubner, 1930),
57, B4, 165n; Millard Meiss, Pammting in Floremce amnd Siema After the Black Death
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1951), 61, 151; Aldo 5. Bernardo, Petrarch, Scipio
and the "Africa” (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1962), 57, 60; Richard A. Gold-
thwaite, Private Wealth in Renaissance Florence (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1968), 262; Christiane Klapisch, “L'enfance en Toscane au début du XV* Siecle,” Anmalas
de Démographie Historigue (1973): 118-19. The quotarion is from John Gerson
(1363-1429), cited in Meyer Schapiro, ** Muscipula Diaboli)' the Symbolism of the Mé-
rode Altarpiece,” in Remaissance Art, ed. Creighton Gilbert {New York: Harper & Row,

1970}, 29,
7. Erikson, Young Mawn Luther, 193; see also Cassirer, Individual, 99,
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felt required to create order for themselves and for each other, to master
themselves and take charge of their communities. In short, authority
was becoming internalized. The change seems to have been both exhila-
rating and frightening. As Pico della Mirandola, a contemporary of Ma-
chiavelli’s in Florence, put it, although God assigned every other species
its particular place and role in nature, man alone was gifted with the
capacity to be and do whatever he wished.

To him it 1s granted to have whatever he chooses, to be whatever he wills. On
man when he came to life, the Farher conferred the sceds of all kinds and the
germs of every way of life. . . . Who would not admire this chameleon#*

Man is the unique species that was made by God to make itself. Pico
concludes, “What a work of art is man!™ God is the creator, but by
making man in his own image he has also made a creator, almost a rival
to divinity. Marsilio Ficino, a Florentine of Machiavelli’s father’s gen-
eration, said, “Man possesses as it were almost the same genius as the
Author of the heavens™: man, too, is an author and he could even make
the heavens, “could he only obtain the instruments and the heavenly
material.”* Such bold claims were bound to entail a corresponding level
of anxiety and doubt; there was still 2 God in the heavens who would
judge, but the maintenance of human life and nomos was now up to
man himself.

Iraly was always a partial exception to some of these generalizations,
feudalism never having been as strongly established there as in the
north of Europe; still the city of Florence seems to have undergone such
a shift in self-understanding. As historical records show, Florence in the
late Middle Ages was a self-governing commune, a republic that made
its own decisions and administered its own rules. Yet the Florentine
conception of the city was characteristically medieval: Florence was un-
derstood as parr of a nmeless, sacred, universal order, monarchical and
hierarchical in structure. Having struggled successtully in practice to
win local civic autonomy from the Holy Roman Empire, the Florentines
nevertheless thoughr of their city as part of, and a concrete symbolic
replica of, thar higher order.

J. G. A. Pocock has pointed out that Florentines still thought in these
terms about their civic order as late as the fourteenth century.” Thus

B. Pico della Mirandola, *On the Dignity of Man,” quoted in Erikson, Youmg Man
Lsther, 191,

9. Quoted in ibid., 193. Cf. Richard C. Trexler, “Florentine Religious Experience: The
Sacred Image,” Studies in the Renaissance 19 (1972): 35-41.

10. J. G. A. Pocock, The Machigvellian Moment (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1975), S0L
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Dante, despite his “memorably intense” Florentine patriotism, still “saw
the delivery of Florence from faction rule as part of the restoration
of Italy to political and spiritual health within a universal empire,”
Though he knew Florence to be in practice self-governing, he under-
stood “secular rule as the empire in which the eternal order was re-
peated and restored, not as the republic in which a particular group of
men resolved whar their particular destiny should be.” It is, of course,
not unusual for a society’s understanding of whart it is doing to lag be-
hind its practice. As long as Florence’s practical self-government seemed
to be working, Pocock suggests, it did not require theoretical investiga-
tion or reconceptualization. Florentines “felt no need to manufacture a
dramatic symbolism for the republic (as such), or clothe it in prophetic
declamation,” because they already had thar republic, and it worked."
Its actual practice was gradually articulated by the practitioners in the
course of their activities, in an untheoretical, concrete, and “singularly
realistic” way. But that newer articulation calmly coexisted with the
older, more abstract theory of universal sacred hierarchy.

By the hfteenth century, however, this had begun ro change, for rea-
sons partly local and fortuitous, bur also retlecting general trends. The
city-states in the lralian peninsula were ranged in two opposing al-
liances: an alliance of republics led by Florence and one of princedoms
and dukedoms led by Milan. Under the stimulus of this struggle, as
Hans Baron has shown, Florence began to rethink its own character and
to define itself as essentially a republic in opposition to monarchical
and princely rule, connected symbolically with ancient republics rather
than with the Empire."” For early fifteenth-century thinkers like Coluc-
cio Salutati and Leonardo Bruni, the republic of Florence was no longer
subsumed in a universal, sacred empire, but was presented instead

as a high ideal but existing in the present and in its own past, . . . affiliared only
with other republics and with those moments in past time ar which republics
had existed. . . . The republic was more political than it was hierarchical; it was

s0 organized as to assert its sovereignty and autonomy, and therefore its individ-
uality and particulariey.”

Accordingly, the understanding ot Florentine ongins shitted trom the
Roman Empire to the Roman Republic. A figure like Brutus was trans-
formed from a despicable traitor into a heroic rebel, and—even more

11. Ibid., 51-52.

12. Hans Baron, The Crisis of the Early ltalian Renaissance, 2d ed. {Princeton: Prince-
ron University Press, 1966).

13. Pocock, Machiavellian Moment, 53.
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fundamentally—there was a new emphasis on secular, historical found-
ing as such. The civic order was now a human creation in secular time
that had to be sustained by continued human activity.

The first third of the fifteenth century, then, was a time of optimism,
activism, and civic pride in Florence, as john Rigby Hale has recently
reminded us. Having prevailed in its struggle against Milan, Florence
controlled almost half of Tuscany, and “intellectual life had never been
more vital, nor classical studies more stimulatingly artuned to prob-
lems of individual and public life.” " Above all, “the most widely felt
source of pride” was the apparently excellent health of Florentine self-
government. Florence was a genuine republic, spreading “political
power among a large group of responsible citizens,” its institutions “fil-
igreed with legal devices 1o prevent . . . domination™ by any one group.
Citizenship was restricted, to be sure, and actual participation confined
to an elite of wealthy, influential male citizens. The one serious effort to
widen partcipation and alter its class base, the Ciompi Rebellion of
wool workers in 1378, was fiercely suppressed. Yet even among the ex-
cluded classes,

the chronicles and memoirs of the time show the liveliest interest in polirical
issues and personalities, and . . . the sense of involvement in public affairs,

through gossip, through sheer physical proximity, penetrated into all sections
of society.”

There were frequent meetings of local gonfalone groups in each district
of the city for a variety of purposes.” Thus Florence had “what was
proportionately the largest politically conscious class in Europe,” as well
as “something like an ideal of public service, a political ethos which took
for granted the collaboration of responsible citizens as equals in the
conduct of public affairs.”"

As the century progressed, however, Florence's international position
and economy became unsteady, and the republic less successtul. A single
family, the Medici, came increasingly to dominate, and together with a
small circle of other families of great wealth they formed a ruling elite.
Increasingly often, the ideal of public service was only a pretense, be-
hind which operated selt-interest, particularly of a Ainancial kind. It was
the inner circle of the elite

14. J[ohn] Rligby] Hale, Florence and the Medici (London: Thames and Hudson,
1977), 9.

15, Ibad., 15.

16. Francis William Kent, Household and Lineage in Renaissance Florence (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 19771, 173.

17. Hale, Florence, 18,
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who decided how much money [the city] needed; they or their friends who put
up the cash for war loans; they who imposed taxes as security for the sum; they
who made sure that repayment of their loans would be given precedence and at
what interest. . . . The gap berween the self-protecting rich and the heavily
taxed majority was growing.”

Thus Florence gradually developed its own, secular version of the Re-
naissance legitimation problem: an increasing ossification of ceremonial
forms into sham and ideology. In Florentine politics in the latter half of
the fifteenth century, as in the late medieval Church all over Europe, the
gap widened between ideals and practice.

Meanwhile, although the ltalian peninsula remained divided into a
multitude of local political units, northern European nation-states were
consolidating their power and military force. In 1494 France invaded
Italy. After Piero de” Medici fled Florence at the approach of the French
army, a widely participatory republic was restored to the city, despite
efforts by the elite to protect their privileges. The attempt was once
more made to close the gap between doctrine and practice, “Florence
was loud with political debate, . . . It became clear that the old ideals of
widely shared participation in government had merely been hibernat-
ing.”* It was in this restored republic—after a brief eschatological pe-
ricd under the charismatic leadership of Savonarola—that the young
Machiavelli took office and made his career. It was the fall of this re-
public fifteen years later that ended his career and made him a political
theorist.

From its inception, the restored Florentine republic that Machiavelli
served was beset with profound military, economic, and political trou-
bles; it was, one might say with the benefit of hindsight, bucking the
tide of history. The French invasion of 1494, which had brought the re-
public into existence, was only the first of a series of highly destructive,
north European military intrusions into the ltalian peninsula. In this
connection, Machiavelli’s friend and contemporary, Francesco Guic-
ciardini, called 1494 “a year most unhappy for Italy and, indeed, the
year which headed all the following years of misery because it opened
the door to an endless number of terrible calamities.”* European inter-
vention meant a continual series of wars and threats of war, accom-
panied by severe social dislocations and suffering. The small and poor

18. Ihid., 80,

19. Tud., B7.

20. Francesco Guicciardini, Storia d'[talia, bk. 1, ch. 6, quoted in Felix Gilbert, “Ma-
chiavelli: The Renaissance of the Art of War,” in Makers of Modern Strategy, ed. E. M.
Earle {Frinceron: Princeton University Press, 1944), §.
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Italian city-states were at the mercy of the northern powers. The tech-
niques of warfare were becoming more deadly. The invasions ruined the
north Italian industrial centers; population and production both de-
clined drastically. For example, in Florence between 1500 and 1540,
population fell by one-sixth, and production fell even more. The num-
ber of wool shops decreased by three-fourths in this period.”

These militarily induced hardships, moreover, merely contributed to
a longer-range economic decline in the Italian peninsula—the shift of
Europe’s economic, commercial, and industrial center from the Medi-
terranean basin to the north and west. The roots of this change lay in
the fifteenth century, but in the sixteenth century the Florentine econ-
omy faced the greatest difficulties. Textile production was still high, but
foreign competition was mounting and the margin of profit was de-
clining, especially in the wool industry. There was still much wealth in
Florence, and at first the biggest merchants acrually gained ground.”
Florentines also held important positions as bankers abroad, but in-
creasingly the northern powers made themselves independent of these
sources, and Florentine bankers, including the Medici, were forced to
retrench.”

e @& @

In Florence as elsewhere, then, the new Renaissance sense of human
power—the understanding that “man makes himself,” as individual,
as community, as specics—was experienced as both a promise and a
threat, the emphasis shifting with the city’s fortunes. But in terms of
objective social and historical development, the opportunities for suc-
cessful autonomous human action were diminishing even as the desire
for autonomy increased. Both personally and politically, individuals
and communities wished to be free and self-governing. Men feared de-
pendence and regarded it with contempt, as a dangerous failure of their
already embartled manhood. But these increasing demands for indepen-
dence came at a time when economic, military, social, and political con-
ditions made their fulfillment increasingly difficult. No longer subject to
feudal restraints, the new economic man—whether craftsman, mer-
chant, or banker—found himself more and more at the mercy of the
market, which in Florence meant being at the mercy of a declining mar-

21. Harry A. Miskimin, The Economy of Later Renaissance Ewrope, 14601600
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 118.

21. Arthur K. Rabb, The Struggle for Stability in Early Modern Enwrope (New York:
Oxcford University Press, 1975}, 88,

13. Rudolf von Albertini, Das Florentinische Staalsbewnsstsem im Uebergarng von der
Republik zu dem FPrinzipat (Bern: A, Francke, 1955}, 15-16; Rabb, Struggle, 88; Mis-



Autonomy—Personal and Political [ 17

ket. No longer embedded in the extended family, in communal cere-
mony, in hierarchical nerworks of mutual obligation, the individual was

free to define and develop himself; but what could such freedom mean
in the face of devastating invasions by north European armies? No
longer conceiving their city as the epitome of a monarchical hierarchy,
the Florentines were free for the self-conscious, collective directing of
their republic, but at a time when external conditions made success in
that venture virtually unattainable.

Autonomy was thus a problem in Machiavelli’s time as it had never
been before. It had already been a goal and an active concern a century
earlier, in the time of Bruni and Salutar. Indeed, the thinkers of that
time wrote more eloquently—if less systematically and extensively—
than Machiavelli in praise of human self-creation and self-government.
But they were able to do so partly because the theme had not yet
emerged in its full complexiry. It was sull easy 1o identify Florentine
with Roman republicanism and expect its speedy and lasting triumph.
Writers like Bruni still had, as George Holmes has put it,

a natural self-confidence which contrasts with the tortured analyses of Ma-
chiavelli and Guicciardini at the beginning of the sixteenth century, when the
existence of bourgeois society and republican institurions was threatened and
the problem of their preservation was uppermost.™

Florence and republicanism had been under threat in Bruni's time, too,
from the alliance of monarchical states led by Milan; but that threat
served as a stimulus to optumistic republican theory. The threars in Ma-
chiavelli’s time were deeper and more complex. Although the civic hu-
manists of the earlier period anticipated Machiavellis republicanism,
his invocation of ancient greatness, and his praise of a civic militia, they
were quite unlike him in their untroubled patriotic fervor and their easy
assimilation of the Florentine to the Roman republic.”” Thus, they could
occasionally fairly “revel in the idea of patriotic massacre,” as Ernst
Kantorowicz has pointed out, adopting the Roman dulce et decorum

est pro patria morr. Kantorowicz cites as example Coluccio Salutari,
who wrote of the “sweetness™ of patriotic fervor:

If such would be expedient for the fatherland'’s protection or enlargement [!], it
would seem neither burdensome and difficult nor a erime to thrust the axe into

kimin, Ecomomy, 119-20; Richard A. Goldthwaite, The Building of Renaissance Flor-
ence (Balomore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980), 52,

24. George Holmes, The Florentine Enlightenment, 1400 ~1450 {London: Weidenfeld
and Micolson, 1969), 137.

25, On earlier humanist anticipations of Machiavelli, see F. Gilbert, “Machiavelli: The
Renaissance,” 21.
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one’s father's head, to crush one's brothers, to deliver from the womb of one's
wife the premature child with the sword.™

Though Machiavelli was perfectly capable of advocating cruelty and
bloodshed, of issuing patriotic appeals, and of practicing a kind of hu-
manist dissociation, he never wrote such a passage, with its almost sala-
cious combination of patriotism and familial mayhem. Indeed, the only
comparably gory passage in his works expresses the horrors of war—
probably those he had observed at Verona in 1509.7

It 15 not just that, as Richard C. Trexler has said, the humanists were
“intellectuals with a vengeance,” while Machiavelli and his contempo-
raries had seen the realities of war.”® For Salutati had been a Florentine
chancellor, as Machiavelli was to become later, and this passage stems
from his early rhetorical and activist period rather than from his later
years of Stoic and Christian withdrawal.” But the world had changed
during the intervening century. Although there had been war in Sa-
lutati’s and Bruni’s time, Machiavelli and his contemporaries had actu-
ally seen the horrors of defeat in war on a large scale, and in a warfare
far more brutal and bloody than any known in the preceding centuries.
On the whole, Machiavelli refused to permit himself the dissociated so-
called detachment of the intellectual, but insisted that abstract ideals
like autonomy be tied to the reality of body and feeling. His was to be a
theory self-consciously relevant to the harsh practicalities of political
life; and the practicalities of his time precluded any simple division of
the world into “good guys” and “bad guys.” The autonomy thar had
once been an unproblematic goal was now itself a theoretical problem.

Furthermore, the humanists of the earlier period had largely con-
strued human activity on the model of production—the making of ob-
jects out of physical material, techné rather than praxis. Ficino’s glorifi-
cation of man as potential artificer of the heavens has already been
mentioned; and indeed, these humanists presented God himself as epit-
omizing what he gave to man: the power of creanion, understood as
power over objects.” As long as human power and creanvity were con-

26. Coluccio Salutati, Epistolario, ed. Francesco Novati (Rome, 1891), 1: letter 10,
quoted in Ernst Kantorowicz, The King's Tiwo Bodies (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1957), 245,

27. Niccolo Machiavelli, “Tercets on Ambition,” lines 133-39 (G 738, 735n).

28. Trexler, “Florentine Religious Experience,” 36. See also Benjamin (. Kohl and
Ronald G. Witt, eds. The Earthly Republic (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 1978), 5-9.

29, Kanmtorowicz, Kings Two Bodies, 245n; Alfred Wilhelm Otto von Martin, Coluc-
cio Salutati und das bumanistische Lebensideal (Leipzig: B. G. Teubner, 1916); Jerrold
Seigel, “Rhetoric and Philosophy in Renaissance Humanism from Petrarch to Valla™
{Ph.D. diss., Princeron University, 1963).

30, Trexler, “Florentine Religions Experience,” 36=37.
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ceived in this way, the full theoretical problems of autonomy could not
be confronted. They emerged only when human power was understood
not as making or manipulating objects, but as arising out of relation-
ships among persons, each of whom has his own needs, interests, and
way of seeing the world, yet all of whom must live together.

From the perspective of Machiavelli's time, the earlier humanists
seem naively optimistic, dangerously abstracted, and theoretically su-
perficial. It now seemed that humanist republican ideals were no more
relevant to the requirements of practice than the otherworldly, medieval
Christian ideals they had replaced. Meanwhile, practice continued
down its own untheorized and evidently disastrous path. Some people
were fiercely active, but for selfish and ultimartely destructive ends; oth-
ers withdrew into privacy or passivity, seeing no hope for public action;
still others succumbed to millenarian enthusiasms, like that led by Sa-
vonarola. Such diverse people were both the subject matter and the au-
dience for Machiavelli’s political theorizing. Through and for them, he
sought to reformulate republican ideals in terms that took political real-
ity into account, even though political reality by this time seemed
almost hopeless. He was a republican for hard times, seeking to encour-
age men to action, but to action that would not be destructively self-
interested or blindly self-defeating.

Machiavelli never directly addressed the ropic of autonomy; the term
does not figure significantly in any of his writings. Yet something
like the problem of autonomy and dependence appears with obsessive
persistence in all his works in a variety of guises. The value of self-
sufficiency and the dangers inherent in needing others fascinate and
haunt Machiavelli; his mind returns to them again and again, seeking
resolution of the problems they pose. Autonomy thus forms a unity be-
hind the apparent inconsistencies in the texts, not by resolving and
making them consistent, but by providing a clear overview of the unre-
solved tensions and their sources.

To begin with the theme's most obvious form, Machiavelli poses au-
tonomy as a goal for states. He will judge only those states strong, he
says, that are “capable of maintaining themselves alone,” while weak-
ness is defined as “always [having] need of others.” " It 1s always best to
“repel attack™ by your “own strength,” if possible; external assistance is
the last and most dangerous resort. Particularly alliances with powers
stronger than yourself, which might at first glance seem the most usetul,

31. Niccole Machiavelli, The Prince and the Discourses, tr. Luigi Ricci (New York:
Modern Library, 1940, 39. I use the Ricci translation of this passage because 1t i1s more

accurate for my purposes; cf. G 42 and Niccolos Machiavelli, Opere, 8 vols. (Milano: Fel-
trinelli Editore, 1960-1965), 1: 48.
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are in fact to be avoided because they leave you the “prisoner” of your
ally and at his mercy.™

Machiavelli’s advice to states merges, particularly in The Prince, with
his advice to new rulers who want to maintain their power, “Wise princes
avoid as much as they can being in other men's power.”* The prince
should “take care to base himself on what is his own, not on what is
another’s.” ™ While Machiavelli does urge the prince to seck the support
of the common people, this is precisely because such support allows the
ruler o stand “solitary”; he can “command™ and “manage” his popular
support at will, while a ruler relying on a few rich nobles is dependent
on them." For the same reason, it is always “much safer for a prince to
be feared than loved,” since fear, unlike love, is reliable in adversity.™
“He who is too eager to be loved, gets despised.”*” This is particularly
true for the innovator, because introducing new ways is always risky.
That is Machiavelli’s famous point about the “armed” and the “un-
armed” prophet: only those innovators succeed who “stand by their own
strength,” while those who “depend on others™ fail.™ Similarly, when
Machiavelli advises the prince about raking advice from others, the dan-
ger he stresses is not that of taking bad advice from knaves or fools, but
that of falling into the advisor's power. The wise ruler allows counsel
only “when it suits him and not when it suits somebody else,” and hav-
ing taken counsel, he always “decides for himself, at his own pleasure,” "

This insistence on princely self-reliance becomes, in The Discourses,
the theme of the solitary founder. Leadership in difficult crises must,
above all, be by one man acring alone; that is why Romulus must
be excused for having slain his brother, Remus, and why Cleomenes
succeeded in reforming Sparta where Agis had failed. Like Moses,
Lycurgus, and Solon, each had made himself “the only one in au-
thority.”* The same requirement of course applied to commanding an
army.* In successful conspiracy, as well, the number of participants
should be kept to a minimum; best of all is a solitary plotter who in-
volves others only at the last moment,* The Discourses begin, more-
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over, with the crucial distincrion berween cities that originate “with
free men” and those that originate with men “who depend on others.”
Those that have “a free beginning, withour depending on anyone™ are
likely to succeed; those with dependent beginnings have difficulty ever
getting out from “under the control of others.”*

A closely related theme, appearing in many ot Machiavelli’s works
and occupying much of his practical energy while he was in office, is the
citizen militia, which enables a state to rely only on “its own arms.”™ As
the biblical David discovered in trying on the armor of King Saul, the
“armor of another” will not let a man “make good use of” his strength,
tor it never fits him right.** A prince cannot succeed without an army of
his own, for “being disarmed . . . makes you contemptible,” and using a
foreign or mercenary army, like having a powerful ally, puts you in the
hands of others.* Indeed, no one who hopes to succeed can “use as a
foundation forces other than™ his own, and his “own forces can be or-
ganized in no other way than in a citizen army.”*

Burt the theme of autonomy is not confined to Machiavelli’s military
and political advice. It is equally evident in his own intellectual stance.
Trust, the intellecrual form of dependence, is also a sign of weakness
and a cause of failure; strength comes from doubt, skepricism, the re-
fusal to be taken in by appearances. Only a child or a fool trusts in the
conventional surface of things; it is always safer to assume the worst,
Thus a legislator who wants to found a state on the basis of virtue and
good laws should begin by assuming “that all men are evil,” and that
even when they seem to be good, this must be due to some “hidden
cause” to be discovered later.*” Only then will the legislator be protected
against disappointment. Machiavelli’s comedies, too, are intended to
teach the dangers of trust, to reveal “la poca fede di tutti li wornini.”**
As one of the characters in Clizia remarks, “there would be no deceir if
there were no trust™: it is the victim’s own fault if he is taken in, for
naiveté invites exploitation.* Thus, it is wise to take nothing on faith
and to question everything anew. “l do not intend that any authority
should move me without reason,” Machiavelli writes to a friend: and in
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the Discourses, he claims that “it is well to reason abour everything.™
It is no “sin™ for a man *to defend any opinion with arguments”™ rather
than relying on either “authority”™ or “force.”*

Triumph in war and realpolitik, honor and liberty in avic life, inde-
pendent critical thought and manliness in personal relationships are all
bound up together in autonomy; they coincide and require one another.
Yet, depending on how these concepts are understood, they may also
conflict with one another. If personal autonomy is construed as either
sovereign solitude or cynical distrust, for instance, it becomes incom-
patible with the mutuality of citizenship and thus undermines commu-
nity autonomy; and an individual has great trouble surviving, let alone
being autonomous, without a reasonably stable and peaceful commu-
nity. But the alternative understanding of autonomy, in terms of mutu-
ality and interdependence, is problematic as well, The origins of auton-
omy and its relationship to dependence are mysterious, and they invite
endless theoretical reflection.

Finally, the concern for autonomy is clearly reflected in Machiavelli's
activism, his constant effort to move men out of resignation and apathy
into energetic effort. “He who does not act when he has time, then re-
pents and pravs in vain."*" Those who “decay in laziness™ invite de-
struction; the only safety lies in timely, energetic movement.” Resigna-
tion is self-fulfilling; God helps those who help themselves.™ It is in
principle better to act even if no favorable consequences are to be ex-
pected, because there is more at stake than the consequences of any par-
nicular action—namely, an active, autonomous stance roward life. As
Machiavelli writes to a friend, quoting Boccaccio, It is better to act
and repent than not to act and repent.”” The context of the remark is
sexual rather than political, yvet it could serve as an emblem of Ma-
chiavelli's political teaching, for autonomy is intertwined with man-
hood. Dependence is characteristic of women, children, and animals;
tor men it is despicable and fatally dangerous.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Fox and the Forefathers

Though his explicit concerns are overwhelmingly political and public,
Machiavelli’s writings show a persistent preoccupation with manhood.
What matters for both security and glory, for both individuals and
states, is autonomy; and autonomy constantly refers back to psychic
and personal concerns. Beginning with the obvious, Machiavelli’s most
characteristic, central, and frequently invoked concept 1s that of virtih, a
term by no means regularly translatable by “virtue,” and certainly not
equivalent to virtue in the Christian sense. Though it can sometimes
mean virtue, virte tends mostly to connote energy, effectiveness, vir-
tuosity. Burckhardt described it as “a union of force and ability, some-
thing that can be summed up by force alone, if by force one means hu-
man, not mechanical force: will, and therefore force of ability.”' The
word derives from the Latin wirtus, and thus from vir, which means
“man.” Virti is thus manliness, those qualities found in a “real man.”
Furthermore, if virtii is Machiavelli’s favorite quality, effeminato (effemi-
nate) is one of his most frequent and scathing epithets. Nothing is more
contemprible or more dangerous for a man than to be like a woman or,
tor that marter, a baby or an animal—thar is, passive and dependent.
The themes are political and public, vet the imagery in which they are
expressed is often personal and sexual. Political, military, and sexual
achievement are somehow merged. Political power and military con-
quest are eroticized, and eros is treated as a matter of conquest and
domination. In Machiavelli’s plays, love is discussed in the military and
political terms of attack and defense, the rousing of troops, and the

1. John H. Whitheld, Machiavelli (New York: Russell and Russell, 1966), 94, who
cites Gentile, who, Whitheld says, was canng Burckhardr. ©
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mastery of states. The city is a woman and the citizens are her lovers.
Commentators often see ltaly, in the famous last chapter of The Prince,
as a woman “beaten, despoiled, lacerated, devastated, subject to every
sort of barbarous cruelty and arrogance,” who will welcome a rescuing
prince as “her redeemer,” but also as her lover, “with what gratitude,
with what tears!"? And of course fortune is explicitly called “a woman,”
favoring the young, bold, and manly, to be confronted with whatever
virts 4 man ¢an muster.

But what does being a man really mean, and how does one go about
it? Machiavelli's writings are deeply divided on these questions, pre-
senting conflicting images of manly autonomy. | shall begin by delineat-
ing two such images, one founded mainly in his own political experi-
ence, the other in his reading and fantasy about the ancient world: “the
fox™ and “the forefathers.”

At the outset of both of his most important political works, Machia-
velli ascribes his knowledge to two sources: “lengthy experience with
recent matters” and “continual reading of ancient ones.”* To begin with
the former and the vision of manliness to which it gives rise, whar can
be learned from experience depends of course on the nature of thar ex-
perience (just as whar can be learned from reading depends on the
works read). Machiavelli was a public servant, for fifteen years second
chancellor to the city of Flarence, and thus secretary and factotum to
those who governed the city, particularly with respect to foreign affairs.
This meant both that he did their paperwork, drafted decrees and docu-
ments, and kept records, and that he traveled as a diplomar—observing,
negotiating, making arrangements, and sending home dispatches and
reports. Machiavelli's own experience of political life was nor of elec-
tion campaigns, or of budgeting negotiations, legislative commirttee
work, or deliberation in the polis marketplace. He was a counselor and
servant to those in power at home, an observer and negotiator at the
courts of the powerful abroad.

Thus Machiavelli was always in but not of the world of power, an
msider and yet an underling. This was his professional world. He did
whar could and had to be done under the circumstances, and he did it
well, but the circumstances were difficult. He was a low-ranking diplo-
mat, never an ambassador. Full ambassadors at that time were men of
higher social standing and greater wealth than Machiavelli, men “of

2. Prince, ch. 26 (G 96): cf, G 93, Machiavelli does not, however, explicitly call Italy a
woman; use of the feminine pronoun in English is of course the translator’s choice,
3. Ibid., dedication (G 10); Discourses, dedication (G 188).
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sufficient birth to impress foreign governments, and enough wealth to
supplement their meagre allowances.”*

Often Machiavelli was second in command on his diplomatic mis-
sions, and even where his skill made the mission successful, the credit
went to others.” Diplomatic agents of such lesser rank were not wel-
comed or feted like ambassadors, but were “regarded as spies, tolerated
because they were accredited representatives of their government, but
cold-shouldered by the court and forced to pester and bribe their way to
information.”*

Machiavelli's diplomatic correspondence vividly reflects the diffi-
culties of this role. He continually pleads for the money he needs to do
his job right, for sufficient authority to make decisions, or simply for
someone of higher rank to replace him. In 1502, already an experienced
diplomat, he writes that he “would not be and am not sufficient™ to the
task he has been assigned,

on account of the need for 2 man with more discretion, more reputation than |
have, and who understands the world better. | have all the tme believed thar it
would be a good thing to send here an ambassador—which would have gained
as much from this Lord in all the things that needed to be dealt with as any
other means that could have been used.

And he adds—one imagines with great sadness—that on this point “ev-
erybody here thinks the same as | do.”” When it 1s not prestige he lacks,
it is funds; sometimes there is not even enough money for a courier to
carry his dispatches home to Florence.” “Courts always include different
kinds of busybodies, alert to find out what is going on,” and part of the
diplomat’s job is to cultivate the friendship of such men, if not by out-
right bribes, then “by pleasing them with banquets and entertain-
ments.”” This kind of diplomacy costs more than the Florentine govern-
ment seemed to realize. But Florence could not afford to give him more
money; Florence itself was of lirtle power and low rank among the cities
of Italy and the nations of Europe.” “The French respect only those

4. Jiohn] Rlighy] Hale, Machiavelli and Renaissance Italy. (New York: Collier Books,
1963}, 1819, See also Lauro Martines, Lawyers and Statecraft in Remaissance Florence
{Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1968), 314,

5. Giuseppe Prezzolini, Machiavelli (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1967), 149,

6. Hale, Machiqrelli, 19.

7. Dusparch from the court of Borgia, 14 December 1502 (G 139).

8. Niccold Machiavelli, The Historical, Political, and Diplomatic Writings of Niccold
Machiavelli, ed. Chrisnian E. Detmold (Boston: ]. R, Osgood, 1891), 3: 86, cited in
Charles Tarlvon, Fortune'’s Circle (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1970, 43,

9. Letter to Firolami, October 1522 (G 117),

10, Tarlton, Fortune’s Circle, 43, 40.
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who are willing to fight or to pay,” Machiavelli wrote to the Florentine
government in 1500, “and, since you have shown yourselves incapable
of either, they consider you ser, zero.”"

Himself lowly, Machiavelli represented a state low in the diplomatic
pecking order. Charles Tarlton sums up Machiavelli’s experience,

He worked in an environment peopled by powertul princes, the nobility, large
and wealthy merchant families, and high dergy. In that environment he lacked
starus and the power and reputanon thar accompany starus. . . . He was always
the hireling, the messenger . . . he was forced to stand by while others acred out
the drama of politics.”

Yet he was not free to be merely a bystander and observer. It was vital
to the interests of Florence and essential to his task that he should pro-
duce results in this world of power to which he did not really belong,
whose resources he lacked. He was “an onlooker somehow expected to
have an effect.” Perpetually “at his wit's end to make the most™ of what-
ever means were available to him, he had 1o accomplish with the re-
sources of his mind and character what others accomplished with “ar-
mies, and money, and prestige.”" His work depended, therefore, on his
personal ability to gain intimate, behind-the-scenes access to the grear,
to see and understand what they were really up to, and to manipulate,
cajole, dissemble, flatter, and trick them into doing what he could not
torce them to do.

Though his experience at home did not depend on manipulation and
deceit in the same way, it was equally a marter of service behind the
scenes, of access and knowledge far exceeding his power or prestige, Ini-
tially probably a protégé of Florence'’s first chancellor, Machiavelli be-
came the friend and confidant of the city's gonfaloniere, its chief execu-
nve eventually appointed tor lite, Picro Soderini. He was sufthciently
Soderini’s man so that enemies spoke of him as the gonfaloniere’s
“mannerino,” his lackey or puppet.” When the republic was over-
thrown and the Medici returned to power, Soderini fled from the city,
and Machiavelll was removed from office. Forcibly retired to his farm
outside Florence, he became a theonst. His exile from the world of his-
tory, action, and politics was torture to him. All that he had most val-
ued had collapsed, and he himself was left without any means of sup-

11. Quoted in Ralph Roeder, The Man of the Renaissance {Cleveland: World Publish-
ing, 1967), 157.

12. Tarltom, Fortune’s Circle, 39, 61,

13, Ibid., 39.

14. Roberto Ridolh, The Life of Niceolo Machiavelli (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1954), 99, They also suggested that he was illegtimare {Machiavelli, Opere 6:
207 -8).
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port or anything to do, without even access to information, “useless to
myself, to my relatives, and to my friends.”" Nor did this seem likely to
change again for the better: “I do not believe | can ever [again] do good
to myself or to others.” " Things could only get worse as the family for-
tune diminished.

1 shall be one day forced to leave home and hire out as a tutor or a secretary
. . . and leave my family here, which could reckon that | am dead, and would get
on much better without me, because [ am an expense to them."”

Personally as well as politically, practically as well as symbolically, Ma-
chiavelli had been unmanned. This was the context in which he began
to rebuild in theory whart had collapsed in practice.

Thus, the frustrations of political exile and idleness were in important
ways not new to Machiavelli, but merely intensifications of whart he had
experienced all along in his professional life. He had known the world
in terms of power, action, and history, yet he had perceived himself and
those with whom he was identihed as bereft of resources other than
those of the mind. In his career, as later in his exile, Machiavelli was
able to use the latter resources with consummate skill, Considering the
difficulties he faced, he had been an excellent and widely praised agemt
for Florence.” For fifteen years this had been his vocation, and it was
this complex of inside access and impotence, arrogance and humilia-
tion, that made up the world of his experience.

Within this world, one can discern an ideal thar becomes centrally
(though not, as will emerge, exclusively) formative of Machiavelli’s un-
derstanding of politics and autonomy. The ideal is of a manliness aim-
ing not toward the actual, overt rewards of power, but rather toward
indirect gratifications: the pleasures of identification with great men, the
secret pride of being smarter than they and able to manipulate them.

One way to make thart ideal of manliness accessible is through an ex-
amination of Machiavelli’s greatest play (and the only one that is en-
tirely original), Mandragola. It is a bawdy comedy, whose young hero,
Callimaco, has lost his heart to the beauriful Lucrena. Unfortunarely,
she is already married to a foolish and aged lawvyer, Nicia. But Cal-
limaco’s triend, Ligunio, invents a plot to help him win Lucretia. The
marriage is childless, and Nicia desperately wants a son and heir,

15. Lerter to Vernacci, 15 Febroary 1515=[1516] (G 964,

16. Letter to Vettori, 20 December 1514 (G 960,

17, Letter to Vettori, 10 June 1514 (G 945),

18, Ridolh, Life, 56, 59, 77, 97, 108, 230; Sydney Anglo, Machiavelli: A Dissection
[(New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1969], 31-32; Orestes Ferrara, The Private Corre-
spomdence of Nicolo Machiavelli (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1929), 103~ 16,
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Ligurio convinces him that his wife will conceive if she drinks a potion
of mandrake root, but that the first man to sleep with her after she
drinks it will surely die. 5o Nicia is tricked into letting Callimaco sleep
with Lucretia after she drinks the potion. The plot is successful, Lu-
cretia falls in love with Callimaco, and the lovers agree to continue their
illicit relationship, and to marry after old Nicia dies. It is a sordid story,
without a single really admirable character; vet in the end everyone is,
in a sense, better off. Nicia will have an heir, Callimaco and Lucretia
have each other. As Ligurio says, contemplating his plan unfolding, “I
believe that good 1s whar does good to the largest number, and with
which the largest number are pleased.” "

If one were to select one character in this play with whom Machia-
velli might best be identified, the choice seems clear enough. It is not,
despite the possible pun on his name, Nicia, nor, as one might conven-
tionally suppose, the hero Callimaco. Instead, it is Ligurio, the author
of the plot. Ligurio is an erstwhile “marriage broker™ who has fallen on
hard times and taken to “begging suppers and dinners™; he has become
“a parasite, the darling of Malice.”* Not only are both Ligurio and Ma-
chiavelli authors of the play’s plot, and both of them negotiators and
go-betweens, but the play’s prologue stresses the parallel by identifying
the playwright as a man now constrained to “play the servant to such as
can wear a better cloak than he,” writing comedies only because he
“has been cut off from showing other powers with other deeds.” Like
Ligurio, he is on intimate terms with malice, which was “his earliest
art”; he is an expert at “how to find fault” and “does not stand in awe
of anybody” in the Italian-speaking world.”

The suggestion that Mandragola in some ways parallels The Prince—
with Machiavelli as counselor in the latter resembling Ligurio in the
former—has been made repeatedly by Machiavelli scholars.® Like
Ligurio, Machiavelli seeks to manipulate the prince into seizing power
—for both the prince’s glory and the good of ltaly. If he were 1o suc-
ceed, the prince would get the actual power just as Callimaco gets the
girl: poor despoiled Lady ltaly as she appears in the last chaprer of The
Prince, eager to receive him so that on her he may father a new state and
perpetuate his name. Machiavelli himself is pimp to the union, rearrang-

19. Niccold Machiavelli, Mandragola, act 3, sc. 4 (G 798).

20. Ibid., act 1, sc. 1 (G 781}

21. Ind., prologue (G 778).

21, For instance, Gilbert, G 775; Theodore A. Sumberg, *La Mandragola: An In-
terpretation,” Jouwrmal of Politics 23 (1961): 338; Mera |. Flaumenhaft, “The Comic
Remedy: Machiavelli’s ‘Mandragola,'” Interpretation 7 (1978): 39,
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ing present disorder and conflicting desires in a way that leaves all con-
cerned better off; the real credit should be his.

The point, however, is not establishing the parallel between Ligurio
and his creator, so much as exploring its meaning and what it can teach
about their shared role or character. One might, for instance, pose this
naive question: why would someone creating a fantasy imagine himself
in a subordinate role rather than that of the hero who gets the girl? At
the close of her night with the hero, Lucretia tells him that she loves
him, having been tricked into doing what she would never otherwise
have consented to do—tricked by “your cleverness, my husband’s stu-
pidity, my mother’s folly, and my confessor’s rascality.”* But it was not
Callimaco’s cleverness that won him access to his lady; actually he isn’t
very bright. Ligurio is the clever one who deserves the credit, and thus
the lady's love. Why, then, does he not take her for himself? Why is he
content to serve Callimaco?

Or, to put the question in a different way, instead of calling Callimaco
the hero, should one not say the play is thoroughly problemartic with
respect to heroism? Callimaco gets the material reward, and gets the
credit in the heroine’s eyes, but Ligurio deserves the credit and receives
it in the eyes of the audience. Yet Machiavelli also mocks and abuses
Ligurio in the play, calling him a parasite and a glutton. It would not be
difficult to read Mandragola as an Oedipal tale, like a hundred other
bedroom farces in which a foolish old husband is cuckolded. The old
man is bested by the young man, his wife becomes the young man’s
lover. In this vein, one might even suggest that the real point of the young
man’s victory is symbolic rather than physical—the conquest not of Lu-
cretia but of her hushand. Such a reading finds support in the fact that
the old man is, like the playwright’s own father, a lawyer. But is it not
remarkable that in Machiavelli’s Oedipal tale it takes two young men to
do the job? It is as if the hero of this play were split into a matched pair,
two halves of a hero, each incomplete without the other: the clever but
somehow sexless adviser, agent of the victory, and the physically virile
but rather dull advisce. Indeed, Ligurio tells Callimaco that they are
(figuratively) of one blood, twins.* Is such splitting the price paid for an
Oedipal victory in Machiavelli’s world?

Perhaps such speculations seem irrelevant and excessively psychologi-
cal. The more precise question of why Ligurio might be content to serve
Callimaco instead of furthering his own cause is addressed explicitly

23. Mandragola, act 5, sc. 4 |G 819).
24, *Your blood is in accord with mine™ [Machiavelli, Opere 8: 67).
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within the play. Callimaco’s trustworthy servant, wise in the ways of
underlings, warns his master about the danger of trusting a shifty,
greedy character like Ligurio:

Warch out that he doesn’t trick you; these glurtons usvally aren’t very reliable.

So Callimaco clumsily confronts Ligurio with the question, simulta-
neously threatening Ligurio and trying to reassure himself:

[ know thar such as you live by cheating men. Yet | believe | can'’t be counted
among your dupes, for if you did cheat me and | found it out, I'd trv to get
revenge for it, and at once you'd lose the use of my house and the hope of get-
ting what I've promised you in the furre.”

Again, one can draw parallels to The Prince, where Machiavelli advises
princes to keep their counselors loval by rewarding their greed—giving
them their “share of honors and offices” and sufficient wealth to make
them “wish no more niches.”* But if greed for wealth or public honor
were the motive, it is not clear why a really clever and ambitious coun-
selor should accept any limit on either. Ligurio, however, is quick to re-
assure Callimaco:

Don't be afraid that I'm not reliable, because even if there weren't as much
profit in the business as [ think and hope, you and | have a natural affinity, and 1
want you to carry out your wish almost as much as you want to yourself.”

Ligurio does not seem to be speaking of friendship here, so much as of
the kind of identification that a servant or adviser may feel with his
master, in which his own prestige is enhanced by his master’s and his
master’s success perceived as his own. Whar Ligurio does not mention is
the pleasures of spinning a plot and manipulating and deploying people
in accord with it—the gratification of outsmarting all the others,

Despite the disparaging things said in Mandragola abour Ligurio, he
represents a character type, a partern of skill and achievement thar is
tamiliar and much admired in Machiavelli’s world. It is a partern char-
acteristic of Machiavelli himself in important ways, though never ex-
hausting his aims and ideals as a man. To make this suggestion more
plausible, we might tentatively revive the old cliché of national charac-
ter, as it is treated, for instance, in John Clarke Adams and Paulo Bar-
ile’s The Government of Republican Italy.” Opening, as many such

25. Mandragola, act 1, sc. 1 (G 781).

26. Primce, ch. 22 {G B5-86).

27. Mandragola, act 1, sc. 1{G 781). On translation of this passage see Flaumenhaft,
“Comic Remedy,” 39; Machiavelli, Opere 8: 67.
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texts do, with sections on the Italian land and people, it then lists as one
of the “main characteristics of the Mediterranean culture . . . an inordi-
nate desire to be a ‘furbo’ coupled with an obsessive fear of being
‘fesso.’”™ ™ Furbo is described as “an untranslatable word,” characteriz-
ing Renard the Fox in medieval French stories and Jeha in Arab tales,
and meaning something like “skill in employing ruses that are usually,
but not necessarily, dishonest.” In such a culture, everybody wants to be
outstandingly furbo, and a man may be scrupulously moral in his rela-
tions with family and friends, yet take pride in his ability to cheat some-
one outside his intimate circle or, better still, to defraud an organization
or public agency.

In Cristo se é fermato a Eboli Carlo Levi tells of a highly respected man in a
hamlet in southern Italy whose prestige came from the fact that he was living off
a pension acquired dishonestly from the United States government. The basis of
his prestige was not his relative wealth but that he was furbo enough to cheat so
powerful an insticution as the United Stares government.

Even small trickery can be a source of pride if it is done with particular
skill or against a worthy opponent. “A furbo often gets more satisfac-
tion out of taking an unfair advantage in a single business deal than
from making an honest profit in a series of deals with the same man.”*

The counterpart of the desire to be furbo is the fear—perfectly rea-
sonable in a society where each is trying to outfox the others—of being
a fesso: the person whom the furbo cheats, someone whose lack of
character or ability condemns him to be a victim. The fear of being
fesso, the textbook adds, “leads to an inordinate amount of mutual sus-
picion and naturally makes amicable or honest relations . . . excep-
tional” outside of the immediate family.” If such a sociopsychological
pattern is indeed characteristic in the Mediterranean area, one would
like to know more aboutr when it arose. It is surely not the image we
hold of Roman culture, nor of medieval Christianity. Was it nevertheless
already there, or did it orginate in late medieval and Renaissance times?

Certainly something like the pattern of furbi and fessi seems an impor-
tant element of Machiavell'’s world.

ing to the nature of the training from which the people acquire their manner of life. Furure
things are also easily known from past ones if a nation has for a long oime kept the same
habits, being either continuously avaricious or continuously unreliable, or having some
other similar vice or virtue.” { Discourses 3: 43 |G 521)).

29. Adams and Barile, Government, 14,

30, Tad., 15.

31. Ibid.
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* & *

Call him the fox, then, after Renard—this furbo who runs the show
from behind the scenes through his cleverness; who never himself wins
the girl or the glory burt takes his pleasure in the secret knowledge of his
own surpassing foxiness; and whose pride and skill lie in the ability to
deceive without being deceived. Cynic and doubter, nobody's fool, in-
side dopester, master of maneuver, the fox struggles to survive and even
to do good in a world where no one can be trusted. The metaphor of the
fox is not central in Machiavelli's writing, though it does appear oc-
casionally. There is a fox among the animals in “The [Golden] Ass,”
“malicious and annoying” bur sufficiently wily so that he has not yet
encountered “a net that could catch him.”* In other works, the fox ap-
pears paired with his metaphorical counterpart, the lion. Writing to a
friend, Machiavelli cites the parable of the fox who sees a lion for the
first time and is “ready to die for fear” but gradually overcomes his ini-
tial awe at the beast’s overwhelming appearance: “Encountering him a
second time he stopped behind a bush to look at him; the third time he
spoke to him.” " And in The Prince, the fox appears in the famous pas-
sage asserting that a successful prince must know how to fight corrupt
men with the weapons of corruption, to fight animals like an animal
when necessary. Since a prince must sometimes

play the animal well, he chooses among the beasts the fox and the lion, because
the lion does not protect himself from traps; the fox does not protect himself
from the wolves. The prince must be a fox, therefore, to recognize the traps and
a lion to frighten the wolves. ™

Despite this unequivocal recommendation, much of the rest of the book
suggests that Machiavell intends not for the prince to be a fox himself
but for him to employ a foxy counselor (Machiavelli himself is avail-
able). The fox is the clever one without overt power or glory. He re-
mains INCONsSpicuous.

But images of foxes are not frequent in Machiavelli's writing; let the
fox serve simply as our metaphor for the partern of conduct and charac-
ter described in this chapter, a pattern esteemed and admired in Ma-
chiavelli’s time and place, and central to his professional activity, That
Machiavelli valued his own foxiness, though no doubt ambivalently, is
evident in all of his works. Above all, he does not want to be, or to be
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thought of as, gullible. He is an unmasker and demystifier, one who
knows the ways of the world and 1s not taken in by the surfaces that
fool others. He is an inverter of conventions and assumptions, a realist
often to the point of cynicism. Never will he be like that “generality of
men”™ who “feed themselves as much on whart seems to be as on whar is”
and are often moved “more by the things that seem than by the things
that are,”*

Against this widespread gullibility, Machiavelli relies on those weap-
ons of the intellect that had sustained him in his career. As an insider, he
had come to know the reality of power from up close; he had made his
way “up and down so many stairs in this world™ as to know the true
“nature of every mortal,” even those called great.” Everyone can see
from a distance, but he was one of the few who got close enough to
touch with his hands.”” Most people see from a single point of view and
have no perspective on themselves, no awareness of perspective. Ma-
chiavelli cultivated against gullibility “the eyes of Argus™: he would see
not merely through his own eyes but through the “truly many eyes that
from Christian princes everywhere 1 have extracted.”” That is, he
brought to his wide experience among the great an insatiable curiosity
and a passion for observation as a way of appropriating their power.
Yet it was a matter not merely of external observation but of identifica-
tion, the capacity to put himself in the place of another and regard the
world from thart location. He must become the other yet remain himself.

Such plural vision helps a diplomat to foresee what political leaders
are likely to do, but it also helps a theorist to understand the nature of
politics, and his own task. Politics presupposes human plurality: our
conflicting perspectives must constantly be reconciled sufficiently to
sustain the common life.” Politics provides a major avenue for such rec-
onciliation; where it systematically fails, political theory may be re-
quired. Politics fails systematically when people become “corrupt,” by
which Machiavelli means shortsightedly vengeful in a way that is ulti-
mately destructive of both public life and the self. Unless one had “the
eves of Argus,” one is bound in such a “grudging and evil” age to “see
bad more quickly than good,” and therefore to act in ways that pro-
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mote bad and defeat good.* The theorist, understanding the plurality of
human perception and the complex relationship between appearance
and reality in political life, may be able to provide perspective, a syn-
thetic overview of the whole. One sees the plains best from the moun-
taintop, but can take in the mountain as a whole only from the plains.®
The theorist understands that subjects see differently from princes, that
the view from “the palace” needs to be supplemented by the view from
“the piazza,” and perhaps by even more distant views, such as those of
antiquiry.**

Perhaps most important of all, Machiavelli prided himself on a spe-
cial sort of courage, by which he resisted the temptation to denv or gloss
over disagreeable realities and escape to more attractive imaginary
worlds. The weak man turns away from harsh reality and is therefore
vulnerable to shocks and disappointments; the strong man protects
himself against such blows by “taking the world as it really 1s.”** Thus,
“many who have written about politics have fancied for themselves re-
publics and principalities that have never been seen or known to exist in
reality.” But Machiavelli would strive always “andare drietto alla verita
effettuale della cosa,” to go straight to the effective reality of the mart-
ter.* This is the least a city can expect of its diplomatic agents; it is not
helped by false optimism or the veiling of facts. Machiavelli would
bring to his political theorizing the same capacity he had developed in
office: to look fearlessly at the way things really are, and to report what
he saw without evasion.

When young, one is told and believes in all kinds of fairy tales. Grow-
ing up means finding out how things really work and giving up childish
illusions. The truth may be less attractive than fairy tales, but under-
standing truth is prerequisite to acting effectively in the world. Hlusions
make one vulnerable, infantile, fesso. This had been the fate of Soderini,
who had trusted in legal forms and the good intentions of those who
were his enemies, thereby bringing down the Florentune Republic, him-
self, and Machiavelli as well. Machiavelli’s epigram on Soderini con-
demns him by the criteria of the fox:

Thar night when Piero Soderini died, his spirit went to the mouth of Hell.

Pluro roared: “Why vo Hell? Silly spirit, go up o Limbo with all the rest of the
babies.”
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To be naive in politics is to consign yourself and all who depend on you
to destruction. Conversely, to know and teach la verita effettuale, to un-
mask hypocrisy and undo naiveté, is beneficial. Comedies, for instance,
can benefit rather than merely amuse their audience by exposing the
corrupt ways of the world, “It is certainly helpful for anyone, and espe-
cially for young men,” to be shown the true workings of “avarice,”
“gluttony,” “ambition,” “flatteries,” *“tricks,” and “all men’s unre-
liability [la poca fede di tutti li womini],”* In his Florentine Histories,
Machiavelli says that, rather than telling elevating tales of bravery and
patriotism, he will describe

1 il

the things that happen in this corrupt world . . . with what deceptions, with
what tricks and schemes, the princes, the soldiers, the heads of the republics, in
order to keep that reputation which they did not deserve, carried on their
affairs.

Whereas editying tales of bravery and patriotism may inspire imitation,
the truthful depiction of things that happen in this corrupt world “will
kindle [free] spirits to avoid and get rid of present abuses.”"

But a diplomaric agent must do more than see the real truth behind
appearances and report it; he must also be a master of the weapons of
the powerless, the most important of which is fraude, deceprion or
fraud. The fox not only sees through the deceptions of others, he is him-
selt a consummate deceiver, and these rwo abilities together are the
measure of his manly achievement.

Among the many things which prove what a man is, not the least important is
to note how easily he believes what he is told or how cautious he is in feigning
what he wishes others to believe: so that whenever a man believes what he
should not or feigns badly what he would have others believe, he may be said to
be shallow and devoid of all prudence.*

The capacity for “fraud and cleverness™ is the only reliable weapon by
which one can “free himself from . . . all the troubles and evils to which
men are subject.”* And it is of particular importance for a man “placed
in humble fortune,” for fraud is more powerful than force in helping
those of low estate to rise “to great authority.” Machiavelli does not be-
lieve “that force alone will ever be enough, but fraud alone certainly will
[sometimes| be enough.” ™ Even mighty and admirable Rome had hum-
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ble beginnings, and forced to use “all methods needed for attaining to
greatness . . . did not fail to use this one too.” ™

Other concepts closely related to fraude show up frequently in Ma-
chiavelli’s thought. There is ingegno, which means “exceptional wit or
inventiveness, cunning, ingenuity.” It i1s related to our word engineer,
suggesting technical ability. Others include prudenza, “prudence or
practical reason,” and inganno, “skill at plotting and deceiving.” ** One
of Machiavelli’s plays includes a hymn to fmganno, that high and rare
remedy that “takes one out of distress and makes sweet every bitter
thing.”* Brute force may well succeed, and indeed the innovator who
neglects to secure its protection (the “unarmed prophet™) is sure to fail;
yet for the fox, wit is finally the more powerful weapon. “The one who
knows best how to play the fox comes out best, but he must understand
well how to disguise the animal’s nature and must be a great simulator
and dissimulator,”*

An important aspect of foxy cunning, therefore, is the capacity to
hide one’s intentions, to disparage oneself and flatter others, to “play
the fool™ or even “pretend idiocy.” If a man s powerful enough to act
openly against his enemies, that course is “less dangerous and more
honorable.”** But if he lacks the resources for open warfare, he must
pretend friendship with the powerful, “praising, speaking, seeing, and
doing things contrary to [his] purposes” to please them, adapting him-
self to their pleasures and preferences.™

Here the ambiguities of the ideal of the fox begin to emerge. The fox
prides himself on his ability to see the unsavory truth and on the cour-
age to tell it. But he also prides himself on his ability to dissemble. Is
there a conflict here? Perhaps not if he is employed as a diplomat for a
government of his choice and in a aty he loves, for then the world 15
divided between friends and (potential) enemies. The diplomat must
convey la verita effettuale to his superiors and deceive enemies abroad.
In modern terms, one might say that diplomacy can provide a relatively
stable level of gratification for a fox’s conflicting psychological needs,
which makes possible a “partially sublimated discharge™ of drives and
impulses and allows a “corresponding reduction in the warding-off ac-
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tivities of the ego.”™ That is, when employed as a diplomat for a gov-
ernment he supports, a fox can both unmask and dissemble, know
when to do each, and achieve both personal satisfaction and external
rewards. And so it may have been for Machiavelli: through his diligence
and skill, he supported his dependents and served both the Florentine
Republic and his friend and leader.

Yet even then there were ambiguities, for the Florentine Republic was
beset with faction and intrigue. Even at home there were always friends
and enemies, whether the issue was personal, such as an increase in
salary, or public, such as a change in Florentine policy. Always Machia-
velli had ro think not merely about the facts, but also about how to con-
vey them most etficaciously in order to produce the best policy. Further-
more, he always had to speak in an appropriately indirect and humble
tone. “To put your judgment in your own mouth™ when writing diplo-
matic dispatches home can often “be offensive™ to your government,
Machiavelli explains in a letter to a new ambassador. It is best to use
phrases like “prudent men here judge that. . .."* Machiavelli’s own
dispatches often employ expressions such as “I beg that Your Lordships
will not impute this to me for advice or for presumption, but. . . "
When the diplomat’s own polity suffers factional conflict, so that the
government and city he serves are not a single focus of loyalty but are
divided into friends and enemies, and potential friends and enemies, the
problem is worse still. Machiavelli's friends in the chancellery repeat-
edly had to warn him in letters about the machinations against him of
his enemies at home, or about someone taking offense at his dispatches.®

Ultimately, having perfected the capacity to conceal the self and see
through enemy eves, the fox may be in danger of identifying too fully
with an enemy and altogether losing track of his loyalties—and indeed,
his real self. This danger might be particularly great if he faces an oppo-
nent who is outstanding precisely in the skills of foxiness, tempting him
to admiration and identification beyond the proper limits. Something of
this sort may well have befallen Machiavelli at the court of Cesare
Borgia, that “very skillful dissembler” and enemy of Florence whom he
so admired.® Ralph Roeder calls Machiavellt’s mission to Borgia “mor-
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ally the most dangerous . . . of his life.”* Friends in the chancellery at
home had o warn Machiavelli repearedly to moderare his glowing dis-
patches about Borgia, lest his own loyalty become suspect.™

There exists a copy of a letter of Borgia’s to his vassals, copied out in
Machiavelli’s own handwriting and signed with a painstaking imitation
of Borgia's signature. Interpretations of the meaning of this remarkable
document vary, but one serious possibility is that suggested by Renzo
Sereno: that Machiavelli wrote the letter out because he enjoyed imag-
ining himself as Borgia, a powerful and cruel conqueror rather than a
humble civil servant.”

The point is not that Machiavelli might have betrayed, or even been
tempted to betray Florence in his diplomatic career; he was loyal and
devoted in his service. Nor do I mean to speculate about what he might
have felt or fantasied, since in the end we cannot know. The real point is
that the character of the fox is intrinsically liable to a conflict, an am-
bivalent tension, between the desires to reveal ruthlessly and to conceal
artfully—an ambiguity over the limits of the self and its loyalties.

Once Machiavelli was our of office, his situation must have been even
more difficult, both psychologically and in external circumstances. It
was now even less clear who was friend and who was enemy; the oppor-
tunities for affirming the self by effective action had disappeared; and
the psychological conflicts to be handled must have been greatly height-
ened as frustrations mounted and gratthcanons dwindled. Who now
were the friends to be told the truth, who the enemies to be deceived?
Surely the Medici who bad overthrown the republic and arrested and
tortured him were enemies; yet, now in power, they controlled his ac-
cess to the resources he needed—not just for himself and his family, but
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for whatever good he might hope to accomplish. Soderini, on the other
hand, was not just absent and powerless, but also responsible for the
present debacle: thus a false friend. Or was he? Perhaps it was Ma-
chiavelli’s beloved Florence and the republic that were at faule? Or even
he himself, who had been adviser to them? Perhaps he had given the
wrong advice, or had given the right advice but not in the most persua-
sive way, Whom could he trust now, and to whom should he tell the
truth, when almost anyone might turn out to be an enemy or, alter-
natively, to be a source of help and employment? And precisely in this
situation of ambivalence and frustration, Machiavelli is deprived of the
opportunity to do anything effective to help himself or his dependents
and former allies. He is desperate for work, not merely as a source of
income but as a source of self-respect, in order to distinguish himself
from the country bumpkins among whom he must now live—“these
lice” with whom he “sink[s] into vulgarity for the whole dav.”* He has
become “useless” to evervone, unable to “do good either to myself or to
others.”* If only, he writes to a friend, he could once more be “em-
ployed at something,” if not in behalf of Florence, then in some other
cause. In idleness he feels worthless and increasingly uncertain of his
own self. He complains of being “sometimes [for] a month rogether for-
getful of my true self.”" And later he mocks himself:

Quite a while ago | trained myselt in such a way that . . . for a long time | have
not said what 1 believed, nor do 1 ever believe what | sav, and if indeed some-

tumes | do happen to tell the truth, | hide it among so many lies that it 1s hard
to find.**

One might almost paraphrase: | hide among so many lies that | am hard
to find. I am the consummate furbo, adapting to power for my own hid-
den purposes and those of my side. Yet who is on my side, and who
am I?

One thinks of Pico della Mirandola: “Who would not admire this
chameleon?” But now the costs of the human capacity for self-fashioning
are more in evidence. The mistrustful self, it seems, stands in danger of
losing its self altogether. Uncertain of its own identity, it profoundly
needs external confirmation from its friends, vet it can never securely
define anyone as friend. And it is powerfully tempted to identify pre-
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cisely with its most impressive enemies. “The best remedy that can be
used against a design of the enemy is to do willingly what he intends you
shall do by force.”*" The remark is lifted out of a rather specialized con-
text, yet Machiavelli there calls it a “general rule”; and it could easily
stand as emblem for the danger to the self in foxy cynicism. Though a
strategy to achieve manly autonomy, foxiness ends up threatening a loss
of self and implying contempt for self. In the name of self-reliance, the
fox becomes impotent.

The fox is an underling, and it is characteristic of underlings both to
despise and to glorify their masters. They are likely to resent their sub-
ordination to “such as can wear a better cloak,” and to entertain fan-
tasies of revenge or of displacing the master; but they may also derive
gratification from their association with “so great a master,” or at least
from fantasies of serving some imaginary great master. To be an under-
ling means to endure continual frustration and deprivation, and thus to
have continual reason for envy and resentment. The resentment born of
trustrated ambition 1s what makes Ligurio “the darling of Malice,” and
no doubt it 15 also what makes “the author” of Mandragola so skilled at
“finding fault,” his “earliest art.”™ But underlings cannot afford too
much of such angry feelings, or at least they must learn to contain and
disguise them through self-control, and through the safe and indirect
devices of humor and wit, paradox and ambiguity.

The device of humor and “playing the fool™ can be particularly useful
here, as a safe and even rewarding outlet for malice. For the foaol, as
everyone knows, is exempt from the usual rules of decorum and cour-
tesy; he 1s not a serious competitor and therefore can say what is forbid-
den to others: the fool may msult the king and be praised for his wir to
boot. Indeed, the court fool's special license is traditionally symbaolized
by the jester’s cap, whose jagged points figure an inverted crown. Ma-
chiavelli himself was noted among his friends as a jokester and racon-
teur, and his writings frequently display a mordant, satirical wit. Com-
mentators often have difficulty deciding when Machiavelli is being
serious and when satirical. He himself comments in a letter to a friend
by quoting Petrarch: “If sometimes | laugh or sing, I do it because I have
just this one way for expressing my anxious sorrow.”™

Playing the fool, moreover, can lead to bener things; it can be a pru-
dent form of self-concealment while one awaits the right time for re-
venge or even for an open seizure of power, Thus the jester can not only
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express his anger indirectly in the present, but can also comfort himself
with fantasies of later, more direct expressions. Lucius Junius Brutus,
who overthrew the Roman kings and established the Roman Republic,
was in a position to seize power, Machiavelli says, because earlier he
had known how to pretend foolishness. In a rare, direct challenge to
Livy, Machiavelli denies that Brutus did this merely to protect himself
and his property; from the first, he only played the fool in order “to
have more chance for overcoming the king and freeing his country.”
Those who are “discontented with a prince can learn something” from
Brutus's “example.” ™ But underlings are often likely to be discontented
with their princes or masters, and the foxy jester’s role adopted as an
expedient can become a way of life. The deceit once reserved for poten-
tial enemies can spread, the perimeter of friends contract, until the very
self thar was hoping to act becomes diffused in its roles and pretenses.
The underling may become habituated to the safety and security of his
status, captive to his own skills, and permanently resentful.

Themes and fantasies of inversion, of reversing convention or estab-
lished authority, are pervasive in Machiavelli's work, both in its sub-
stantive content and in its style. Again and again he takes up an estab-
lished form, a conventional assumption, a familiar doctrine, only to
reverse it. The Prince inverts the moralistic outlook of the medieval
“mirror of princes” literature it culminates, teaching the opposite of
conventional moral precepts: that apparent kindness can turn out to be
cruel, that apparent stinginess in a prince amounts to liberality, that the
conventional keeping of faith can be a betrayal of public trust.”™ The
passage about the lion and the fox already cited appears to be a similar
reversal of a passage in Cicero.™ More generally, Machiavelli often
makes use of Christian themes for his own secular or anti-Christian
purposes, speaking of “redemption,” “rebirth,” *sin,” all in transmuted
form. Late in his life Machiavelli wrote to a friend that while “on the

privy seat” he had imagined a suitable preacher for Florence. Most peo-
ple, he wrote,

would like a preacher who would show them the road to Paradise, and | should
like to find one who would teach them the way o go to the house of the Dewvil

. . . because | believe that the true way of going ro Paradise would be to learn
the road to Hell in order 1o avoid it.™
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The inversion of conventional hierarchies or established rule is also a
familiar theme in many of Machiavelli’s literary works. In Belfagor one
finds a kingdom of devils, in “The [Golden] Ass™ a kingdom of women
ruled by a woman, and in Mandragola Ligurio calls Lucretia “fit to rule
a kingdom.”™ The rules Machiavelli draws up for a hypothetical “plea-
sure company” are direct reversals of convenrtional fashion and man-
ners: no member may tell the truth or speak well of another; the mi-
nority is to win i any vote; whoever reveals a secret must do so again
within two days or incur “the penalty of always having to do everything
backwards™; and none

is ever to show by external signs the thoughts in his mind; rather the contrary
shall be done, and he who best knows how to pretend or to tell lies merits most
commendation,”

Even more significant, though less obvious, 1s the role of imitation and
inversion in Machiavelli’s literary style; he often prefers adapting or re-
versing an inherited form to following it or creating a new one. Besides
The Prince, there is his play Clizia, essentially a translation of a play by
Plautus, though its prologue explicitly reverses the announced theme of
the ancient play.™ The Art of War derives its form from Ciceronian dia-
logue, its content from ancient writers on warfare like Vegetius, yet with
a new twist.™ “The [Golden] Ass™ owes its form to Apuleius and Plu-
tarch, and many of its lines play off of Dante. Mandragola is probably
an inversion of an incident central to Livy's history of Rome, And of

T sk

course the Discourses on Livy themselves take the form of a commen-
tary on an ancient authority, though Machiavelli often uses Livy to
prove his own, somewhat different doctrines. It is a thoroughly foxy
way of both disguising and presenting the self, promoting its goals from
behind another ostensible authority; simultaneously serving and as-
saulting authority, identifying with the master’s power and prestige
while scheming ro manipulate and use him for one’s own purposes. The
tox may wish to overthrow authority, but 1t may never come to that, tor
he adapts for survival in his situation. Whether or not Machiavelli
sometimes imagined himself as Cesare Borgia or Brutus, in his life and
in his writing he remained an underling, a go-between who transmitted
the ideas and adopted the forms of others for his own purposes—an
intellectual Ligurio, as it were.
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And yet Machiavelli the playwright speaks of Ligurio with contempt.
But of course he often speaks of himself with contempt as well, and of
those associated with him, those concerning whom he might want to
say “we": we Florentines, we Italians, we modern men. “The present
age in every way is degenerate,” he says, over and over; the ltalians have
become the “scorn of the world.”*" Machiavelli surveys Europe in 1513
and concludes:

We have a Pope who 1s wise, and therefore serious and cautious; an Emperor
unstable and fickle; a King of France inclined to anger and timid; a King of
Spain stingy and avaricious; a King of England rich, hery, eager for glory; the
Swiss brural, victorious and arrogant; we in Iraly poor, ambirious, cowardly.”

I and my kind—we are poor, ambitious, cowardly. Perhaps it is only an
objective assessment in a hist that is, after all, flattering to hardly any
European nation, But perhaps it is also a scornful self-assessment by a
fox in a world of foxes; as Hale has suggested, Machiavelli’s letters indi-
cate “some core of reserve, some disappointment or self-disgust.” ™

L L <>

It a person, an action, or a pattern of character seems contemptible,
that implies the existence of some standard against which it has been
measured and found wanting. By what standard might Machiavelli have
judged his best skill, his pride and delight, as also a source of shame, a
sign of degeneracy or a lack of manhood? That standard is found in
Machiavelli’s second great source of knowledge, his reading, and par-
ticularly his reading in ancient works, What his reading of the ancients
meant to Machiavelli is powerfully expressed in thar letter to a friend
already cited, in which he recounts his life on the farm and describes
retiring in the evening to his study:

At the door | take off the day's clothing, covered with mud and dust, and put on
garments regal and courtly; and reclothed appropriately, 1 enter the ancient
courts of ancient men, where, received by them with affection, 1 feed on the
food which only is mine and which I was born for, where | am not ashamed to
speak with them and to ask them for the reason for their actions; and they in
their kindness answer me; and for four hours ar a time 1 do not feel boredom, |
torget every trouble, | do not dread poverty, | am not frightened by death; en-
tirely I give myself over to them.™

What makes Machiavelli worthy to speak with them, of course, is his
intelligence and experience, his furbo insight into the realities of poliri-
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cal affairs. But what almost makes him unworthy, what suggests that
perhaps he should be “ashamed to speak to them” and makes of their
willingness to answer a “kindness,” is not simply that they once held
power. Machiavelli would not and did not speak this way about the
powerholders of his own time. Whar suggests the possibility of shame
and requires kindness is precisely his corruption, an essential element in
the very skill that also makes him worthy. He does not merely know the
ways of the fox; he is one. Confronting the ancient leaders, he feels like
a mere mortal among gods, a clever little fox among real men,

On the basis of what has been said earlier, it may seem thar the rival
to the fox must be the lion (brawn to brain, Callimaco to Ligurio,
prince to counselor, frightening force to inconspicuous cleverness). But
though the lion in some ways presents a competing image of character,
the lion is not a standard of manhood Machiavelli ever takes seriously,
either for himself or for those he admires. Indeed, if one reads the pas-
sage about these two beasts in The Prince attentively, one sees that they
are both juxtaposed to something wholly different in kind. The context
of the passage is established by the declaration that “there are two ways
of fighting,” one appropriate to “animals” and the other “suited to
man.”™ At first Machiavelli calls the former fighting “with force,” but
then he immediately differentiates it to include both the force of the lion
and the cunning of the fox. But both together contrast with another,
less forceful way of Aighting thar is suited to man: Aghting “according ro
laws.” Though Machiavelli says that success in corrupt times depends
on knowing how to “play the parts” of fox and lion, he nevertheless
imphes that hghting by laws 1s a superior achievement, suited to our
true nature.* Thus the real rival to both the lion and the fox is a dif-
ferent sort of world, a world that is not corrupt.

Returning to Mandragola, one can now see that Machiavelli has there
created a circumscribed world—a world of foxes and their prey, of
furbi and fessi, a world devoid of virti. For that reason, it is a mistake
simply to identify Mandragola with The Prince and both with the
whole of Machiavelli’s reachings, as some commentators do. In the play,
it is true that

the “other person™ is constituted in a simple and straighforward way . . . as the
means or object of one's desires. . . . The satisfaction of wishes and desires re-
quires power over external objects and other people.
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Social relations in the play are “in essence . . . exploitative.”* But a
world devoid of virti cannot be the political world of Machiavelli’s the-
orizing. He may well have been a fox, but he was not merely a fox. In-
deed, the play’s prologue says explicitly that the present age is “degener-
ate” by comparison with “ancient worth [virts].”* And it is surely not
pure coincidence that the play’s heroine, Lucretia, bears the same name
as an ancient lady central to the establishment of the Roman Republic,
as described by Livy.

The ancient Lucretia, a virtuous wife, kills herself after being raped
by one of the sons of the Roman king.* Brutus, who had been playing
the fool, waiting for his opportunity, uses the occasion to arouse popu-
lar indignation against the monarchy, overthrow it, and establish a re-
public. In both Livy's account and Machiavelli's Mandragola, a vir-
tuous wife is sexually conquered. In both, the man who takes her has
first heard of her while abroad, in a conversation in which men have
boasted competitively about the merits of their women, In both tales,
old and formally legitimate authorities that are substantively inade-
quate are displaced by new, younger, and better ones, Yet nothing could
be more different than the two sexual conguests, the two overthrowings
of authority, the “virtues” of the ancient and modern world. In Man-
dragola, the violated wife does not kill herself but happily adapts to an
adulterous life; is it for thart sensible flexibility that Machiavelli (through
Ligurio) calls her “wise” and “ht to rule a kingdom™? A fox would
surely mock at a conception of virtue that brings a woman to suicide
simply because she has been raped under the threar of death and be-
cause her husband’s efforts to absolve her of blame have failed. Yet
the ancient rape of Lucretia led to the transformation of a social world,
the birth of a republic of true virtit.™ The modern comic version leads
only to the birth of a child, in a world that remains as corrupt as before.
Though the cuckolded husband tells Lucretia after her adulterous night
that “it’s exactly as though you were born a second time,” one knows
that no regeneration—either Christian or classical—has taken place.™
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Mandragola 1s not a recapitulation of the tale of Lucretia and Brutus in
ancient Rome, bur a satire on or an inversion of it.

Once again it is ancient Rome that supplies the standard by which
modern times and modern people are measured and found wanting.
Rome was the culture that invented the concept of virtus and best exem-
plified its pursuir. It was the very model of masculinity and autonomy.
As a state, Rome kept itselt strong, independent, and healthy; it grew
and prospered among states and won its barttles. And the Roman citi-
zenry exemplified virti as well, being courageous and public-spirited,
and serving in a citizen miliria that was sufficiently disciplined and effec-
tive to protect their collective autonomy. Here was an uncorrupted com-
munity of real men, competent to take care of themselves withour being
dependent on anyone else, sharing in a fraternal, participatory civic life
that made them self-governing. Nor was their public-spiritedness a spine-
less, deferential uniformity; in their domestic politics, as in their rela-
tions abroad, they were strong and manly: fighters. Political conflict—
that “hghrting by laws™ of which only true men are capable—was what
made and kept Rome free, healthy, and honorable.

In this respect, Rome stands in marked contrast to modern Florence,
where all is weakness and cowardice, privatization and corruption.
There is plenty of domestic political conflict, but it is factional, divisive,
destructive of power and manliness; it is fighting in the manner of
beasts. A world of foxes and their victims is incapable of true manliness
or virtuous citizenship, for its members cannot trust each other and
cannot genuinely subscribe to any standards or ideals. They are essen-
tially privatized—that is, absorbed in their immediate and direct rela-
tionships, unable to perceive the larger whole, incapable of sustaining a
public, political life. For a public life depends on a living structure of
relanionships among citizens, relationships that extend beyond the per-
sonal and face-to-face to the impersonal, large-scale, and remote.

The point is familiar in the literature of modern social science, in
works such as Edward C. Banheld’s The Moral Basis of a Backward So-
ciety (which is concerned specifically with Italy) and Gabriel Almond
and Sidney Verba's The Civic Culture.” Those who take as their rule of
life the maximization of private advantage, who conceive of such ad-
vantage within a competitive framework, and who think in short-range
terms without hope for a different future—such people make poor citi-
zens. Feeling no positive connection between themselves and others out-

91. Edward C. Banheld, The Moral Basis of a Backward Soceety (New York: Free
Press, 1958); Gabriel A, Almond and Sidney Verba, The Civie Cultire (Boston: Little,
Brown & Co., 1965).
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side their immediate circle, they do not perceive themselves as part of a
public. Each strives to win at the expense of others, and even those who
are peaceable and well intentioned in such a society must act aggres-
sively or lose out. Politics becomes a zero-sum game where whatever is
gained by some must be lost by others; and the only rational defense
becomes the preemptive strike. The desire to be furbo and the fear of
being fesso may call forth great expenditures of energy and form a stan-
dard of achievement and of masculine maturity, but this desire and fear
preclude citizenship in a healthy republic and are therefore incompati-
ble with true virta.

Is there any way to transform such corrupt men into citizens? Where
does virtte come from? Who can generate manhood? It begins to seem
that there is one thing even more admirable and manly than the virti of
the Roman Republic and its citizens: the extraordinary generative au-
thority that could create such a state, rransforming a world of foxes into
one of men of virtii. Surely he who can father manhood is the manliest
of all. As the Roman citizen out-mans the fox and shows him up as a
mere beast, so the creator of Roman citizen manhood our-mans his
creatures. A real man is neither an animal nor a child. Thus the fox is
doubly disparaged: he can neither be a citizen nor make citizens. And
the ultimate measure of manhood seems to be generative authority: the
patriarchal power to create manhood.

It will help to recall the special significance that ancient Rome had for
Machiavelli’s time, and the distinctive character of ancient Roman so-
ciety, since both are intimately bound up with paternity. The Romans,
afrer all, were not an ideal that Renaissance ltalians picked arbitrarily
from the catalogue of past greatness. For Machiavelli and his audience,
the Romans were literally forefathers. Where Florence stood, the Ro-
man state had once ruled; the ancestors of the men of Florence had been
Roman citizens. Rome had founded Florence. To be sure, the questions
of exactly who founded Florence, when it was founded, and whar rela-
tionship the city had to Rome in ancient times are a central and reveal-
ing problem for Machiavelli. But the ambiguities and problems arise
within an imagery of fathers and children, not as an alternative to this
Imagery.

Moreover, the character and culture of the ancient Romans were such
as to invite this imagery; Rome was the very essence of patriarchy, a
society of fathers par excellence. As Hannah Arendr argued, the Ro-
mans invented the concept of authority, and thar concept can bear its
full meaning only in a context like that of ancient Rome, where origins,
forefathers, and rradition form the basis of legitimacy. “At the heart of
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Roman politics . . . stands the conviction of the sacredness of founda-
tion, in the sense that once something has been founded it remains bind-
ing for all future generations.”™ But it was not just any founding that
the Romans considered sacred, as the Greeks had founded new poleis
here and there. For Rome, what mattered was the one, unique, unre-
peatable founding, the special beginning of the sacred rradition,

This foundation and the equally un-Greek experience of the sanctity of house
and hearth . . . form the deeply political content of Roman religion. In contrast
to Greece, where piety depended upon the immediately revealed presence of
the gods, here religion literally meant re-ligare: to be tied back, obligated to the
enormous, almost superhuman and hence always legendary effort 1o lay the
foundations, to build the cornerstone, to found for etermity. To be religious
meant to be tied to the past.*

The concept of authority originates in that Roman context, from the
Latin verb augere, to augment. What is augmented by those in au-
thority is the original, sacred foundation; one becomes an authority by
merging with and furthering thar traditional authority. An authority is
someone who is the author of other men’s deeds and is himself authored
by still earlier forefathers.

All of the gqualities of characrer central o the Roman table of virtues
had to do with this original, sacred patriarchal founding and its trans-
mission: pietas, which we call piety, but which to the Romans meant
reverence for the past and proper submission to ancestors; gravitas, the
ability to bear the sacred weight ot the past, like armor, with courage
and self-mastery; dignitas, a manner worthy of one's task and station;
constantia, to guarantee that one never strays or wavers from the an-
cient path.™ All of these together make up Roman virtus: that quality of
stern, serious, strong-minded, courageous manliness that despises plea-
sure and playfulness, cleaving to duty and strenuous effort. With their
strongly patriarchal households and ancestor-oriented religion, this so-
ciety of soldiers, builders, lawyers, and administrators provides the very
model of significant (fore)fatherhood. Often on the verge of being pom-
pous but never frivolous, perhaps stolid but never petty, they were al-
ways a little larger than life. Add to this Roman self-conception the Re-
naissance glorification of all things ancient, and one begins to see how

92. Hannah Arendr, “Whar Is Authority?™ in Between Past and Future (Cleveland:
World Publishing, 1963), 120,

93, Ibid., 121.

94, Tbid.; Maude L. Clarke, The Romar Mmd (London: Cohen and West, 1954),
16; Cyril Bailey, ed., The Legacy of Rome {Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1923), 211-22,
154, 264,
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Rome and the ancients might serve as an alternative model of manhood
that puts the fox to shame. By comparison with a forefather, a fox is
impotent and contemptible; a forefather need not stoop to the weapons
of a fox, for he can put his imprint on the world openly and directly.

Yet the model of the forefather is not really a single, coherent image
but is deeply divided into two visions of manhood, as much in conflict
with each other as with the image of the fox. On the one hand, thereisa
singular forefather as founder, whose potent generativity transforms
beasts into men; on the other hand, there are the forefathers of Roman
republican citizenship, the members of a self-governing community
who fight by laws. The images differ as much as paternity differs from
fraternity, as uniqueness differs from mutuality, as unanimity differs
from conflict. It is necessary, then, to look more closely at each of the
two models of manhood conflated in the concept of the forefather: the
Founder and the Citizen.



CHAPTER THREE

The Founder

Machiavelli reserves his greatest praise for a different style of manhood
than that of the fox. I shall call it the manhood of the Founder, using the
capital letter to distinguish this image from historical human beings
who have founded actual institutions or states. A Founder, as Ma-
chiavelli pictures him, is a male figure of superhuman or mythical pro-
portions, who introduces among men something new, good, and suffi-
ciently powerful so that it continues beyond his lifetime on the course
he has set. The point is never just getting others to do what you want,
but changing them, introducing new patterns of action and of relation-
ship. Such redirection of human affairs is the most challenging task a
man can undertake, for nothing is “more difficult to plan or more un-
certain of success or more dangerous to carry out than an attempt to
introduce new institutions.”" And to the difficulty and danger of inno-
vation there must be added the problem of making that innovation last.
A Founder does not just “rule prudently while he lives” bur must “so
organize” the institution he rules “that even after he dies it can be main-
tained.”* So, for instance, a general who has to “make [his] own army
good and well disciplined . . . without doubt deserve[s] much more
praise” than one who merely commands troops organized by others.’
The Founder’s achievement increases, however, with the scope of what
he introduces: “Among all famous men those are most famous who
have been heads and organizers of religions, Next after them are those
who have founded either republics or kingdoms.” Then come the great

1. Prince, ch. 6 (G 26). See also Art of War, ble, 7 (G 721).
2. Discourses 1: 11 {G 226).
3. Art of War, bk. 7 (G 722).
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military leaders who have “enlarged” their “dominions,” and then
“men of lerters.” Not only will men generally praise in accord with such
a ranking, but Machiavelli himself judges who is “deserving of” fame
accordingly.”

Founding, then, means creating something that lasts, but above all
something great, an expansion of virtd, something directed toward
“glory [gloria] in the world.”* In The Prince, Machiavelli distinguishes
between the mere acquisition of dominion and the earned glory appro-
priate to Founding; and in the Discourses he speaks of the “false glory™
that may tempt men to “turn to a tyranny,” a form of rule that leaves no
lasting order among men and does not transform them for the better.®
As a Founder deserves glory, so, conversely,

those men are infamous and derestable who have been destroyers of religions,
squanderers of kingdoms and republics, enemies of virtue [mmici delle verts],
of letters, and of every other arr that brings gain and honor to the human race.”

The renovation of a state or religion that has become corrupted, the res-
toration of right order and virts, also seems to be a kind of Founding,
Sometimes Machiavelli equates the two; sometimes he suggests thar re-
form is even more difficult than initial Founding among uncorrupted
men.* There can be no “greater opportunity for glory™ than this reshap-
ing of the corrupted.”

The Founder or reformer uses his own exceptional virti to generate
virtie in others, extending his will and his character into the furure."” In
this connection, Machiavelli also uses the word principio, which can be
variously translated as “beginning,” “fundamental principle,” or “ini-
tial cause.” The Founder of an institution is the one who “has been its
principio,” and consequently the degree to which it achieves a “mar-
vellous [maravigliosa]™ fortune is a function of his virtie." A reasonable
translation would be that the Founder 1s the initial cause of the institu-
tion, but principio ar least suggests in addition that he s the origin, the

basic principle (the Greeks might have said the arche), of the order he

founds. Thus he lives on in what he has creared, attaining a secular im-

4, Dvzeosirses 1: 10 [ 2200,

5. Ibid. (G 223).

&, Prince, ch. 8 (G 36); Discowrses 1: 10 (G 220).

7. Dhscowrses 1: 10 (G 220}, Note Machiavelli uncharacteristically uses virth in the
plural hese; Machiavells, Opere 1: 156,

B. Disconrses 1: 10 (G 223); 1: 11 (G 225).

9, Thid., 1: 10 (G 223): see also Niccold Machiavelli, “A Discourse on Remodelling the
Government of Florence™ (G 114).

10, Discowrses 1= 11 (G 226).

11, Thid., 1: 1 {G 193); Machiavelli, Opere 1: 127, See also Discourses 2: preface (G
312).
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mortality. Indeed, Machiavelli did not hesitate to advise a Medici Pope,
Leo X, that in the opportunity to renovate the government of Florence,
“God™ had given him “power and material for making yourself immor-
tal, and for surpassing by far in this way your father’s and vour grand-
father’s glory.”"

The Founder, then, is an unmoved mover, a source of change not the
product of earlier changes, a break in the causal chain of history. He
stands out almost like a god among men. He is pure source, not prod-
uct, one who “give[s] laws and do[es] not take them from other men.”"
Indeed, Machiavelli sometimes employs the imagery of craftsmanship
and the working of physical objects here. The Founder imposes form on
matter, like a sculptor modeling clay.™ More often, however, he pictures
the Founder as working on living men, vet somehow singular and dis-
tinct from them. The Founder is the essence of authority in the root Ro-
man sense of that term, an auctor who initiates and induces the free
actions of others, so that his project becomes what they willingly carry
out, even without his enforcing presence.

Like the Romans generally, then, the Founder is the forefather par ex-
cellence, embodiment of a generative paternity so potent that it can
create lasting masculinity in other men, even in a sense overcoming
death. Machiavelli repeatedly employs metaphors of birth and paterniry
in this connection. He calls the founding of Rome a birth (nascia-
mento); for a corrupt society to be renovated means for it “to be born
again” with “many perils and much blood.”™ Despite the imagery of
birth in blood, however, no mother appears; it seems the issue is a
purely masculine generation, singular paternity.

By itself that odd fact seems insignificant, but it is one in a series of
paradoxes connected with the Founder image. That image is problem-
atic in ways that the image of the fox is not, The foxy ideal can also be a
real character type, a way of life; but the Founder is a fantasy projected
by Machiavelli’s imagination from his reading about ancient Rome.
Though stimulated by the practical problems of Florentine politics, that
fantasy was never lived, nor was it meant to be. So the difficulties of the
Founder image are logical problems for the interpreter, by contrast with
the psychological and pracrical life problems faced by a fox himself,

12, *Discourse on Remodelling” (G. 114).

13. Art of War, bk. 2 (G 619). The context makes clear that Machiavelli is ralking not
about something like sovereignty, which any ruler has, bur abour a special gquality distin-
guishing some princes from the rest.

14. For instance, Prince, ch. 26 (G 92, 94); “Discourse on Remodelling” (G 114); Dis-
cowrses 3: B (G 449): Art of War, bk, 7 (G 723=24).

15, Machiavelli, Ovyperre 1: 125 Discosrses 1: 17 (G 240).
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In brief, the interpretive difficulties surrounding the Founder come to
this: the image simultaneously embodies an almost sanctimonious piety
and a murderous cruelty, both reverence and mayhem. The Founder's
world is abstract and, as already suggested, disembodied, sometimes in
the sense of technical artifice that denies the difficulties of human rela-
tionships, sometimes in the sense of edifying exhortation thar denies
passion and animal need; yet Machiavelli also insists that the Founder
must be ruthless and concretely terrifying. Although the epitome of fa-
therhood, the Founder must kill his sons. Indeed, his relationship to
both the prior and the next generation of men is highly problematic.
Resolution of these paradoxes becomes accessible only after consider-
ing the question of women; this chapter merely explores the paradoxes
through the rexts, taking up, first, autonomy and family murder, then
Machiavelli’s Art of War as the epitome of the world of the Founder,
then his extended deliberation on the choice between cruelty and kind-
ness in authority figures,

o < &

One learns about the Founder primanly from Machiavelli’s specific
treatment of the exemplary Founders such as Moses, Cyrus, Romulus,
Theseus, Aeneas, Lycurgus, and Solon; as well as Alexander the Grear,
founder of cities and builder of an empire; Numa, founder of the Ro-
man religion; and Brutus, who founded the Roman Republic. Addi-
tional information may be extracted—with due caution—from the dis-
cussions of other great men and heroes, such as Scipio Africanus, Hiero
of Syracuse, and even Cesare Borgia and Castruccio Castracani. Of this
last hgure, Machiavelli wrote a fictionalized biography, allowing one to
identify precisely those points at which mvth intrudes or improves on
reality in Machiavelli’s image of the heroic.

Throughout all the many and complex things Machiavelli has to say
about these Founders and heroes, a single theme is fundamental: the
Founder’s exceptional personal autonomy. He stands out, he stands
alone. The first observarion made abourt rhe four great Founders listed
in The Prince as “the most admirable” —Moses, Cyrus, Romulus, and
Theseus—is that they were self-made men. To the greatest extent hu-
manly possible they were the agents of their own success, owing
nothing to chance but the occasion for action, and almost everything to
their own abilities and power:

They had from Fortune nothing more than opportunity, which gave them mar-
ter into which they could introduce whatever torm they chose; and without op-
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portunity, their strength of will [virti] would have been wasted, and without
such strength [virtu] the opportunity would have been useless.™

One can succeed by various combinations of fortune and virts, but “he
who depends least on Fortune sustains himself longest.” And these men,
as it were, reduced the contribution of factors outside themselves to the
minimum; they were as personally autonomous as any man could be.
Moses, Machiavelli suggests, may have been a special case who, instead
of being self-made, owed everything to God. He “should not be dis-
cussed, since he was a mere executor of things laid down for him by
God™; thus he is not really entitled to credit for his actions, although
perhaps “for the grace that made him worthy to speak with God.”
Whether or not Machiavelli was sincere in this remark, he goes on 1o
say that in any case Moses can be omitted because the other three
Founders will serve his purposes well enough: they are “all amazing,”
and their “actions”™ and “methods” seem the same as those of Moses
“who had so great a teacher.” The other three, in any case, succeeded on
their own, given only the opportunity to use their virti.

What this opportunity consisted of, moreover, is not what one would
conventionally consider good luck— prosperous, happy times—but pre-
cisely unusual hardships and obstacles. Thus it was essential for Moses’
great act of founding, expressing his virts,

that the people of Israel be in Egypt, enslaved and downtrodden by the Egyp-
tians, so that to escape from bondage they would prepare their minds for fol-
lowing him. . . . It was needful for Cyrus thar the Persians be disgusted with the
rule of the Medes, and the Medes made soft and effeminate through long peace.
It would have been impossible for Theseus to show his ability [virti] if the Athe-
nians had not been scattered.”

At the end of The Prince, Machiavelli returns to this theme to show the
prince the opportunity hidden in Italy’s lamentable condition: “More
slave than the Hebrews, more servant than the Persians, more scattered
than the Athenians.”" A great man thrives on affliction, and when for-
tune wants to do him a favor, she “creates enemies for him and has them
move against him, in order that he may have opportunity to conquer
them and, with the very ladder that his enemies themselves bring him,
may climb stll higher,”"™

16. Prince, ch. 6 (G 25); Machiavelli, Opere, 1: 31.

17, Prince, ch. 6 (G 25-216); Machiavelli, Opere 1: 31

18. Prince, ch. 26 (G 93).

19. Ibid., ch. 20 (G 79); but note this passage concerns a prince, not necessarily a great
Founder. See also Disconrses 2: 29 (G 408) on Rome.
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If a man is destined for the utmost greatness, moreover, the afflictions
that are his opportunity should commence ar the beginning of his life. In
opening his essay on Castruccio Castracani, Machiavelli remarks how
“wonderful™ it is

that all, or the larger part, of those who n this world have done verv great
things, and who have been excellent among the men of their era, have in their
birth and origin been humble and obscure, or at least have been beyond all mea-
sure afflicted by Fortune.®

One thinks of Moses left in the bullrushes, or Romulus suckled by a
wolf; but such an origin was also reported of Cyrus; Hiero of Syracuse
was raised by bees; Theseus was abandoned by his father; and the oni-
gins of Aeneas are also obscure. Ideally, it seems, if a man is to become a
Founder he should be a toundling. The legends, of course, were not in-
vented by Machiavelli; but he stresses them. In listing the various hard-
ships that constitute opportunity for the four great founders, Machia-
velli says in The Prince that “it was essential” for Romulus not to have
lived in Alba, and to have been “exposed at birth, if he was going o be
king of Rome and founder of that city as his home.”* This would have
to be the “opportunity” that made Romulus “prosper,” as Moses pros-
pered from the Hebrews’ enslavement, and Theseus from the Athe-
nians’ being scattered. Yet it is difficult to see foundling status as parallel
to the other “opportunities,” since it is hard to imagine an infant “seiz-
ing” such an “opportunity™ to exercise its great “vartie.” One might sup-
pose that Machiavelli means that obscure or humble origins allow a
man later, having developed his virts, to claim special greatness. For the
passage in Castruccio continues:

All of them either have been exposed to wild beasts or have had fathers so hum-
ble that, being ashamed of them, they have made themselves out sons of Jove or

of some other god.™

Obscure origins can be converted to mythical origins by a man of
sufficient skill and achievement and thus assist his reputation and power.
(It is possible that Machiavelli intended to include Christ in the list,
though he carefully avoids specific examples here, explaining thar “since
many of them are known to everybody,” it would be “boring™ and
“little acceptable to readers” and “superfluous” to name names.) Yet
Machiavelli immediately goes on to say the opposite: Fortune afflicts in

20, “Life of Castruccio™ (G 533).

21. Prince, ch. & (G 25).
22, “Life of Castruccio™ (G 533).
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his infancy a man destined to be great precisely so that his eventual
glory will come not from his virtst or prudence but from her power, will
be set not to his credir but to hers.

I well believe that this comes about because Fortune, wishing to show the world
that she—and not Prudence—makes men great, first shows her forces at a time
when Prudence can have no share in the matter, but rather evervthing must be
recognized as coming from herself.”

But that would mean that even a man’s virtiz i1s not his own. Does the
great man owe “everything” to fortune, then, or “nothing more than
opportunity” ? And why the ambiguity?

Whatever the answer, clearly the Founder should in no way be depen-
dent on other men. Again and again Machiavelli stresses that the or-
ganizer of a society, the renovator or reformer, the great leader, must act
alone, owing nothing to others, needing no others.

A man must be alone if he is to organize a republic afresh or remodel her with
complete annulment of her old laws. . . . seldom or never is any republic or

kingdom organized well from the beginmng, or totally made over, without re-
spect for its old laws, except when organized by one man.**

With respect to the true, great Founders, Machiavelli explicitly stresses
that they must act ruthlessly and shed blood to secure the singularity
necessary to their role. Moses, Lycurgus, and Solon were able to “form
laws adapted to the common good” only “because they appropriated to
themselves sole power,”* Concerning Moses in particular, anyone “who
reads the Bible intelligently” can see that in order “to put his laws and
regularions into effect, he was forced to kill countless men.”* Similarly,
King Cleomenes, wanting to reform Sparta, learned from the failure of
his predecessor, Agis, “that he could not do this good to his fatherland if
he did not become the only one in authority,” so he “killed all the
Ephors and everyone else who could oppose him.”*” Even more striking
and central, however, are Machiavelli’s discussions of the two Roman
Founders, Romulus and Brutus. In Christian theology at least since Au-
gustine, the story of Romulus’s founding of Rome and killing of his
twin brother has been symbolic of the sinful nature of all earthly power:
Cain killed Abel and founded a city, and Rome similarly originated in
fratricide. Accordingly, Machiavelli observes,

23, Ibid., (G 533-34),

24. Discourses 1: 9 (G 217=18). See also 1: 10 (G 220); 1: 17 (G 238, 240}; 3: 15 (G
468).

25. Ibid., 1: 9 (G 219).

26. Ibid., 3: 30 (G 496). 27, Tbid., 1: 9 {G 219).
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Many will perhaps think it a bad example that the founder of a state, such as
Romulus, should first have killed his brother, and then have been party to the
death of Titus Tatius, the Sabine, who was his partner in authority.™

Machiavelli, however, thinks that Romulus did well, did what was nec-
essary to be a Founder. He acted “for the common good and not for his
own ambinion™ and “deserves excuse and not blame” for his fratricide:
“Though the deed accuses him, the result should excuse him.”**

v @

It is Brutus, however, whose story defines the ultimate test of neces-
sary ruthlessness: a Founder must kill his own sons. After leading the
overthrow of the Tarquin kings and founding the republic, Livy tells us,
Brutus was chosen to serve as one of the new consuls. Bur two of his
sons, being related by blood to the Tarquins, were persuaded o take
part in a conspiracy to overthrow the republic and restore the mon-
archy. They were found our and condemned to death, which meant that
Brutus, as consul, had to preside over their execution. Livy tells how
Brutus watched as his sons were stripped, flogged, and beheaded:

50 that he who, of all men, should have been spared the sight of their suffering,
was the one whom fare ordained to enforce it. . . . Throughout the pinful scene
all eyes were on the father’s face, where a father’s anguish was plain to see.”

Machiavelli calls the story “striking” and uses it to draw a fundamental
political lesson, but a lesson that goes far beyond what would seem to
be the story’s actual implications.” A state that has only recently be-
come “free,” Machiavelli says, will inevitably have difficulties because it
“makes itself partisan enemies and not partisan friends™: those who
profited under the previous regime desire to return to it, whereas those
who are honored under the free government feel that they are only get-
ring whart they deserve and are insufficiently grateful.™ Now, “if a state
wishes to provide against these troubles . . . there is no more powerful
remedy, none more effective nor more certain nor more necessary, than
to kill the sons of Brurus.” " Whart this means, he says, is that anyone
who undertakes to found or renovare without securing himself “against
those who are enemies to the new government, establishes a short-lived
state,” and killing is essential to this security.™ “For he who seizes a tyr-

28, Ibid. (G 217-18).

29, Ibid. (G 218, 220).

30. Livy, The Early History of Rome, tr. Aubrey de S€lincourt (Baltimore: Penguin,
1969}, 94, Livius, History 2.5.3-9,

3. Dizcowrses 3: 3 (G 424).
32, Thad., 1: 16 (G 236). 33, Ihad. 34, bid.
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anny and does not kill Brutus, and he who sets a state free and does not
kill Brutus® sons, maintains himself bur a lictle while,”*

The lesson that Machiavelli draws thus seems considerably hercer
than the original story. He does not say: be ready to enforce the laws
against any conspirator, even your own son. Rather, he says in effect:
kill those with strong motives for returning to the previous regime be-
fore they have a chance to conspire, and chief among those will be your
own sons. Somchow, the true Founder must not only be a foundling,
independent of the past and self-made in his origins, but he must also be
ruthless toward the future, ready to sacrifice his nearest and dearest for
the sake of his founding, ready to sacrifice the immortality of the blood
promised through his offspring for that larger and more individual im-
mortality promised through the glory of his founding.

Should one perhaps read Machiavelli’s injunctions about the killing
of Brutus’s sons and Romulus’s brother simply as manifestations of the
fox’s cynical tough-mindedness and desire to expose the harsh realities?
Many commentators have so read them; some even take them as an in-
dication of Machiavelli’s generally vicious doctrine. Leo Strauss, for ex-
ample, seeing Machiavelli as a “teacher of evil,” takes it as a matter of
historical accident that Brurus killed his sons and Romulus his brother
rather than some other near relative: what matters is the willingness to
murder one’s nearest and dearest. “It can only be for lack of a suitable
example,” he remarks, “that Machiavelli did not apply o parnade
what he teaches regarding fratricide™ or, presumably, regarding the kill-
ing of sons.*

Yet Machiavelli is not recommending the murder of sons and broth-
ers in general, nor for just any purpose. The context of the Founder
clearly 1s very special and involves a commitment to values utterly at odds
with the cynicism of the fox. The question of parricide, moreover, turns
out to be instructive. For Machiavelli did not in fact entirely lack for
examples of parricide. Two parricides—one real and one figurative—
whom Machiavelli does discuss, Liverotto of Fermo and Giovampagolo
Baglioni, he utterly condemns, To Livoretto’s murder of both his foster
father and his marernal uncle, acts that Machiavelli explicitly calls “par-
ricide,” he applies the term scelleratezza, variously translated as “wick-
edness™ or “imquity” or “wvillainy.” " It is the same term he used earlier
in the same chapter of The Prince in relation to Agathocles the Sicilian,
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who exemplifies wickedness and inhumanity so extreme that even
where they succeed they cannot count as virti. To Giovampagolo,
“who did not mind being incestuous and an open parricide,” Machia-
velli applies the term facinoroso, variously translated as “vicious™ or
“criminal.”** But perhaps these two parricides are condemned not for
their deeds but because they used them tor petty and selfish ends.* Cer-
tainly they were not Founders. Strauss, after all, said only that Machia-
velli lacked a switable example of parricide,

Yet in all his cynical efforts to shock, in all his advocacy of evil means
for good and glorious political ends, Machiavelli never praises par-
ricide, He condemns a ruler too weak to punish “a parricide.”* And the
ideal Founder, being a foundling, has no father whom he might kill, un-
less his claim to mythical origins is construed as a symbolic parricide,
But surveying the Founders and other great heroic figures in Machia-
velli's thought, one finds that, far from inclining to parricide, they are in
fact characterized by exceptional piety. The Founder saves and protects,
rather than slays, his father. Titus Manlius, for instance, whose virti lay
in his great capacity for harshness and herceness used for good ends,
and who like Brutus executed his own son in the name of the father-
land, protected his own father. “A very strong man,” the sort whose
“strong spirit makes him command strong things,” Titus Manlius was
nevertheless also “devoted to his father and his native city and very re-
spectful to his superiors.”* When his father was accused of a crime,
Manlius forced the accuser to withdraw the charge by threatening to
kill him.* The same piety toward authority was later manifested in his
obedient willingness to kill his own son. Another example is that of
Scipio Africanus:

. . . sent from Heaven, a man divine, such that there never has been and never
will be another like him.

When still a youth, in the Tesino this man with his own breast sheltered his fa-
ther—the first foreshadowing of his happy destiny.®
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Ordinary men, by contrast, lack not only the strength to protect their
fathers in youth, but also the piety to care very much if their fathers are
killed.** Apparently the piety and capacity to save one’s own father can
somehow serve as signs of the Founder’s exceptional personal au-
tonomy. Clearly they are the very opposite of parricide, yet they con-
rrast equally with filial dependence on paternal protection.

A similar point is developed fictionally in Machiavelli’s life of Cas-
truccio, a figure whom he explicitly assimilates ro Scipio.* Castruccio
was a foundling raised by adoptive parents. Machiavelli presents him—
contrary to historical fact—as never having married and ascribes to
him a remarkable deathbed speech explaining why. The speech is ad-
dressed to the natural son of Castruccio’s adoprtive parents, a boy con-
siderably younger than Castruccio. Machiavelli imagines thar when the
adoptive father died, he consigned his young natural son to Castruccio's
care, to be brought up “with the same devotion as [that with which]
Castruccio had been brought up,” asking that any gratitude Castruccio
might feel toward his adoptive father be displayed toward the boy.”
When Castruccio himself is dying, Machiavelli imagines him telling che
boy that he himself refrained from marriage out of gratitude toward his
adoptive father, so that the natural son for whom Castruccio was re-
sponsible “should have not merely what was left you by your father but
also what Fortune and my ability [wirtse] have gained.”** Here even a
foundling displays filial picty toward his surrogate father and does so
specifically by withdrawing from sexual competition, from actual pa-
ternity. At the same time Machiavelli presents Castruccio as having nu-
merous illicit sexual relationships with women. It is not from sexualiry
but from familial procreation thar Machiavelli imagines Castruccio as
having withdrawn out of filial piety, as if resignation from the “immor-
tality™ of name conferred by a legal son and heir were essential to mak-
ing him eligible for the more individual immortality of earthly glory.

Correspondingly, Machiavelli often says that men who attain great-
ness through the sponsorship of their strong fathers are weakened
thereby. Unless they make extraordinary efforts to overcome this early
dependence, they never attain the virti of a self-made man. Sheltered by
paternal power, a man does not become able to rake care of himself and
thus will lose whart his father secured for him. Cesare Borgia is a case in
point: a man who “gained his position through his father’s Fortune, and
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through her lost it,” though his prudence and virtie were such that he
almost succeeded in keeping what his father had gained for him,* In the
Discourses, after surveying a sequence of Roman emperors, Machiavelli
observes that all but one of “the emperors who succeeded to the empire
through heredity . . . were bad; those through adoption were all good
. . . and when the empire was left to heirs, it went back to confusion,” ™

The Founder must not need or depend on his father; that much is
clear. Yet parricide is hardly dependence. Why, then, won’t Machiavelli
express admiration for it? Certainly the reforming Founders like Brutus
are at least spiritually parricides, overthrowing and perhaps literally
murdering the previously established authority. Why on this one matter
does discretion overcome Machiavelli's general desire to shock and his
specific stress on the Founder’s ruthlessness? Perhaps the Founder image
is incompatible with parricide because it signifies the essence of pa-
triarchy and paternity; but then, why the stress on filicide? Autonomy
again seems close to the heart of the matter, but its meaning is different
than in the world of the fox. Autonomy no longer implies distrust; in-
deed, unlimited trust is to be placed in the great Founder. But the price
of that trust is something like solipsism: the Founder is the only person,
the only free agent among objects. Thus, in one sense, the only prob-
lems he faces are technical; yet, in another sense, his tools are fear and
inspiration, not normally categories that apply to objects. Autonomy
becomes singularity, the unmoved mover.

2 o o

These puzzling issues are nowhere better brought into focus than in
The Art of War. If the play Mandragola may be said to present the
world of the tox, The Art of War presents that of the Founder, in all of
its paradoxicality. While not about a great Founder, the book does pre-
sent a singular patriarchal authority engaged in the reintroduction of
ancient Roman wirtie. And though its topic is the technology of death,
its tone 1s hortatory and edifying throughout, presenting a harmonious,
courteous world devoid of real conflict, of cynicism, and of humor.

The Art of War was the only prose work Machiavelli chose to publish
in his lifetime, It appeared in 1521, and what is known of the context
surrounding its creation suggests problems of paternity and patriarchal
piety.” Machiavelli had by then been in exile from politics for abour
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nine years and for several years had been involved with a circle of young
patrician humanists who met to discuss philosophy and politics in the
gardens of the Rucellai family. That discussion circle had initially been
formed two generations earlier by Bermardo Rucellai, a conservative pa-
trician who opposed the republic and Soderini and withdrew from pub-
lic life when Soderini was made gonfaloniere for life. Bernardo's sons
shared his political views and were among those active in removing
Soderini from power. After Bernardo died in 1512, however, his grand-
son Cosimo revived the discussion circle, apparently with a more re-
publican orientation, and Machiavelli joined the reorganized group
probably about 1516. Among its members were three patrician, human-
ist friends of Cosimo’s: Zanobi Buondelmonri, Barusta della Palla, and
Luigi Alamanni. They encouraged Machiavelli in his work on the Dis-
courses, he may have read parts of that work to the group, and he dedi-
cated it to Cosimo and Zanobi. He dedicated his biography of Castruc-
cio Castracani to Zanobi and Luigi. And while The Art of War is
dedicated to yer another patrician who had recently done Machiavelli a
favor, Cosimo and his three friends appear as characters in the work,
which is set in the Rucellai gardens in 1516. Cosimo had died in 1519,
and the book opens with a eulogy to his memory, soon followed by an
appreciation of the trees planted in the garden by his grandfather Ber-
nardo, the “ancient plantings and shades™ that still shelter his heirs.™ A
year after the book’s publication, the three young patricians partici-
pated in an abortive conspiracy against the Medici, though there is no
evidence that Machiavelli himself was involved.”™

In terms of founding and authority, then, the biographical context
of the book’s creation is complex. It includes an aging and exiled
Machiavelli and a group of voung friends who surpass him in class sta-
tus and wealth but who lack his political experience, so that he is both
their teacher and their subordinate, They meet, moreover, in a serting
“founded™ by a “forefather” who had been hostile to the republic and
to Soderini; there they discuss humanist literature, ancient virtue and its
revival, and perhaps even (though probably not) republican conspiracy
against established Florentine authority. This was, further, a period in
which Machiavelli was much concerned with family affairs. His letters
reveal his deep distress that his political exile and unemployment left
him unable to help his children and a favorite nephew whom he had
raised and regarded as a son.” Thus there i1s the possibility that in a per-
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sonal sense, too, the book's context was one of concern over genera-
tional relations, authority and dependence, the power and impaotence of
fFathers, all in relation to the vagaries of political life and the fare of
Florence.

In form, the work is a dialogue; in content, a manual of military orga-
nization and tactics. Its chief interlocutor, who discourses with the
young patricians in the garden, is another actual figure of Machiavelli’s
time, an elderly mercenary general, Fabrizio Colonna, who had fought
for both the Spanish and the French in ltaly.* In reality he had died
shortly before; in the book he is presented as just passing through Flor-
ence and deciding to pay a visit to Cosimo Rucellai.

The book opens with a challenge to the common opinion that mili-
tary and civilian life are polar opposites, the latter implying civility, the
arts, piety, while the former means brutality, destructiveness, and death.
As a result of this common opinion, good men now “hate soldiering and
avoid association with those who engage in it.” The book’s annnounced
purpose is “to restore some of the forms of earlier excellence [virti]”
among such men, by showing that a rightly constituted army comple-
ments and protects civility.™

The grandfather who planted this sheltering garden, Bernardo Rucel-
lai, was piously imitating the Romans in doing so and is to be piously
honored. Moreover, there are still plenty of humanists like him who
honor and imitate the ancients in philosophy and the arts, Whart is lack-
ing is the imitation of Roman manliness rather than Roman sensibility,
Fabrizio says, with pious caution,

How much better they would have done (be it said with due respect to all) to
seek to be like the ancients in things strong and rough, not in those delicate and
soft, and in those that are done in the sun, not in the shade.””

For in the absence of military wvirtss and strength, all the delicate
achievements of high civilization are left defenseless, as would be “the
rooms of a splendid and kingly palace, even though ornamented with
gems and gold, when, not being roofed over, they have nothing to pro-
tect them from the rain,” * Thus the cultivation of military fierceness is
not an abandonment, but rather a defense of civility and “the arts.” He
who revives ancient virtis in “things strong and rough™ plants (meta-
phorical) trees that are truly sheltering, “trees beneath whose shade
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mankind lives more prosperously and more happily” than in any gar-
den.” Nor, if the army is a citizen militia, can it be a threat to republi-
can political liberty. A republic cannot do better than to arm its people;
a tyrant’s first move, by contrast, is to disarm the people “in order to
command them more easily.”™ A republican humanist, then, should
welcome the right form of militarism and the revival of ancient virts in
“things strong and rough.”

Besides advocating a citizen militia in general, Fabrizio, the merce-
nary soldier, explicitly defends the Florentine Republic’s militia, despite
its ignominious defeat at Prato, which led to the fall of the republic. We
should never condemn a militia for “having lost once,” he says, “but
should believe thart just as it loses, so it can conquer.”* And later in the
book, Fabrizio conjures up and plays out before his audience an entire
imaginary battle, in which their troops easily defeat the enemy.™ Thus
not only does he defend Machiavelli’s pet project, and by implication
Machiavelli himself, against blame for the loss of Florentine freedom;
but in addition this authoritative military figure in effect allows Ma-
chiavelli to refight the battle of Prato in his imagination, with more sat-
isfactory results than in reality.

Did Machiavelli feel responsible for the defear of the Florentine mili-
tia he had invented and helped recruit and thus for the fall of the re-
public? Did the four thousand Florentines who died at Prato in “a
slaughter famous even in a period accustomed to cruelty and ruthless-
ness” weigh on his mind?* We do not know. But The Art of War is
framed at the outset and conclusion by the problem of the relative guilt
entailed in action—particularly military action—and in the failure to
act. In the dedication of the work, still speaking in his own persona,
Machiavell says that

though it is a rash thing to trear marerial with which one has not dealt profes-
sionally, nonetheless | do not believe [ err in holding with words alone an office
that many, with greater presumption, have held with actions, because the errors
| make as | write can without damage o anybody be corrected; but those which
the others make as they act cannot be recognized except through the ruin of
their governments.*

In the dialogue, when Fabrizio first begins to urge the revival of Ro-
man military virti, he is asked (most respectfully) by one of his young
interlocutors,
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why it is that on one side vou condemn those who in their acts do not imitate
the ancients, and that on the other, in war, which is your profession and in

which you are considered excellent, we do not see that you have used any an-
cient methods.

Fabrizio responds readily that whereas “men who wish to do anything
ought first with all diligence to make preparations,” the actual use of
these preparations in action depends on the right “occasion.” Like the
great Founders, Fabrizio is dependent on fortune for his opportunity to
act. Since “no occasion has come” tor him to demonstrate his prepared-
ness to bring soldiers “back into their ancient courses,” he cannot “be
censured” by anyone for having failed to do 50.* He returns to the same
theme at the close of the dialogue, again stressing that “nature” and
“fortune” deprived him of “the possibility for putting . . . into effect”™
his ideas. By this time, he adds, he 15 too old and must rest his hopes in
“you who being young and gifted™ may be able vo act “at the right nme,
if the things I have said please you.”*” One is reminded of passages in
the Discourses, where Machiavelli says that fortune has deprived him
of the chance to put his teachings into effect himself, and so he theorizes
“in order that the minds of the young men who read these writings of
mine may reject the present and be prepared to imitate the past, when-
ever Fortune gives them the opportunity.”* The world of the Founder
honors effective action; only a lack of opportunity can excuse the
tailure o act.

In other respects, too, The Art of War is explicitly activist in its com-
mitments. The book blames ltalyv’s weakness on its leaders’ lack of
virti, their unwillingness to take the trouble to act, and their ignorance
of what to do.* Unlike earlier works on military strategy that it other-
wise imitates, it stresses the importance of taking action, the centrality
of battle to warfare.™ It repeatedly emphasizes energetic self-help, skill,
and discipline to supplement what nature provides. Thus courage based
on discipline and training is better than natural courage, a camp secured
by artful arrangement better than one naturally well situated.™

The book, moreover, is explicitly republican and participatory. Al-
though the concentration of command in a single man is essential to an
effective army, because of the military necessities of “sudden decision,”
even a general should consult advisers to get the benefit of perspectives
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other than his own. And even a monarch should have “absolute com-
mand” only as a military leader in his army; in ruling his kingdom he
should do nothing “without consultation.”™ But it is republics, above
all, that produce human greatness, for the competition of outstanding
men may threaten a monarch, but it can only benefir a republic. There-
fore, “excellent men come in larger numbers from republics than from
kingdoms, since republics usually honor wisdom and bravery [virti];
kingdoms fear them.””™ Human excellence is increased, moreover, by
plurality and rivalry among states. This was the case, for instance,
among the ancient Samnites and Tuscans before the Romans came. But
“when the Roman Empire later increased and did away with all the re-
publics and princedoms of Europe . .. competent [virtuosi] men be-
came as few in Europe as in Asia.”™ All virtss was then confined o
Rome, which itself soon became corrupt for lack of competitive tension,
until there was no excellence left anywhere in the empire. Having “de-
stroyed the competence [virti] of others,” Rome “could not maintain
her own.” ™

Thus Machiavelli allows this pious and patriarchal general who actu-
ally served the enemies of Florence—France and Spain—in Italy, while
ostensibly making a case for the pious imitation of ancient Roman
virtie, to argue that the ancient Romans in fact destroyed the virtis of the
ancient Tuscans, ancestors of the modern Florentines, and ultimately
thereby were responsible for the destruction of all wirts in Europe.
What constitutes true piety or imitation here, and what enhances true
virtie?

In the very structure of the book, moreover, lies an even greater
puzzle. Its substantive message is, as we have seen, activist, military,
militant, and republican. Yet the form and style in which these themes
are presented convey a very different message: they are ritualized and
stylized to the point of presenting a romantic idyll free of all conflict,
and they constantly suggest hierarchy, authority, discipline, and self-
denial. The form of The Art of War, one might say, is altogether at odds
with its manifest content. We should imitate ancient warfare, the book
tells us, rather than ancient forms of art; yet it is itself an imitation of
ancient literary form in the best humanist tradition, and more strikingly
so than any other of Machiavelli's major works. The text lauds the vir-
tues of plurality and conflict, of consultation and competition, except in

71, Ind., bk, 1 (G 577}, bk, 4 (G 658).

73, Ibid,, bk. 2 (G 622); Machiavelli, Opere 2: 393,

74, Art of War, bk, 2 (G 623); Machiavelli, Opere 2: 394,
75, Ibid,



The Founder [ 69

military command itself. Yer the general who is its principal speaker
and teacher takes no advice, meets no opposition, and learns nothing
from the young men with whom he converses. It is not that he com-
mands and masters them with authoritative discipline; he is exquisitely
self-effacing and polite. But they defer to him throughout with equal
politeness, rarely even questioning, and never challenging whar he has
to say.™ Though in form dialogical, the book is in no sense a true dia-
logue but a mannered monologue, a courtly dance of deference and de-
corum. The movements of this dance are formed of military metaphors:
one of the young men takes “up his duty™ as Fabrizio’s interlocutor as
another lays his “aside™; in so doing they are “imitating good gener-
als.”” The current interlocutor 15 sard to hold a “command,” even a
“dictatorship,” in which he “tempts fortune”™ as generals do in bartle;
the discussion is a series of “struggles where he can be conquered as
well as conqueror.” ™ Yet there 1s no evidence of conquest, or even strug-
gle, in this “military™ exercise at all. As one of the young men says po-
litely to Fabrizio, *1 have allowed myselt to be directed |governare] up
to now; so | am going to allow myself to be in the future.

More broadly one might say that from the opening eulogy of Cosimo
and references to his grandfather’s respectful imitation of the ancients,
the book breathes an atmosphere of piety, submission to authority, or-
der, and discipline. There is no cynical fox sniping at the rules here.
Foxy fraud and deception are not entirely absent, for they form part of
the general’s weaponry against the enemy, but they are strictly con-
tained, the distinction between friend and enemy being beyond ques-
tion. In the garden of the dialogue all is edifying and hortatory; no cyni-
cism or fraud are admitred.

Mo doubt all this is appropriate in a book whose central concern is
to prove to humanists that good soldiers need not be uncontrollable
barbarians on a murderous rampage. Yet it is a stunning contrast to
Machiavelli’s other works; The Art of War contains none of that tough-
minded cynicism, that commitment to the unmasking of hypocrisy and
convention, found in the other works. It also contains none of Machia-
velli®s humor, his satirical wit and his gleeful inversion of conventional
values; indeed, it contains no humor whatever. Its style strives so hard
for gravity that it often verges on pretentiousness. Or, to put it another
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way, there is a romantic innocence abour this book on warfare. It is a
pastoral of the military life, characterized by what one commentaror
has rightly called a “Platonic remoteness™ from reality,™

Once one has noticed this feature in the form and style of the dia-
logue, it is increasingly apparent in the substance of the argument as
well. Not only in its mock dialogue form, but also in its content, The
Art of War depicts a world free of internal conflict or dissent. Thar Ma-
chiavelh who in the Discourses praises “dissension” between people
and nobles as the thing that “kept Rome free” is absent from this
work.” A striking illustration of the difference can be found in Fabri-
zio's suggestion that troops be made to participate in the punishment of
any offenders among them. Fabrizio likens this policy to the ancient Ro-
man institution of “accusations,” which Machiavelli also praises in the
Discourses as a healthy expression of conflict, conducive to liberty.™
But in the Discourses, as in fact in Rome, the institution of accusations
involved cirizen parricipation not merely in punishing a condemned
criminal, but in charging and judging him. The soldiers in The Art
of War exercise no independent ninanive or judgment at all; they only
are forced into complicity in carrying out the judgment of their com-
mander, being thus bound more tightly to him. It is indeed “the forms
of earlier virta” that are being imitated here, to the detriment of their
substance. The Art of War enacts a fantasy of perfect military disci-
pline; it might be read as the elaboration of a single, striking sentence in
the Discourses: “In a well disciplined army nobody carries out any ac-
tivity except according to a rule.”™

The book, moreover, is extraordinarily oprimistic. Fabrizio himself
teaches that the ancient customs he wants to revive “could easily fit in
with our times,” being “in harmony with the life of today,” so that no
one “counted among the leading men of a city would find it difficult to
introduce” them.* With respect to this sanguine outlook, The Art of
War is matched only by the exhortations of the last chapter of The
Prince, where the book’s cynical and foxy perspective utterly disappears
in a horratory appeal to the porential Founder.

Besides being devoid of internal conflict, rule-bound, and optimistic,
The Art of War is pervaded by an almost obsessive technical rational-
ism. It is on account of this feature that Felix Gilbert calls the book “a
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rechnical exposition of Machiavelli’s military ideas™ and claims that in
Machiavelli’s mind, “success in war” depended on “the solution of an
intellectual problem™; thar his “belief in the supremacy of reason™
made it possible for him to discuss military problems “on a scientific
basis.”* Neal Wood similarly argues that the imaginary army Machia-
velli depicts is

a supremely rational mechanism. . . . Rational efficiency in terms of the best
possible means to the end of victory is the criterion by which all arrangements
or kinds of conduct are instituted or permitted o exise.™

Wood even argues that this world of technical, rational efficiency, hier-
archy of command, and orderly discipline correctly represents Machia-
velli's views in other works about “the narure of a well-ordered stare
and of able civic leadership,” that this “rational military order serves as
a model for his concept of civil society.” ™

Gilbert and Wood are wrong, [ believe, to extrapolate in this way
from The Art of War to Machiavelli’s general views; their characteriza-
tion of even this book as a whole is questionable, but they have cor-
rectly identified a powerful thread that runs through the work. It does
present a world devoid of ambiguity and conflict over goals; only the
means are at issue, and among these, one can identify technically cor-
rect choices.

Certainly the book does contain substantive arguments and advice
about various military topics such as the use of artillery or advan-
tageous battle formations. But along with these there are long sections
of formal, technical, often quantitative material discussed in minute de-
tail that seem to have only minimal substantive function. Striking in this
regard, for instance, is the account in Book 6 of how to construct a mili-
tary encampment. The camp is described in astonishing detail for many
pages, down to the precise width, number, direction, and designation of
its streets. Wood calls it “a triumph of functional planning and effi-
ciency,” vet the details seem to go far beyond the functionally efficient,
as if by getting the technical details right, one could control the bloody
and unpredictable realities of war.® It is as if Machiavelli felt: if only
our generals made the streets in their encampments of precisely the
right width and at right angles to each other, we Italians would no
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longer be pillaged and raped and killed by the invaders from north-
ern Europe.

Indeed, this book conveys no sense of the realities of pain and dirt
and bloodshed in warfare at all. As the opposition in the dialogue is not
real but ritual, so “the enemy” too remains a fiction, safely controlled
by Fabrizio’s imagination. That is, Fabrizio does imagine his troops en-
gaged in a real bartle, and this scene was evidently an innovation of Ma-
chiavelli’s absent from earlier works on military strategy.™ Thus one
might argue that it is meant to introduce a degree of realism and veri-
similitude into the idyll. Yet in the battle scene itself there is no blood, or
dust, or noise. “Our” troops kill the enemy “with grear . . . safety and
ease” and with “much silence,” and unlike the enemy they seem to sus-
tain no losses.”™

One might argue that more generally, too, the book suppresses the
physical side of human existence, the body, and sensuality. Women are
not merely absent from the dialogue in the garden as from the military
world; they are explicitly and vehemently excluded. No women must be
allowed in the military camp, for they “make soldiers rebellious and
useless.” " Similarly, it is to be expected that the soldiers will be greedy
for loot, so discipline must be imposed to assure that, in the ancient
manner, all goods seized “belong to the public.”* It is a measure of
good military discipline and wirts, as Fabrizio remarks toward the end
of the dialogue, “that a tree full of apples can stand in the middle of the
camp and be left untouched, as we read many times happened in
ancient armies.”” The example is borrowed from Frontinus, yer for
Machiavelli’s time the biblical association must have been almost un-
avoidable: thanks to its faultless discipling, this army of disembodied
virtue may live forever in the garden, without sin or bloodshed, leaving
untouched the forbidden fruit.* The sensuality of the troops is con-
trolled by discipline, ruthless if necessary; it is not enough to make
“good rules . . . if you do not with great severity compel them to be
observed.”" Especially the rules about entering and leaving and guard-
ing the meticulously laid-our encampment, rules thar concern the pos-
sibility of betrayal to or infiltration by the encmy, “must be harsh and
hard and their executor very harsh. The Romans punished with capital
punishment. . . "™
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For Fabrizio himself, however, and his young interlocutors, discipline
is internal; they have risen above not only sensuality, but even cere-
monies and the arts, to the highest and noblest manly things—virtue
and glory, Although they partake of a banquet before they enter the gar-
den to begin their discussion, it does not take up much time, for “in the
presence of noble men whose minds are intent on honorable thoughts,”
banquets and “every sort of festivity” are “concluded quickly.””” They
are “noble” men, ruthless toward the outer enemy; fierce disciplinarians
with the lesser folk—cowards and sensualists—who make up their
army, and ruthless toward their own sensuval impulses as well; yet 1w
each other, courteouns, pious, and deferential, facing only technical
problems and ritual engagements. It is as fanciful a world of the theo-
rist’s imagination as any that Machiavelli as cynical fox elsewhere
condemns.

The Art of War, then, is a puzzle to the interpreter. Perhaps the expla-
nation is merely that, this work being intended for actual publication,
Machiavelli wanted falsely to present himself in a way he thought
would win approval from his intended audience, which respected both
military effectiveness and ancient forms and ceremonies, Or perhaps the
ambiguities are due to Machiavelli’s desire to convince abstracted hu-
manists that they should strive for and honor military effectiveness. Yet
the ambiguities run so deep and are so complexly related to those in
Machiavelli’s other works, that neither of these explanations seems
sufficient. Something more and more revelatory is going on, The Art of
War is complexly ambiguous between piety and murder because the
Founder is and must be ambiguous in just this way.

& < <&

This same issue is reflected in a more general and deliberative way in
Machiavelli’s continuing, unresolved debate with himself over the rela-
tive merits of cruelty and kindness in authority hgures. No doubt one
source of this debate is simply the variety of historical facts about lead-
ership: some great leaders have in fact succeeded through cruelty and
others through kindness. But Machiavelli returns 1o the topic so often,
and twists and turns it in 50 many ways, that it seems more deeply trou-
bling to him than the mere historical facts could explain.

As examples of Founders or leaders who succeed by kindness he cites
Cyrus, Scipio Africanus, who “imitated Cyrus,” and the Roman gener-
als Valerius Corvinus and Quintius.™ As examples of cruelty he men-
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tions Hannibal and the Roman generals Titus Manlius Torquatus (who,
as has been mentioned, killed his own son for Rome) and Appius Clau-
dius. The Roman general Marcus Furius Camillus is cited on both sides,
first as kind and then as cruel.” Posing the question whether it is better
“to be loved than feared, or the reverse,” Machiavelli first responds in
The Prince that while it is best to be both loved and feared, failing that it
is safer to be feared, so long as one avoids being hated. This is said to be
particularly true in commanding armies. Hannibal’s “well-known inhu-
man cruelty” is cited with approval, and Scipio, although acknowl-

edged to be “a man unusual . . . in all the record of known events,” is
criticized for his “too great mercy™ that led to a rebellion among his
troops."™

But when Machiavelli returns to the subject in Book 3 of the Dis-
courses, he begins with the opposite proposition: that at least in com-
manding troops, it is often (not always) better to be kind. He attempts
to resolve the apparent contradiction by distinguishing: the crucial vari-
able, he suggests, is the commander’s status vis-a-vis his troops. If the
soldiers are his comrades and equals, temporarily under his command,
he must be kind; but if he is dealing with “subjects,” with “the multi-
tude,” then harshness is called for."™ But then Machiavelli returns to a
more general praise of kindness in any commander, only to revert once
more to the example of Hannibal and the advantages of cruelty and
fear. Again he appears to resolve the dilemma, asserting that method
does not matter compared with wvirti: given sufficient virti, either
cruelty or kindness will succeed. Here Scipio is considered as successful
as Hannibal, despite the rebellion of his troops."™ But again the resolu-
tion fails to settle the question for Machiavelli, and he complains once
more of the difficulty of choosing between harshness and kindness.
Thereafter he arrives at still a third formula: harshness like that of Man-
lius Torquatus is best in a republic, for it imposes discipline, can be used
to renew public spirit, and cannot even be suspected of currying favor
with some faction for private gain. Kindness, by contrast, is profitable
to a prince because it will win him the lovalty of the army; such per-
sonal loyalty to a commander would be suspect in a republic but is
beneficial to a prince. And there the matter is left, except, of course, that
this conclusion contradicts both the doctrine of The Prince, that it is
safer for a prince to be feared than loved, and the doctrine in both
works that armies must be harshly governed.
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The contrast between Scipio and Hannibal as symbols of kindness
and harshness in leaders is a familiar theme in early Italian humanist
literature; but for the humanists, Scipio is the model to be emulated,
Hannibal condemned.™ It seems that Machiavelli meant at least par-
tially to challenge, if not to invert, this ready assumption that conven-
tional virtue is best; yet evidently he also needed its hortatory appeal.

> + @

In Machiavelli’s preoccupation with the fate of Florence, so closely
linked to his own fate, the comparison with the ancients was obviously
central: why did things work out so differently in the Roman and in
the Florentine republics, and how could one reintroduce the ancient
achievement among modern Florentines? The task must have seemed
overwhelming, almost impossible, both because it was and because Ma-
chiavelli could see in his reading of history how effect follows cause,
how conditions shape outcomes, It must often have seemed as if, in the
words of the old joke about the country fellow trying o give directions,
“you can't get there from here.” A world of fessi and furbi is a vicious
circle; there seems to be no way to make citizens of them. And yet,
Rome had existed, and thus must somehow have come into existence: it
was the work of human beings, so human beings are sometimes capable
of generating virtue and republican citizenship. But how? The image of
the Founder, one might say, is a fantasy solution to this puzzle; the more
attractive, the more insoluble the puzzle seems. He is the mythical hero
whose magic sword slices through the Gordian knot of historical causa-
tion, once more setting men free, The difficulties of conceiving such a
role are reflected in the cruelty-kindness meditations.

To his own persistent question of how one transforms fessi and furbi
into citizens, Machiavelli responds that it can only be done by a grear
man, acting alone. In later centuries an apparently similar question is
often posed, and an apparently similar answer given, by the social con-
tract theorists: it takes a singular sovereign to make one civic body our
of a plurality of aromized individuals, “It is the unity of the representer,
not the unity of the represented, that maketh the person one,” says
Hobbes, and “unity cannot otherwise be understood in multitude.” ™
There may be some admixture of this conceptual point in Machiavelli
as well: that only unity can make unity, But for the most part, his out-
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look and the point of his Founder figure are very different from the so-
cial contract theorists' concerns. Their problem is formal, conceptual,
hypothetical, and abstract: how shall we conceive of unity in a multi-
tude? But for Machiavelli the problem is concretely pracrical and politi-
cal: what to do about Florence? Yet it is also psychological, particularly
insofar as the practical political problem seems insoluble.

At first it may seem as if Machiavelli, like Hobbes, requires the
Founder to stand alone and singular because isolation means strength,
and the leader’s role is to frighten men into conformiry. Certainly he
says that among corrupted and privatized men, “some greater force
must of necessity be established, namely a kingly hand that with abso-
lute and surpassing power puts a check on the over-great ambition and
corruption of the powerful.”"™ Original Founders as well as renovators
must inspire “terror” and “fear” of the penalty for disobedience.™ But
unlike Hobbes, Machiavelli seeks to produce not merely obedient, disci-
plined subjects but men of wvirt, active citizens. Accordingly, where
Hobbes's sovereign, king of the children of pride, is intended to over-
come man’s “vainglory,” his self-defeating lust for heroics, Machiavelli’s
Founder is intended to enhance men's pride and sense of honor, to invite
and encourage them into heroism. Machiavelli has little confidence in
the contractual or utilitarian calculation ot rational self-interest; and he
does not wish to fasten narrowly self-interested men, unchanged, into a
new constitutional machinery. 5o whereas for Hobbes the choice of a
sovereign is essentially arbitrary, the idea of sovereignty being what
solves his formal problem, tor Machiavelli Founding requires almost su-
perthuman capacities.

For Machiavelli, the Founder must be a heroic figure not merely be-
cause of the magnirude of his task, but because of its specifically educa-
tional and transformative nature, not merely to frighten but also to in-
spire. That is one reason why the Founder’s extraordinary nature is so
paradoxical. Only the “armed prophet” will win; it is not sufficient to
introduce a new teaching if you cannot protect yourself, gain power,
and enforce it. But neither is it sufficient to seize power and terrify men;
one must be both armed and a prophet. And the qualities required for
the one conflict with those required for the other. The things that one
must do to stay in power among corrupt and evil men, as Machiavelli
remarks apropos Alexander the Great, are horrible; any decent man
would prefer to live a private life “rather rthan to be a king who brings

105, Disconrses 1: 55 (G 309). See also 1: 18 (G 243); Prince, ch. 6 (G 26); and, con-
cerning the nobility, Discomrses 1: 3 [{G 201).
106. Discowrses 3: 1 (G 421).



The Founder [ 77

such ruin on men.”"" So decent, good men do not become such rulers;
and evil men, conversely, do not transform corruption to virtu.

To reorganize a city for living under good government assumes a good man, and
to become a prince of a state by violence assumes an evil man; therefore a good
man will seldom amempt to become prince by evil methods, even though his

purpose be good; on the other hand a wicked man, when he has become prince,
will seldom try to do what is right, for it never will come into his mind to use
rightly the authority he has gained wickedly,"™

But such a passage does not yet make clear the full extent of the para-
dox. It speaks only to the Founder’s motivations: why should a man
wicked enough to gain and hold power want to reform his subjects 1o
virtue? There is a deeper problem lodged in Machiavelli’s understand-
ing of the educational, transformational task itself. Even if the wicked
leader were somehow motivated to use his authority for good ends, he
would be unable to do so. For fear can control men only during the
ruler’s liferime; it cannot change their character so that his new laws
will be obeyed in his absence. Terrifying power, cruelty, harshness, and
the fear that they inspire are necessary for transforming men, but not
sufficient.

The Founder must also serve as a model for imitation, must inspire
admiration, respect, even love, and embody for his subjects the charac-
ter they are to acquire by following him—a character not of terrifying
cruelty, bur of genuine virtue. Politically, whar this means is that where
traditional and legal authority are lacking or have degenerared to empty
husks, authority can only be personal; only in their relationship to the
inspiring leader can fragmented and factionalized men begin to feel
their shared membership, their communality, and find the courage to
trust. Psychologically what it means is that changing men’s character re-
quires more than force or cunning or power; it requires personal au-
thority. An authority in this sense, as John Schaar has said, “is one
whose counsels we seek and rrust and whose deeds we strive to imitate
and enlarge . . . who starts lines of action which others complete.” "
They complete those lines of action not merely out of fear of his punish-
ment, but because he stimulates, directs, leads, organizes their actions,
taking responsibility for the outcome. Significant personal change is
difficult and frightening; it always contains an element of risk, as one
abandons some aspects of the old self in order to become an unpredicta-
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bly different person. In this process, such an authority stands security as
a guarantor of consequences, assuring those he leads that they will grow
rather than diminish as they change. He gives them his word on it; but
ultimately it is himself he presents as guarantee, as a model of what they
might become; “he shows others the way by going there himself.” "

It is the same in the renovation of a corrupt state, which must also be
the work of a single great man. Barring a renovation precipitated by ex-
ternal attack, that most dangerous alternative, the only hope for a cor-
rupt state lies in the appearance of a “good man who . . . by his exam-
ple and his virtuous [virtuose] deeds™ produces the same effect.' Even
a renovating law must “be brought to lite by the wisdom [wirtu]™ of
some citizen." The renovator must indeed terrify and be prepared to
kill, but he must also set an “example . . . so powerful that good men
wish to imitate [it]” and even “the wicked are ashamed to live a life con-
trary to [it]."'"

The Founder or renovator must also cut into history all at once and
alone, yet “one man cannot live so long that he has time enough™ to
complete the necessary transformartion of men’s characters; at the mini-
mum it would take someone “of exceedingly long life or two vigorous
[virtiose] reigns in succession,” which is most unlikelv." What, then, is
the likelihood of an endless series of such figures? And would such a
series of shared founding by many still be Founding, capital F, with all
the implications of uniqueness and solitary action the rask seems to re-
quire ? Would the idea of perpetual and shared founding not reveal the
Founder to be a myth? Any halfway competent fox should be able to see
through it and expose it. Yet in the face of the Roman forefathers, the fox
is ashamed.

Behind the relatively realistic, practical problems Machiavelli explic-
itly explores, of what it might take to rescue a corrupt society like that
of Florence from an apparently hopeless political situation, lie more ab-
stract and symbolic difficulties, generated as Machiavelli meditates on
the practical problems, reads history, and dreams. Mot only is the
Founder a fantasy of rescue from insurmountable practical difficulties;
he also embodies the idea of founding and therefore is entangled in all
the logical difficulties raised by our conceptual system in this region of
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thought, How is one to understand the idea of something really new in
human affairs? What will count as new, and where does it come from? If
it has a causal antecedent, is it really new? In particular, can freedom be
created, given, imposed? If not, how does it come to be?

These puzzles push Machiavelli to construe the Founder’s autonomy
on the model of solitude, as if he were the only creator, the only person,
among objects, animals, or children. His task is to make free men of this
material, But his means are terror and emulation, and it 1s not clear that
those are suitable to objects or to animals. Nor is it clear whether even
children, if they emulate autonomy conceived in that way, could ever
become free citizens. The Founder must be a foundling, conceptually,
because he must be the unmoved mover, his autonomy construed as
having no human antecedents. Yet what he must generate in his “sons™
is piety toward his initiative, He must be the very opposite of a parricide
because he must embody patriarchal piety for them to emulate. And
he must slay his sons because if they sought to be fully alive and au-
tonomous following his example, no lasting institution would be con-
structed by him. For this model, true paternity requires slaying what
you generate,

Thus there is still another type of problem, another mode of explana-
tion besides the conceptual or logical: the symbolic or psychological.
The Founder’s murderous cruelty is both fed and required by the rage of
frustrated, hopeless, self-defeating Florentine men, such as Machiavelli
himself. They must be punished for that rage, disciplined; they must be
rescued from it, protected. Symbaolically the Founder is a father, guard-
ian of patriarchy, but a tather required to be murderous toward his sons

because his task is to guard them and the masculine enterprise against
the even fiercer and more terrifying power of the feminine. But those are
themes that must wait for later chapters. First comes Machiavelli’s third
image of manhood, the fraternal Citizen that the Founder is meant to
create.



CHAPTER FOUR

The Citizen and His Rivals

As a standard of manhood, the image of the Founder puts that of the
fox to shame because of the Founder's capacity to father. Yet that im-
plies that the Founder himself is only a means ro Machiavelli’s real goal:
the new, uncorrupted society to be created. The vision of that society
provides yet a third model of true manhood for Machiavelli, different
from the manliness of both fox and Founder. Call it the image of the
fraternal Citizen, and let the capitalization of the word mark the image
as an ideal rype distinct from actual citizenship in this or thar histori-
cal society.

The Citizen 1s Machiavelli’s most profound and promising vision and
the most political of his images of manhood. It has the potennal for
synthesizing what is best in his conflicting ideas about autonomy. Yer
it is also the most elusive and difficult to reconstruct from the texts,
No single work embodies its world, as Mandragola presents the world
of the tox and The Art of War that of the Founder. It has to be con-
structed from scattered sections and passages, often by implication or
contrast with what Machiavelli calls “corruption™ or “degeneracy.” Yet
the edifying vision of the Founder also contrasts with corruption and
degeneracy and must nevertheless be distinguished from rthat of the
Citizen.

The manhood of Citizenship is clearly tied to Machiavelli’s republi-
canism, his deep commitment to politics, and his passionate love of
Florence. Yet it is an image drawn at least as much from his reading as
from his experience, for it concerns a free and healthy collective life
such as Florence never experienced in his time, a way of life to which he

80 |
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refers variously as civic, political, and free: a governo politico or gov-
erno libero, a vivere libera, vivere politico, or vivere civile.

Although the Citizen 1s, like the fox and the Founder, an image of
manhood, it embodies virtit in a fundamentally different way. For both
fox and Founder have wvirtii through their personal, individual au-
tonomy, understood as needing no others, having ties to no others, act-
ing without being acted upon. For the Citizen, by contrast, virts is shar-
ing in a collective autonomy, a collective freedom and glory, yer without
loss of individuality. Virta is systemic or relational. Thus it not merely is
compatible with, but logically requires, interaction in muruality with
others like oneself. It lies not in isolation from or domination over oth-
ers, but in the shared raking charge of one’s objective connections with
them. “Each Man by Himself is Weak,” as a chapter title in the Drs-
courses announces, but “The Populace [la plebe] United is Strong.™’
When individuals realize this, they act together to pursue the shared
public good and thereby sustain it. When they perceive as (if they were)
isolated individuals, their actions become both selfish and cowardly, for
“as soon as each man gets to thinking about his personal danger, he be-
comes worthless and weak,” his virtiz vanishes; his actions begin to un-
dermine the community and produce his isolation.” Citizen virti 1s thus
a matter both of objective activity and of outlook or artirude, each af-
fecting the other. And in both respects, such individual virei is available
only in a republic; it presupposes an ethos and an institutional frame-
work. Individuals can achieve only “such excellence [perfezione]” as
the “way of life [modo del vivere]” of their community “permits.”* A
rightly constituted republic, one based “on good laws and good institu-
tions [ordini],” one deserving to “be called free,” has no need, as “other
governments” do, of “the strength and wisdom of one man [della virti
di umo womo| to maintain it.”* Rather, its institutions will “by them-
selves stand firm,” because “everybody has a hand in them.”® In the
Citizen vision, this is the only way to achieve strength and virts, for
“only authority freely given is durable.””
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That a free republic has no need of the virtik of one man, however, by
no means implies that it has no need of the virtie of individual men. To
say that free institutions sustain themselves is not to deny the role of
Citizen effort, Though relational and systemic, Citizen virtst is neverthe-
less individual and active. It is no mere passive or automatic reflection
of some community attribute, in the sense in which Hobbes later argued
that the subjects of all sovereign states are equally free, no matter what
the form of government, because their state is free in relation to other
states;* or as an individual serving, obeying, or formed by a great
Founder might be said to share in the Founder’s greatness by associa-
tion, Citizen participation must be genuine, active, and independent,
with each individual exercising his own judgment and initiative.

Citizen virta is not the product of a uniform solidarity of identifica-
tion or obedience. Indeed, in the Citizen vision, precisely plurality, com-
petition, diversity, rather than uniformity, are the source of manly
strength. “Where political powers are many, many able men appear;
where such powers are few, few.”” Thus, where “there are more states,
more strong men rise up.” Conversely, as already noted, when Rome
gradually conquered Europe and unified it into a single state, it thereby
diminished the quantity of virtse in the region.™ Within a single starte,
similarly, diversity provides resources beyond those of any individual
alone. Success depends on adapting to the times, but no one man can
change his character sufficiently to adapt to all times; the matter is dif-
ferent with a collectivity.

A republic, being able to adapt herself, by means of the diversity among her
body of citizens, to a diversity of temporal conditions berter than a prince can,
15 of greater duration than a princedom and has good tortune longer."

In a collectivity, moreover, the members can keep an eve on each other,
whether that means looking after each other for mutual protection and
benehit, or checking up on each other to prevent abuses.”

Rather than being instilled or imposed from above, in this vision
virts emanates from below; it i1s generated by the interaction of the citi-
zens. For example, it 1s much easier for a virtuous army to produce a
great general from within its ranks, than for a single commander of
however much wirtie to transtorm corrupt cowards into an army." Ac-
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cordingly, whereas both the image of the fox and that of the Founder
imply contempt for, or at least dismissal of, the populace at large—
whether as inert matter to be shaped by the leader or as credulous fools
to be manipulated by the fox—the Citizen image locates virtue and
glory precisely there. Politically,

a people 15 more prudent, more stable, and of berter judgment than a prince . . .
governments by the people are better than those by princes . . . if we consider
all the people’s faults, all the faults of princes, all the people’s glories and all
those of princes, the people will appear in goodness and glory far superior.™

And, assuming the restraints of law, there is “more worth [virta)] in the
people than in the prince.”"

Indeed, while the images of the fox and the Founder imply rule and
subordination and construe public life in terms of who dominates whom,
the vision of Citizenship stresses mutuality—not a strict equality in all
respects, to be sure, but a mutuality of respect and a shared participa-
tion among peers, who must take each other into account in the for-
mulation of collective policy. Here Machiavelli comes closest to the an-
cient Greek conception of free citizenship as meaning “neither to rule
nor to be ruled,” as contrasting not merely with slavery but equally with
slave ownership.” Both the image of the fox and that of the Founder
are, in these terms, fundamentally nonpolitcal, even antipolitical un-
derstandings of public life and manhood. They conceive human au-
tonomy in terms of radical isolation and sovereignty, the singular actor
manipulating others to achieve goals that are his alone, as if they were
inert abjects and he the only person, as if of a different species. Whether
his isolation is defensive and the purposes selfish, or the isolation a
mark of grandeur and the purposes noble, the net result is similar. Mu-
tuality, reciprocity, dialogue, the web of relationships that constitute a
public arena and create public power, are missing from both images. In
both, politics is understood as domination, whether seen by the fox
from below or within, or by the Founder from above or outside. In the
Citizen image, by contrast, the essential meaning of political relation-
ships that embody true manliness is, as Machiavell puts it, “neither ar-
rogantly to dominate nor humbly to serve [ne superbamente dominare
ne wmilmente servire].”"

14. Ibad., 1: 58 (G 316=17, see also 314-15).

15. Ihid. (G 317); Machiavelli, Opere 1: 265.

16. See, tor example, Arendr, Humnar Condition, 32; and Hanna Fenichel Packin, *Jus-
tice: On Relating Private and Public,” Political Theory % (Auguse 1981), 327-51.

17. Discourses 1: 38 (G 314); Machiavelli, Opere 1: 262,
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Citizenship in this sense is thus linked to a kind of equality. But Ma-
chiavelli’s political sociology, his discussions of class differences and so-
ctal equality are scattered, sketchy, and difficult to interpret. Sometimes
he speaks of societies as divided into three classes, ranks, or sorts of
men: the nobles, the “people [il popolo]™ or middle class, and “the
plebs [la plebe]™ or lower class.”"™ Ar other times he distinguishes only
two classes or “humors [umori],” the rich or “grear [grandi]” and “the
people.”" In ltalian as in English the term people is ambiguous, mean-
ing sometimes a particular social class, sometimes the entire member-
ship of society, or all but the singular ruler (as in the passages just
quoted in which “the people™ are contrasted to “the prince™). Only the
nobles or grandi are intrinsically ambitious, crave glory, and desire to
dominate others. The people at large intrinsically want only security in
their privacy, the absence of oppression.*

This much is relatively consistent throughout Machiavelli’s works.
But it seems to lead him to diametrically opposed conclusions. Some-
times he locares liberty and virtue in the common people and associates
it with social and economic equality; at other times he locates it in the
ambition of *he nobility and thus in class distinctions. In the Discourses
he argues that “men of the people” are generally berter guardians of lib-
erty in a republic than are the rich or the grandi, because it makes sense
to appoint as guardians over anything those “who are least greedy to
take possession of it.”* The people want only “not to be ruled” and
consequently “to live in freedom,” while the rich and grandi want “1o0
rule.” Accordingly, Machiavelli condemns as “dangerous in every re-
public and in every country”™ those wealthy nobles or “gentlemen™ who
do not work but “live in luxury on the returns from their landed posses-
sions.”** Both the “corruption” of a people and their loss of the “apti-
tude for free life spring from inequality in a city.”* The German people,
by contrast with the Italians, have maintained i vivere politice™ by
preserving “among themselves a complete [pari (peer-ish) | equality.”
But Tuscany, and Florence in particular, differ from the rest of Italy; in

18. Florentine Histories, preface (G 1032). 5ee also “Discourse on Remodelling™
(G 107, 109); Machiavelli, Opere 7: 69.

19, Prince, ch. 9 (G 39); Machiavells, Prince, tr. and ed. Musa, 76=77,

20. Prince, ch. 9 (G 39); “Discourse on Remodelling™ (G 107-=8); Discourses 1: 5
(G 204); 1: 16 (G 237); 1: 40 (G 282). Sometimes, however, the grandi are more “am-
bittous™ for wealth than for glory; Discowrses 1: 37 (G 274).

21. Dvisconerses 1: 5 (G 204).

22, Ibid., 1: 55 (G 308, cf. 310). 23, Ibid., 1: 17 {G 240).

24. Ibid., 1: 55 (G 308); Machiavelli, Opere 1: 256.
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that region there is grear potential for “liberty” and “well-regulated
government” because, like Germany, ir lacks idle “lords of castles™ and
“gentlemen.”

In the Florentine Histories, by contrast, Machiavelli condemns the
Florentine bourgeoisie precisely for having largely eradicated the city’s
aristocratic class and forced those few nobles remaining to adopt or
pander to the “spirit” and “ways of living” of the common people.™
This deprived the city of the special ethos a nobility can contribute:
their ambition and desire for glory, their “ability [eirta] in arms and . . .
boldness [generosita] of spirit.”* The Roman Republic fared well be-
cause its conflicts always increased social inequality there, while the Flor-
entine Republic did poorly because of ever increasing social equality,™

How are such blatant contradictions to be interpreted? Does equality
promote or hinder liberty and wirti? Is Machiavelli for or against the
nobility? Is his position in the Florentine Histories a distortion of his
real views adopted to please the pope who commissioned that work?
This cannot be ruled out, but perhaps one can make substantive sense
of what Machiavelli says; perhaps he was trying to say something that is
difficult to formulate in a consistent manner. The Citizen image of man-
hood at least suggests the following possible interpretation.

Each class or grouping in society has its own distinctive perspective,
spirit, and way of life; all of these can contribute toward the good of the
whole, yet each of them by itself, unmodified, would destroy the vivere
civile and the virtie associated therewith. They all need to be modified in
mutual, political deliberarion and struggle. The nobles are a threat be-
cause, while they honor and desire virts, they tend to construe it wrongly
as the domination of others, on analogy with military prowess in the
face of an enemy. Such military prowess toward foreign enemies is an
essential part of republican virtue, and a contribution the nobles can
make to the whole, but it is not the correct understanding of citizen
virtte in a free state, The common people, by contrast, while they are
free of the dangerous ambition to dominate others, tend to be privatized
and politically passive; whether from greed or need, they are likely o
sell out liberty for security in their private pursuit of material gain. Thart
makes them not only bad soldiers, but bad citizens as well, unless they
can be broughrt to see that public freedom, the vivere civile, 1s necessary
to protect private freedom, and ro that extent to lift their eves from

25, Duscowurses 1: 535 (G 309),

26, Florentime Histories 3: 1 (G 11410,

27. Id.; Machiavelli, Opere 7: 213,

28, Floremtme Histories 32 1 (G 11400 bug of. 3: 2 (G 11423,
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profit to glory. Either class can be a danger to political stability if its
intrinsic cravings are outright frustrated, but their mutually transform-
ing political interaction is conducive to stability, as well as to the most
widespread correctly understood Citizen virtie. This is true both under
a prince and in a republic: both should strive to be as inclusive as
possible,”

A healthy political manhood, then, requires a plurality of classes and
perspectives, vet it requires that they interact in a spirit of mutuality, or
the necessary modifications of position will not take place. A certain
measure of socioeconomic inequality is entirely compartible with this
spirit of mutuality, so long as the society does not value wealth and so-
cial status too highly or in the wrong way. What is essential is a genuine
mutuality of respect rather than equality of wealth and rank. Thus the
exemplary Romans knew how “to honor and reward excellence” even
among the lower classes; they sought out virta wherever it might be
found, so that poverty “did not close your road™ to political power.
“Evidently” that social ethos made “riches™ less desirable and impor-
tant.”® Extreme disparities between classes may, however, preclude such
mutuality across difference.

If Machiavelli means something like this by the pari equalita of Ciui-
zens, it is no wonder if he seems to be saying that both equality and
inequality are essential. His arguments for equality thus must not be
read as a rejection of class differences in favor of outright socioeco-
nomic leveling. Nor should they be read as a rejection of leadership and
authority in favor of anarchic spontaneity, although on this topic, roo,
the texts are ambiguous and problematic. Leadership is necessary even
in a free republic, for “A Multitude Withour a Head is Helpless.” " A
mob can be “formidable™ briefly, in the heat of violence, but cannort sus-
tain the political vision and soon disintegrates again into private isola-
tion. “When their minds are a bit cooled . . . each man sees that he must
return to his house,” and they begin “ro distrust themselves and think of
safety cither by flight or by treaty.” * So leadership, far from threatening
republicanism, 15 essennal to it

But how is that claim to be reconciled with the peer equality of Citi-

29, Concermng a prince, Prince, ch. 9 (G 39); Dusconrses 1: 16 (G 237}, More gener-
ally, Discowrses 3: 7 (G 448); “Discourse on Remodelling™ (G 110, 115). Concerning ven-
geance and violence, Discourses 2: 23 (G 389). This reading is suggested by 5. M.
Shumer, “Machiavelli: Republican Politics and Its Corruption,” Political Theary 7 (Febru-
ary 1979): 5-34.

30, Art of War, bk. 1 (G 372); Discowrses 3: 25 (G 4B86).

3. Duscowrses 1: 44 (G 287, CL 3: 28 (G 492).

32, Ibad., 1: §7 (G 312-13).
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zens? Furthermore, Machiavelli repeatedly speaks with apparent ap-
proval of the way skillful leaders manipulate the people. Where that
manipulation 15 directed toward the common good, the borderline be-
tween the vision of the Founder and that of the Citizen seems to blur:
the people appear like material to be used by the leader. Where the ma-
nipulation is directed merely to the leader’s own interest, contrary 1o
the common good, the borderline between the vision of the fox and that
of the Citizen becomes doubtful, and republics no longer seem different
from princedoms or tyrannies.

Machiavelli says clearly, however, that there are two different styles of
leadership, only one of which is suitable for relations among republican
Citnizens. There are two different ways to “govern a multrude . . . the
method [via (way, road)| of freedom [and] . . . that of a princedom.” "
He does not specify the difference between them, but there are some
suggestions in the Discourses. In brief, republican authority not only
must further the common good (which would be equally true of the
Founder), but requires a mutuality berween leaders and led. Power is
“given" by the “free votes” of the led rather than seized by the leaders
and imposed on the led.” The people have access to office regardless of
wealth or class; so a father knows that if his sons have “abilities [virti]
they can become prominent men [principi] in the republic.”* Even
those who hold no office can bring public charges against corrupt offi-
cials and make public suggestions about policy; and they participate in
the making of at least some public decisions after open debate. Where
Citizen virta prevails, it is

desirable that each one who thinks of something of beneht to the public should
have the nght to propose it. And it is good that each one should be permitted to

state his opinion on it, in order that the pl:l;lpll:.l having heard each, may choose
the better.™

Only rarely will the people then fail “to accept the better opinion.” "
Machiavelli by no means claims thar the people are always right, and
one of the functions of leadership is to restrain them from hasty action
when they are wrong.” But princes are not always righr either; and the
people do generally know enough to choose good leaders, making “far
better” choices of magistrates “than a prince™ does.™

33 ld., 1: 16 (G 236); Machiavelli, Oypere 1: 174,

34, Discourses 1: 34 (G 267).

35, Ihid., 2: 2 {G 322); Machiavelli, Chpere 1: 284,
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Finally, republican authority must be exercised in a way that further
politicizes the people rather than rendering them quiescent. Its function
is precisely to keep a political movement or action that the people have
imtiated—such as the march of the “multitude™ of armed plebs to the
Mons Sacer outside Rome that resulted in the establishment of the Trib-
unes and enhanced hiberty—from disintegrating into riot, apathy, or
privatization,” The common people know “particulars,” Machiavelh
says; they know their immediate world, they know how to do things in
it, they can judge characrer, they live in the concrete. When it comes o
abstraction, to “judging things in general™ and at a distance, they may
be deceived.* The function of republican leadership is to reconnect the
abstract generality of policy oprions and political principles with the
lived experience and practical skill of the led. This will “quickly and
easily open their eves™ abour false generalities; and it will help them see
the relationship their own perceived needs bear to the needs of others,
to principle, and to the common good.*

Machiavelli does say that when a private citizen rises to high office
and becomes privy to details of policy, his views will change, so that he
may seem to the people to be betraying them and the policies and prin-
ciples he was elected to serve.*’ But that 1s a sign precisely of ordinary
people’s ability to govern well once they know the facts. And in a re-
public of virtit “the people are the princes™; Cinzens share in political
power.* That need not mean that all partcipate equally, let alone that
all are constantly preoccupied only with public affairs. Not all are
ambitious for honor, and that 15 good; it is essential that the various
“humors™ interact. But even those many whose primary concern 1s “se-
curity” crave living in “freedom” for that very reason. What Ma-
chiavelli’s Citizen vision implies is not a populist utopia but something
like the condition of Florentine politics early in the hfteenth century,
whose description by John Righy Hale was quoted at some length in the
first chapter: a condition where none can dominate, where even the
nonparticipants take a lively interest in public concerns, and where all
share a “political ethos which [rakes] for granted the collaboration of
responsible citizens as equals in the conduct of public affairs.”*

The one topic most in conflict with this vision for Machiavell is reli-
gion, He clearly thinks that religions—at the minimum, religious forms

40, Tad., 1: 44 (G 287,

41, Ibad., 1: 47 (G 293, cf. 291=-94), See also 1; 48 (G 295); 1: 58 (G 316}
42, Ihid., 1: 47 (G 294). 43, Ihid.

44, Ihid., 1: 58 (G 316). 45, Ihid., 1: 16 {G 237).
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and rituals, but possibly the gods, too—are human inventions; found-

ing a religion is the greatest source of glory.'” He also assigns religion
enormous importance, frequently blaming the Church for modern ltal-
lan corruption, ascribing ancient greatness to ancient religion, and as-
serting that most men will be good and will keep their oaths only if they
believe themselves observed by divinities who will punish or reward
them.* The combination of these two themes—that religion is man-
made yet essential to healthy public life—plays havoc with the republi-
can egalitarianism of the Citizen vision. For it introduces one ineradica-
ble inequality in the healthy body politic, between those who believe in
the religion and those who know its fraudulence (or at least the fraudu-
lence of its forms and rituals) and can exploit it for public or private
good. If the dichotomy were merely between the Founder and later gen-
erations, it might still be compatible with the pari equalita of Citizens,
But Machiavelli speaks with evident approval of the Roman Senare’s ex-
ploitation of the religious credulity of the plebs; he often urges military
leaders to exploit the religion of their troops in this way.* All this is
meant for the common good, no doubr, though what makes the un-
believing leaders and generals public-spirited is far from clear; but it s
hard to reconcile with mutuality berween leaders and led and with open
access to office for all. The Citizen vision seems to founder on the shoals
of religion.

Yet sometimes Machiavelli does suggest other possibilities, even on
this topic. “Where the fear of God is lacking,” he says, a state can be
sustained instead “by fear of a prince,” but only during that leader’s life-
time.™ Its real “salvation™ would require “so to organize it thar even
after he dies it can be maintained.”* Would that require manipulating
religion? Romulus founded Rome, Machiavelli points our, without hav-
ing recourse to “the authority of God.” But of course Numa introduced
religion soon thereafter. Moreover, it is even harder to reform a corrupt
state than to found a new one; and even if the latter can be accom-
plished in a secular manner, the former cannot.

And truly no one who did not have recourse to God ever gave to a people un-
usual laws, because without that they would not be accepred. Because many

47, Discourses 1: 11 (G 224); 1: 12(G 227); 2: 5 (G 340). On Machiavelli’s own beliet
see G 170-71.
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good things are known to a prudent man that are not in themselves so plainly
rational that others can be persuaded of them.*

o - L

A plurality of classes and interests is necessary to the Citizen vision
not merely because each has its unique perspective and spirit to contrib-
ute to the community, but also because internal conflict is an essential
and healthy phenomenon in its own night. If relations among real men
in this vision are those of peer mutuality, fraternal rather than paternal
and flal, Machiavelli is not one of those romantics for whom fraternity
implies a natural or automatic harmony. He never forgets that brothers
hate as well as love one another. Thus, whereas the vision of the fox
involves a preference for indirect methods and manipulative means, for
fraud over force and both over “fighting by laws,” and whereas the
vision of the Founder involves a complex combinarion of herce ruth-
lessness directed ourward at the enemy with a courtly, idealized internal
harmony in which no conflict can arise, the vision of manly Citizenship
differs from both in the value it places on internal, polirical conflict
and particularly on open conflict that spurns the means of deceit or
indirection,

Internal conflict, aggression, ambition, directed and used in the right
way, are the sources of strength, health, and growth. Roman republican
political life is again the prime example. Some may say that its

methods were unlawful and almost inhuman, tor the people were shrieking
against the Senate, the Senate against the people, there was disorderly running
through the streets, locking of shops, the people all leaving Rome. . . 7

But “those who condemn™ these “dissensions™ are in reality “fAinding
fault with whart as a first cause kept Rome free.” ™ The “perfection™ of
her government was achieved through “discord,” and “disunion be-
tween the plebians and the Senate.”” Indeed, if Rome “had become
quieter . . . it would also have been weaker,” deprived of the oppor-
runity for “greatness™ and for “growth.” ™

The Roman example, furthermore, indicares a general truth: “those
who believe republics can be united,” meaning thereby that they can
achieve a uniform cohesion without serious conflict and at the same
time be strong and capable of glory, “are greatly deceived in their be-
lief.”*” For liberty and good order “have their origin™ in the very “dis-

§52. Ibid. (G 225). 530 Ibad., 1; 4 {G 203). 54, had. (G 2025,
55, Ibid., 1: 2 (G 200, See also 1: 4 (G 202-3); 1: 17 (G 239).
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sensions that many thoughtlessly condemn.”*™ Without this sort of
challenge, men grow complacent, forgetful, and flaccid, as excessive
“ease” makes them “effeminate.” It is the “cities and provinces that
live in freedom™ which *make very great gains.”* Where the citizens
are self-governing, cities “grow enormously in a very short nme,” and
conversely, cities have “never” been able to grow and prosper in this
way “except when they have been at liberty.”*

Health, growth, prosperity, manliness all depend on the tension of in-
ternal conflict, on ambition and energy. Yet obviously conflict and am-
bition are no guarantees of liberty or political health; they are also dan-
gerous forces that can easily destroy a state or undermine its liberty.
“Some divisions harm republics and some divisions benefit them,” but
which do which?* The entire Florentine Histories, one might say, is a
meditation on this topic: why did internal conflict in Rome serve to
strengthen the state and enlarge liberty, while in Florence it produced
only factional dissension, destructiveness, and weakness?

The enmities that at the outser existed in Rome between the people and the no-
bles were ended by debating, those in Florence by fighting; those in Rome were
terminated by law, those in Florence by the exile and death of many citizens.”

The contrast is clear enough, but how is it to be explained? Machiavelli
says it has something to do with principle, with the reasonableness and
justness of the claims leveled by either side, and the two sides’ corre-
lated ability to retain some mutuality, some awareness of their shared
membership in a joint enterprise to which each makes distinctive con-
tributions, and hence their ability to set limits on the means they em-
ploy in the struggle.

The people of Rome wished to enjoy supreme honors along with the nobles; the
people of Florence fought to be alone in the government, without any participa-
tion in it by the nobles. Because the Roman people’s desire was more reason-
able, their injuries to the nobles were more endurable, so thar the nobility
vielded easily and withour coming to arms. . . . On the other hand, the Floren-
tine people’s desire was harmiul and unjust, so thar the nobility with greater
forces prepared to defend themselves, and therefore the result was blood and
the exile of citizens, and the laws then made were planned not for the common
profit but altogether in favor of the congueror.™
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The genuine appeal to justice and the sense of mutuality and limits
even within serious conflict are further correlated with this other re-
quirement: the conflict must be open rather than clandestine and in-
vidious. True virtsi requires the open staking of a claim on the basis of
right and justice, along with the effort to defend it through organizing
power; destructive factionalism, by contrast, relies on evasion, private
cabals, and secret intrigues. To “make war openly” is the “more honor-
able™ way, though it is not available to the weak.” The “goodness™ of
the Roman people is, for example, demonstrated by the fact that con-
fronted by whart they considered an unjust financial levy imposed on
them by the nobility in the Senate, they “did not think of defrauding the
edict in any amount by giving less than was due,” but thought only of
“liberating” themselves “from the tax by showing open indignation.” "
That is the reason, also, why Machiavelli places so much stress on the
Roman institution of accusations. It allowed charges to be brought law-
fully against even the rich and powerful who engaged in abuses; where
the charges were found valid, the abuses were countered “with public
forces and means, which have their definite limits” and therefore “do
not go on to something that may destroy the republic.”*” And even if the
charges were invalid, the possibility of bringing them publicly, lawfully,
into the open was essential to il vivero libero, 1o free political life.” For
hidden antagonisms seek private modes of expression which divide the
community into factions that prefer vengeance to the public good, that
consequently may even call in foreign forces to assist their private aims,
and that fail to recognize the essential civic or civil limits (i termini ci-
vilf) distinguishing political conflict from civil war.* Where “hartreds do
not have an outlet for discharging themselves lawfully, they take unlaw-
ful ways.” Unfortunate is the city that “inside her wall™ has no sate outlet
through which “the malignant humors that spring up™ may “find vent.” ™

The Citizen of a healthy republic uses that “way of fighting . . . ac-
cording to laws"™ that is suited to men rather than animals: open and
fearlessly direct confrontation rather than sneaky, clandestine, foxy ma-
neuvering; but at the same time a conflict mediated by law, justice, per-
suasion, community, rather than resolved by naked leonine force. The
fraternity of Citizens implies genuine conflict, burt it rules out the frarrn-
cide essential to Founders like Romulus. There is no mere selfish or
lupine factionalism here, nor any fantasy of automatic, painless unity,

65, Dhiscowrses 3: 2 [ 423). a6, ld., 1: 35 (G 307,
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but a continuing process of genuine, yet contained, conflict. Unity is
achieved again and again, neither by a selfless merging with the Founder
nor by submission to his repressive discipline, but collectively, in inter-
action. Such a city offers each Citizen, each class of Citizens, the genu-
ine possibility of fulfilling individual needs, pursuing separate interests,
expressing real passions; it does not depend on sacrifice, either volun-
tary or enforced. Yet the selfish and partial needs, interests, and pas-
sions brought into the political process are transformed, enlarged,
brought into contact with the conflicting needs, interests, and passions
of other Citizens and ultimartely redefined collectively in relation to the
common good—a common good that emerges only out of the political
interaction of the Citizens.

Politics must deal with those things about which people genuinely
care, or it will be trivial and meaningless to them, and they will turn
elsewhere. It must involve a genuine confrontation, open and sometimes
seripus conflict, or the Citizens will not experience in it their real
relatedness. Only when the Roman common people went on strike,
marched out of the city, and encamped on a nearby hill were the nobles
brought to realize their interdependence with thar class, their common
membership in a single community, and thus to concede reforms that
worked “in favor of liberty.”™ Yer the ultimate resolution of conflict
must be mediated by law and justice, not merely enforced; in struggle
the citizens discover the value of the rules and principles that protect
them all, by turns. They are enlarged by serting their private desires into
relationship with considerations of principle and the common good,
which they also desire.™

Thus in the Citizen image of manhood, not only ambition, aggres-
sion, and conflict find positive value, but so do the self and its desires,
the body and its needs; they are to be accepted and rransformed, civi-
lized, rather than rejected or repressed. It is “very natural and normal,”
Machiavelli says, for human beings to want to aggrandize the self, “to
acquire [aguisitare].” ™ Thar can be read as foxy cynicism: given half a
chance all men are evil, and only the naive believe otherwise. Bur it can
also be read in a different spirit to mean that human institutions that
ennoble and civilize us require a foundation in human need and pas-
sion. This is the spirit in which Machiavelli relishes the story of Alexan-
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der the Great’s choice of the site for the city he planned to found “for
his glory,” to bear his name.™ Urged by an architect to locate the city on
the slopes of Mount Athos, where it could be built to resemble *human
form™ and thus become “a thing marvellous and rare and worthy of his
greatness,” Alexander asked only one question: what would the inhabi-
tants live on? The architect was forced to admit he hadn’t considered
that, so Alexander laughed and built his city on the fertile plain. A fer-
tile site, as we shall see later, poses problems of its own, but without
food and other necessities there can be no city; the “glory™ of a city
located where no humans can live is ludicrous.™

As the example suggests, the Citizen image of manhood implies a dif-
ferent understanding of whar is real than do the images of fox and
Founder. The fox, of course, prides himself on his realism, but his re-
ality includes no ideals or principles beyond private self-interest. ldeals
and principles can only be shams to deceive the gullible. That view, how-
ever, makes even self-justification or self-appreciation logically proble-
matic. Though he may take a certain pride in his unmasking of sham,
the fox can ultimately say no better of himself and do no better for him-
self than he can of and for the rest of mankind, for his reality does not
include objective value or principle. The Citizen image implies a realism
that includes both ideals and practice, both concepts and observed be-
havior. Glory, virtue, courage, civility, or the common good can be as
real, as objective, as observable as hunger, pain, ambirion, or greed.
And these different phenomena are connected: civic glory transcends,
but also presupposes, a site suitable for human habitation.

Similarly, the Citizen image implies a different understanding of the
nature of the self than do the images of fox and Founder. The fox for all
his pride in unmasking and being furbo is a profoundly self-disparaging
image. The limits of the self are narrowly drawn around the individual
or perhaps his immediate family and their manifest desires; extended
connections and higher principles are deflated. The authentic self must
almost always remain hidden and is likely to vanish altogether into the
various poses the fox assumes. In contemplating the mythical Founder,
we are similarly diminished; we become mere martter which he might
shape, soldiers he might command, children he might sponsor, In a way,
to be sure, we can then overcome this self-disparagement by identifying
with his greatness, but only at the price of dissolving our separate selves
in his greater glory. The Citizen image, by contrast, is neither selfish nor

74, Discowrses 1: 1{G 194-95).
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self-sacrificing, but a way to “give thought to private and public advan-
tages” together.™ It concerns the transformation of narrowly defined
self-interest into a larger awareness of one’s ties to others, one’s real
stake in institutions and ideals. This is a transformation not so much
from self-interest to self-sacrifice, nor even from narrowly defined short-
range to prudent long-range self-interest, but rather in the understand-
ing of what the self is, of the limits of the self.

Accordingly, the Citizen image implies a realistic acceptance of the
self and those associated with it—those about whom one might say
“we”—acceptance not in the sense of unimprovable perfection, but in
the sense of something improvable, worth improving, capable of being
improved by the self. We have suggested that the manhood of the fox is
drawn mainly from Machiavelli’s experience and that of the Founder
from reading and fantasy. The image of the Citizen is mostly from read-
ing and fantasy too, since fraternal citizenship was not a reality in
Machiavelli’s Florence. Yet, though it can be used to measure current
practice and find thar practice woefully “unmanly,” the Citizen 1mage
nevertheless suggests that “we™ are worthwhile as we are—we Floren-
tines, we Italians, we commoners, we moderns, we human beings—
with our cowardice, our ambition, our greed, our envy, but also our
courage, our intelligence, our capacity for creating and sustaining the
vivere civile: human culture.

It is in this spirit that Machiavelli remarks encouragingly from time
to time that even the great Romans were only human, like ourselves,
and we must not despair of being able to do what they did.”™ These pas-
sages are not a disparagement of Roman greatness, but an attempt to
make it accessible, actionable, for modern men.

Yet the same outlook can raise even more fundamental problems
about ancient Roman greatness. For the forefathers of modern Florence
need not be taken exclusively as the Romans; they might instead be
taken to be the ancient natives of Tuscany, which “was once powerful,
religious, and vigorous [virti],” until the Romans came and “wiped
out™ all of this “achievement.” ™ Perhaps it would be enough—would in
important ways even be preferable—to be “merely” Tuscan and Floren-
tine rather than Roman, to be oneself rather than bound to a mythical
hero? Having withstood torture in prison, Machiavelli wrote to a friend
after his release that he had borne his “distress . . . so bravely that 1 love

76. lbid., 2: 2 (G 333); my italics,
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myself for it and feel that | am stronger |[da piv (more)| than you [or 1
myself? ] believed.”™

Unlike the sardonic vision of the fox and the sycophantic image of
the Founder, the Citizen image is fundamentally ar peace with our hu-
man condition. Glory and heroism are achieved within that condition
rather than by its transcendence. Again one may be reminded of the an-
cient Greek understanding of man as by narure a polis crearure, devel-
oping his full potential only in shared responsibility for the nomaos by
which he lives,

Like Aristotle, Machiavelli suggests that this type of manhood, this
development of potential virtit, can only be achieved in actual experi-
ence of citizen participation. Only in crisis and political struggle are
people forced to enlarge their understandings of themselves and their
interests. Only in crisis and struggle do they

learn the necessity not merely of maintaining religion and justice, but also of
esteeming good citizens and taking more account of their ability [virtit] than
of those comforts which as a result of their deeds, the people themselves
might lack.™

Only through practice in self-reliance do people become self-reliant; lib-
erty is an acquired taste. A people that has grown accustomed to being
cared for and dominated by others lacks the ability, the virti, to control
ieself. Ir s like

a brure beast, which, though of a fierce and savage nature, has always been
cared for in prison and in slavery. Then, if by chance it is left free in a held, since
it is not used to feeding itself and does not know the places where it can take
refuge, it becomes the prey of the first one who tries to rechain it.”

If the ruler of such a people is somehow removed, they must prompitly
submit themselves to another domination; “live as free men they can-
not.”"* By contrast, a people accustomed to self-government, who have
become men in the Citizen image and acquired a raste for public liberry,
will fight with the urmost virti to keep their autonomy. It a conqueror
tries to deprive them of it, they “take awful revenge” on him, as the
Romans found when they moved into free, ancient Tuscany: “Nothing
made it harder for the Romans to conguer the people around them . . |
than the love that in those times many peoples had ftor their freedom.”**
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Such wvirtse and the memory of liberty can even persist through several
generations of oppression, as the Florentine signors point out to the
duke of Athens before the city’s successful revolt against him: “One
often sees [liberty| taken up again by men who never have experienced
it, but merely because of the tradition that their fathers have left them
they continue to love i.” ™

L & -

Here one begins to see the deepest incomparibilities between the
Founder and the Citizen images. It is not merely that the one vision of
manhood is paternal-filial and the other fraternal; the one repressive
and stressing uniformity, the other requiring plurality and conflict; the
one hierarchical, the other equalitarian, Two such ideals mighr still co-
exist, in separate but equal spheres, as it were, and at times Machiavells
tries so to place them: they are two types of manliness required in two
different sets of circumstances. Founders are best at organizing, initiat-
ing, renovating; Citizens are for maintaining and carrying on what has
been started. Each task has its own glory.

If princes are superior to the people in establishing laws, forming communities
according to law, setting up statutes and new institutions, the people are so
much superior in keeping up things already orgamized that without doubt they
artain the same glory as those who organize them.™

Founders are required where the task 15 reforming a corrupt people or
welding a dispersed one into a single community, but where a healthy
civic life exists the Citizen is required.

Though one alone 1s suited for orgamizing, the government organized 15 not
going to last long if resting on the shoulders of only one; but it 15 indeed lasi-
mng when it ts lefr to the care of the many, and when its maintenance rests
upon many.™

Founder and Citizen, then, are to appear in sequence, the one type of
manhood producing the other, each performing his particular task at
appropriate times.

Yet such a deployment of the images cannot fully succeed, for they
have logically incompatible implications. It is essential to the Founder
image that the Founder creates manhood where none had existed; but it
is essential to the Citizen image thar liberty be an acquired taste, learned
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through actual political participation. According to the one image, au-
thoritarian rule is essential to fit people for self-government; according
to the other, authoritarian rule renders them increasingly unfit and en-
genders habits of dependence.” Can subordination to a single leader of
mythical proportions both promote and destroy wvirtst in his followers?
And what of the crucial transition, from paternal Founder to fraternal
self-rule? How is it to be effected, and by which image of manhood and
action is it to be construed? It is, of course, a reform, a revolt, quite
possibly a conspiracy—that delicate, dangerous topic which so fasci-
nated Machiavelli that he gave it the longest chapters in each of his two
primary political works. But if the Founder father is to be overthrown
by the fraternal horde he has engendered, how should that act of revolt
itself be construed: as a great reform by a single, outstanding Founder-
reformer, or as a collective activity by Cirtizen peers? Machiavelli says
both, construing a conspiracy to establish republican liberty now in
terms of the Founder image, now in terms of the Citizen. Brutus, the
prime example, certainly seems to be one of the great Founder figures,
the “father™ of the republic and of Roman liberty. Yer Brutus was suc-
cessful only because of his good timing: had the Roman people been
“corrupt” when he acted, he could perhaps have overthrown the Tar-
quins, but only to replace their tyranny with another.® That other, later
Brutus, for instance, who sought to liberate Rome from Caesar and re-
store the republic, failed utterly because “the Roman populace loved™
Caesar and therefore “avenged him.” Thus, “of all the dangers™ that
threaten initially successful conspirators, “there is none more certain or
more to be feared than when the people love the prince you have killed;
for this, conspirators have no remedy.”* Any regime’s “strongest re-
source against conspiracies,” accordingly, “is not to be hated by the
masses.” Those who would alter the political structure of a state

should consider the marerial on which they must work, and determine from that
the difficulty of their undertakings. For it is as difficult and dangerous to try to
set free a people that wishes to live in servitude as it is to try to bring into servi-
tude a people that wishes to live free.™

The conspirator and reformer, then, is not a Founder of mythical pro-
portions after all, despite the metaphor of a craftsman working on in-
animate material in this passage, but rather very much dependent on his

87, Cf. Strauss, Thoughts, 267. B8, Dusconrses 1; 16 (05 238},
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human interaction with the people of his community. For a conspiracy
to succeed in serting up a republic, the people at large must already be
potential Citizens in character, if not yet in practice.

But the problem is not just with conspirators and renovators. In a
more general sense, each of the three images of manhood constitutes a
perspective on the world and on the nature of man. From the perspec-
tive of the Citizen, as from that of the fox, there can be no Founders,
capital F. Men who are weak or cowardly or narrowly selfish and short-
sighted may abdicate their capacity for action to some single ruler, but
from the Citizen perspective, no good can come of that. Real men do
from time to time found new institutions, or even whole societies, or
renovate them fundamentally. But such men are not the offspring of
gods; they may be foundlings, bur they had ordinary human parents
and were conceived in the usual way. In human affairs there are no un-
moved movers; we are all shaped by our society and our childhood; yet
we are all capable of action and innovation. No leader stands in relation
to his followers as a craftsman to material, imposing form on inanimate
matter. He must always deal with people who already have customs,
habits, needs, belicfs, rules of conduct, who already live somewhere in
some manner. And his power is always dependent on their very human
responses.

Does Machiavelli know that the great Founder image is a myth? If he
is a fox, or sees from the perspective of a fox, or even from that of the
Citizen, he surely must know. Certainly he does not believe thar even
the grearest leaders were fathered by gods; on the contrary, they are
likely to have had humble or shameful origins and precisely for that rea-
son to have invented divine parentage.” Just so Numa “pretended that
he was intimate with a nymph” because in his renovating work he had
“need for the authority of God . . . because he planned to introduce
new and unwonted laws into the city, but feared that his own authority
would not be enough.”* The Founder’s claims to semidivine status are
necessary but fradulent: fraud plays a crucial role in the rise to power
from a lowly position.

Machiavelli also clearly knows that the origins of states, like those of
Founders, are regularly mythologized to camouflage their seamy reality;
all beginnings lack legitimacy and thus need to create their own. The
conquerors try to wipe out the past and hide the bloody origin of their
power.

91, “Life of Castruccio™ (G 533). 92, Disconrses 1: 11 (G 225).
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With violence they enter into the countries of others, kill the inhabitants, seize
their property, set up a new kingdom, and change the name of the country, as
did Moses, and those peoples who took possession of the Roman Empire,”

The Christian religion tries to obliterate the memory of the pagans, as
“the Pagan probably did against any sects preceding itself™ ; and the his-
torians “follow Fortune,” praising the conquerors and denying their
guilt.™

Machiavelli also appears to know that founding is not accomplished
in one blow by a single man acting alone. Even within the imagery of
the Founder, he acknowledges that more than one generation might be
required to reform corruption. Even in Rome, Romulus had 1o be fol-
lowed by Numa; and, indeed, Rome was not orgamized “at the begin-
ning in such a way that she could continue free for a long time™ but had
to reach “perfection” partly by “chance,” partly by “the discord be-
tween the people and the Senate.™™ In the history of Rome “new neces-
sitics were always appearing,” so that it was constantly necessary “to
devise new laws™ for dealing with them.* Thus, far from being created
by an unmoved mover at the outset, Rome was the product of a sort of
continuous founding by many men, and even by classes in interaction;
its “founding™ begins to sound rather like the collective, continuing
maintenance of a healthy free republic after it has been “founded on
good laws and good institutions.” " Although “two successive reigns by
able princes are enough to gain the world,” as can be seen in the exam-
ples of Philip of Macedon and Alexander the Great, such a succession is
a rare accident, but in a republic a continual supply of men of virt
should be available,

since the method of choosing allows not merely two able rulers in succession
but countless numbers to follow one another. Such a succession of able rulers
will always be present in every well-ordered republic.™

Yet in the very passage where Machiavelli says of Rome thar it was
not well organized from the beginning but had to be developed by
chance and conflict, he contrasts Rome to Sparta, Romulus to Lycurgus.
Even while unmasking the Roman Founder, one might say, he affirms
the Spartan one: Rome failed to “gain the first forrune™ but “gained the
second.” The first forune, however, would have been “having a Lycur-
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gus to organize her at the beginning in such a way that she could con-
tinue free for a long nme.” ™ Did Machiavelli regard the story of Lycur-
gus as a myth?

But if Founders are merely a myth, where does significant historical
change come from? How did the human animal ever become capable of
civility? If it is a matrer of human rather than mythical founders, what
do they do, and what can a would-be renovator do in corrupt times?

Foxiness will suffice for survival in such times, but it cannot trans-
form them. The fox is put to shame by the Founder precisely because of
the latter’s capacity as an authority, to father men by inspiring as well as
terrifying them. Not only is the fox unable to offer either inspiration or
terror, but his way actively undermines their possibility. He can only
feed the already existing defensive cynicism of his corrupt world, where
“every man will stand aside and sneer, speaking ill of whatever he sees
and hears.” In such a world no one would or safely could pursue an
ideal like honor, liberty, or virtue; no one will “labor and strain to turn
out with a thousand hardships a work that the wind will spoil and the
fog conceal.”™ That “is the reason, beyond all doubt,” why modern
men fail to achieve what the ancients did, and no amount of unmask-
ing and debunking will remedy it. Foxiness is the discase; it can’t be
the cure,

That is the reason, also, why Ligurio can only rearrange relationships
in Mandragola, leaving all the characters better off in terms of their de-
sires, but not really improving their lot in the larger sense, nor changing
the corruption of their world. Callimaco can certainly father in the lit-
eral sense (and, one might argue, Ligurio vicariously through him}, but
his and Lucretia’s child will grow up in an atmosphere of adultery and
deceir, will be socialized into his parents’ world. The prologue may
speak of that world as “degenerate™ from ancient greatness, but the play
offers no real improvement. If the play were really to be taken as parallel
to The Prince, as showing the begetting of a new ltaly through the co-
operative efforts of a Callimaco-prince and a Ligurio-counselor, then its
message would be a most depressing one: you may get your prince into
power, but the new Italy will be just like the old.

In a context of general virtue and public spirit, the unmasking of a
deceit 1s salutary; but if suspicion becomes so widespread that there 15
no more trust, men are rendered incapable of citizenship and real man-
hood. Even a diplomar may be so “clever and two-faced” that he “com-
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pletely” loses the “trust”™ of the prince he hoped to fool; and when the
ancient oracles were hypocritically exploited by “the powerful” for
their own interests, the people’s discovery of this fraud led not to indig-
nation but to cvnicism: “Men became unbelieving and ready to upset
any good custom [ordine (order)] whatsoever.”" When people have
been too often “deceived in the past both by things and by men, of ne-
cessity the republic is ruined,” because the people then no longer “have
faith™ in anyone or anything. Such a condition of disillusionment is not
healthy but self-destructive, leading a people to shout “Long live its
own death” and “Down with its own life.”™

50 the foxy unmasking of fraud cannot, by itself, inspire corrupt men
to virtie; and, indeed, a true or mere fox would not even conceive that
project. Machiavelli may have been foxy, but he was not merely a fox.
All three images of manhood are his. 50 now one must ask once more: if
a man were not merely a fox but somehow also held a vision of man-
hood as Citizenship, so that he wanted o transform society and men’s
character toward real glory, could he do so? If there are no Founders,
what does it take to found, or to renovate?

Could a fox with such a vision perhaps inspire, manipulate, and use a
lion as a false Founder-hgure? A lion could certainly frighten men into
obedience, but since he lacks true virtn, how could he—or he and the
fox rogether—inspire men? Or would the false appearance be enough?
In politics, atter all, appearance is everything; it is a realm where “men
judge more with their eyes than with their hands, since everybody . . .
sees what you appear to be; few perceive what you are.™"™ Could it be
after all that the great historical Founders were only lions being used by
foxes who had a larger, nonfoxy vision?

Machiavelli’s treatment of theorists and theorizing is particularly
interesting in this regard. In discussing the great historical Founders,
and the necessity that they be alone in their orgamzing activities, he
adds: “5till more, it is necessary that one man alone give the method
and that from his mind proceed all such organmization.”"™ The action of
a Founder, then, may proceed from a mind other than his own; 15 the
“mind” behind the Founder then the real unmoved mover? When he
discusses the great Founders in The Prince, as we noted, Machiavelli
first sets Moses aside “since he was a mere executor of things laid down
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for him by God™ and since we can learn as much from studying the
other Founders, whose “actons and . . . individual methods™ did not
differ “from those of Moses, who had so grear a teacher.”™ So Ma-
chiavelli as theorist and teacher will examine the actions and methods
of past Founders in order to teach future ones; will he then stand in
relation to them as God to Moses? But does the Machiavelli who knows
that “all, or a large part”™ of great men have been so ashamed of their
obscure origins and humble paternity that they “have made themselves
out sons of Jove or of some other god,” actually believe that God spoke
to Moses? Or does he imagine some earlier fox like himself advising
Moses, or perhaps Moses himself as simultaneously lion and fox in one?

Generally Machiavelli ranks theorizing, philosophy, and thought
relatively low in comparison with effective action in the world. In the
ranks of famous men whose fame is well deserved, as we noted, “men of
letters™ come only fourth, after the Founders and fighters. In the Floren-
tine Histories, even more strikingly, “letters” and “philosophy™ are dis-
paraged as a sign of degeneration from “ability [virts]” into corruption:

letters come afrer arms, and . . . generals are born earlier than philosophers.
Because atter good and well-disciplined armies have brought forth victory, and
their victories quiet, the virtue of military courage cannot be corrupted with a
more honorable laziness than that of letters; nor with a grearer and more dan-
gerous deception can this laziness enter into well-regulared cities.*™

Theory, then, would seem to be an “honorable laziness™ that corrupts
and weakens, almost the opposite pole from the supreme virti of the
Founder. Indeed, in his letter to Pope Leo X on remodeling Florentine
government, Machiavelli says that the glory of founding is so great that
theorists like Aristotle, Plato, “and many others™ who were “unable to
form a republic in reality . .. have done it in writing,” wanting “to
show the world™ that their failure to act was due not to “their igno-
rance” but only to “their impotence™ for “purting . . . into practice”
what they knew."” Machiavelli himself was impotent to act in his exile,
having been forced out of action into theory; indeed, in 1509 while still
in office he had written that “for holding states, studies and books are
not enough.”"™

Yet perhaps what is said of philosophy and letters in general 15 not
meant to apply to Machiavelli’s own particular theorizing. In both The
Prince and the Discourses he seeks to distinguish himself from the tradi-
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tion of political theory, insofar as it meant the inventing of unrealistic
imaginary states. While most men act by imitation, and while nothing is
more dangerous than introducing a genuine novelty, he himself as theo-
rist is “determined to enter upon a path not yet trodden by anvone,” in
hopes of thereby bringing “benefit common to everybody.” '™ He wants
“to write something useful” for action, yet does not plan to act on his
own ideas himself, hoping instead like Fabrizio in The Art of War that
someone “with more vigor [wvirti], more prudence and judgment™ will
“carry out this intention of mine.” ™

Autonomous transforming action is what 1s most admirable; yet who
15 the source ot such action: the leader who carries it out, or the “au-
thor”™ who first imagines it? Is theory, then, impotence or power? Are
Founders mere front men for theorist-counselors behind the scenes?
Then whose fault was it that Machiavelli, the consummate fox, failed to
find a front man (or front lion) who might reform and unify Florence or
all Italy? Surely the times and conditions were unfavorable, the task too
difficult. Only a heroic man of mythical proportions could do anything
in conditions such as these. Even in combination, a fox and a lion can-
not produce miracles, cannot turn animals into men. So the Founder has
1o be real atrer all, tor he 1s the only hope. The Founder, one mighr say,
15 a tantasy of the impotent; and to the extent that the situation looks
utterly hopeless, Machiavelli himself is drawn into the Founder image
and yearns for rescue. The attraction of magic is proportional to the
apparent hopelessness of action,

Though rhe fox tends by nature to demystify and debunk and thereby
undermine the image ot the Founder, he also in some way continually
needs and recreates that image. The servant, the counselor, the under-
ling may have a considerable stake in the greamess of his master or in
imagining an even greater one whose greatness he could share by identi-
fication. If in addition he fantasies controlling such a master behind the
scenes; and if, like Machiavelli, he yearns to transform corrupt men into
Citizens of wirtie, then he has stll further stakes of his own in the
Founder image, as a last hope when all else seems blocked. Thus while
Machiavelli clearly did not believe in the divine parentage of Founders
or the immaculate conceprion of cities, the image of the Founder is no
mere rhetorical device detachedly used to manipulate his readers. There
is much reason to think that it was also a symbolic category of his own
thinking.

109, Discowrses, preface (G 190),
110, Ibid.
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In terms of manhood, the relationships among the three images we
have examined are extraordinarily complex and ultimately unresolvable
because they are nontransitive. Each image is in certain respects supe-
rior to, more manly than, the other two; each is in sigmificant ways un-
satisfactory, inadequarte, or unmanly, And so Machiavelli's thought in
effect circles over them endlessly in various juxtapositions and transfor-
mations, the contemplation of any one of the three leading him even-
tually back to a reconsideration of the others. The image of the fox,
though an ideal of manhood in its own right and a source of pride for
Machiavelli, is also somehow despicable and unmanly, for the fox acts
only by indirection and shuns direct encounter. He is put to shame by
the Citizen's fearless engagement in open conflict and accusation; and a
world of foxes and their victims is a world incapable of free civic life.
He is put to shame by the Founder’s generative power; and a fox cannot
father Citizens—indeed, foxiness undermines Citizen virtu. Thus, by
comparison with both Citizen and Founder he is not a real man, but
only an animal.

The Citizen is an ideal of virtii, “hghting by laws™ like a man, rather
than in the way of beasts. Yert citizenship seems incapable of generating
itself; the Citizen is good ar maintenance, but can he father himself?
How is a corrupt world to be transformed into one of civic virtue? One
who cannot fight by the way of beasts is bound to fail in a world of
lions, wolves, and foxes. Only someone who can generate a virtuous
world 15 a real man. By comparison with either the Founder’s gener-
ativity or the fox’s cynical knowledge, the Citizen is revealed as a depen-
dent child not yet capable of manhood.

The Founder is the ultimate man in terms of paternity, vet, being only
a means to the real goal, Citizens of virtsi, he must be overthrown. And
besides, he 1s a myth; the fox, or perhaps even the Citizen, can show
him up as a mere fantasy, incompatible with the verita effettuale della
cosa. The Founder image 1s thus an escape from reality and from eftec-
tive action in the world, hence bound up with unmanliness. Then the
generating of virtse must be the work of foxes, or foxes using lions, after
all; and the apparently so masculine Founder is only the product of the
theorist, the “mind” that stands behind him and manipulates. Why,
then, is the fox again and again beset by self-contempt, by the aware-
ness that he is hiding from something, refusing to face up to things like
a man?

And so the endless circles continue. What is it that traps Machiavelli,
that so divides and confounds his understanding of manhood?
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CHATTER FIVE

“. . . Because of Women”

The seemungly exclusively masculine world of Machiavelli’s political
writings, where men contend in the arena of history, is actually domi-
nated or at least continually threatened from behind the scenes by dimly
perceived, haunting feminine figures of overwhelming power. The con-
test among the men turns out 1o be, in crucial ways, their shared strug-
gle against that power. The feminine constitutes “the other” for Ma-
chiavelli, opposed to manhood and autonomy in all their senses: to
maleness, to adulthood, to humanness, and to politics,

That claim may be startling, for at least two reasons, First, women
scarcely appear in the political writings. They are almost entirely con-
fined to Machiavellis plays and poetry, depicting private life or fantasy
worlds. Aside from a few historical figures like the ancient Lucretia and
the modern Caterina Sforza, in the political writings women are con-
spicuous by their absence. Accordingly, for the most part, those com-
mentators with political concerns have ignored questions of sex roles
and famuily, along with the literary works, while those specializing in lit-
erature have not given sustained attention to its political implications.

This and the next chapter analyze Machiavelli’s images of women
and of relations between the sexes in detail from the texts, so that their
political significance can be explored in later chapters.

Once one begins to look at Machiavellis images of women, however,
a second reason emerges for being startled by the claim that behind the
apparently masculine world of political contention there looms hidden
feminine power: nothing is more striking in Machiavelli’s explicit re-
marks on women than his contempt for the “weaker sex.” As a counter-
part to his concept of virts, no epithet is more frequent or more power-
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ful in Machiavelli’s vocabulary of abuse than “effeminate.” What men
and states must avoid at all costs is resembling women. Now, of course,
“effeminate” is not the same as “feminine,” and in principle one might
condemn effeminate men without disparaging women. But Machia-
velli’s contempt for women is repeatedly expressed, and what he con-
demns in effeminacy is precisely what he considers typical of women.
Women are dumb, fearful, weak, indecisive, and dependent. They are
childishly naive and easily manipulated. As the priest in Mandragola re-
marks, “all women lack brains”; if one of them happens, exceptionally,
to be suthciently intelligent “to say two words,” that is already enough
to “make her famous, because in the city of the blind, a man with one
eye is Duke.”' And Machiavelli himself apparently agrees. For example,
in discussing how conspiracies are betrayed, he classes women with im-
mature boys and other such “foolish persons™ in whom one must not
confide.” Moreover, women are fearful and cowardly, incapable of de-
tending themselves. The clever Ligurio observes that “all women are
tmorous,” and Callimaco admonishes himself, “don’t be a coward like
a woman.”* Again Machiavelli seems to agree; for instance, in opposing
fortresses, he cites with evident approval the Spartans’ contemptuous
comment on the walls of Athens, that such walls would indeed be
“splendid . . . if they sheltered women™; the Spartans themselves pre-
ferred to rely on “each man's valor [virtie].”* At least in a military con-
text, women, like children and old people, are “useless |inutile] per-
sons”; like ecclesiastics, they must “by necessity” rely on the arms of
others.’

Yet, at the same time as they are contemptible, foolish, and weak,
women also somehow possess mysterious and dangerous powers; they
constitute a threat to men, both personally and politically. Looking par-
ticularly at Machiavelli’s fiction, one might say that these mysterious
and dangerous powers seem to be of two distinct kinds, the one corre-
sponding to young or unmarried women or daughters, the other to
older women, wives, mothers, matrons. Often the two types of women
appear in linked pairs: daughter and mother, servant and queen, or
beautiful virgin who is transformed into shrewish wife.

The young women or daughters are, almost without exception, de-

. Mandragola, act 3, sc. 9 (G 800-B01).

2. Disconrses 3: 6 (G 434,

3. Mandragola, act 3, sc. 2 (G 794); act 4, sc. 1 (G BD5).

4. Duscourses 2: 24 (G 397); Machiavelli, Opere 1: 355,

5. Discowrses 2: 29 (G 407); Machiavelh, Opere 1: 366, See also Florentime Histories
1: 39 (G 1078).
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picted as sex objects, in the proper sense of that term: they are beauti-
ful, desirable as possessions, potentially sources of the greatest pleasure
for men, They are somehow simultaneously both virginal or chaste and
passionate or potentially capable of sexual abandon. But they are pas-
sive, and themselves scarcely persons at all. They have no desires or
plans of their own, initiate no deliberate action, are not significant
agents in the world. They are objects of the men's desire, conquest, or
possession. As desirable objects, however, they do have great “power™
of a sort to move and hold men; without meaning to or actually doing
anything, they are the central force that makes the plot more forward.
Their power is like the power of gold; or, as the priest says in Man-
dragola, “he who deals with them gets profit and vexation together. But
it's a fact that there’s no honey without flies.”*

Lucretia, the “heroine™ of Mandragola, is not totally devoid of per-
sonality or characterizations, yet whar we learn abour her is inconsistent
and puzzling. On the one hand, she is the paragon of virtue and chasurty
and must be so for purposes of the plot, both to make her desirable and
to make her inaccessible, Thus her “beauty and manners” are so exem-
plary that men who hear of her are “spellbound”; she 1s a “cautious and
good” woman, “very chaste and a complete stranger to love dealings.””
She kneels praying for hours at night and has already successfully de-
fended her virtue against the advances of lecherous friars.® Her charac-
ter is so pure and steadfast that no servant in her house would dare to
plot against her or take bribes; her husband is certain she would never
consent to any illicit scheme.” Indeed, when she hears of Ligurio’s plan
she objects strenuously to the “sin” and “shame” of it, as well as to the
idea of taking an innocent man’s life." In short, she is, as Ligurio says,
“virtuous, courteous, and fir to rule a kingdom.”" Yet this paragon of
virtue not only turns out to be so malleable in the hands of her foolish
husband, wicked mother, and a corrupt priest that she agrees to commit
an obvious sin (which may still be within the bounds of credulity) but is
transformed after one night with her lover into a resolute and compe-
tent adultress who, without any pang of conscience, knows just how to
arrange things so that she and her lover may continue to cuckold her
husband as long as he lives. As the characterization of a real person, a

6. Mandragola, act 3, sc. 4 (G 798).

7. Ibid., act 1, sc. 1 (G 780): act 3, sc. 9 (G 800). See also act 4, sc. 1 (G 804).

8. Ibid., act 2, sc. & (G 790); act 3, sc. 2 (G 794).

9. Ibid., act 1, sc. 1 (G 780); act 2, sc. 6 (G 7T92}.

10, Ikid., ace 3, se. 100 (G BO1); ace 3, sc. 11 (G 803,
11. Ibid., act 1, sc. 3 (G 783).
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person in her own right, this is hard to accepr. As an account of an ob-
ject of desire and action whose contradictory characteristics make the
plot move forward, however, it makes fairly obvious sense.

This somewhat inconsistent image of the romantic heroine is not, of
course, unmique to Machiavelli; it 1s, indeed, a stock image for many
comedies. Yet Machiavelli’s ambiguity about Lucretia runs deeper than
the convention. There is the question, already raised, of her relationship
to the ancient, historical Lucretia, suggesting that Mandragola plays
out as farce, in relation to family lite, what Livy relates as heroic tragedy
in relation to ancient Roman political life. The modern Lucretia is a
paragon of virtue, yet easily corrupted; the ancient one, though she
knows that “only my body has been violated. My heart i1s innocent,”
nevertheless kills herself as a public example and insists on taking her
“punishment,” "

In Book 3 of the Discourses Machiavelli cites the ancient Lucretia as
illustrating the danger that women constitute for the rulers of a state;
vet Lucretia’s only crime was to be the vicnim of a rape.” Indeed, Ma-
chiavelli even says that the overthrow of the Tarquins resulted not from
the rape of Lucretia—a mere precipitating incident—but from the
king’s tyrannical violations of the law."” Why, then, does he cite her as
an example of feminine danger? Is she an agent of history or not? And
when Ligurio in Mandragola, whose resemblance to Machiavelli him-
self we have noted, calls the modern Lucretia “ht to rule a kingdom,”
may we assume that Machiavelli himself so regards her?

The heroine of Machiavelli's other play, Clizia, the young woman
over whom the other characrers contend, 1s so much an object that she
never appears on the stage at all nor takes any actuon.” Yer she, oo, 1s
dangerous. Indeed, Clizia articulates very powerfully a frequent Ma-
chiavellian topic: that love is war, a struggle for domination. Clizia, as
we have already remarked, 1s a tairly close translation of Plautus's Cas-
ina, but for that very reason allows us to focus on those particular pas-
sages where Machiavelli diverges from the original, Central to these di-
vergences, as Martin Fleischer has pointed our, is that Clizia greatly
heightens the theme of conflict already present in Plautus’s play, par-
ticularly the metaphor of love as a military struggle berween the sexes."
A servant speaks of lovemaking in terms hike “attacking” and “meeting

12. Livius, History 1.58.7, 10,

13, Discowrses 3: 26 (G 489,

14, Thid., 3: 5 (G 427).

15, This, however, is commaon in the eardy Comemedic Erudite and was standard prac-

tice in the Roman theater; Flaumenhaft, “Comic Bemedy,” 74 n. 79,
16, Fleischer, “Trust,” 371,
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strong resistance™; an old man preparing to make love to a young girl
speaks of “rousing up™ his “brigades™ and adds, “when one goes armed
to war, one goes with double courage.”™" The young lover speaks a so-
liloquy on this theme, without parallel in Plautus, but probably derived
from Owvid:

Cerrainly the man who said thar the lover and the soldier are alike told the
truth., The general wants his soldiers to be voung; women don't want their
lovers to be old. It’s a repulsive thing to see an old man a soldier; it's most repul-
sive 1o see him in love, Soldiers fear their commander’s anger; lovers fear no less
that of their ladies. Soldiers sleep on the ground out of doors; lovers on the
wall-ledges [under the windows of their beloved]. Soldiers pursue their enemies
to the death; lovers, their rivals. Soldiers on the darkest nights in the dead of
winter go through the mud, exposed to rain and wind, to carry out some under-
taking thar will bring them victory; lovers attempt in similar ways and with
similar and greater sufferings to gain those they love. Equally in war and in love,
secrecy is needed, and fidelity and courage. The dangers are alike, and most of
the time the results are alike. The soldier dies in a ditch and the lover dies
in despair.”

The young man is depressed when he makes this speech, so he does not
consider the possibility of winning nor draw the one remaining parallel:
victory is alike as well, a congquest, the gaining of a prize. Plautus’s play
also features a soliloquy about love; but it is spoken by the old man
rather than the son, and it contains no references to military matters;
rather, its central metaphors are of food and eating.”

Nor is Clizia unique in its military metaphors; the theme of love as
war is common in the literary works. In Mandragola, when Ligurio sets
off with his companions to effect the events thar will get Callimaco into
Lucretia’s bed, he says,

I'm going to be captain and draw up the army for battle. On the right horn
Callimaco shall be in command, myself on the left, between the two horns will
be the Judge here; Siro will be rear-guard and reinforce any squadron that falls
back. The battle-cry will be Saint Cuckoo. . . . Let's march on and set our am-
bush ar this corner.™

In a “Serenade” evidently based on Ovid’s Metamorphoses, a young
lover weeps and surrenders before the door of his beloved:

You conguer, Anaxarte. | am happy to die, that vou may . .. carry off the
victory.

17. Mandragola, act 5, sc. 1 (G 857); acr 4, sc. 5 (G 852).
18. Clizia, act 1, sc, 2 (G 829). See Owid, Amores 1,9.1-20.,
19. Plautus, Casima, 2: 313=14. CE. 310, 311.

20, Mandragola, act 4, sc. 9 (G B13). See also “[Golden] Ass,” ch. 4, lines 105-14 (G
760-61),
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Deck your temples with green laurel; celebrate your trivmph for the war thar |
waged against you.™

As these lines suggest, the war berween the sexes is complex, for even
where the man succeeds in conquering the woman he pursues, it may
turn out that he has been the victim after all, overcome by her and the
power of love. Love concerns domination and possession, but this need
not mean that the men are always the conquerors, the women the pos-
sessed, Indeed, there is much relish in some of Machiavelli’s images of
romantic servitude, reminiscent of late medieval ballads of courtly love.
He dwells on the abjectness of the lover’s submission, the extent of his
torment.

Callimaco, in Mandragola, says that he is “on fire with such longing
to be with™ his lady that he never has any peace and would rather die
than continue in this state.” And in soliloquy he expresses the intensity
of his desire:

I feel as though my whole body from the soles of my feet to my head has gone
wrong [ tutto altare (wholly alrered) |: my legs tremble, my vitals are shaken, my
heart is torn out of my breast, my arms lose their strength, my tongue falls si-
lent, my eyes are dazzled, my brain whirls.

All this is for a single occasion with his beloved, even though he tells
himself:

When you get her, what'll it amount to? You'll recogmze your mistake: you'll
regret the labor and worry you've gone through. Don’t you know how little
good a man finds in the things he has longed for, compared with what he ex-
pects to find?*

The lovers in Clizia experience comparable distress in their servitude to
each other and to love, with its dreaded “weapons.™*

The same notes are struck in a more exaggerated fashion in one of
Machiavelli’s carnival songs, where hopeless lovers are presented in
their “lamentable grief” as being “in the deep center of Hell.” They
went there voluntarily, it seems, because they preferred the torments of
devils to the “afflictions™ of their loves. The song fairly bristes with
terms like “rule,” “powers,” “escape,” “sobs and sighs,” “cruelty,” “tor-

ment,” and “servitude.”* In his own personal letters as well, Machia-
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velli depicts love as a power to which a man becomes helplessly or deli-
ciously subject. Amor shoots with his bow and arrow, “possessed with
anger and fury, in order to show his lofty power,” which Machiavelli is
forced to “confess and acknowledge.” He is bound by

such strong chains that I am wholly in despair of my liberty. | cannot think
of any way in which I can unchain myself; and even if chance or some human
stratagem should open to me some way of geting out of them, perchance |
should not wish to take ir; so much now sweet, now light, now heavy do | find
those chains.*

& & &

It is against these dangerous yet seductive torments, the powers of
young women as sex objects, that most of Machiavelli’s explicit warn-
ings concerning women in politics are directed. Though rarely discussed
by commentators, these warnings are repeated, and sometimes very
strong. “How a State Falls Because of Women™ announces the title of
one of the chapters in the Discourses. In it, amidst examples of young
women who, without actually doing anything, motivate men to cause
political trouble, Machiavelli writes:

Women have caused much destruction, have done great harm to those who
govern cities, and have occasioned many divisions in them., . . . [ say, then, that
absolute princes and governors of republics are to take no small account of this
matter.”

In Machiavelli's schematic narrative, borrowed from Polybius, of how
states pass through a cycle of political forms, the degeneration of the
latter “heirs” from their virtuous “ancestors” is already ascribed to ava-
rice, ambition, and *violence against women.”* And while Machiavelli
sometimes excuses the first of these vices and even praises the second,
when it comes to relations with women what this supposed immoralist
seems to value in political leaders and heroes is chastity.”® This is not
because Machiavelli admires chastity intrinsically or as a Christian vir-
tue, but because of its political significance. Though love is war and
domination, it is also in some way an alternative to, hostile to, politics;
and sexual conquest may demonstrate, but also threatens to undermine,

26. Letter to Vertord, 31 January 1514-[1515] (G 960-61). Sec also letters 1o Vettori,
4 February 1513=[1514] (G 937); 10 June 1514 (G 945); 3 August 1514 (G 946),

27. Dhscourses 3: 26 (G 458 -89).

28. Id., 1: 2 (G 198). Cf. Polybius, Histories, tr. Evelyn 5. Schuckburgh {London:
Macmillan 1889), 1: 458—66, who includes in the list of offenses “the appropnation of
boys,” omitted by Machiavelli.

29, For instance, Disconrses 3: 20 (G 476); Art of War, bk. & (G 701).
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a man's virti. Cosimo Rucellai, we learn at the outset of The Art of
War, wrote love poetry while waiting for a chance at “higher” —that is,
political—action.*

Indeed, Machiavelli himself writes letters from his political exile,
bragging to his friends about his sexual adventures and romances. The
commentators seem agreed that most of these are imaginary, invented
tor his friends’ and his own amusement. He explains that he has

abandoned . . . the thoughts of affairs that are grear and serious; 1 do not any
more take delight in reading ancient things or in discussing modern ones; they
all are rurned inro soft conversations, for which 1 thank Venus and all Cyprus,”

The contrast is reminiscent of the one drawn in The Art of War berween
things “strong and rough” and those “delicate and soft,” berween those
who provide shelter and those who depend on 1.* Since women signity
the soft, delicate, and dependent things, it seems that association with
them threatens to infect a man with these qualities. Though love may be
conquest, it turns the womanizer into a weak and unmanly man unable
to control his passions and distracted from other, “higher” concerns.
Women are time off for a man, a diversion of energy and a lowering of
his guard.

The personal adventures to which Machiavelli’s letvers allude are of
two kinds, both presented in a jocular vein of male companionship.
Most concern the romantic pursuit of some rapturously fair young
woman, to which he is gladly and utterly devoting himself, as in the pas-
sage above, But art least one such story, although equally jocular, has an
undercurrent of horror and revulsion: lured into the dark, underground
shop of his laundress, Machiavelli reports, he was there solicited by a
woman and began to make love to her, but when he saw her in the light,
she turned out to be horrifyingly ugly; her ugliness is described in ex-
quisite, repulsive detail.** With his guard lowered by sensuality, it seems,
a man is in danger; male companionship involves the sharing of such
fantasies of adventure, restoring distance from and control over the pas-
sions of the flesh.

Accordingly, an acceptable alternative to the heroic chastity thar Ma-
chiavelli recommends for political leaders, 1s a contemptuous and emo-
rionally distanced sexuality that keeps passion strictly within bounds
and prevents any infectious softness from being transmitted to the man.
Thus Machiavelli's Castruccio, the one significant hero who, far from

10. Art of War, bk. 1 (G 568).
31, Letrer to Vettori, 3 August 1514 (G 946). 32, Art of War, bk. 1 (G 570,
33, Tarkon, Fortune’s Circle, 132-33; Machiavelli, Opere 6: 204-6.
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being chaste, is glorified for his sexual conguests, 15 admirable precisely
because for him those conquests are not self-indulgence but mastery. We
already noted that Machiavelli presents Castruccio—contrary to his-
torical fact—as refraining from marriage out of loyalty to his foster fa-
ther, “Alial gratitude™ overcoming his “love of children.”* Masculine
loyalty is pitted against sexual reproduction. And when Castruccio is
reproached by a male friend for his intimate association with a certain
young woman—not for its immorality but on the ground that “it was
bad for him to let himself be taken by a woman™—he is described as
responding, “I have taken her, not she me.”*

The seductive danger of young women as sex objects, then, has at
least two components: it threatens a man’s self-control, his mastery of
his own passions, and it threatens to infect him with feminine softness,
Exactly the same danger lies in the acquisition of luxurious spoils as a
result of military conquest: the conqueror who abandons himself to the
sensuality and fertlity of his conguest will be undone thereby. Thus
the capture of what Livy called “fertile and delightful™ Capua nearly
destroved all discipline among the Roman troops.” Machiavelli quotes
Livy on the manner in which

Capua, a storehouse of all the pleasures, turned away the caprivated spirits of
the soldiers from the remembrance of their country.”

Small wonder that the wise Romans prohibited women in their army
camps and that Machiavelli’s Art of War follows suit.™

Women constitute a danger to congquerors, princes, and tyrants; they
are both cause and sign of the ruler’s weakness and decline, when he can
no longer control his own impulses, or (like King Tarquin) those of his
sons: the “heirs” who turn to "violence against women.” But there is a
third reason why women are a danger, sull another form of their politi-
cal threat. Machiavelli cites Aristotle as listing, “among the first causes
for the fall of tyrants some injury in a matter of women,” mentioning as
examples both Lucretia and the ancient Virginia, sexual abuse of whom
led to the downfall of the Decemvirs.” But the case of Duke Galeazzo
makes the point more explicitly. He liked “to debauch noble women™
and then, bragging, “make his successes public,” and he also abused his

34, “Lite of Castrocaie”™ (G 553); . H. Whitheld, “Machiavelli and Castruccio,” ltal-
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35. “Life of Castruccio™ (G 556).
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mother to the point where people considered him responsible for her
death; he ultimately came to grief because he “dishonored™ two of his
subjects “with regard to women.” Through these “private injuries™ he
strengthened their political “resolve™ to act against him and “free their
country.” ™

Women are a danger for conquerors, as this example shows, because
they are invested with other men’s sense of honor. Each woman is at-
tached to at least one man—husband, father, brother—whose honor is
at stake in her chastity. The ruler who cannot or will not leave the
women of his subjects alone is toying with one of the most dangerous
sources of potential opposition. That is why the prince must never
“seize upon the property and the women of his subjects” ; men will put
up with almost anything so long as they “are not deprived of either
property or honor.”* Property is property, but women are both prop-
erty and honor.

For the same reason, women are a danger not merely to tyrants,
princes, and conquerors, but also to the healthy political life of a re-
public. They weaken the manly self-control of citizens as they do thart of
princes, and they tend to privatize the republican citizen, drawing him
out of the public square into the bedroom. Was not the very first “divi-
sion” in the city of Florence, which had remained united in its early vir-
tuous political health longer than other Italian ciries, “caused” by two
women: a “rich widow™ and her “very beautiful davghter™ who stirred
up a family feud?* Internal divisions in turn are likely to produce exter-
nal intervention and thus destroy the autonomous life of the body poli-
tic. Machiavelli cites the example of the city of Ardea, in which a dis-
pute over a woman led to so profound a factional division that each side
called in foreign aid, and the city was conquered.* 5o, too, the ancient
Tuscan city of Chiusi lost its freedom after a citizen, whose honor
had been violated by an offense to his woman, called in the French to
avenge it.*

< < <

But here we begin to arrive at the deeper, more uncanny dangers that
femininity seems to constitute for political life and at the more active,
intentionally malicious power of women, exercised not by attractive
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maidens but by older women who are active persons, but hostile. Older
women constitute an even greater political danger than seductive girls.
For one thing, these women can be as ambitious as men, particularly for
their families or for their marriageable daughters, thus in ways that pri-
vatize and tend to fragment the community. Their power to exploit the
divisive effect of sexual concerns takes on legendary proportions. It
caused the first internal divisions in Florence. It specifically weakens pa-
triarchal and political bonds among men. Tarquin the Proud seized
power at the urging of his ambitious wife, the daughter of the previous,
legitimate king. “Moved™ by the “fury™ of her ambition for the throne,
“against all paternal devotion,” she “urged on her husband against her
father to take away his life and his kingdom.”*

The older women in Machiavelli’s fiction are very different from their
daughters. They are not sexually attractive or seductive, bur they often
control access to the young women, either blocking or facilitating the
men’s desires. The mother in Mandragola is presented from the outset
as worldly wise and knowledgeable, and corrupt.** She is characterized
as “a bitch™ with a checkered past of her own; she readily accedes to
Ligurio’s plan for her daughter and even personally beds the girl down
for the adultery.*” Aside from her own background, the only hint we are
given of her motive in doing so is a maxim she enunciates—a maxim
tamiliar from Machiavelli's political writings: it is prudent always to
“take the best among bad choices.”* In Clizia, the mother 1s even more
of an active schemer, though on the side of conventional morality rather
than corruption (but that is dictared by Plautus’s plot). Whereas in Ca-
sina, the ancient play, the mother is a shrew who has been at odds with
her husband for years, the mother in Clizia is a good woman, an agent
of virtue and order. Instead of advising “the best among bad choices,”
she says “one ought to do what's right ar any tume,” and especially
“when the rest are doing what's bad.”*

Although she is an agent of morality, however, her methods are those
of manipulation and deceit. There 1s no foxy Ligurio in this play; in-
stead, the successtul manipulator is the mother herself, who controls
the outcome through her “beautiful cleverness [bello inganno).” In the
end she tells her defeated and humiliated husband whose adulterous in-
tentions she has foiled that it was she who “managed all those tricks
that have been played on you™ in order to “make you come to your
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senses.” He thereupon agrees to put himself “into her hands™ and sub-
mit to her rule in the household: “Do what you like; I'm prepared not to
go beyond the limits you set.”™™

Is this mother, agent of morality and order, then like Lucretia “fit to
rule a kingdom™ ? She certainly manages the outcome of events, refusing
to submit even to fortune. At one point she and her husband agree to
leave the decision of their conflict “to Fortune” by drawing lots, but
when the lot goes against the mother, she seeks other remedies.™ At this
point in the play, Machiavelli inserts a song with no counterpart in
Plautus, concerning the dangerous power of woman. “He who once an-
gers a woman,” it says, would be “a fool”™ to hope for “any mercy™ from
her. For woman is characterized by “pride, anger, and disregard of par-
don,” as well as “deceit and cruelty.” With the aid of these characreris-
tics, woman “gains her wish” in her “every undertaking,” and when she
is angry or jealous, “her strength mortal strength surpasses.”* It is al-
most as if a vengeful older woman becomes fortune, with superhuman
power over the outcome of events in the world of men.

Many of these topics recur in yet another combination in Machia-
velli’s story or fable, “Belfagor: The Devil Who Married.” The primary
theme is that the rorments of hell are preferable to those inflicted by
“the female sex,” particularly by a shrewish wife.” Again there are two
sorts of women: young, passive bur seductive daughters, and older,
vengeful wives, though here the pairing is not of mother and daughter
but of before and afrer. The shy virgin turns into the dangerous shrew
once she has gotten power over the man through love and marriage.

The tale of “Belfagor™ is this. So many of the men arriving in hell
complain that they had been brought there “by nothing else than by
getting married” that the devils decide to test the truth of this plea.™
One devil is sent back to earth to marry. He chooses a “very beautiful”
girl, the “davghter™ of a rich man, but soon falls “excessively in love
with her.,” Once she realizes her power over him, she begins to “lord it
over him.” She is more prideful than Lucifer, spends all her husband’s
money on clothes, gives him orders “without any mercy or considera-
tion,” and has such an “arrogant disposition™ that she cannot even keep
servants.”’ Indeed, even the devils who came with the husband from hell
as his servants prefer to return there “and live in fire rather than stay in
the world under her rule.” The husband flees her and, after further ad-
ventures, is finally tricked into returning to hell by the announcement

LU ¥ 4
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that his wife is coming to fetch him. At the mere sound of the word
“wife,” he flees in “terror,” preferring “to rerurn to Hell . . . rather than
again with such great annoyance, anxiety and danger to put his neck
under the marriage yoke.”* Earlier, during his adventures on earth, the
devil enters into and “possesses” a number of young women. Although
one of these women is married, they are all referred to only as “girls™ or
“daughters,” and in every case it is the woman’s father who arranges for
an exorcism.”” Again these women are not persons at all; they appear
only for the purpose of being possessed. A mother, by contrast, has a
distinct personality and is indeed capable of action, but she is filled with
fury, and more dangerous to her husband than the devil himself.

The ominous nature of that fury and danger also appear in nonfic-
tional form in the somewhar enigmatic last chapter of the Discourses.
Linking apparently quite disparate dangers overcome by Rome, that
chapter begins to suggest the underlying antipolitical power of femi-
ninity itself. Under the title, “A Republic, If She Is To Be Kept Free, Re-
quires New Acts of Foresight Every Day; And For What Good Qualities
Quintus Fabius Was Called Maximus,” the chapter speaks first of
“emergencies” in which a city needs a “physician.”™ " These threats to
the body politic are exemplified by an occasion in ancient Rome, “when
it seemed that all the Roman wives had conspired against their hus-
bands to kill them-—there were so many who did poison them and so
many who had prepared for doing so.” The reference is to an incident in
331 p.c. when many leading Roman men died during an epidemic, and
a slave girl charged they had been poisoned by Roman marrons. Twenty
patrician ladies, found brewing something over a fire, were forced to
drink their brew and died. After further investiganion, 170 matrons
were sentenced to death.™

Next, Machiavelli mentions another, later, poisoning incident in
Rome, in which some two thousand people were condemned. Though
here both men and women were involved, the poisoning conspiracy in-
volved Bacchic rites of an obscene character performed in Roman night-
clubs. Such “emergencies™ were overcome, Machiavelli then indicates,
only by Rome’s readiness to punish large numbers of wrongdoers in
“terrible™ ways, such as decimation, whose very terribleness demon-
strated “the greamess of that republic and the power of her deeds.”""

56, Ihid. (G 877).

57. Ibid. (G §74=76). 58, Duscomrses 5: 49 (G 5271,

39, Livius, History 8.18.1-13; Leslie |. Walker, tr., The Discourses of Niccold Ma-
chiavelli, 2 vols, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1950), 1: 214,

60, Discourses 3: 49 (G 528).



122 | Women

Only at this point does the chapter turn to Quintus Fabius. He in fact
was the one to whom the slave girl denounced the matrons’ plot in 331
B.C. But Machiavelli does not mention that, presenting him instead
through a later incident in his life, involving an apparently quite unre-
lated sort of danger. “Through the liberality practiced by the Romans in
giving citizenship to foreigners, so many children were born in new
families that soon such numbers of them obrained the right to vore thart
the administration was growing uncertain” and abandoning the old
policies and the old leadership. Quintus Fabius understood the danger
of this foreign growth inside the body politic, and he isolated “all those
new families—the cause of the difficulty—into four tribes,” so that they
“could not infect all Rome.”™ For this he was, and “deserved to be”
called the greatest: “Maximus.”* Machiavelli himself calls the “emer-
gencies” conjoined in this chapter “strange,” but he does not make clear
what they mean to him. They seem to concern the introduction into the
body politic of alien substances that threaten to destroy it unless a phy-
sician intervenes with drastic measures. But sometimes the poison is lit-
eral, introduced in one case by women in conspiracy against their men,
in another by persons connected with a cult centered on female rapa-
cious orality; sometimes the poison is symbolic, a foreign element intro-
duced initially by Roman liberality abour citizenship but immediately
interpreted in terms of fertility, the childbearing capacity of the foreign
women. This last case is remedied, as the chapter title suggests, by the
great man ready for any emergency. Bur in the former case, whart saves
Rome is a readiness for severe and terrible punishment on a large scale,
and no “physician” or “act of foresight” seems involved. Is terrifving
punishment in some way the functional equivalent of a greatr man in
overcoming the corrupting poison of women? And why should a chap-
ter about feminine and sexual dangers conclude the Disconrses? Surely
it was not simply the last item left over after the other materials had
been arranged.

o o« &

The richest but also the most confusing single source on women
in relation to politics 1s Machiavelli’s long, unfinished poem, “The
[Golden] Ass,” which again features the paired maiden and marron, and
which begins to extend the image of femininity from the merely human
to females of mythical proportions, including fortune. It relates a ver-

61. Ibid. (G 528-19).
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sion of the legend of Circe, a superhuman feminine figure who turns
men into animals.® After an introductory chapter, the story proper be-
gins in dark night, in a very “rough” and frightening place. The narrator
says he cannot tell how he got to this place where he has “whaolly lost
[his] liberty”—though a little later he says “my little wit, vain hope and
vain opinion have made me fall into this place.”™

The threatening atmosphere of the place and a sudden loud blaston a
horn so frighten him as to “vanquish” his “vigor [virti]™; unable to
stand upright, he is forced to lean against a tree trunk, While he is thus
unmanned, a young woman “of the utmost beauty™ appears, carrying a
horn and a lantern and leading a flock of animals. The image of Diana
was invoked in the first lines of the poem, but this young woman ap-
pears to be more of a herdswoman than a huntress. She explains that
she 1s one of “many damsels™ in the service of Circe, who rules over a
kingdom in this forest. Circe is “an enemy to men” and turns any man
who comes her way into an animal, "as soon as she looks fixedly on his
face.”"* The voung woman, by contrast, turns out to have a “loving
countenance” that shines for the narrator “more than all other faces.”*
She warns the hero, “never does one who has come here get away,” but
nevertheless offers to help him do just that, She will protect him against
Circe and reveal to him all of the gqueen’s secrets. She tells him to pre-
tend he 1s part of her flock, and thus, on all fours, he 1s led back o
Circe's palace. There, unlike Diana who in mythology 1s always a virgi-
nal figure, the young woman proceeds to seduce the hero, summoning
up his lost virti.”

In “The [Golden] Ass,” the beautiful young woman, though still the
object of the hero’s desire, plays a very active, even a dominant, role and
has a developed personality. She encourages, teaches, feeds, and seduces
him, and thereby protects him from the power of Circe that would hold
him captive and unman him. She and the hero talk together “of many
things, as one friend speaks with another,” a degree of mutuality be-
rween the sexes that 1s not even approached anywhere else in Ma-
chiavelli’s writings.*® Yet even this woman haolds the hero captive in her
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room; and he, “surrendering” himself into her “power,” swoons “all
prostrate on her sweet bosom.”** Her presence also keeps him from “re-
flection,” and particularly from reflection on polirtics.

Indeed, “The [Golden] Ass™ is a far more complex poem, of far
greater interest for our purposes, than so far suggested. It not merely
concerns relations between the sexes, but explicitly connects thar ropic
with questions of political order; though its political message is far
from obvious. Circe herself is a political figure, a “queen™ who “rules
her kingdom.”™ But much stress is also laid on the contrast between her
feminine, natural world, and the world of men, which is political and
the product of human artifice. Circe came to live in her palace in the
forest, we are told, only after being forced “to abandon her ancient nest,
before Jove seized dominion [lo stato],” and only after being unable to
find refuge among human beings, “so great was the rumor of her in-
famy.” ™ Thus she established herself in the forest, “fleeing all human
society and law.” And there, living as an enemy to man, she captures
any men who come her way, depriving them of their “liberty,” and of
course literally changing them from human into animal form.™ The
men held captive by Circe live in dormitories resembling a “convent,”
and they are wholly dependent on feminine care in Circe’s “nest,” being
guarded and led out to feed daily by the voung servant woman.™

The entire Circe narrative making up the bulk of the poem, moreover,
is set in a framework juxtaposing animality to political life, The intro-
ductory prologue opens with the narrator's declaration that he will re-
late what befell him while he was in the form of an ass. Now, this trans-
formation into an ass never occurs, presumably because the poem is
unfinished; the servant woman does at one point tell the hero that
he will have to “travel to explore the world, covered with a differ-
ent skin.”™

In the prologue, however, the narrator does speak of himself as “bray-
ing” and having an ass’s “nature,” and then proceeds to tell a “tale” sug-
gesting what these references might mean, whart their political import
might be. No other reason is given for the inclusion of this seemingly
unrelated “tale,” The tale concerns a young man hiving in Florence once
upon a time, who suffered from a strange ailment: for no apparent rea-
son, he would suddenly begin running heedlessly through the streets.
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His father tried many ways to cure him. Finally a “quack doctor™ pre-
tended to have cured him but ordered that for four months he not be
allowed on the streets alone. This worked for a rime, but then one dav
the youth, coming to a certain corner, could no longer “restrain himself,
when he saw this street so straight and wide, from turning again to his
old pleasure.” ™ He dropped his cloak, ignored his companions’ appeals
to good sense and honor, shoured *Christ can’t keep me here,” and ran.
“After that he always ran, as long as he lived.” The moral drawn by the
narrator is: “The mind of man, ever intent on what 15 natural to it,
grants no protection against either habit or nature.”™

But what is the significance of this tale, seemingly unrelated both 1o
the Circe legend and to the metaphor of the braying ass? What is meant
by this strange compulsion to run heedlessly through the streets of Flor-
ence? The ass, the narrator tells us, is an animal that bites and kicks and
is used to receiving bites and blows in return, and it has a compulsion
of its own: even “the heavens” cannot keep it “from braying.” The nar-
rator himselt seems to share these characteristics, having had to learn
not to “mind the slanderer’s bite™ and not to fear bites and blows: “for |
have grown to have the same nature as he whom 1 sing.”™ As the ass can-
not help braying, and as the Florentine boy could not help running, the
narrator says he cannot help “speaking ill” of those he knows, scatter-
ing “a bit of poison™ by his revelations, seeing “bad more quickly than
good™ in his fellows. Like the Florentine boy, he began these evil prac-
tices in his childhood, having “early turned my thoughts to mipping this
and that™; but seemed for a time to have given them up, standing “quite
still and patient” like an obedient donkey, “no more observing others’
defects, but seeking in some other way to get ahead so that | believed |
was cured.”” But nature will out; like the Florentine boy, the narrator
relapsed, compelled by “the present age, so grudging and evil,” and by
the fact that he has been denied other ways of “getting ahead.” Like the
ass, he has “taken his course” in the world “up and down so many stairs

. . in order to see the nature of every mortal,” that he cannot keep
from braying out the truth, biting those around him.™

It seems inescapable that the ass, like the boy who ran, represents that
other Florentine boy, Machiavelli himself, in his political exile; like him
having been up and down so many back stairs in the palaces of the
world, having learned to endure slander and other bites and blows, de-
nied other ways of getting ahead, he will tell the malicious truth about
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all he knows. He presents himself in the ludicrous guise of an animal in
order to have, as it were, license to bray.™ Thus the prologue leads one
to expect a satirical poem, in which varioys of Machiavelli’s contempo-
raries will be ridiculed as animals. And indeed, that is how the cata-
logue of animals in the seventh chaprer of the poem reads, though in its
unfinished form one cannot identify the references.™

In addition, though more hesitantly, one might connect “running
through the streets™ of Florence with that “disorderly running through
the streets™ of Rome that Machiavelli praises in the Discourses as a
manifestation of political health and a stimulant to Roman liberry,
though others may condemn it as disease or craziness.” Or one may
link it with that “promptness™ with which, Machiavelli tells us in the
Florentine Histories, the citizens of Genoa “ran together™ in thart city’s
streets when a patriot “shouted the name of liberty.”™ In Florence, by
contrast, when Jacopo de’Pazzi took to the streets during the Pazzi con-
spiracy, “calling upon the people and liberty,” because the people had
been bought off by the Medici’s “forrune and liberality,” they had been
made “deaf™ so that “liberty was not known in Florence,” and “he got
no reply from anybody.”® It may be, then, that while speaking mali-
cious truths about all he has seen in the world, Machiavelli is also
tempted to run heedlessly through his city’s streets shouting the name of
liberty; but because the people have been rendered deaf by the Medici
once more, his shouts are merely the braying of an ass, the compulsion
of a diseased boy. In his fury and frustration he will bite and kick at the
people through a satirical poem; in his disguised form he may escape
their vengeance, though unable to secure their liberty.

Besides Circe’s own political or antipolitical role, and the prologue’s
evident references to the politics of Machiavelli's Florence, the poem
links its manifest story with political themes in still a third way. Its hfrh
chapter is a long disquisition on politics, a meditation by the hero, left
alone when the young servant woman goes off to her herding. In-
structed to stay in the safety of her room, but no longer rendered “for-
getful of human things™ by her presence, the hero is struck by “the ar-
row of reflection,” of whose “wound” she had remporarily “cured”
him, and begins to think about the world of politics.* Specifically, he
thinks abour what causes the rise and fall ot “kingdoms” and “ancient
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peoples,” and his conclusion is: ambition, particularly ambition that
knows no limit—the fact that “the powerful with their power are never
sated.” Evervone recognizes “this transgression™ and its consequences,
that “this appetite destroys our states,” yet “no one flees from it.” Thus
Florence failed to understand that her security lay in not extending her
empire too far, “thar too much power was damaging.” The right way
for Florence to live would be like the free German cities, “secure through
having less than six miles round about.” But since ambition drove Flor-
ence to limitless expansion, the city now “dreads everything.”™

Yet surely it was also ambition that drove the narrator, unable “in
some other ways to get ahead,” to bray and run. Is ambition always
bad? The hero's meditation turns immediately to the opposite view.
Ambition is a form of manly energy that promotes success: those king-
doms “always™ rise that are “pushed on to action by energy [virtu] or
necessity,” so long as they have appropriate safeguards against the dan-
gers ambition entails. They must be internally unified and governed by
good laws and customs. And it concludes with an attack on those Chris-
tian reformers—perhaps like Savonarola—who ascribe the decline of
states to “usury or some sin of the flesh™ and prescribe “fastings, alms,
and prayers.”* The narrator maintamns that though religion 1s necessary
for “unity and good order” in the state, God only helps those who help
themselves. *To believe that without effort on your part God fights for
you, while you are idle and on your knees, has ruined many kingdoms
and many states.”" The meditation seems to call, then, for activity and
effort rather than prayer and the acknowledgment of dependence, yet it
recognizes thar this urge to action can easily become a hunger for power
after power that knows no satiety. But why are these thoughts sand-
wiched between two bedroom scenes in Circe's palace? What 1s the con-
nection between ambition and politics on the one hand, and relations
between men and women, and animality, on the other?

The agency that destroys the overextended state and the overam-
bitious individual is feminine. The narrator calls that agency “fortune”
and personifies her as a female of mythic proportions. She looms behind
the entire world of the poem, as a sort of supermatriarch beyond even
Circe. In the very first line of “The [Golden] Ass™ fortune is invoked as
the poet’s muse, and both the narrator and the young servant woman
acknowledge their subjection to her, though her relationship to Circe 15
left undefined.®™ The servant woman advises the hero not to let fortune
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know how much her blows have hurt him, to show her a “face un-
stained with tears™; his greatest danger, it seems, 15 being unmanned
and reduced to mewling babvhood, for “weeping has always been
shameful to 2 man."" Against this danger, as against the power of
Circe, the servant woman secks to protect him by summoning up his
virtie. And, like the narrator and the ass in the prologue, fortune bites:
the rise and fall of ancient peoples is characterized as the alternate ca-
ressing and “nipping” of fortune.™ But the figure of fortune gets rela-
rively little explicit attention in “The [Golden] Ass,” and we shall
postpone further discussion of her in order to look more fully at the
complex relationships suggested in the poem between politics and na-
ture, and berween each of these and sexuality.

Machiavelli never explicitly personifies nature, vet it is clear that in
this poem the feminine world is the world of mother nature as well. Jux-
taposed to the masculine world of law and liberty, we have the forest
world where men are turned into animals and held captive in permanent
dependence. Each is turned into the animal that best embodies his par-
ticular human character. So when the young servant woman takes the
hero on a tour of Circe’s zoo, she shows him, by “the light she had hid-
den beneath her garment,” the true nature of each captive man, and
thereby also the general “nature of our condinion.”™ She shows him the
lions, transformed men who had “magnanimous and noble™ hearts, but
adds wryly, “few of them are from your city.” ™ Instead, as they proceed,
the narrator learns “how many™ whom he “had once considered Fabiuses
and Catos turned out to be sheep and rams™ in their transformed—
that is to say, their true—narture.™ Finally she shows the narrator a pig
covered with “turd and mud,” warning him not to try enticing the pig out
of its wallow to make it “turn into a man,” for she says the pig “would not
desire™ such a change. It has come to prefer its animal condition, as the
pig itself proceeds to confirm.™

It is only the narrator’s “self-love,” the pig says, that makes him con-
sider the human condition superior to that of animals and regard it as
the sole source of value. The pig instead affirms “without the least
doubt™ that “our condition™ is “superior to yours.”" For animals live
by instinct, in harmony with nature. It is “Nature who teaches us™ what
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to do, “what any plant is, whether harmless or injurious.”* Further, the
animals are more virtuous than modern men:

Among us are done bold deeds and exploits without hope of a triumph or
other fame, as once among those Romans who were famous, . . .

Sull among us some beasts live who o escape from prison and chains, by
dying gain both glory and liberty;

If on temperance you turm your gaze, vou will plainly see that in this game we
have surpassed your side.

On Venus we spend but short and little time, bur you without measure follow
her in every time and place.”™

Finally, the animals are “closer friends to Nature” than is man and
share in her “vigor [virti]” more freely. They are content with the food
nature offers them “without art,” instead of hungering like man for
“that which Nature cannot supply.”™ Not thus contented, man must
rely on artifice for his needs; among all the animals, “only man is born
devoid of all protection,” naked and helpless: “in weeping he begins his
lite.” And though nature gave man “hands and speech™ as the rwin tools
of his art, along with them she also gave “ambition and avarice,” whose
evil ourweighs the good of the first gifts.”™ Nature at the outset and af-
terwards fortune subject man to countless ills, betray countless prom-
ises they have made him. No animal has a “frailer life” or a “stronger
desire” for living, “more disordered fear or greater madness.” Beset
with “ambition;, licentiousness, lamentation and avarice,” man 1s “slain,
crucified and plundered” by his fellowman, while animals never harm
other members of their own species. And the pig reiterates his refusal to
be changed back into a human, saying that he lives “more happily” in
his mud wallow, where he 15 free of “anxiery.”™

There s, then, considerable ambivalence in this poem about the costs
and advantages of being a man. Circe has fled human society and
law vet rules a kingdom. The pig claims that animals not merely are
more natural than man bur even excel man at the civic virtues: as brave
as the ancient Romans, more temperate and continent than modern
man. Are ambition and vérts gifts of nature, or are they what raise man
out of the animal world? The pig says he will not leave that world,
where he is free of anxiety. Yet everything else that we are told about the
animals in Circe's palace indicates that they are contemptible and de-
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generate, unwilling captives longing to return to human form. The in-
terpretive difficulties presented by these conflicting themes have driven
some commentators to the claim thar there are two different caregories
of animals in the poem: healthy ones that have always been animals and
are noble in nature, and transformed humans who are unhealthy and
crippled. This would make good sense, but there is no textual evidence
for it. On the contrary, the pig that defends animal nobility is explicitly
identified as a former human transformed by Circe and is clearly speak-
ing about others like himself. He tells the hero to “direct your imagina-
tion . . . on me"” and uses the first person plural throughout his praise of
the animal world: we (formerly human) animals are superior to men.

Machiavelli is not the only writer for whom the Circe legend has in-
volved ambivalence about the relative desirability of being masculine
and adult versus being amimal and childish. Indeed, the chapter on the
pig may well imitare Plutarch’s dialogue on “Reason in Beasts,” in
which Ulysses holds discourse with Gryllus, changed into a pig by
Circe." In Plutarch’s version, too, the general implication of the Circe
legend, that being captured and turned into an animal is undesirable, is
surprisingly contradicted by the pig's attitude. Plutarch’s pig, like Ma-
chiavelli’s, refuses restoration to human form, finding animals more
courageous, more temperate, and generally more virtuous than man.
We must also recall that Machiavelli’s poem is unfinished. Perhaps he
had not yet noticed, or at any rate not yet been able to resolve, the con-
tradiction; perhaps, indeed, that was why the poem was left unfinished.,
Also, in its present form the poem tells us nothing about how the narra-
tor was changed into an ass and later changed back: was he willing or
unwilling? And by what agency was he so ransformed? One suspects
Circe burt also that other female looming behind her who deprived the
narrator of any “other way to get ahead” than malicious “observing”
and asinine “braying” about the “defects™ of other men. This woman,
whom the narrator invokes as his muse, is the same power that “cut off”
the author of Mandragola “from showing other powers [virtu] with
other deeds” and that laid on the (ass’s?) back of the author of The
Prince the “burden of” her “great and steady malice™: fortune."™

In any case, the themes of this poem seem clear enough. It concerns
male and female, autonomy and dependence, maturity and childhood,
humanity and animality, political artifice and nature, ambition, aggres-

101, Plutarch, Complete Works, 6 vols. (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell and Company,
1909), 5: 693 -705.
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prelogue (G 778); Machiavelli, Opere 8: 58; Prince, dedication (G 11).
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sion, and anxiety. But the poem’s teaching about these matters is far
from clear, at least in the absence of a coherent theoretical framework
for Machiavelli's general views on these topics.

* @ @

The problematic relationships of the human, masculine, artificial,
and political to the natural and feminine, and of ambition and action 1o
both, recur as central themes in Machiavelli’s other poetry, particularly
the tercets on “Ingratitude or Envy,” on “Ambition,” and on “Fortune.”
All of these latter abstracrions are, like the concept of fortune, of femi-
nine gender in ltalian; but that by itself is insufficient to prove that
Machiavelli or anyone else personified them ar all, or specifically, as
women.'"" There may be a psychological tendency among speakers of a
language with gender, if they personify an abstraction, to imagine its
sex in accord with the word’s gender, other things being equal. Thar is
an empirical question. But other things often are not equal, and it is
quite common in gender languages for a personification to have the sex
opposite to the word’s gender. Translators sometimes mislead us in
these matters. Merely by capitalizing some abstract nouns they can sug-
gest personification which may or may not have been intended by the
original author; and by using either the masculine and general, or the
feminine pronoun in English in connection with those nouns, they are
likely to suggest the sex of a personification, which again may or may
not correspond to the author’s intent. We must therefore be cautious
in our claims. In Machiavelli’s case, however, it 1s clear from the texts
that these particular abstractions are personified as female, and specifi-
cally as powerful women of mythical proportions who threaten men or
rule them.

The “Tercets on Ingratitude™ are, even more explicitly than the pro-
logue to “The [Golden] Ass,” a meditation on Machiavelli’s own “afflic-
rions.” These result, of course, from the actions of particular men, but
those actions were prompted by the intervention of a force called *in-
gratitude,” personified in the poem as feminine." Ingratitude is the
“daughter™ of avarice and suspicion. In addition to her parents, she ap-
pears to have had a wet nurse who profoundly influenced her character;
she was “nursed in the arms of envy.” We are not told whether the in-
fant ever bit the nurturing breast, but biting appears repeatedly in the

103. The word wirts itself is of feminine gender. So are nature, necessity, occasione, and
chance (sorte). Another word for chance {caso) is masculine, as are tate, deception (-
garma), genius (ingegno), heaven, and laziness.
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poem. The wet nurse, envy, characteristically has “a tooth™ with which
she can “bite™ men, cursing the bitten ever after to “live as a malcon-
tent.” Indeed, everything everywhere is “pierced and bitten by” the “en-
venomed tooth” of ingratitude’s “nurse.” "™ Machiavelli has been its vic-
tim. Ingratitude herself does not bite but (like love) shoots at men with
arrows; her arrows, however, seem to transmit the oral aggression asso-
ciated with her nurse. A man struck by ingratitude’s third and most
powerful arrow ever after “rends and bites his benefactor,” ™

As in “The [Golden] Ass,” such images of oral aggression are directly
linked with political consequences. Ingratitude makes her “nest,” her
“chief abode,” in “the breasts of princes and kings,” though in fact she
“triumphs in the heart of every ruler” whatever," In states where
the people rule, she “takes even more delight in the heart of the popu-
lace.” For the people, being ignorant of and distant from political af-
fairs, are more liable to suspicion and therefore to ingratitude: “Where
little is known, more is suspected.” Machiavelli’s own plight and that of
his former leader, Soderini, might be cases in point, but the poem cites
the ancient example of Scipio Africanus, forced into exile from public
life by the ingratitude of the Roman people.” Scipio is characterized in
extravagant language, very much as a heroic forefather of mythical pro-
portions, yet even he was ultimately brought down by the dominant
feminine power of envy, expressed both in her bite and (like the power
of Circe} in her glance. Though Scipio was a man without equal, ancient
or modern, she did not “fear to show him the teeth of her madness, and
to look on him with the pupils of her eyes aflame.”™™

In the “Tercets on Ambirtion,” the dangerous feminine figures are am-
bition and avarice. Though the images of oral aggression are absent,
these figures are personified like envy and ingratitude, and like ingrati-
tude, they are themselves formed by a still more seriously dangerous fe-
male. Ambition and avarice, the poem says, are “natural instincts™ in
man and were “born into the world” together with him."* However, the
poem also maintains a later origin for them, more in accord with Chris-
tian doctrine. Ambition and avarice appeared only after God had made
man and after Adam and Eve had been banished from the garden. They
were created not by God, but by a “hidden power which sustains itself
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in the heaven, among the stars which heaven as it whirls encloses.”™
Like Circe and others of these mythical females, this power is “to man’s
being by no means friendly™; it sends ambition and avarice as rwo
“furies” to live among men. They are naked and possessed of “such
grace that, to the eyes of many, in grace and happiness they abound™;
but they are also said o have four faces each and eight hands, enabling
“them to grip you and to see in whatever direction they turn.” " These
graceful, monstrous feminine furies are explicitly said to symbolize the
limitlessness of human cravings, hence each of them carries a “botrom-
less urn.” It was they who pitted Cain against Abel, introducing “the
first violent death . . . in the world.” Since then, their influence has be-
come so widespread that by now “there is no reason for men to repent
of doing evil.” Among universally wicked men, wickedness is the only
policy that works; goodness will lead 1o defear and regrets.'

But is that the teaching of the poem? Not ar all: it proceeds to show
most eloquently why men might nevertheless “repent” of evil, and par-
ticularly of limitless ambition, as they “behold the sorrows of others™
and draw the implications for themselves."* Quite possibly based on
Machiavelli's experiences at Verona in 1509, where he observed the con-
sequences of the war of Pope Julius Il and his allies against Venice, the
poem sings vividly of

. . . strange events such as never have happened before in the world? . ..

Foul with blood are the ditches and streams, full of heads, of legs, of arms,
and other members gashed and severed.

Birds of prey, wild beasts, dogs are now their family tombs—Oh tombs
repulsive, horrible and unnarural!

Wherever you turn your eyes, you see the earth wet with tears and blood, and
the air full of screams, of sobs, and sighs.™

Thus the “natural instincts™ of ambition and avarice produce resules
“repulsive, horrible and unnatural.,” As with the pig's discourse in “The
[Golden] Ass,” it is no easy marter to discern the costs and advantages
of the natural life.

The point at which the horrors of war reach the height of “unnatural-
ness,” moreover, is in the outraging of piety toward dead relatives, the
violation of “family tombs.” The whole of the poem’s description of the
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horrors of war, indeed, is filled with images of violence in the bosom of
the family:

A man 15 weeping for his father dead and a woman for her husband; another
man, beaten and naked, you see driven in sadness from his own dwelling.

Oh how many times, when the father has held his son tight in his arms, a
single thrust has pierced the breasts of them both!

. . . every day many children are born through sword cuts in the womb.

To her daughter, overcome with sorrow, the mother says: “For whar an
unhappy marriage, for what a cruel husband have | kept you!"'"

Whether these desecrations result from narural instiners untamed by
civilization or are the work of a “hidden power™ in “the heaven™ dif-
ferent from God the creator and far from “friendly™ to man, either way
they would seem to derive from a dangerous, mythical female force. For
the mysterious hostile force in the heavens seems, again, to be fortune.
The poem does not explicitly make the identification, bur it does say
that it is because of ambition and avarice that men’s condition, and that
of states, is never stable or secure, that “one goes down and another
goes up” eternally—an image strongly reminiscent of fortune’s wheel."”
In the face of these powers, most men resign themselves to passiviry, be-
lieving that nothing can be done: “Most men let themselves be mastered
by Fortune.” " But Machiavelli wants to teach that they need not do so;
they do have resources for controlling their own limitless ambition, If
anyone “blames Nature™ for the dreadful, bloody conditions in Italy,

I say that this does not excuse or justify . . . for discipline [educazion] can
make up where Nature is lacking."

The remedy, then, would seem to be that same punitiveness which in the
last chapter of the Discourses was the Romans® remedy against the
murderous conspiracy of wives. Italy flourished in ancient times, the
poem says, precisely because “stern discipline [fiera educazion]” then
countered the powers of nature or fortune. The agent of these powers,
ambition, cannot be extirpated from the human soul, but it can be con-
trolled through “grace or better government [ordin].” For the individual
this means that

Since no man has power to drive her out of himself, needful 1t 1s thar Judg-
ment and Sound Intellect, with Method and Vigor [ordine e ferocia], be her
companions,'™
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For if ambition 1s joined with “a valiant [feroce] heart, a well-armed
vigor [virtute],” with a manliness that verges on ferocirty, it will give the
individual courage, so that “for himself a man seldom fears evil.” Simi-
larly for states,

When through ber own nature a country lives unbridled, and then, by acci-
dent, is organized and established under good laws,

Ambition uses against foreign peoples that violence which neither the law nor
the king permits her to use at home "

That is why in war, “home-born trouble most always ceases”™ as the cirti-
zenry close ranks against the foreign enemy. For states, then, the evils of
ambition that are manifested in internal divisions can, through disci-
pline and good laws, be converted into courage in warfare. But the
poem at once acknowledges the costs of this solution: inflicting abroad
the violence thar has been eliminated ar home. A stare that pursues such
a course

. . . Is sure to keep disturbing the sheepfolds of others, wherever thar violence
of hers has planted its banner."™

And the disturbed sheep, as the metaphor implies, are innocent victims
in the slaughter, precisely like those whose sufferings the poem so elo-
quently describes.

Thus this poem, like “The [Golden] Ass,” seems to be a desperate,
circular meditation on the costs and advantages of being human rather
than bestial, of being ambitious and political; and once more these are
interrwined with questions of masculinity, the dangerous power of fe-
male forces, the hope of overcoming them through masculine discipline
and fterocity, the hornble costs that the latter entail.

The power of feminimity, then, is a complex topic for Machiavell,
centrally intertwined with political concerns. Young women are dan-
gerous as desirable objects, threatening to debilitate men and to priva-
tize them. Older uxorial and matronly women have personality and the
capacity for agency, but their purposes are likely to be evil, particularly
when they are angry, which they often are. Their powers then approach
the superhuman and dwarf those of men,

Obviously the maidens must eventually turn into matrons themselves.
One suspects that the transition is mediated by carnal knowledge. Once
mitiated into adule sexuality, the maiden becomes dangerous in a new
way because henceforth she has her own desires, has become a person in
her own right. And her desires soon turn out to be insatiable. Then she

121. “Tercets on Ambition,” lines 91-99 (G 7317),
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appears in twofold guise: as the raging shrew, the virago men fear, and
as the lawful matron, subdued by the bonds of patriarchal marriage.
The ancient Lucretia is such a tamed female, ready to destroy herself to
uphold her husband’s male honor against the dangers of her own sexu-
ality. The modern Lucretia of Mandragola, though in fact married, is at
first in character a “maiden,” no doubt because feeble old Nicia has
never really initiated her into sexuality. Once initiated by Callimaco, she
is as if “reborn™; she has become a person. Though not vet angry or
vengeful, she is instantly a competent and willful schemer, and one sus-
pects that the dangerous anger will follow soon enough.

But there may also be a deeper, more symbolic level of relationship
between the young and the older woman, in which the maiden is pre-
ceded rather than succeeded by the matriarch. The virago, one might
suggest, is not merely woman experienced by adult men as the resentful
wife, but also woman experienced by small children as the dangerous
mother, who feeds but also dominates and threatens to engulf. The
mythological females Machiavelli depicts suggest this interpretation,
both by their overwhelming size and power, and by their frequent asso-
ciation with orality (feeding, nursing, biting, poisoning} and infancy
(nests). In the face of such infantilizing matriarchal peril, a sexual liai-
son with a younger woman might offer comparative safery, athrming the
man’s masculinity and his graduation from childish dependence. Only
comparative safety, however; for sexual liaison, in turn, threatens to
make a man the slave of love, and it threatens to transtorm the younger
woman into yer another angry shrew,

In these images of women, Machiavelli seems to juxtapose men, au-
ronomy, adulthood, relations of mutuality, politics, the vivere civile, hu-
man agency in history, and humanness itself, on the one side, to women,
childhood, dependence, relations of domination, nature, the power of
environment and circumstance, instinct, the body, and animality, on the
other. Human autonomy and civility are male constructs painfully won
from and continually threatened by corrosive feminine power. Male
ambition and human sexuality, however, play ambiguous roles in this
struggle, sometimes aiding and sometimes threatening the men. Indeed,
the men themselves are ambivalent about the struggle, continually
tempted by the contented pig rolling about “without anxiety™ in his
“turd and mud.”'™ 5o the feminine power seems to be in some sense
inside the men themselves. Only ferocious discipline and terrifying pun-
ishments can secure them in the male enterprise of becoming human
and autonomous.

123. “[Golden] Ass,” ch. &, line 151 (G 772); lines 1-3 (G 769).
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But Machiavelli’s most central and politically significant personifica-
tion of the female power, in whom the dangerous matriarch and the
sexually attractive maiden seem combined, has not yet been explored.
She is, however, a figure of such importance and derives from such a
long and complex historical tradition, that she requires a chapter of
her own.



CHAPTER 51X

Fortune

Machiavelli did not invent the figure of fortune, but rather inherired it
from a long tradition, He did, however, transform that inheritance, and
the figure became central for his thought in a new way. Machiavelli’s
image of fortune embodies his central teachings about the human condi-
tion, about the possibilities and limitations of human action; in Allan H.
Gilbert’s words, it is “the essence of his theory of life and affairs.™

But one must begin with the tradition he inherited. Originally, For-
tuna was a Roman goddess, though there are still earlier antecedents in
prior cultures, like the Greek tyche. The word fortuna in Latin is
formed adjectivally, from the noun fors, which means “luck,” and ult-
mately from the verb ferre, “ro bring.”* So etymologically, fortune is
that which is brought, and Fortuna is she who brings it. In its origins,
the term was neutral concerning the manner in which she brings what is
brought; the idea thar fortune is capricious, variable, or unpredictable
was an addition made in late Roman times.' The Romans, moreover,
already understood that variability of fortune in terms not of meaning-
less, chaotic fluctuations, but of the character and caprices of a person.
She was identified as female, and her changeability was regarded as
typifying the fickle unreliability of women,

As a goddess, fortune was open to human influence through supplica-
tion and propitiation. Yet on the whole her image in Roman thought
was positive; though capricious, she was primarily the source of goods—
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both of the good life and, more particularly, of external goods and pos-
sessions, fortunes, The Romans called her bona dea, the good goddess,
and she had a great cult following.* By the rime of the Empire, she had
diversified into “one of those universal deities who gradually replaced
the old Roman contingent of gods™; she became identified with Isis, for
instance, or worshipped as Fortuna Panthea or Fortuma Populi Ro-
mani. Three symbols were central to her image in Rome and appeared
persistently when she was depicred: she was shown with a cornucopia
(as the bringer of abundance), at the rudder of a ship (steering the
course of our lives), or with a ball or wheel (determining the turning,
the rise and fall of human destinies).* Already in Roman thought, the
figure of fortune was often coupled with that of virtus, human manly
energy or ability capable of confronting fortune’s power. The con-
frontation between virtus and Fortuna, indeed, became so frequent in
Roman literature even before Cicero as to be commonplace, “even so
banal, that it could sink to the level of a pedagogical device for rhetori-
cal exercises.”” The role of virtus in regard to Fortumna appears always
to have been limited and respectful, however, as is appropriate in the
face of a goddess. Virtus was directed toward human self-control rather
than toward control of the goddess. The cultuvarion of courage, rational
wisdom, mastery of the passions, and selfless devotion either to public
duty (as in middle Stoic thought} or to withdrawal from public and
worldly concerns into the inner values of contemplation (as in late Stoi-
cism) were remedies against fortune, not in the sense of reducing the
realm of her power, but in the sense of withdrawing human concern
from it.*

With the triumph of Christianity, fortune by no means disappeared,
but the conception was transformed. For the early Middle Ages, the im-
agery was set by Boethius’s enormously influential Consolations of Phi-
losoply, which presents a much more somber picture. Much of the
metaphor and imagery surrounding fortune disappears; there remains
only the wheel, “which fortune grimly turns.”” The wheel’s movement,
and fortune's characrer, shift from capriciousness to inexorability. And
tar from being propitiated or influenced by supplication, fortune—
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though still personified and female—has become an agent of the Chris-
tian God, part of the universal order and hierarchy, working out divine
providence. In the medieval understanding, from Boethius to Aquinas,
God governs the world through his providence, which is the reason of
the universe, and through fate, which is the active order of the universe
exercised from above in the great hierarchy of being. This latter fate, in
turn, governs fortune, who becomes ultimately “the duly appointed In-
telligence in charge of the distribution of external goods,” as distinct
from “goods of the soul.”™

In some ways the medieval concept of fortune parallels the cult of the
Virgin." Both figures are conceived as feminine and specifically mater-
nal; fortune is frequently shown nursing an infant. Both are often
shown as queens ruling over a realm, living in a palace. But the Virgin is
a “good” mother, to whom one prays for intercession with God the Fa-
ther, for mercy and forgiveness to temper his righteous justice. Fortune,
by contrast, is often seen as a stepmother, as angry and terrifying, and
as an inexorable agent of God’s judgment.” Sometimes she is depicted
as a monster, with multiple faces or limbs."” One does not pray to for-
tune, not so much because that might be idolatrous as because she is no
longer subject to human influence. Men do not contend against her
power over them; at most they participate in the making of their for-
tune by choosing to ride or climb her wheel. But fortune is no longer
juxtaposed to the masculine energy of virtus; even less than in Roman
thought is there “any room for maneuver against her.”" Instead, men
are to submit to her and learn from her: “she is not to be challenged, but
to be studied.” And what men learn from her is precisely the “consola-
tions of philosophy™: she works “to turn men’s eyes away from this
world where there is no justice, no correspondence between merit and
reward, toward the eternal.”" In their Christianization, both fortune
and virtue have moved in the direction of transcendence and other-
worldliness. “All fortune is good fortune because it can never rob the
soul of virtue™; indeed, it instills virtue by teaching the acceprance of
divine providence."
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Even Petrarch’s famous essay on fortune still sets out to provide
“remedies” for both good and bad fortune. It consists of two dialogues,
between Reason and Joy and between Reason and Sorrow. Both emo-
tions prove vain in earthly terms, and the point is their transcendence by
turning to God, the liberation from both failure and success.” So Pe-
trarch’s conception is still essentially medieval, though fortune has as-
sumed a new—or revived—centrality in 1t and virtus has reappeared as
her opponent. However, man is a passive object over which these forces
contend. Man's role as defined by virtus is one not of resistant effore but
of submission.™

Dante, too, continued the medieval partern. He presented “Dame
Fortune,” the “lady of permutations,” as having been assigned her post
by God. No “mortal power™ can influence her or even understand her
ways; she does not hear those foolish mortals who want to address her."”
By the time of Boccaccio’s Decameron, fortune is no longer a disin-
terested, tranquil agency of transcendence but begins once more to be
personified as an involved, mischievous, even cunning woman. She de-
rermines the outcomes of human acrions, often helping to promote
men’s secular and even illicit intentions. Yet Boccaccio also maintains
the connection between fortune and God’s providence. Far from being
blind, fortune works “with a view toward the ultimate end, carrying our
the Divine Will,"*

The Renaissance transformation of the hgure ot fortune is thus a
gradual and piecemeal development. Medieval images continue along-
side revived Roman themes as well as genuine innovations; there is a
loosening and proliferation of images.” Perhaps because of the Renais-
sance interest in seafaring, exploration, and trade, the metaphorical
connection of fortune to ships, steering, ports, and storms—probably
never entirely abandoned in popular culture—is powerfully revived.”
Indeed, by this time the Latin word fortuna has come in lraly to
mean not just “chance™ and “wealth™ but also literally and specifically
“storm.”* But while in ancient renderings of seafaring fortune, she was
shown at the helm of the ship, or occasionally as the storm driving it
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onward, now she appears as the ship’s mast, holding the sail, while it is
man who steers.” Thus, man is increasingly presented as active in the
face of the forces that govern his life; if he is not able to control them, he
can at least influence their effects or limirt the extent of their power. For-
tune is seen as yielding, “not to goodness, nor yet to wisdom, but to
power,”

As the juxtaposition of virtus to fortune is revived, it carries an in-
creasingly pronounced connotation of sexual conflict. In medieval de-
piction, fortuna and virtus were often both shown as female figures;
and sometimes virtus was replaced by paupertas, so that the images pre-
sented the alternatives of wealth and poverty, rather than a conflicting
of forces.™ But in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, in both the plas-
tic arts and literature and philosophy, the ancient juxtaposition of male
virtus and female fortuna is revived. In addition, there appears, as an
increasingly popular theme, a struggle between fortumna and Hercules—
that figure of superhuman masculinity whose revival in the Renaissance
we have already noted.”

In general, then, in this period fortune seems 1o become less grim and
more promising, less inexorable and more amenable to human interven-
tion. Indeed, some have suggested thar the limits of fortune’s power and
the possibility of human action against her, the extent of human au-
tonomy in history, become the central problem in Renaissance thought.
Despite the conventional familiarity of the Fortuna-virtus theme in Ro-
man thought, Klaus Heitmann argues that only in Iralian Renaissance
humanism does the question of their relationship become truly prob-
lematic, the central concern for man in this world.”* The problem fasci-
nated Coluccio Salutati, for instance, in the latter half of the fourteenth
century, as he struggled to formulate an activist doctrine but ultimarely
returned to resigned acceptance of the inevitability of fortune.™ Poggio,
half a century later, essaved that the extent of human power vis-a-vis
fortune changes as a man martures. The power of external forces over us
is greatest when the self is still undeveloped, in childhood and yourth. It
recedes as the self awakens, strengthens, and becomes autonomous; it s

24, Flanagan, “Concept,” in Parel, Political Calenlus, 132; Cassirer, Individual, 77;
Doren, “Fortuna,” 134-35. Warburg cites an image with a female at the helm, though it
is not clear whether the figure represents fortune (Framcesco Sassertis Letztwillige Ver-
fiigung, 140). Doren cites an example from 1532 in which the wind tums fortune’s wheel.

25, Doren, “Fortuna,” 104.

26. Panofsky, Hercules, 164 —66; Cassirer, Individual, 7576,

27. Bernardo, Petrarch, 57, 60; Cassirer, Individual, 73.

28. Heitman, Fortira, 21; Doren, “Fortuna,” 100,

29, Doren, “Formuna,” 110,
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forced to give way before the striving of man’s cultural and intellectual
energy. Thus, it is virtus and studium that ultimately conquer the op-
posing powers of the heavens, as manhood is fully achieved.™

Leon Bartista Albern, a quarter of a century later still, teaches that
although fortune can deal heavy blows or give many rewards, she can-
not take everything from a man nor give him character, virtue, or skill.”
These ultimately depend on him. Alberti likens fortune to a river, sug-
gesting that one must be a strong swimmer to survive the current.”
Ficino, a generation after that, asserts boldly that fortune governs the
outcome of only half our actions, our own ingeniiem governing the rest.
Yet he means thereby still to refer to the ancient and medieval distine-
tion between external goods that fortune controls, and goods of the
soul that are within our own power. Thus in the end Ficino, too, coun-
sels submission to fortune rather than struggle against her.” And Pico
della Mirandola, just six vears older than Machiavelli, writes that it is
we who postulate fortune as a goddess, thereby attributing to the heav-
ens powers that actually reside within ourselves, Man’s fate 1s man-
made; and fortune is not some force preceding and dominating man,
but actually his dependent product, “the daughter of his soul [sors ani-
mae filia].” ™

o o &

This, then, is the evolving and complex tradition that Machiavelli in-
herits, transmits, and develops. For him, too, fortune is sometimes a
goddess, sometimes a river or storm, often in conflict with virti, prob-
lematic in her relationship to human action, But for him, fortune is no
longer, as in the medieval Christian view, the agent of divine providence
in an ordered, hierarchical universe, nor is she a goddess in the Roman
sense. He does occasionally link fortune with “God™ or “Heaven(s),”
but the former passages are usually attributed to some historical speaker
rather than to Machiavelli himself, and the larter usually refer clearly to
ancient rather than Christian “heaven(s).” Machiavelli’s fortune is no
longer a teacher of detachment or of the vanity of all external goods,

30, Cassirer, [ndrvidual, 76.

31. Leon Batista Alberti, The Family in Renaissance Florence, tr. Renéde Neu Watkins
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144,

34, PMico della Mirandola, In astrologiam libri 12.3.27, tol. 519 cited in Cassirer, {ndi-
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whether in relation to the welfare of the Christian soul or to ancient
Stoic indifference. He does on rare occasions distinguish between the
external “goods of fortune™ and the internal goods of the soul and does
sometimes use “fortune™ simply to refer to wealth or possessions, but
on the whole this distinction plays no significant role in his thought.*

Though he is far removed from the medieval conception of fortune,
then, Machiavelli does not revive the ancient one either. He is not a
teacher of Stoic detachment and withdrawal, but an activist. If he con-
fronts fortune with virtd, it is not to inure men against her blows but to
ward off or control those blows through acrive contention. And while
he sometimes calls fortune a goddess, the means of coping with her that
he suggests are not those usually applied to divinities. Specifically, al-
though the personification of fortune as female 15 very old, Machiavelli
appears to be the first to use that metaphor as a way of suggesting the
sexual conquest of fortune, introducing into the realm of politics and
history concerns about manliness, effeminacy, and sexual prowess. As
Allan H. Gilbert has pointed out, references to fortune are frequent in
the carlier de regime principum literature culminating in The Prince, but
nowhere in that tradition is there a counterpart to the Machiavellian
conception.**

Machiavelli’s presentation is closest to the inherited tradition, as well
as most metaphorical or mythical, in his tercets devoted specifically to
fortune, where she is envisioned as a divinity and a queen, presiding
over the wheels whose turning determines the destiny of man. She is a
“cruel goddess,” who is “demanding and injurious™ toward men; she
“gives commands and rules” them “with fury.”"" She is an “aged witch”
with “two faces,” one fierce and one mild, yet the poet hopes that be-
cause of his course she will look on him (presumably favorably), though
with her “fierce eyes.” ™ She is “shifting,” “unstable,” and “fickle,” never
keeps her promises, and acts “without pity, without law or right,” often
depriving “the just”™ and rewarding “the unjust.” Like Circe, in “The
[Golden] Ass,” she has “dominion™ over a “kingdom,” sitting on a
“throne™ in a “palace™ that is open to all men who want to come in, but
difficult to escape.

5. Florentme Hiztories 4; 12 (G 1199); 3: 13 (G 11600; 4: 16 (G 1204); Machiavelli,
Opere 1: 41, though the cranslators do not use the word fortune for fortuna here.
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Whoever tries to enter, she receives benignly, but at him who later tries 1o go
out she rages, and ofren his road for departing is taken from him."

And again like the personified envy, she has a tendency to oral aggres-
sion:

you cannot . . . hope to escape her hard bite, her hard blows, violent and
cruel ™

Ultimately she raises men up only to cast them down again because
she “delights™ in their fall; she is like a “raging,” hungry eagle that

. . . carries a tortoise on high, that rthe force of its fall may break it, and he can

feed on the dead flesh.”

There is also a suggestion that the men who fall into her power are in
danger of castration, as she now “exalts,” now “cuts off,” the “splendid
horns of their fame.”** She is herself ambitious and craves glory, liking
to make “herself splendid™ and to have “her power . . . clearly seen”;
she has the walls of her palace decorated with murals depicting her “tri-
umphs™; she “turns states and kingdoms upside down as she pleases,”
and everyone sooner or later “feels her power.” For this reason, many
consider her “omnipotent,” but the poet advises that there is “no reason
. . . for fear™ where a man is strong.*’ Among the masculine figures at
her court, the bad example 1s set by “anxiety,” who lies “prostrate on
the floor™ of the palace, “so full of fears that he does nothing” and
therefore is continually attacked by regret and envy.* “Audacity and
youth,” by contrast, “make the highest showing,” which indicates that
fortune prefers the man “who pushes her, who shoves her, who jostles
her.”* Fortune’s

reign 1s always violent of prowess [virti] still greater than hers does not van-
quish her.*

But it 1s not immediately clear where such prowess might be found.
“Her natural power™ is “roo strong” for any man and is feared “even by
Jove."*" That she is ar odds with Jove reminds us again of Circe; but
while Circe was put to flight by the god, he fears fortune, apparently an
even greater feminine power.
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In fortune’s palace we find her traditional wheel, bur Machiavelli has
introduced an innovation: there is now more than one wheel, so that it
may be possible for men to choose among them, or to jump from one to
another.” Multiple wheels of fortune were not unknown in the Middle
Ages, but they always formed an integrated system, not alternative op-
tions.*” And while there were occasional suggestions that men climbed
the wheel voluntarily, choosing to submit themselves to fortune’s power,
the stress on activism and human choice in Machiavelli’s vision is really
new.™

Those men will be fortunate, he says, who manage to “choose™ a
wheel in accord with fortune’s “wish,” to choose what she had intended
for them.” But since each of the wheels turns, raising and then lower-
ing anyvone who rides it, so that no marter which wheel one chooses
one must fall sooner or later, the only way to have good fortune per-
manently would be 1o change wheels periodically, at or near the crest of
the rurn.

A man who could leap trom wheel 1o wheel would always be happy and for-
tunare,*

As Machiavelli makes clear, what he means by this metaphor is that suc-
cess depends on a man’s character being suited to his situation. If we
could adapt our character to each new situation, we would always suc-
ceed. But he promptly adds that this is impossible, since “you cannot
change your characrer,” that possibility being “denied by the occult
force that rules us.” And what force is that? Is it fortune as well? Ma-
chiavelli does not say. His reaching in this poem is extraordinarily am-
biguous. First it seems that success depends on choosing the right wheel,
the one fortune intended for you; then, on the contrary, it depends on
maobility from wheel to wheel, bur this is again interpreted as an adapra-
tion to fortune’s changing wishes; then we are told thar in fact such
adaptability is humanly impossible. Thus the image of leaping from
wheel to wheel, seen by some commentators as offering man “new pos-
sibilities for ourwitting Fortune,” in the end fails to do so, both because
it 15 an adapration to rather than an outwirting of fortune, and because
it is revoked almost as soon as it has been presented.

Like so many of Machiavelli’s mature female figures, fortune is ac-
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companied in this poem by a young girl, ['occasione, a word variously
translated as “occasion” or “opportunity” or “chance.” She is “a rousel-
haired and simple maiden,” the only person who “hnds sport™ in for-
tune’s terrible palace, “frisking about among the wheels.”* From an-
other tercet devoted specifically to "occasione we learn further that she
never rests, always having one foot on her mother’s wheel.” Following
Ausonius, Machiavelli says in that tercet that Poccasione’s touseled hair
is all in the front of her head, covering her face and breast, while the
back of her head is bald. So the occasion can be seized (and fortune
mastered) only by someone astute enough or lucky enough to recognize
her as she approaches; once she has passed, there is no longer any way
to seize her. For those who miss her, she is accompanied by her sister,
penitenzia, regret.™

Besides a matriarch in a palace and the goddess of the wheel, fortune
is compared in the poem about her to a natural force, specifically to a
river liable to flood. Fortune is “a rapid torrent™ which

destroys whatever its current anywhere reaches, and adds to one place and
lowers another, shifts its banks, shifts its bed and bottom, and makes the
earth tremble where it passes.”

MNothing more is made of this metaphor in the poem, however, and in
particular it yields no policy suggestions for human action.

Besides the tercets on fortune, there is only one other concentrared
and extensive treatment of the topic in Machiavelli’s work: the famous
penultimate chapter of The Prince. It 1s a meditation every bit as com-
plex and confusing as the tercets, developing many of the same themes
in a more analytic manner.

In the final paragraph of the previous chapter, Machiavelli attacked
the Italian princes of his time for ascribing the loss of their states to
fortune, instead of taking responsibility for their own faults: they
“should not blame Fortune, but their own laziness.”** And then comes
the analogy of nartural forces. The princes’ failure was that in rimes of
good weather they never imagined the possibility that bad weather might
follow, it being “a common defect in men not to reckon, during a calm,
on a storm.” Even when the weather did change, moreover, the princes
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did not think to “defend themselves™ but ran away, vainly hoping that
their subjects might later summon them back. This behavior—obviously
reminiscent of Soderini’s departure from Florence—Machiavelli con-
demns as a policy of dependence. And it is in this context that he formu-
lates the striking maxim of autonomy cited before:

those defenses alone are good, are certain, are durable, that depend on your-
self and your own abilities [virti].™

At first, this train of thought seems to be a call to action and a con-
demnation of passivity in the familiar Machiavellian activist vein. But
on closer examination, as in the “Tercets on Fortune,” the activist mes-
sage becomes more and more problematic, the implications increasingly
obscure, Princes who blame fortune for the loss of their states are avoid-
ing their true responsibility, for forrune is like the weather, changeable.
Bad weather cannot be prevented, but it can be foreseen and prepared
for. But instead of proceeding then to explain how a prince mighr pre-
pare for bad weather, the passage instead distinguishes two policies
available to those caught wnprepared: flight with a fantasy of being
loved and recalled, or autonomy in “defending oneself.” But how is one
to defend oneself against a storm for which one has neglected to pre-
pare? Was it the vain hope of being loved that made the princes (and
Soderini?) neglect to prepare for foul weather in the good times, neglect
to erect around themselves the defensive bulwarks of autonomy? “He
who 15 too eager to be loved gets despised,” we may recall.*” But what is
the relationship between the very human issues of love and autonomy,
and the almost mechanical concerns of preparing for a storm? Is for-
tune really as impersonal and beyond human influence as the metaphor
implies? What is the real extent of fortune'’s power in relation to man?

These are the questions to which Machiavelli then turns in Chapter
25: “Fortune’s Power in Human Affairs and How She Can Be Fore-
stalled.”* It opens with the question of whether to apply any meta-
phors ar all, that is, whether there is any such agency as “fortune,”
other than a mere name for the consequences of what we do. And the
chapter may be read as a meditation on the choice between the two
metaphors introduced in the previous chapter: between fortune as a
river and fortune as a woman. For though both metaphors suggest hu-
man activism, they have conflicting implications for conduct.

“Many have believed and now believe,” the chapter begins, thar hu-
man affairs are so much controlled by superhuman forces—"by For-

§9. Ibid.; Machiavelli, Opere 1: 98,
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tune and by God”—that they cannot be “managed™ by men with their
“prudence.” This belief is particularly widespread in Machiavelli's own
time because “of the great variations in affairs . . . beyond all human
prediction” that have occurred and continue to occur.” When events in
the world seem disordered and random, people tend to feel that they
have no power over outcomes at all. Indeed, Machiavelli acknowledges
that he himself inclines “now and then . . . in some respects to their be-
lief.” But the consequences of that belief are unacceprable to him, for it
tends to make men passive; feeling unable to influence outcomes, they
will “not sweat much over man’s activities.”® And then their belief be-
comes self-fulfilling, for when men refuse to take the initiative, “chance”
really does determine what happens. 5o despite his occasional “inclina-
tions™ to believe in fortune’s omnipotence, Machiavelli struggles to de-
fine a different position:

MNonetheless, in order not to annul our free will, I judge it true [ potere esser vero
(that is could be true}] that Fortune may be mistress of one half of our actions
but that even she leaves the other half, or almost, under our control.™

This last is a curious sentence, and curious in the Italian, not just in
translation. For the placement of the clause about free will seems to im-
ply that Machiavelli judges as he does because if he judged otherwise,
he would by that act of judgment annul our free will, But surely that is
an anxious delusion of grandeur: Machiavelli cannot strip us of free will
if we have it; he can at most be wrong about free will. And the con-
clusion is hedged with extraordinary caution: “may be,” even she,”
“leaves,” “half, or almost.” In the statement of his own judgment,
moreover, the matter of God’s role has disappeared, though he himself
introduced it in the initial mention, Evidently the theme of human ac-
tion and responsibility is fraught with great danger, and not just the so-
cial and political dangers threatening a theorist with unorthodox teach-
ings, but also the hidden dangers threatening anyone who toys with
impiety—with a prideful glorification of self and corresponding aggres-
sion toward the larger, older, senior, higher powers, be they parental,
political, or divine, “Am l—are we—really autonomous?" is a question
of the utmost sensitivity.

Having made his cautious yet implicitly megalomaniac declaration of
his own judgment on the matter, Machiavelli returns directly to fortune
as analogous to a natural force, but this time it is not the weather; it is a
river, whose flooding is, however, linked to “the weather.”

62, Thid. (GG 89=90). 63. Ibid. (G 89).
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| compare Fortune with one of our destructive rivers which, when it is angry,
turns the plams into lakes, throws down the trees and buildings, takes earth
from one spot, puts it in another; everyone flees before the flood; everyone
yields to its fury and nowhere can repel ic.”

The linking of fortune with natural forces, particularly with storms, we
have seen, is very old and even encoded in Machiavelli's native lan-
guage. The specific comparison to a river was made earlier, for instance
by Alberti. Yet in the past the implications of these metaphors had been
largely fatalistic. At most, as the Renaissance develops, there are ideas
of human navigation through a storm, or of a strong swimmer surviving
in the river. But Machiavelli, familiar with the flooding of the Arno in
Florence and the veteran of an unsuccessful campaign to reroute that
river in order to cut Pisa off from its water supply, draws a different im-
plication from the simile. He is less interested in individual survival
than in public, political control. Though fortune is like a river, he
continues,

we need not therefore conclude that when the weather is quier, men cannot take
precautions with both embankments and dykes, so that when the waters rise,
cither they go off by a canal or their fury 15 neither so wild nor so damnging.""

There is thus the possibility to control the damaging power of fortune,
if plans are made and implemented prudently early. Yet even as he devel-
ops a vision of technological mastery that might reduce the vagaries of
chance in human affzirs, Machiavelli continues to elaborate the alterna-
tive metaphor, that fortune 15 a woman. Having already spoken of the
river as “angry” and in “fury” when it floods, he now suggests that for-
tune will not even try to harm those who have made preparations: “She
. . . directs her fury where she knows that no dykes or embankments are
ready to hold her.”*” The example Machiavelli immediately adduces is
Italy, unprotected against invasion by the northern European states: laly
lacks embankments, which is to say, she lacks “ conveniente virti.”** But
concepts like anger and intent to harm are not literally appropriate to
natural forces; even as Machiavelli invokes the images of flood and
storm, he continues to personify the force involved.

Further, it seems that by the simile of the flooding rniver, Machiavelli
means to suggest confidence in human foresight and capacity. Yet the
image itself suggests more: it imphes a way of proceeding—prudent
planning, engineering skill, the erection of structures—and thereby a
character type, and certain expectations about knowledge and resules. Ir

&5, Prince, ch. 25 (G 90} 66, Ibid.
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implies prudence and calculation, technical skill and engineering cer-
rainty, the handling of materials rather than interactions among men,
And these implications turn out not to be whar Machiavelli wants af-
ter all, or not to be the whole of what he wants to say. For his and
Soderini’s prudent planning did not work; and the mihtia did nort suc-
ceed in protecting Florence against military aggression.

Thus, although he concludes the discussion of fortune as a river by
saying he thinks it all he needs to say “in general” and so will now pro-
ceed to “particulars,” in fact he proceeds instead to a reexamination or
partial rejection of his own metaphor. The image of floods and dikes
may imply activism, but the major question remains unsettled: not
whether to act but how. The image of floods and dikes suggests pru-
dence, but Machiavelli’s experience has taughr him that prudence ulti-
mately succumbs to boldness and military might; in the end, the fox is
not man enough. Thus the “particulars™ to which he turns become the
general observation that no one policy, even prudence itself, can suc-
cessfully guide action in all situations, Prudence teaches its own insufh-
ciency. “Men act in different ways: one with caution, another imperu-
ously; one by force, the other with skill; one by patience, the other with
its contrary. . . . And each may succeed sometimes and fail at others,
Thus, no simple rule will do; neither “be prudent” nor “be bold.”
Rather, one can only say that to succeed, a man must adapt “his way of
proceeding to the nature of the times.” If a man “could change his na-
ture with times and affairs,” in effect, he would always have good for-
rune; for him, “Fortune would not change.” This is of course the famil-
iar idea of jumping from wheel to wheel in fortune'’s palace and thus
never being forced to ride a wheel’s downswing. But here, as before,
Machiavelli is immediately forced to add that the image is a fantasy, for
no man can change his basic character, which is what determines his
way of proceeding. In parncular, the prudent and cautious man, pre-
sumably good at planning and building dikes, will not always succeed,
does not, in fact, gain technological control over outcomes, “When 1t 15
rime to adopt impetuosity,” this cautious man “does not know how.
Hence he fails.”™

Machiavelli then cites Pope Julius I as an example of a naturally bold
and impetuous man who succeeded., And though Machiavelli insists
that Julius would have failed if the times in which he lived had required
prudence, apparently the advantages of boldness and impetuousness re-
main overwhelming in his mind, for he concludes the chapter with the
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second metaphor, again introduced, as was the first one, as his personal
judgment:

As for me, [ believe [mdico] this: it 1s better to be impetuous than caurious, be-
cause Formune is a woman and it is necessary in order to keep her under, to cuff
and maul her. She more often lets herself be overcome by men using such meth-
ods than by those who proceed coldly; therefore always, like a woman, she is
the friend of young men, because they are less cautious, more spirited, and with
more boldness master her.™

Obviously one does not cuff, maul, and master a river in flood, Which is
Machiavelli’s real view: the river or the woman? The dilemma laid out
in this chapter is, however, the same as that in the “Tercets on Fortune”
and similar to those in “The [Golden] Ass.” What commences as a rous-
ing call to action develops into a meditation on man's helplessness in
the face of fortune’s power.

Much the same pattern of thought is played out again in the Dis-
courses, although here all metaphors have disappeared except for for-
rune’s fermininity and the discussion is not concentrated in a single chap-
ter or section but scattered throughout the text. At the outset of Book 2,
Machiavelli challenges both Plutarch and Livy by asserting that the suc-
cessful expansion of the Roman Republic was due more to virti than to
fortune, But in Chapter 29 of that book, entitled on the basis of a pas-
sage from Livy, “Fortune Blinds the Intellects of Men When She Does
Not Wish Them to Oppose Her Plans,” her powers again seem almost
ivincible.” She is equated with “heaven™ and “the heavens,” and even
the man of virtie seems to be part of her arsenal, rather than her oppo-
nent, When fortune wants “to bring to pass great things,” we are told,
she “chooses a man . . . of so much perception [spirito] and so much
ability [wirtie] that he recognizes the opportunities she puts before
him.”™ Conversely, when she wants to cause

great failures, she puts there men to promote such failure. And if somebody
there 1s able to oppose her, she either kills him or deprives him of all means for

doing anything good.™

Yet her intent to cause failure may be part of a larger plan to promote
her favorites, for affliction strengthens a man of virtie. Thus, “in order
to make Rome stronger and bring her to the greatness she anained,
[fortune] judged that it was necessary to afflict her.,” As a result, despite
the almost wholly determinist thrust of this chaprer, Machiavelli is able
to close on a note of hope and incongruous activism:
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Men are able to assist Fortune but not to thwart her, They can weave her de-
signs but cannot destroy them. They ought, then, never to give up as beaten,

because, since they do not know her purpose and she goes through crooked and
unknown roads, they can always hope, and hoping are not 1o give up.™

By the close of the following chapter, Machiavelli is once more sum-
moning up wirté as a way of limiting or even overcoming fortune's
power. She “shows her power much,” he says, only where men lack
virtie, and indeed he fantasizes that there might appear a man “who is
so great a lover of antigquity that he will rule [regoli] Fortune in such a
way that she will not have cause to show in every revolution of the sun
how much she can do.”™

In Book 3, the theme of adapting one’s conduct to the times is re-
explored. Men succeed when “their method of working”™ is well suited
to the requirements of their time. Yet men cannot change their method,
for two reasons: it is “impossible” to persuade them to abandon a pol-
icy that has worked in the past, and secondly, even if they could be so
persuaded, they “cannot counteract that to which Natwre inclines™
them. Thus, with the aid of nature, fortune’s power triumphs again.”

L4 > L4

In the many briefer references to fortune distributed throughour Ma-
chiavelli’s writings, most of the inherited metaphors have disappeared.
There are no more palaces or daughters with touseled hair, only one or
two references to weather or fortune’s wheel. What remains is the image
of fortune as a woman, mostly in juxtaposition to autonomous human
effort, often explicitly to virtie. Although still a superhuman figure of
mythical proportions, fortune can no longer be regarded as a goddess in
any ordinary sense. She is not to be worshipped, supplicated, treated
with reverence, nor does she represent any transcendent order. Rather,
she acts on the basis of familiar human motives, impulses, and desires,
by no means always admirable.

Fortune wants to “command™ men and keep them under her “yoke,”
to be “mistress of all human affairs.” ™ And she craves acknowledgment
of her power, to “show the world” that it is she, and not human effort,
that “makes men great.” Sometimes she will manipulate outcomes sim-
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78. Letter to [Soderini, Janeary 1512-{1513)] (G 897). Niccolo Machiavelli, “The Life
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and ed. Myron P. Gilmore (New York: Washington Square Press, 1970), 48; bur cf.
Calbert’s translation (G §53).
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ply to demonstrate that “everything must be recognized as coming from
herself.”™ Second, she is “hckle and inconstant,” or “variable and un-
stable,” changeable, capricious, unreliable, not to be trusted, sometimes
downright perverse in her desire to violate expectations and alter estab-
lished patterns.® Often she is, third, actively hostile to men, bringing
them down simply because she envies, “resents,” or has become “hos-
tile” to their “fame.”™ Or she “gets tired” of or bored with the existing
state of affairs and wants to make trouble just because someone is “hav-
ing too much good weather.”*
who puts himself at risk as “tempting fortune,” an expression implying
that she has an active desire to harm that is mostly kept in check but can
from time to time be indulged.” She treated Machiavelli himself, he re-
marks in the dedication of The Prince, with “great and steady malice,”™
When she is in such a dominating mood, it is best to become passive and
“let her do it,” to lie low,

Machiavelli often speaks of the man

be quiet, and not give her trouble, and to wair for a time when she will allow
something to be done by men.”

Indeed, men may come to take a certain masochistic pleasure in such
passivity; about “fate,” at least, Machiavelli writes in a letter from his
exile, that he is “glad to have her drive me along this road, to see if she

"R

will be ashamed of 1t.

Such resignation 15 dangerous, however, for on the whole, fortune
favors the young, bold, and active. She does, fourth, have benevolent
impulses sometimes and selects favorites among men. Machiavelli re-
marks, for instance, that she and God “greatly loved” Lorenzo de’Me-
dici, although that may have been a mere rhetorical flourish.* More
generally, she sometimes favors fools and usually, though not inevitably,
“is the friend of young men,” and “more friendly to him who artacks
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than to him who defends.”® Even fortune’s favorites, however, do not
have an easy time of it, for she likes to put obsracles in their way in
order to develop their capacities. “When she wishes to strengthen a new
prince,” fortune sometimes

creates enemies for him and has them move against him, in order that he may
have opportunity to conguer them and, with the very ladder that his enemies
themselves bring him, may climb still higher.*

Further, she likes to tempt and tease men, setting before them apparent
short-range goods or dangers to seduce them into the wrong course of
action.

One might say, then, that relations between fortune and men range
for Machiavelli, like relations between the sexes, from outright hostility
and war to a kind of semiaffectionate, mutual teasing and tempting. But
at least four layers of ambiguity blur the resulting picture; fortune is
always juxtaposed to virts, bur what virte is and can do is far from
clear. First, virti’s aim is ambiguous: sometimes a matter of conquering
or mastering fortune, sometimes of pleasing her and winning her favor,
sometimes of anticipating and adapting to her will, sometimes of secur-
ing a sphere of autonomy from her power. The borderlines and relation-
ships among these alternatives are themselves blurred; for example, sex-
ual conquest can be construed either as a mastery of fortune or as a
winning of her favors by pleasing her. Second, most of these aims can be
accomplished sometimes by boldness, artack, audacity; at other times
by prudence, patience, and self-restraint.” This leads repeatedly to the
teaching that success depends on suiting one’s style of action to the
times; which, in turn, is soon followed by the observation that men are
unable to change their style of action. There is, moreover, a third layer
of ambiguity about the units of analysis to be employed: whose fortune
15 at stake, and how are the fortunes and virtie of some related to those
of others? Both the second and third layer of ambiguity tend to push
Machiavelli back toward the assumption he initially most wanted to
challenge: that fortune’s power might be total and absolute; yet he can-

BR. Mandragola, act 1, sc. 3 (G 783); Prinee, ch. 25 (G 92); Letter to [Soderini, Janu-
ary 1512-(1513)] (G 894). Bur not always; cf. Florewtine Histories 4: 3-6 (G 1192);
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rival aspects or ways of virtit, but also about a number of other qualities opposed to for-
tune's power: ingenuity, sagacity, judgment, intelligence, wisdom, even self-knowledge.
But perhaps these are all aspects or ways of virth. In addition, in The Prince, ch. 8, he
mentions two alrernatives to the fortune-wvirtie dyad. One 15 conduct so effective as to suc-
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not rest content with that as a conclusion; so a final layer of ambiguiry
concerns the limits of fortune’s power, and the whole meditation repeat-
edly starts over.

When the focus is primarily on the sexual conguest of fortune, Ma-
chiavelli’s image seems to be neither of an outright rape nor of a roman-
tic courtship. There is a certain mutuality between fortune and the man
of virtis, but they are not equals. He is mortal and, one feels, life-size.
She looms larger, is of course immortal and much more powerful, and,
one suspects, older than he, though not aged. If he succeeds in conquer-
ing her, it is a matter of her deciding to grant her favors, to “let him
master her.” Yet thar decision, Machiavelli repeatedly indicates, can be
aided by a certain—limited—amount of physical violence: “cuffing and
mauling,” “beating and fighting.”"

Where the focus is more on winning autonomy from fortune, virti is
less a way of relating to her power than an alternative to it. “Fortune
rules everything” only where “there is little vigor [virtse]” and because
of its absence. And “he who depends least on Fortune sustains himself
the longest.”* The passage in The Prince about fortune controlling the
outcomes of half our actions clearly suggests this interpretation; but it
leaves open the question of whether the proportion is fixed, a maxi-
mum, or a minimum, depending on human action. Other passages
make clear, however, that Machiavelli’s main intent is a variable pro-
portion with a fixed minimum, Where men are lazy or apathetic, lack-
ing in virtst, fortune controls all by default. Depending on the extent of
their energy, ability, and manliness, they will be able to reduce that con-
trol in particular actions and, if they act nightly, even to enlarge the
sphere of their autonomy for the future; but they can never totally con-
trol outcomes in a lasting way. Certain courses of action, notably battle
in war and conspiratorial action in politics, tend to reduce the potential

ceed withour or in spite of fortune, yet so thoroughly evil that it cannot be considered
virtie. His prime example is Agrthocles the Sicilian, who rose from a lowly fortuna to be-
come king of Syracuse, Nothing or very little in his career was due to fortune, yet it wasn’t
due to virts either, for

It cannot . . . be called virue [sdre] o kill one's fellow-citizens, to betray frends, to be withour f-
dehity, withoot mercy, without religion; such procesdings enable one to gain sovereignty [imiperio],
but not fame. (G 36),

A second exception is the man who becomes prince through popular support among his
fellow citizens, creating what Machiavelli calls a “civil princedom | primcipato civile].” It is
achieved neither by virtir alone, nor by fortune alone but rather by “a fortunate shrewd-
ness | wna asinzia fortunata).” Neither of these alternatives is explored further, nor do they
recar in Machiavelli’s other writings.
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for human wvirtse. Choosing them means putting oneself into fortune's
hands, commiting oneself to risk. No “prudent” man will do this “un-
less he must,” but if he must, then he should boldly do his utmost.”* If
you must stake “all your fortune™ on a single action or battle, then it is
essential to have virtis enough to commit “all your forces™ to it.™ Such
action is “rempting fortune,” and Machiavelli advises avoiding it if pos-
sible but condemns those who avoid it when they should commit them-
selves to it. Yet he sees that their character may preclude a choice.
Whether in terms of seducing fortune, conquering her, or winning au-
tonomy from her, then, the dilemma of prudence versus boldness recurs
with obsessive persistence, in ways reminiscent of the dilemma we ex-
amined earlier, between kindness and cruelty in styles of leadership.
Again and again Machiavelli dwells on the idea he first formulated in

the initial letter he was able to send Soderini after that former leader
had fled and the republic failed:

Anvbody wise enough to understand the times and the types of affairs and ro
adapt himself to them would have always good fortune, or he would protect
himself always from bad, and it would come to be true that the wise man would
rule the stars and the Fates. But because there never are such wise men, since
men in the first place are shortsighted and in the second place cannot command
their natures, it follows that Fortune varies and commands men and holds them
under her yoke.

Each man's “individual disposition™ and “imagination [fantasia]™ are
given to him by nature. Hannibal, who was cruel, treacherous, and irre-
ligious, and Scipio, who was merciful, loyal, and religious, were both
“equally excellent in their military attainments,” and both “won count-

less victories.” ™ And in a marginal note presumably for expansion in
the final draft, Machiavelli added:

To test Fortune, who is the friend of young men, and to change according to
what you find. But it 15 not possible to have tortresses and not to have them, to
be cruel and compassionare.™

At nmes Machiavelli i1s forced to take seriously the possibility that
fortune’s power, especially when merged with that of nature, may be
total. Not only does fortune deploy men of virtii and those who lack it
as she pleases, but she (or nature) is herself the source of character, and
thus of wirtsi. Not only can she blind or mislead men, but, for instance,

93. Discourses 2: 27 (G 403), See also 2: 16 (G 365~66); Art of War, bk, 3 (G 627);
bk. 7 (G 718); letter to Vettori, 5 Apnl 1527 (G 1008).

94, Discomrses 1: 22=23 (G 248 -49); 2: 12 (GG 355); 3: 37 (G 512); leters o [Verori),
20 December 1514 (G 250); to Bartolomeo [November 1526] {G 1004).
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“cause” a man to “become so ambinious and haughty™ that he fails.”
She can give (or deny) a man good “judgment™ and “sense”; thus, it was
fortune who denied Machiavelli himself any business experience and
thereby “determined” that he must write about politics if he was to
write at all.™ Insofar as a man’s virtsit derives from his birth, upbringing,
and experience, it is itself the product of fortune. Manly character can
hardly be an autonomous force opposing destiny if character is destiny,

A third layer of ambiguity concerns the unir of analysis, the agent
who “has™ a particular fortune or whose virtse 1s mustered against for-
tune. Sometimes Machiavelli speaks of the fortune of a particular indi-
vidual, sometimes thar of a family or a state or another social group,
sometimes of the whole record of history, as when he complains that
historians tend to “follow Fortune™ in their accounts and “honor the
conguerors.” ™ In any of these meanings, turther, forrune may mean ei-
ther the outcome of some particular action or enterprise, or the whole
pattern of outcomes over the lifetimes of a man or state. These shifts are
related to a fundamental tension about autonomy already noted in Ma-
chiavelli’s thought: whether fortune is pitted against men individually,
s0 that the rise of one 15 another’s fall, or (sometimes, at least) collec-
tively, so that their cooperanvely pooled manly strength can overcome
or outlast her; whether true autonomy lies in isolation or in community.

Certainly men are affected by each other’s forrunes. Cesare Borgia,
for instance, is said to have “gained his position through his father’s
Fortune and through her lost it.”"™ If his career had not been cut off by
his father's death and his own severe illness coinciding with i,

he would have gained such forces and such reputation that he could stand by his
own strength and would no longer rely on other men's Fortune and forces, but
on his own vigor and ability [edrtd]."

That dependence on the armed forces of others renders one weak and
subject to fortune is a familiar idea; but here Borgia 1s said o depend
not on his own fortune but on that of another, his father. What Ma-
chiavelli might mean here becomes a little clearer when he speaks of al-
liances of various kinds. He whao is the dependent member of an alliance
or similar association will be affected by, and in that sense is dependent
on, the fortune of the other member. If the side vou choose to support
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in a conflict loses, you will be “obliged to follow the Fortune of these
others.” " Of course they may be able to help you even though they
were defeated, so that “you are the ally of a Fortune that can rise
again.” '™ Or your partmer may save you from his fate ar the last minute
by returning vour stake to you, dissolving the association, as Messer
Jacopo returned all the goods of others he had been storing just before
the Pazzi conspiracy “in order not to make others share in his adverse
fortune.” "™ And of course if you hitch your wagon to a successful ally,
his good fortune will similarly benefit you. Thus “all who depended on™
Cosimo de’Medici's formune “grew rich.”'™ Bur why should Machiavelli
call this Cosimo’s fortune rather than theirs? It seems that he means
what we would mean if, for instance, we ask a friend for a tip on the
horses and bet accordingly, and if that friend’s horse wins not through
any skillful knowledge he had but simply because he is eternally lucky in
such matters. We will do well to follow such a friend, for it means shar-
ing in his luck. Why not our luck? Because it was his tip and because it
is the outcomes of his bets that show a pattern of consistent success in-
dependent of skill and knowledge. Without his advice, our bets usually
lose. For Machiavelli, too, it seems that fortune 15 ascribed to him
whose action was primarily involved, fortune being the outcome of
some intended enterprise or action,

But ultimately the marter extends far beyond alliances, for what be-
falls others often affects me though no action or associate of mine was
involved. Cosimo de’Medici’s virti and fortune, Machiavelli says, “de-
stroyed all his enemies and raised up his friends.”"™ The fate of his
friends was that of allies who share in a principal’s fortune; the fate of
his enemies adds a much wider consideration. When misfortune befalls
me, is that because fortune has turned against me, or am I only a pawn
in a game in which she is promoting someone else? Since fortune deals
in human history, no one’s fortune develops in isolation. Others are al-
ways affected. Thus ultimately, although Machiavelli never makes such
implications explicit, there could be said to be only one overall fortune
for the whole of mankind after all.

Yet Machiavelli cannot accept the conclusion that there is no per-
sonal relation to fortune, no opportunity for virtie to make a difference,
any more than he can accept that character 1s simply part of fortune's
power. For if he knows anything at all from his reading and observa-
tion, it is surely that men’s beliefs in these martters make a difference in
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how they act, and therefore in the course of events. Apathetic, dis-
pirited men will act differently from those who have hope and energy,
privatized men differently from those who feel their membership in
a significant community. And their actions surely sometimes affect
what happens in history. 50 Machiavelli returns again and again to the
struggle against fortune’s power by means ot virti, Perhaps it 15 that
virti consists neither of prudence nor of boldness, but of the extraordi-
nary, almost superhuman power to modify one’s character as the times
change. Machiavelli seems to suggest thar in meditating on the choice
between Hannibal’s cruelty and Scipio’s kindness. It will not matter, he
says, “which of these two roads a general travels, if only he is an able
[virtuosa] man,” for with his “extraordinary ability [virtst]™ he can
mitigate any “excess” produced by his mode of proceeding.™ Or per-
haps a republic, with a pool of citizens of virtii available from which to
choose its leaders, can overcome the dilemma of fixed character thar
stymies individuals; it is “able to adapt . . . by means of the diversity
among [the] body of citizens, to a diversity of temporal conditions.” ™
Or perhaps there might yet arise a man whose virtsi somehow taps that
of ancient patriarchy, who is “so great a lover of antiquity”™ that he can
not merely congquer fortune sexually or push back the limits of her
power, bur dominarte her so that she “does not have power over” him."”

L & &

In many respects, then, fortune is a confusing figure in Machiavelli’s
thought, and commenrtators have, accordingly, found her difhcult to in-
terpret. Most agree, however, that either Machiavelli does not take her
seriously himself, or else that taking her seriously is an unfortunate
lapse in his otherwise rational and disenchanted system of ideas. Those
commentators, in particular, who read Machiavelli as a social scientist
or proto—social scientist regard the concept of fortune as a lamentable
regression to mythical, prescientific explanation. Fortune, they say,
serves as a residual category for what cannot be rationally explained.
Ernst Cassirer in The Myth of the State calls fortune “the mythical ele-
ment in Machiavelli’s political philosophy.”"™ He argues thatr Ma-
chiavelli believed in “scientific principles™ that implied there must be a
certain and objective causal explanarion for everything human just as
there is in physical narure, but his political experience showed him that
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“even the best political advice 15 often ineffective,” so that a scientific
study of man seems impossible.

His logical and rational method deserted him ar this point. He had to . . . have
recourse to another—rto a half-mythical power. “Fortune™ seems to be the ruler
of things."

Similarly Laurence Arthur Burd maintains that Machiavelli resorts to
the concept of fortune when he is “taken off the lines familiar™ to him;
his “natural acumen appears to desert” him then, and he shares in “the
superstition of the age.”" Federico Chabod, although acknowledging
that Machiavelli sometimes regards fortune “as the force and logic of
history,” maintains that more often it is “as a mysterious, transcendent
grouping of events, whose incoherence is unintelligible to the human
mind.”" Robert Orr says that Machiavelli treats fortune as

that which is fortuitous and therefore inexplicable—not only as that which men
cannot predict, but thar which they cannot retrodict, an event that they can nei-
ther foresee nor account for even after it has happened.'™

Some commentators have suggested that Machiavelli shared the wide-
spread Renaissance belief in astrology and saw fortune as astrological
destiny." Though there are one or two passages that might support
such a view, it seems inconsistent with Machiavelli’s intense activism,
his stress on the mutability of fortune under the impact of effort and
ability.

Other interpreters, equally convinced of Machiavelli’s scientific inten-
tions, interpret fortune as an integral part of his science, an explanatory
device whose personification is not to be taken literally. Leonardo
Mschki, for instance, maintains that both virtsr and fortune are “techni-
cal terms in a rational system of political thought.” For Machiavelli, he
says, fortune is “an abstract and secular concept™; it is the set of sur-
rounding preconditions necessary for a political action to succeed:
“Fortune represents the passive condition of political success in con-
quests or internal administration. Virtd s its active counterpart,”'
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Thomas Flanagan artempts to synthesize the two views: fortune is both
a scientific explanation and a mysterious residue. Machiavelli’s concept,
he argues, covers

the truly fortuitous and contingent single event, but also the entire context in
which such events occur; and while the individual event must remain myste-
rious, the large-scale constellation of social forces is in principle explicable. "’

When Machiavelli uses the concept in the latter sense, he says, it consti-
tutes a “mystfication.”

Leo Strauss, while rejecting the notion of Machiavelli as a scientist in
achievement or intention, agrees with Olschki that there is nothing
mysterious about the concept of fortune. When Machiavelli discusses
matters “at length,” Strauss says, he replaces fortune with an expression
like “extrinsic accident.”"® Fortune is not “a superhuman being, a
being which is more powerful than man and which wills and thinks,”
but rather a mere shorthand expression for what befalls a man {or state)
from ourtside, through no fault or achievement of his own. Yet Strauss
by no means regards the personification of fortune in Machiavelli’s
thoughrt as an irrelevancy, a careless adoption of the idiom then current.
Rather, it is one step in a complex theoretical process designed for no
less a purpose than to wean the reader away from God: the idea of God
is first replaced with that of fortune, and only later does the latter turn
out to mean no more than extrinsic accident. Just so, Strauss argues,
Machiavelli first displaces the authority of the Church with that of an-
cient Rome and then systematically undermines the latter, in order to
leave his readers ultimately at odds with all authority whatever. The
concept of fortune thus is first personified and (quasi)-deified, made
into a substitute for all previous deities; then it is secularized and de-
mystified, thereby undermining all transcendent belief."™

Is Machiavelli’s concept of fortune a protoscientific explanatory de-
vice, a lamentable lapse from his usual scientific rationalism to mysti-
cal belief, or a clever rhetorical use of mystery, in which he does not
himself believe, to manipulate his audience? An eaclier chapter inquired
whether the great Founder is a myth, and whether Machiavelli believes
in him. Now the same question must be seriously posed about the figure
of fortune.

Certainly Machiavelli sometimes speaks as if he himself held no no-
tion of a personihed fortune, as if it were only a metaphor to be used in
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poetry, while in political and historical works the word is a mere short-
hand term for the complex pattern of events that emerges from count-
less individual human choices. “Men’s fortunes . . . vary,” Machiavelli
says, because their cravings are endless, so that they are constantly “dis-
contented” with their lot; this leads to “enmity and war,” which bring
about “the ruin of one province and the prosperity of another”—
precisely the sort of rise and fall of states Machiavelli elsewhere ascribes
to fortune.'™ From time to time, moreover, Machiavelli suggests that
states make their own fortune through their laws and customs: “Good
laws make good fortune.”'®

And if one examines in detail the sorts of specific events that Ma-
chiavelli actually ascribes to fortune, they turn out to be perfectly ordi-
nary, not mysterious or inexplicable as Cassirer, Orr, and others sug-
gested, but human choices or natural events of a sort that in principle
are rationally comprehensible and often predictable, The examples do
include outcomes of choices by lot, which might perhaps be said to be
inexplicable,"? But they also include illness and its consequences, which
Machiavelli surely regarded as rationally comprehensible both care-
gorically and in particular cases.™ A general, sweat-soaked from bartle,
stands in the “wind that generally at midday rises from up Arno and s
almost always unhealthful,” falls ill, and dies; fortune “took his life,”'**
The outcomes of wars and battles are other frequent examples; Ma-
chiavelli maintains that the role of fortune is relatively large compared
to that of human skill and energy precisely in battle.™ Yet would he
regard the outcomes of battles and wars as in principle inexplicable,
mysterious? Machiavelli also sometimes ascribes to fortune deliberate
human decisions and choices, such as he would himself in another con-
text explain in naturalistic and rational terms. Thus it is fortune who is
said to determine whether someone is offered a job, whether someone is
released from prison, that a certain individual comes to a certain city at
a particular time, that an army arrives at a particular time, that a third
party or state decides to intervene in a dispute, that those willing to sell
are able to find a buyer, and whether friendships are made or broken.'*
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What makes such events, in their context, acts of fortune is not their
inexplicability or mysteriousness or the apparent need for supernatural
explanation of them, burt simply that they could not have been foreseen
by the actors involved in the particular situation Machiavelli has been
describing; the principals on whom he has focused his narrative could
not reasonably have been expected to anticipate and provide for this. To
them, in this context, it was fortuitouns, an act of fortune. Orr 15 thus
right to speak of fortune as the fortuitous, but only if one understands
that there is nothing intrinsically inexplicable or mysterious abour the
events ascribed to fortune; they are fortuitous only to these particular
actors in this particular context. Thus one man's virtit, his deliberate
choice, can be another man’s fortune, can befall thar other in a way thar
could not have been foreseen. Fortune 1s like luck or chance: indeed,
Machiavelli repeatedly equates them.”” And Strauss is right abourt the
equation of fortune with extrinsic accident in Machiavelli. That equa-
tion, however, does not yet settle the question of how seriously Ma-
chiavelli takes his own fortune figure, whether he might nevertheless
himself think in terms of a “being which is more powerful than man and
which wills and thinks™ and is female.

Machiavelli's teaching about fortune is not, | would suggest, pri-
marily an explanatory device at all, if by explanation we mean the de-
tached, scientific observation of causal sequences in the world. His con-
cern is always action, and specifically political action. His constant
question is “What shall we do?™ and therefore, secondarily, “What
went wrong last time?” or “What has succeeded for others in the past?”
From this perspective, the point of referring certain events to fortune is
that in political contexts, contexts of human choice and action, there
will always be an element of the unexpected, unforeseeable, uncon-
trollable. But that element does not consist of events that are intrin-
sically beyond explanation or control wherever they occur; rather, even
what is in principle capable of being explained and predicted can be un-
foreseeable and beyond control for a particular actor in a particular sit-
uation. And in any context of human action, there is the constant pos-
sibility of such events. Though Machiavelli urges action, energetic and
prudent virts, it is never with the expectation that we might ultimately

52); Florentine Histories 8: 21 (G 1411); Discorrses 2: 30 (G 409); Florentine Histories 4:
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achieve full certainty abour and control over outcomes. In any context
of action, that which is in thar context fortuitous can be expected to
play some role; the interaction between virtdh and fortune is as inevi-
table as that between men and women.

Did Machiavelli, then, “believe in” fortune, or not? Surely he could
not have believed literally in all the things he wrote about fortune: the
palace, the wheel, that she is a goddess. Nor does he seem to have be-
lieved that there is any category of events that are in principle beyond
rational, naturalistic explanation. But if by “believing in fortune” one
means something like: understanding the world as if, feeling abour it as
if, acting as if it were mostly run by a large senior, female person, who
holds men in her power to a greater or lesser extent depending on their
conduct and specifically on their manliness—if that is what one means,
then the textual evidence, though not conclusive, surely suggests that
Machiavelll did so believe.

First, his references to fortune are so frequent and pervasive, appear-
ing significantly in every one of his major works, most minor ones, and
many letters, and thus in works addressed to the widest range of au-
diences, that they cannot be construed as a mere rhetorical device for
manipulating some particular audience. Second, the intensity of Ma-
chiavelli’s pride and pleasure in foxiness, in the cynical debunking of
conventions and superstitions in which others believe, makes it likely
that if he had considered fortune a mere myth for the gullible, he would
sooner or later, in one or another work to one or another audience, have
said so. The temptation to demystify the image—particularly an image
of a female power—should have been just about irresistible. And third,
as already noted, fortune does not stand alone but is surrounded by and
associated with a number of other figures, all of them female and super-
human, larger than lite, and threatening to men, to manliness, to poh-
tics and the vivere civile. Thus, whether or not Machiavelli “believed”
in fortune specihcally, there is much evidence he thought, or at any rate
wrote, as if men confronted such a female power or group of powers in
the world.

For example, fortune is sometimes equated with chance or luck but
also contrasted to them. Fortune is associated with but also distin-
guished from nature, necessity, envy, ambition, ingratitude, opportu-
nity, chance, heaven, fate,”® The previous chapter already introduced
various series or hierarchies of feminine power: daughters and mothers,
maidens and shrews; ingratitude and her nurse, envy; opportunity and

128, See chapter 5, note 103, above.
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her mother, fortune; ambition and avarice and behind them, nature or a
“hidden power . .. in the heaven” that is “by no means friendly” to
mankind; the Diana-like servant woman, behind her Circe, the queen,
and behind her, fortune. All of them are associated with nature and
with an “occult force that rules us™ and prevents men from changing
their natures.

Nature itself is never explicitly personified by Machiavelli bur is regu-
larly associated with fortune and other mythic female powers. Indeed,
in precisely those passages where Machiavelli appears to minimize his
own personification of fortune and disparage fortune’s power, nature as
it were looms up behind fortune (as fortune does behind Circe, Circe
behind her servant}, replacing the disparaged female power. The only
reason why “men’s fortunes™ vary, says Machiavelli, is the instability of
their cravings; but the source of that instability is “nature.”"** Similarly,
when he claims that “good fortune” can be secured by human acnviry,
by “order™ and “wvirti,” he does so only to locate thar achievement in a
larger cyclical pattern determined by “nature,” which will not “allow
worldly things to remain fixed” but causes states to “go from order 1o
disorder and then from disorder [to] move back to order.” '™

But it is hard to tell where fortune leaves off and nature begins. A
character in Mandragola remarks that the good things that befall come
from fortune, the bad from nature.' Yet in “The [Golden] Ass,” nature
is generous, at least to animals, whereas evil comes from human greed,
the unwillingness to sertle for what nature offers."™ Then again, Ma-
chiavelli frequently suggests that nature is the source of ambition and
avarice.' In the Discourses and elsewhere, we are told that human de-
sires are natural, while fortune gives or withholds opportunities for
fulfilling those desires.'”* But sometimes it is nature that gives oppor-
tuniries.'™ Men “cannot be rebuked for following” nature and specifi-
cally for imitating her “variability.” " Yer for Machiavelli the natural
usually is whart is fixed, given, unalterable, while fortune is the variable
one.”” And in another sense, “all our actions imitate nature.”" Some-
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times what is fixed 15 human nature, which does not change with time,
place, and circumstance, while fortune determines the particular ex-
periences that shape an individual."” So nature and fortune seem to cor-
respond respectively to imborn and acquired characteristics. Accord-
ingly, it is nature that is usually said to determine birth and death; yet
sometimes fortune is said to do just that."* Despite the notion of a
single, universal, and unchangeable human nature, each person is also
said to have an individual nature, a way of proceeding that is charac-
teristic for him and that he cannot change."™ That 1s what makes him
unable to adapr as fortune varies.

But perhaps one should not expect rigor or precision here; Ma-
chiavelli was neither a philosopher nor a technical sciennst. Certain
broad lines of difference do seem to emerge between nature and fortune.
Nature tends to mean what one starts with or from, fortune what be-
falls, particularly whar befalls as the unforeseen consequence of action,
“To how many ills Narure subjects you at starting! and afterwards For-
tune.” " Nature, moreover, tends to be connected with what is fixed or
long-range or, if changing, then cyclical like the seasons and the tides.
Nature is the permanently given from which we begin. Though fortune
herself is eternal, her actions are variable, irregular, and intermittent.
Fortune is the unexpecred. MNature underlies; fortune intervenes. Hu-
man virtic opposes them both, yet somenimes seems itself the product of
nature or fortune.

Another, even more enigmatic figure in the constellation around for-
tune is necessity. Like nature, necessity is never explicitly personified by
Machiavelli but appears together with the various abstractions he does
depict as mythological females. Often 1t is almost identified with for-
tune, There are references to “fate’s necessity,” and it appears as that
force, elsewhere called fortune or “the times,” to which men must adapt
if they would succeed." Thus it seems the direct opponent of virts. Yet
the essence of fortune is vaniability, and we ordinarily contrast the nec-
essary to the fortuitous or accidental. In the “Tercets on Fortune,” her
wheels are turned by two agencies: laziness and necessity, the latter con-
stantly reordering (raccomcia, from acconciare [to prepare for use,
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adorn, attire, dress the hair of]) what the former constantly lays waste."
Thus necessity seems to be a part or servant of fortune, yet an ordering
rather than a fickle force, and opposed to laziness, as virti is. Indeed,
though fortune is said, in the poem, to appreciate the man “who pushes
her, who shoves her, who jostles her,” virti is never explicitly men-
tioned.™ So it almost seems as if necessity is a substitute here for virta.

That possibility gets support from other texts. Necessity is consis-
tently opposed to human choice; they are inversely related.”™ But some-
times that is taken to imply that necessity produces virts, at other times,
that it precludes virtii. The difference seems to correspond to that be-
rween the long-run shaping of men and the short-run impact of circum-
stances on conduct. Men’s character 15 weakened by luxury, and one
such luxury is the opportunity for choice, having a wealth of options.™
Thus men will develop virts only under constraint; it is imposed either
by natural necessity or artificially by fierce human discipline.”* In the
forming of character, then, necessity is akin to nature, yet a source
rather than an opponent of virtie, Bur men and stares can be “pushed on
to action” by either necessity or virtie."™ Weak men may be driven by
necessity to perform acts of valor such as in other circumstances would
be produced only by virtsii. For example, necessity makes cowardly sol-
diers fight hercely; in military affairs, it is an alternative to both disci-
pline and natural spirit." Accordingly, one should neither praise nor
blame those who act out of necessity; they have no choice.”' Necessity
can justify morally what would otherwise be unjust and can justify
pragmatically whar would otherwise be imprudent.”™

What is one to make of these inconsistent, shifting figures thar seem
to merge and separate in such unsystematic ways? They could, of
course, be taken simply as indications of Machiavelli’s carelessness, and
the unimportance of all these figures in his thought. They could indicate
a hidden plot to manipulate or confuse the reader. The suggestion of
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this study, however, has been that they are, as a group, of central impor-
tance to Machiavelli’s thought and that they are close to interchange-
able because fundamentally they are all versions of a generalized femi-
nine power against which men struggle. Taken in this enlarged sense
together with her cohorts, fortune is neither a mere popular cliché thar
Machiavelli invokes unthinkingly, nor a rhetorical device he has mas-
tered and cleverly deploys for its effect on the reader, bur rather part of
a vision of human reality that underlies the entire body of his thought, a
vision of embattled men struggling to preserve themselves, their mas-
culinity, their autonomy, and the achievements of civilization, against
almost overwhelming odds. And while Machiavelli constantly summons
men to active effort in this struggle, he also confesses to being, as he
says in The Prince, “now and then incline[d] in some respects” to be-
lieve that the struggle is hopeless, that men “cannot manage . . . human
affairs,”""
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Psychological Theory

What is one to make of this complex constellation of images of men and
women: multiple visions of manhood that are simultaneously interde-
pendent and incompatible, and behind them a vision of woman as con-
temptible yet terrifying, defenseless yet dominating? The material fairly
invites psychological interpretation, but along whar lines and to what
end? This chapter attempts to mine the resources of theoretical psychol-
ogy, particularly psychoanalysis, for suggestions about the psychic
meaning of such images. But first, some words of caution.

Secking to answer such questions, one might casily be led to attempt a
psychobiography of Machiavelli, perhaps on the model of Freud’s pi-
oneering and controversial work on Leonardo da Vinci, Machiavelli’s
contemporary and friend, or Erik Erikson's splendid study of their
north European contemporary, Martin Luther.! But almost nothing is
known about Machiavelli’s childhood and personal life. There is no fa-
mous recorded dream, ready for analysis; no vouthful episode like
Luther’s “fit in the choir™ to serve as a clue. And that is just as well,
since our interest is a deepened understanding of Machiavelli’s thought,
specifically of his political teachings, and a psychobiography is unlikely
to serve that purpose. Even Freud never claimed that his investigations
would deepen our comprehension or appreciation of Leonardo’s art. In-
deed, he felt constrained to “admit™ that in general “the nature of ar-
tistic attainment is psychoanalytically inaccessible to us.”! Psycho-
analysis might explain what causes someone to become an artist, but

L. Sigmund Freud, Leonarde Da Vinci, wr. A. A. Brill (New York: Random House,
1961); Enkson, Younmg Man Luther,
2. Freud, Leomardo, 119,
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not what “causes” the greatness, let alone the specific content, of his
work. Here lies “a degree of freedom which can no longer be solved
psychoanalytically.””

Erikson was more engaged with the substantive content of Luthers
ideas than Freud was with Leonardo’s art; and for the most part he
managed to avoid reducing “ostensibly™ theological doctrine to its “ac-
tual” psychological or familial significance, as if the issue for Martin
Luther had not really been God the Father but Martin's own father. In-
stead, Erikson tried to clarify the interrelationships among psychologi-
cal, sociopolitical, and rheological issues; no one of them is a disguised
version of another. Yet even Young Man Luther remains psychobiogra-
phy rather than theology, or even interpretive commentary on theology.

We want to understand not Machiavelli bur his ideas, not the psychic
causes of those ideas but their meaning, which is simultaneously per-
sonal and public, psychic, philosophical, and political. Ar the minimum,
we are interested as much in the psychology of Machiavelli’s contempo-
raries—his audience and his subject marter—as in his own. Bur even
that does not suffice. It might be tempting to propose psychoanalyzing
the texts, rather than the author. But what does that mean, and what
constitutes success at it? Texts do not have a psyche, and the usual crite-
ria of successful psychoanalysis—improved functioning and feeling in
relation to the world—do not apply. The aim is to clarify the psychic
significance of Machiavelli’s thought, not in order to unmask or dis-
place, but to illuminare its manifest problemartic political content. Keep-
ing this goal in mind will be important as this and rhe next chaprer
draw on a variety of materials usually employed to other ends in other
ways. The chapters explore widely, invoking whatever resources seem
promising: psychological theory, what facts are known about Ma-
chiavelli’s own life, sociological data abour the family in Renaissance
Florence. Bur they aim neither ar psychological nor at sociological
causal explanation of Machiavelli’s ideas; they do not test, improve, or
even presuppose the validity of the theories discussed. They seek the
psychic meaning of the images found in Machiavelli’s texts—both what
these images might have meant in his time and what they mean in ours.
The intent throughout is interpretive, the ultimate purpose an enriched
political understanding. These materials, then, are more of a scaffolding
than a foundation for my reading of the texts; the ultimate point is that
reading itself, what it can teach about Machiavelli and about politics.

3. Ibad., 11819,
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L4 L <>

Both Freud and Erikson investigare something like the conception of
foxiness, with its concomitant but also conflicting image of the great
Founder, and interpret those images in terms of the Oedipus complex, a
boy's possessive love for his mother and rivalry with his father.® The
normal course of the Oedipus complex, of course, is for the boy to re-
press his libidinal —sexual—desires for his mother into the uncon-
scious, identify with his father, and later fall in love with a woman rem-
niscent of his mother. But there are alternative patterns of Oedipal
development, in a sense alternative “strategies” open to the psyche in
Oedipal conflict; and among these, both Freud and Erikson mention
one resembling our fox. The boy may withdraw from rivalry with the
father by becoming an observer, investigator, knower, by investing him-
self in his intellect and wit. He may figuratively (though perhaps also
literally) watch the father'’s privileged activities from behind the scenes,
taking comfort in his own knowledgability, perhaps even imagining him-
self as the impresario who has willed and staged the whole performance.

Locating the origins of this possible pattern of development chrono-
logically at the beginning of the Oedipal phase, both Freud and Erikson
link it specifically with a boy’s curiosity about sex, where babies come
from, and more generally with his struggle for autonomy—social and
intellectual. “Through a period beginning with the third year,” Freud
says, the child becomes curious about sexuality, the onset of the curiosity
usually being precipitated by some “important experience, through the
birth of a little brother or sister, or through fear of the same engendered
by some outward experience, wherein the child sees a danger to his ego-
istic interests.” " If, as is common, the child is then put off with false
information, some tale about storks for instance, Freud says it “refuses
to give credence to™ what it is told, and “its psychic independence dates
from this act of disbelief.”

Erikson cites an incident illustraning how sexuality, Oedipal rivalry,

4, This chapter deals only with the psychology of hitle boys. That 18 mamnly because
Machiavelli and his intended audience were males, but also because, in my opinion, no
very satisfacrory account ol the psychological development of little girls s available.
While psychoanalyric therapy has helped many women, psychoanalytic theory of female
development is in a state of turmoil. In addition to the promising work of Dinnerstein and
Chodorow cited in this chapter, and works mentioned in notes 39 and 50 below, see also:
Julier Mitchell, Psychoanalysis and Feminism (New York: Pantheon, 1974); Jean Baker
Miller, ed., Pevchoamalysis and Women (Mew York: Penguin, 1973); Jean Strouse, ed.,
Women and Analysis (New York: Grossman, 1974); Fred Weinstemn and Gerald M. Plart,
Tive Wish to Be Free (Berkeley: University of Calitornia Press, 1969), ch. 6; Janet Sayers,

Biological Palitics {London: Tavistock, 1982}, ch. 8.
5. Freud, Leomardo, 27.
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and autonomy are linked here. A five-year-old boy speaks out of turn in
front of guests and is reprimanded by his father, who says, “This was
seven years ago, before you were born, before you were even con-
ceived.”* The boy bursts into violent tears, plunged, Erikson suggests,
into “a grave metaphysical anxiety™ by thus being forced to confront
the “fundamental mystery™ of a time before his own existence, in con-
junction with that other fundamental mystery alluded to by his father’s
reference to conception. Ar this age, Erikson says, a boy may well be
“doubtful as well as sensitive about the way in which he was created,”
both the “biological riddle of the act of conception™ and the sociologi-
cal riddle of the father’s privileged role in the act, “his prerogatives in
regard to the mother.” Understanding sexuality, understanding human
mortality and historicity, being curious and thinking independently,
and coming to terms with the Oedipal problem, then, are interrelated
psychic developments.

The period of early childish sexual investigation typically ends, Freud
says, “through an impetus of energetic sexual repression.”” But he cata-
logues a number of different possibilities for the “future fate of the in-
vestigation impulse,” among which “the most rare and perfect™ charac-
terized Leonardo: “The libido withdraws from the fate of the repression
by being sublimated from the outset into curiosity, and by reinforcing
the powerful investigation impulse.”* Passion 1s “transmuted” into “in-
quisitiveness,” and the boy sertles for knowing the mother and the
world intellectually rather than carnally: “Instead of acting and produc-
ing, one just investigates.”” In investigating and observing the boy finds
mastery and gratification; he achieves an indirect victory without the
dangers of an overt Oedipal challenge. Later he may, as Erikson sug-
gests, enhance his self-esteem “by participating in the arts and sciences
with all their grandiose displays of magic omnipotence,” mastering the
world in his mind." “Deep down,” he may even believe that knowing is
generaring, “thar an Einstein creates the cosmic laws which he pre-
dicts.” A closely correlated strategy is that of wit and humor: by making
fun of one's rival one may achieve a sense of superiority without the
risks of open conflict. Outfoxed by a boy's cleverness, observed and
mocked, the father may come to seem ridiculous, vet the boy is safe
from retaliation, for it is all in fun and may even amuse the father. The
fool, as already noted, is free to insult the king."

6. Erikson, Young Man Luther, 110. 7. Freud, Leomardo, 29,
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Something like foxiness, then, may be seen as one possible outcome
of the Oedipus complex. Clearly, however, there are both theoretical
problems in the Freudian Oedipal account and difficulties in attempting
to apply it to the purposes of this book. Freud links the psychic strategy
of withdrawal into the intellect with Leonardo’s sexual abstemiousness
and homosexual tendencies, and he traces all of these to the special cir-
cumstances of Leonardo’s childhood. Leonardo was an illegitimate
child, raised for the first few years entirely by his mother, but then at
about the age of five adopted by his father and stepmother and taken
into their household.” Freud claims to have clinical evidence that ho-
mosexual men often emerge from a family situation in which the father
is absent, and in which the mother unconsciously focuses her own
erotic needs on her son." This prompts an initial “very intensive erotic
attachment™ to the mother, but later this attachment becomes too
threatening and is transformed into an identification and forgotten—or
rather denied. “The boy represses the love for the mother by putting
himself in her place.” If as an adult he becomes actively homosexual,
the boys he loves “are only substitutive persons or revivals of his own
childish person, whom he loves in the same way as his mother loved
him.” In eftect, he makes love to himself. Freud calls such love narcissis-
tic, “for the Greek legend called a boy Narcissus to whom nothing was
more pleasing than his own mirrored image,” "

Freud does not explain why the initial erotic attachment to the
mother should become repressed and transmuted into identification—a
being her instead of having her, In a normal, classical Oedipal account,
what causes a boy's erotic artachment to his mother to be repressed is
tear of the father; but the repression does not result in identification
with her. On the contrary, the boy identifies with the father and sets out
to find a woman reminiscent of his mother but sufficiently different o
be OQedipally “safe.” In Leonardo’s case one can see how the initial pe-
riod alone with his mother might have produced an unusually “inten-
sive erotic attachment” 1o her, and one can imagine that the reap-
pearance of the father, and the mother’s replacement by a stepmother
when the boy was about five, might have forced repression or sublima-
tion of that attachment. But Freud strongly suggests that it is the ab-
sence of a father that is crucial both in Leonardo’s case and in male ho-
mosexuality generally. The “boldness and independence” of Leonardo’s

Ehrenzweig, “The Origin of the Scientific and Heroic Urge (The Guilt of Prometheus),”
International Journal of Psychoanalysis 30 (1949); 113.
12. Freud, Leonardo, 32. 13. Ihid., 61. 14. Thid., 62.
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adult scientific investigations, he says, “presupposes that his infantile
sexual investigation was not inhibited by his father™; his inquiring spirit
and questioning of all authorities “would not have been possible had he
not been deprived of his father in the first years of life.” " Similarly, male
homosexuality seems to be most powerfully “furthered by” the “ab-
sence of the father during the childhood period,” so that the boy grows
up “entirely under feminine influence,”™

But in the absence of a father, whart fear is it that causes the sublima-
tion of libido into the investigative impulse and the repression of erotic
love for the mother into an identification with her? Freud acknowledges
that he cannot answer that question. He calls it “a transformation . . .
whose mechanisms we know but whose motive forces we have not yet
grasped.”"” Could there be some powerful threat in the early relanion-
ship to the mother itself, quite apart from the reappearance of a father?
Freud makes no such suggestion in this book, nor does he consider the
impact on Leonardo of the abrupt substitution of a stepmother for the
mother who nursed ham,

Besides these theoretical difficulties in Freud's study, its application to
the purposes ot this book also raises serious problems. For to the extent
that it is bound to Leonardoe’s special sexual prochivities and the special
circumstances of his childhood, it does not seem relevant to most of
Machiavelli’s contemporaries or to Machiavelli himself, who as far as
we know was heterosexual and grew up in a *normal” family.

Furthermore, though the Freudian account does fit some features of
Machiavelli’s thought, there are other important features to which it
does not seem to apply. Machiavelli surely did share with Leonardo,
and with a number of other outstanding Renaissance men, an “unre-
quited wish to understand evervthing surrounding him, and to fathom
with cold reflection the deepest secret of everything that is perfect” or
powerful.'" All the commentarors agree, and indeed Machiavelli’s letters
and dispatches make evident, that he was “constantly exercising with
all he met, great or small, his insatiable curiosity.,” " The Oedipal theme
is surely evident, moreover, in Mandragola and Clizia, as young suitors
triumph over old, paternal cuckolds. Ligurio’s role, in particular, might
be taken to illustrate withdrawal into the intellect for an indirect Oedi-
pal triumph, By analogy, one could argue for an Oedipal reading of The
Prince, as the new prince displaces the ineffectual established ruler and

15. Ibid., 97, my italics. 16. Ibid., 61. 17, lkad., 61-62.
18. E. 50lmi, Leomardo Da Vinci, tr. Emmi Hirschberg (Berlin, 1908}, 193, cited in
ibid., 18,

19. Ridolfi, Life, 101.
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is welcomed by poor, abused, unprotected Lady Italy as her “redeemer.”
Indeed, as commentators have pointed out, in many of Machiavelli’s
works there is a strong emphasis on the power and value of youth and
on the conspiratorial overthrow of established paternal authority.

Yet other significant aspects of Machiavelli's thought elude Oedipal
categories. There is, for instance, the heavy stress on activism and the
almost obsessive concern with autonomy and the dangers of depen-
dence. And in his life, of course, Machiavelli did not choose to with-
draw from active, worldly engagement into investigation; only his
forced exile from politics made him into a theorist.

¢ o+ &

Some further help may be obtained from Philip Slater’s fascinating
study of ancient Greece, The Glory of Hera; for although it concerns a
wholly different society than Machiavelli’s, this book helps clarify the
theoretical difficulties in Freud's Oedipal account by focusing attention
on a boy’s fear of his mother rather than his father; ir also suggests so-
cial conditions that might give a general relevance to the very special
circumstances of Leonardo’s childhood.

Slater sets himself the problem of understanding what he calls a strik-
ing paradox about women in ancient Greece, specifically in Athens, On
the one hand, we know that women were severely restricted and de-
prived in actual social relations, low in power and status. Yet, on the
other hand, the female figures in Greek mythology and literature are
prominent, powerful, dangerous, perhaps more so than in the literature
of any other society. Slater’s basic, Freudian premise is that since this
literature was created by men, it will reflect the fantasy life of these men,
and that to understand the significance of that fantasy life one must
look not at their actual relations with women who were their contem-
poraries, but ar the way they experienced relationships with women in
their infancy—rthat is, at their relationships with their mothers. “The
social position of women and the psychological influence of women are
thus quite separate marters.”* Infantile experience does depend on
(though it will not accurately depict) real social relationships, but less
those between adult men and women than those between women and
children.

Slater describes women in ancient Greek society as despised and

powerless in every respect except one: they controlled the household
and young children. In fifth-century Athens, he says, “women were le-

20. Slater, Glory, 8.
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gally powerless,” and they “were excluded from political and intellec-
tual life, uneducated, virtually imprisoned in the home, and appeared to
be regarded with disdain™ by the masculine culture.” Marriages were
arranged, with women typically being married off at an early age to men
much older than they, men who were reluctant to wed.” The “ignorant
and immature™ bride joining her husband’s household, “moved abruptly
from the life of childhood and the security of her family” into confine-
ment in a stranger’s house, becoming “rotally dependent™ on him “for
all her needs.” * Thus marriage was often a disappointing and traumatic
experience for the Athenian girl. Marriage had nothing to do with ro-
mantic love, and emotional intensity was found instead in friendships
between members of the same sex. This emotional “shallowness of the
marital bond™ did not originate in the classical period but was already
characteristic of early Greece, Slater says. In the classical period, how-
ever, with the breakdown of other traditional and extended social ties,
that marital bond was in effect required to bear the burden of new needs
it could not fulfll.

In most societies or subcultures in which the marital bond is weak, the partners
are deeply invested in other relationships which are strong and enduring and
supported by a stable and permanent environment. When this external stability
breaks down, the marital bond becomes more important, and if marital roles
are still structured along the older principle, substantial misery can result. This
seems to have happened in fifth-century Athens, particolarly for the wife. . . ™

Within her low status and her deprivation, however, the mature Athe-
nian wife did have one realm of power and privilege: she was in charge
of the household, and that included complete control over small chil-
dren.” The men stayed away, in the public places where women were
not welcome.

In such a society, Slater argues, a boy's relationship with his mother
will be very intense and troubled: intense, because for years she is the
entire focus of his world, the dominant power over him; troubled, be-
cause she will play out in relation to him her own ambivalent feelings
about sex roles. On the one hand, of course, the mother loves her son.
Especially with the heavy cultural valuation of masculinity, producing a
son and heir for the family is “her principal source of prestige and vali-
dation™ as a woman.” Moreover, being dissatisfied and resentful of her
husband, she may come to experience her son as a substitute—simul-

21. Ihid., 5, 4. 22, Thid., 25, 23-24. 23, Ibid., 25,
24, Ibid., 27-28, 25, Ibid., 7-9. 26. Ibid., 29.
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taneously both as “her little man,” her “hero,” who loves and will take
care of her, and as a masculine extension of herself, her way of penetrat-
ing into the forbidden world of men.”” On the other hand, she also re-
sents the boy’s masculinity—the symbol of her own degradation—and
constantly attacks, undermines, ridicules it. She wants him to “grow up
and be a real man, not like your worthless father,” yet she also wants
him to be all hers, to remain a part of herself.

For a young boy, Slater argues, it is a classical “double bind.”** His
masculinity becomes the most important question there is, yet he is con-
stantly in doubt about it, constantly afraid that he will be unable to
measure up to his mother’s exaggerated demands. Thus “the most gran-
diose self-definitions are ar once fomented and puncrured” in him.* He
is made to “feel that if he is not a grear hero he is nothing, and pride or
prestige becomes more important than love.” * Further, at this point his
mother is still his whole world; he has as yet no clear image of his dis-
tant father. Instead, he has two conflicting projections: his mother’s
critical and resentful view, and his own secret wish for a really strong,
powerful father who would act as "an antidote to the conflicting de-
mands” his mother makes on him, who would “protect him against
these overpowering feminine needs,””

In general, Slater suggests, such social patterns will tend to produce
men who are narcissistic. Toward women they will feel a combination
of fear, awe, and contempt, being particularly afraid of adult, motherly
women; they will preter virgins, young girls, or even boys for sexual
partners. They will be haunted by a sense of the danger of maternal en-
trapment, of being engulfed, consumed. The fear will be the more
haunting because it is half wish. Toward men they will be competitive
and defensively masculine, stressing honor and the avenging of insults,
prone to boasting and violence, “proving behavior™ or “protest mas-
culinity.”* At the same time they will yearn for a strong father to res-
cue them, a great, supermasculine hero who would slay the maternal
dragon, All of these configurations will tend to foster homosexuality.

This book need not be concerned with whether Slater’s characreriza-
tion of Greek society is right historically, but only with whether and

27. Ibid., 31=33. Compare Freud on Leonardo’s mother (Freud, Leomardo, 87-88).

28, Slater, Glory, 49. The expression origimates with Gregory Bateson and his associ-
ates, “Toward a Theory of Schizophrenia,” Bebavioral Science 1 (1956): 251-64.

29. Slarer, Glory, 44, 30. Ibid., 33, 31 Ibid., 54, 63.

32. The phrases are, respectively, from Paul Goodman, Growmg Up Absurd {New
York: Vintage, 1962}, 41-44, 191-215; and Beatnice B. Whitng, “Sex Identity Conflict
and Physical Violence,” American Anthropologist 67 (December 1965 suppl.}: 126.



182 ] Families and Foundings

how his approach might apply to Machiavelli’s ime and thought.** Cer-
tainly the character pattern that Slater describes is reminiscent of the
men of Renaissance ltaly, who surely were narcissistic, competitive, de-
fensive about their honor, and—some of them—prone to violence.
Moreover, the general idea of parallels between Renaissance ltaly and
ancient Greece, with their small, self-governing, unstable city-states,
their magnificent artistic and intellecrual achievements, is familiar. But
for a more careful assessment, the question must be divided into two
distinct inquiries: Were the social and familial conditions of Renais-
sance Florence anything like those ascribed by Slater to ancient Greece?
And how might Slater’s psychological account apply to the Machiavell-
1an texts? The former, historical question must be postponed to the next
chapter, leaving the larter, theoretical question as the immediate focus of
INQuiry.

In Machiavelli’s thought, the Slater thesis seems to give promise of
illuminating the stress on action and autonomy, especially those pas-
sages where thar stress seems to evince a fear more of being engulfed or
of disappearing as a separate self than of being castrated or Oedipally
punished. Slater’s Hera is reminiscent of Machiavelli’s mythologized fe-
male fgures: fortune, nature, Circe. Under Slarer’s thesis, the am-
bivalent conceptions of manhood found in Machiavelli’s thought would
originate in the boy’s fear of his mother’s angry ambivalence, rather
than in his fear of the father; indeed, the boy would long for a strong
father to rescue him.

So far, Slater’s account seems less obviously helpful, however, regard-
ing the specific psychic strategy of foxiness, the withdrawal from overt
masculine competition into investigation or manipulation. But the fox
appears as Slater goes on to examine in detail a number of major figures
in Greek mythology, using each of them to represent one of the charac-
ter types or psychic strategies available in this culture, within the gen-
eral schema he has delineated. One among these Slater associates with
the mythical figure of Hephaestus, a craftsman and a clown, skilled,
clever, sly, knowledgeable, and amusing. He was also lame, crippled ar
birth or by an angry parent; Slater takes Hephaestus’s lameness to sym-
bolize his “withdrawal from the lists of sexual and marital rivalry . . .
his resignation from manhood.” " It happens, moreover, that Hephaes-
tus had a brother, Ares, who “seems to represent everything that He-

33. For criticism, see, e.g., Sarah B, Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves
(MNew York: Schocken Books, 1975), 95-96.
34, Slater, Glory, 193,
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phaestus is not allowed to be: he is uncrippled, virile, and aggressive.
On the other hand, Ares is not very bright. It is as if Hephaestus and
Ares are two halves of what mighr, in better circumstances, have been a
whole man: mind and body, intellect and feeling, thought and acrion.
We may be reminded of Ligurio and Callimaco in Mandragola, and per-
haps of the relationship between counselor and prince, theorist and
Founder. Thus Slater seems to offer us a way of understanding at least
some of what we found in Machiavelli’s texts, both the activism and the
foxiness; and to do so with reference to a boy’s relationship to his
mother.

Yet while his general theory 1s based on fear of the mother rather than
the father, Slater’s account of Hephaestus in particular is formulated in
classical Oedipal terms, in terms of “self-emasculation™ out of fear of
the tather. As Slater himself acknowledges, the pattern that Hephaestus
represents almost does not belong in his book.* The best that he can do
by way of explanation is to mention that there are conflicting Greek
myths about how Hephaestus became lame: one in which he 15 flung
from heaven by a jealous father, another by his enraged mother. Slater
concludes, with some hesitation and qualification, that “it would seem
reasonable to assume” such a character type would be “most likely to
develop when both parents are intolerant of masculinity in a son.”
Where a boy is “persecuted by [an enraged mother] but lovingly sup-
ported and protected by [a strong father],” the pattern of development
will be different.” But none of Slater’s Greek boys is so supported in his
early years; and he does not give any account of the psychodynamics of
the boy facing two hostile parents,

The literature of depth-psychology does offer other accounts inter-
preting a character type like that of Slater’s Hephaestus or our fox in
relation to the fear of maternal power and enguliment. Bur they reach
back further into infancy than most of Slater’s explanations. Freud's
discussion of Leonardo, we saw, although ostensibly based on Oedipal
fear of the father, rested on the father’s absence in the early years. Slater
shifts the focus of tear to the mother, but still in terms of the Oedipal
phase of development; he speaks of sexual nuances berween mother and
son, and of ambivalence about gender roles. A boy’s relationship with
his mother originates much earlier, however, in the oral rather than in
the genital phase, with the infant nursing at the breast,” One might

35. Ibid., 202, 36, Thid., 194-95,
37, Ibid,, 197, my italics.

38, Slater does deal with this infantile pertod, but in a way not relevant o our concerns
{Glory, ch. 2).
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therefore supplement Slater’s suggestions with some theories focusing
on this earlier period.

o e &

At least one branch of post-Freudian psychoanalyric theory offers an
alternative understanding of something like the image of the fox and
other features of Machiavelli’s thought, formulated in rerms of fear of
the mother rather than of the father and locating its origins in earliest
infancy rather than in the classical Oedipal period. This branch of the-
ary, originating in Freud’s concept of “separation anxiety,” was first de-
veloped by Melanie Klein, elaborated by numerous others, and recently
formulated in commonsense terms by D. W, Winnicott and Dorothy
Dinnerstein.” For reasons of economy, this large and very complex body
of literature can only be briefly summarized here, unfortunately lending a
false appearance of simplicity and completeness to this account.

Our images of femininity, this theory suggests, originate in the in-
fant’s experience of the person who first nurses and tends it, in most
societies almost invariably a female. Though the infant of course knows
nothing of male and female, its early experience later becomes associ-
ated with persons like that one, a category that in due time turns out to
be women, particularly “maternal” ones. The infantile experience that
becomes associated with women in this way, the theorists speculate,
must have been characterized by the following features.

First, an infant is not vet a fully separate self, nor aware of itself as
such. The unborn fetus is of course literally ar one with its mother, and
the first step of separation is the trauma of birth. But birth is only the
beginning of a long process of development, in whose early stages the
infant is not yet aware of itself as a continuing unit distinct from the rest
of the world—neither as a physical body nor as a person. In the begin-
ning, self, world, and mother are one.

39, Melanie Klein, Comtributions to Psychoamalysiz, 1921-1945 (London: Hogarth
Press, 1948); Envy and Gratitude (New York: Basic Books, 1957). Melanie Klein and
Joan Riviere, Love, Hate and Reparation (London: Hogarth Press, 1962). D. W, Win-
nicott, “Breast Feeding,” in The Child and the Outside World (New York: Basic Books,
1957); “Ego Distortion in Terms of True and False Seli,” in The Marurational Process and
the Facilitating Enviromment (London: Hogarth Press, 1965); Ployimg and Reality (Lon-
don: Tavistock, 1971). Dorothy Dinnerstein, The Mermaid and the Minotawr (New York:
Harper & Row, 1976); R. D. Laing, The Divided Self (Baltimore: Penguin, 1970). Al-
though Freud introduced the concept of “separation anxiety,” he did not theorize exten-
sively on the infant’s relationship to the mother in the first year of life, maintaining that
clinical psychoanalynic evidence on this preverbal period was too difficult 1o obtain, But
Freud was also generally less insighttul about mothers and daughters than about fathers
and sons. Sigmund Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of
Sigmmd Freud, ed, James Strachey, 24 vols, (London: Hogarth Press, 1953 -74), espe-
cially “Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety,” vol. 20; “On Narcissism,” vol. 14; “Female
Sexuality,” vol. 21.
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Indeed, second, the young infant is not even aware of the continuity
over time of objects or persons—that there is @ mother who goes away
H.I'IICI COMESs hﬂ.fl(i d SE'IE Whﬂ EI'E"EP"E- Eﬂd W-Ekﬁ'i._, ﬂl'ld S0 O1. HE re thmf}" ii
by now well supported by experimental research.* But there is disagree-
ment about the precise age at which infants begin to “achieve object
permanence.”

Third, even when it does begin to recognize objects and persons as
continuing entities that exist even when they are not perceived, the in-
fant has not yet mastered language, and so cannot think conceptually.
Precisely what this means is none too clear, except that the infant’s
thought is very primitive and concrete. Among other things, this cer-
tainly means that any account we give of infantile thought i1s bound to
distort, if only because we are forced to verbalize a preverbal experience.

Fourth, the infant’s experience is not yet differentiated between cog-
nitive and affective aspects, between what is objective in the world and
what is subjective emotion. Infantile emotions, further, are as vet un-
controlled, unchanneled by any psychic agency, since the psyche itself is
just beginning to develop, so they are of an overwhelming intensity we
cannot even imagine. The bliss of the nursing infant is total: at that mo-
ment the world-mother-self circle 15 as good-happy-gratfying as any-
thing could possibly be. But the pain, rage, fear of hunger or other un-
pleasant experiences is equally total; the world-mother-self then is more
vile-terrifying-turious than anything encountered in later life. The in-
fant ego, beginning to emerge, is in constant danger of being over-
whelmed by floods of affect. And since there is no object-continuity,
what the infanr actually experiences must be a sort of unconnected se-
ries of good world-mother-self configurations and bad world-mother-
self configurations.

Fifth, the infant’s experience is intensely physical, since its psychic
and intellectual faculties are still so primitive. And its physical experi-
ence is most powerfully concentrated on the processes of nurturance,
although of course it also experiences temperature, light, sound, posi-
tion. In Freudian terms, the libido is in the oral phase of organization:
the infant explores the world with its mouth, its greatest pleasures come
from nursing at the breast, its greatest pains and fears are those of hun-
ger and indigestion, it perceives the world-mother-self primarily in
terms of eating and being eaten.

Yet, sixth, from the very beginning, the world-mother-self is also
about communication, specifically human contact as distinct from mere

40. Janet Flannery Jackson and Joseph Jackson, Infant Culture (New York: Thomas Y.

Crowell, 1978), 70-77, 1040,
41. Ibad., 101.
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satiation of physical needs. Here again much has been learned from ex-
perimental study and observarion. Work with primates illuminates
what happens to infants experimentally “mothered™ only by an inani-
mate object holding a bottle. Wartime orphanages taught psychologists
what happens to infants who are given nothing more than physical
care: an infant that is not handled, talked to, and otherwise given hu-
man response will withdraw from contact with the world, become apa-
thetic, and ultimately die, even though all its physical needs are met.
Erikson says, “In the beginning are the generous breast and the eyes
that care.”** Of course a bottle can replace the breast, and even a blind
mother can raise a healthy baby. But in ways that are objectively observ-
able, becoming a functioning human person requires interaction with,
recognition from, at least one other human person.

In many ways, then, an integrated self and an awareness of others as
persons are hard-won and gradual achievements. Self and world, selt
and other person, are in effect constructed together, in a process of dif-
ferentiation out of the original matrix, a process of simultaneously emo-
tional and cognitive maturation. An awareness of a continuing self can-
not be achieved without an awareness of a continuing, integrated
mother. This, in turn, requires the integration of the separate moments
of “good mother™ and “bad mother™ into a single, persisting entity; and
50 beginning to separate the objective mother from the infant’s feelings
about her at any moment. And thart is extraordinarily difficult, for it re-
quires the infant to develop the capacity for modifying and controlling
its emotions of the moment.* If good mother and bad mother are one,
then the infant can no longer afford to merge with the former in quite
the same blissful abandon nor to hate the latter with quite the same
boundless rage. Or, to put the same thing the other way around, unless
the infant can begin to control and modify its feelings in this way, it
cannot achieve the necessary cognitive awareness of continuity. The
fragments of self to be integrated are bound up with the fragments of
mother, and with the infant’s relationship to her and with its feelings at
each moment.

As persons and objects begin to assume continuity, and mother, self,
and world begin to be distinct, the infant must thus begin to deal with
problems of (what we would call) first, dependency and autonomy, and
then, agency and guilt. If there is a mother who continues to exist even
when she is out of sight, and who returns periodically, this introduces

42, Erikson, Young Man Luther, 117,
43. Klein speaks here of the infant “splitting” the mother or the breast into good and
bad moments, as if they had already been earlier expenenced as unifed.
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some hope into the previously limitless terror of the “bad” nmes,
but it also introduces the possibility of loss into the “good™ times—
introduces anxiety. At the same time, the previously unfocused, perva-
sive affect that flooded world-mother-self begins to focus on emerging
objects: good feelings begin to be love of the mother, rage begins to be
rage at the mother, hunger begins to be a craving for her nourishing
breast. But as bad mother and good mother become a single, continuing
person, what happens to the one will affect the other as well. Here the
dawning awareness of separation is complicated by the dawning aware-
ness of agency to raise the possibility of something more than anxiety
about loss, namely guilt.

The nursing infant 15 of course totally dependent on the mother;
abandoned, it will die. But the infant, lacking awareness of its separate-
ness, does not perceive it so. Freud and other psychoanalysts hypothe-
size that the infant’s first response to discomfort or need is to dream or
hallucinate relief, only when the need becomes too intense does it begin
to cry. They also speak of the infantle sense of omniporence in irs one-
ness with the mother. Omnipotence can’t really be quite the right term,
since the infant has no awareness yet of itself as an agenr; bur no words
can really be right here. Beginning to be aware of itself and the mother
as separate, continuing persons, the baby must begin to experience de-
pendence, the limits of its powers, but also the possibility of its agency.
The infant sucks at the breast, and milk flows. It cries, and the mother
comes. Did it cause the flow or the coming? But then, when mother dis-
appears, did it cause that as well? A frequent infantile experience might
be something like this: blissfully nursing and gazing at the mother, the
infant sinks into the blankness of sleep; when it next experiences the
world it is alone, and perhaps again uncomfortable. Has it driven the
mother away, perhaps destroyed or consumed her? And what of the
times when it is alone and cries and she does not come? It 1s flled with
rage; but it is still only imperfectly differentiated from world and
mother, so they seem filled with rage as well; perhaps she is gone be-
cause of anger—hers or the infant’s, which are not distinct.

Erikson calls the infant’s first dawning awareness of a continuing
mother who will return and provide care, “basic trust,” and “the in-
fant’s first social achievement . . . his willingness to let the mother out
of sight without undue anxiety or rage,” the fundamental “optimism”
that lays the foundation for a later positive artitude toward the world in
general as a place of human habitation.* It further includes, he says, the

44, Erik H. Erikson, Childhood and Society, 2d ed. (Mew York: W, W, Morton, 1963},
247; Enkson, Young Maw Luther, 118, Cf. Klein, Conrributions, 202, 247-51, 312, 378.
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reciprocal implication of being oneself trustworthy, since mother and
infant are not yet well separated: the security “that one may trust one-
self and the capacity of one’s own organs to cope with urges™ so that the
mother is safe, “will not need to be on guard™ against one.* This trust
“meets its crucial vest” when the infant enters the second halt of the oral
stage of development by beginning teething. Teething means, first, pain
for the infant and therefore anger; second, the possibility of biting the
mother in nursing, and indeed the desire to bite to ease the pain, and the
possibility that the mother will then withdraw the breast. Third, teeth-
ing is likely to coincide with weaning—rthe permanent withdrawal of
the breast, and a crucial stage of separation. Many babies apparently
construe weaning as a punishment for, or prevention of, damage that
they might have inflicted on the mother,

Emerging out of primal innocence, man gave in to woman's tempta-
tion, “bit into the forbidden apple,” and was banished from paradise:
“He ‘knew” at the price of losing innocence; he became autonomous at
the price of shame and gained independence at the price of guilt.”™
More generally, the development of autonomy entails the discovery of
dependence and guilt because it inevitably takes place within the ambir
of the mother's power and partly in struggle and rage against her. When
the infant first begins to discover its own will, and the mother as a sepa-
rate person with a potentially conflicting will, what it encounters, as
Dinnerstein says, is an overwhelming power:

the will of a being at whose touch its flesh has shuddered with joy, a being the
sound of whose footsteps has flooded its senses with a relief more total than it
can ever know again.®

The awareness of dependence and near impotence is a necessary first
step toward the gradual development of actual autonomy, the capacity
to take care of oneself and others in the world. The successful develop-
ment of these real autonomous powers is itself a source of gratihcation
and pleasure. Thus, while the loss of the infantile sense of omnipotence
or oneness with the universe “is a basic human griet” never fully
allayed,

We manage in part to console ourselves for it indirectly, through mastery, com-
petence, enterprise: the new joy of successful activity is some compensation for
the old joy of passive, effortless wish-fulfillment.*

45, Erikson, Childhood, 248.

46. Erikson, Young Man Luther, 121; Erikson, Childbood, 79,
47. Dinnerstein, Mermaid, 165,

48, Ibid., &0.
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In short, we begin our lifelong, ambivalent oscillation between the pur-
suit of these two joys: bathed in security and dependence we long for
adventure, achievement, begin to feel trapped; engaged in independent
mastery but encountering its costs and dangers, we yearn to retreat, to
crawl back into the original marrix, be cared for, and disappear. An
older child, a toddler, will venture cheerfully into the world away from
its mother for a time, then suddenly want and need her desperately; if
she is there, a moment’s contact is enough, and it is ready once more 1o
explore independently,

Both faces of this lifelong inner conflict between dependence and au-
tonomy have their flip sides, their costs, as well: dependent merging
may be all very well when a nurturing matrix is available, otherwise it is
a fantasy or hallucination that cannot provide comfort for long. Inde-
pendence and mastery, however, not only are constrained by the limits
of one’s own fallible power bur also entail the possibility of damage and
guilt, They also entail the possibility of repairing the damage done, but
there is always the risk that one’s capacity to harm may exceed the ca-
pacity for making amends, that damage may be irreparable. Indeed, the
very wish to be autonomous might anger or harm the mother.

The baby’s first steps toward autonomy take place under the mother’s
auspices, Dinnerstein says, and within her “power to foster or forbid, to
humble or respect” those strivings.* Without her support and approval,
the child cannot grow and gain independence; she is the first and essen-
tial audience for its achievements, a comfort for its fatlures. But to be-
come genuinely independent, the child must eventually begin to test its
emergent will also agamst thar of the mother. And in opposing her,
it risks alienating that essential audience, the “other” in whose eyes
achievement can be measured. Mothers characteristically support and
enjoy their children’s progress toward mastery and autonomy; but with
the best will in the world, they cannot always do so. And since mothers
have needs and emotions of their own, affected by many concerns be-
sides the welfare of their children, most mothers also sometimes oppose
and regret those developments.” Thus the child’s ambivalent feelings

49, [bad., 165.

50, This book examines some men's fears of maternal engulfment and fantasies of pa-
ternal rescue and deals with a society where little boys may well have had good reason 1o
develop such fears and fantasies (as the next chaprer will show). It does not advocarte what
it examines. See also; Jessica Benjamin, “Authority and the Family Revisited, or A World
Without Fathers?® New German Critique 13 (September 1978): 35=57; Stephanie Engel,
“Femininity as Tragedy: Reexamining the ‘New Narcissism,”” Socialist Review 10 (Sep-
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about separation and growth are always complicated by the mother’s
ambivalences, for instance about “losing” her “baby.” The counterpart
to our occasional wish to crawl back into the original martrix, then, is
the fear—whether based on wish or on reality—that the matrix may
pursue and engulf us against our will.

As the baby grows and its relationship to the mother changes, it also
begins to develop significant other relationships, in the Western nuclear
tamily particularly the relationship to its father. What distinguishes the
father’s relationship to the baby from the mother's is that it begins—or
ar least becomes salient—Ilater; it is the significant “second™ relation-
ship and thus not as primitive nor as powerfully centered on basic,
physical need as the relationship to the mother. Indeed, awareness of
two distinct parents, the very “appearance of the father as a separate
entity is a later achievement in the child’s conceptualization and object
relations.” ' At first fathers are simply “non-mothers, the other kind of
person,” the ones without breasts.”? As “second™ persons they are some-
times rivals for the mother’s attention, but also an alternative resource
for the baby. And because the relationship to the father develops later,
when the baby is already somewhat formed as a self, he is perceived as
an ally in the baby's ambivalent struggle for independence and auton-
omy in relation to the mother.”* He functions, Erikson says, “somewhat
like a guardian of the child’s autonomous existence,” inviting but also
forcing the child away from its symbiosis with the mother:

For children become aware of the attributes of maleness, and learn to love men's
physical touch and guiding voice, at about the time when they have the first
courage for an autonomous existence.™

In Western culture typically, the father also represents contact with the
larger world outside the family and the household. Thus the child’s de-
veloping relationship with him mediates access to worldly achievement
and competence and “offer[s] membership in the wider communiry
where prowess is displayed, enterprise planned, public evenmt orga-
nized.”* In these respects the father may serve as “a sanctuary from
maternal authority,” from the threat of sinking back into the original
matrix (and from the wish to do so). That sanctuary will be “pas-
sionately cherished” by that essential part of the child’s self that is seek-
ing independence and mastery, wanting to emerge

out of the drowsing sweetness of early childhood into the bright light of open
day, the light of the adult realm in which human reason and human will—not

51. Schafer, “Loving,™ 177. 52. Erikson, Young Man Luther, 1213,
53. Dinnerstein, Mermaid, 47. 54. Enkson, Young Man Luther, 124,
55. Dinnerstein, Mermaid, 48,
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the boundless and mysterious intentionality, the terrible uncanny omniscience,
of the nursery goddess—can be expected, at least ideally, to prevail ™

With father and mother available, in effect, the child can go forth into
the world with the one, return for security and comfort with the other,
having adult support and guidance for both halves of its ambivalent
struggle over independence, When no father or equivalent “second”
person 15 available, the emergence from infancy i1s more difficult. This
will be even more the case if the ininal relationship between mother and
infant was seriously troubled, or if the mother later hinders the child’s
efforts at autonomy unnecessarily, out of psychic needs of her own.

Almost universally and certainly in the past Western societies, the
“first” person in an infant’s life has been a female. Although the infant
does not yet have concepts of male and female, Dinnerstein argues con-
vincingly that the qualities of the “frst” person’s skin, flesh, touch,
voice, movements are later associated with others ot the same sex;
mother becomes central to the definition of what “woman” means. As a
result, the qualities and features of intantile experience become and re-
main associated for all of us with women, with the concept of the ferm-
nine. Women thus have to do with: the danger of dissolution of the self,
of losing boundaries between self and others, self and world; the pre- or
nonverbal, nonconceptual, nonrational; overwhelming affect and the
danger of being so overwhelmed; the body and its pleasures and needs,
particularly those of nurturance, eating and being eaten; helpless de-
pendence and omnipotent domination, relationships of almost total
inequaliry.

Men, by contrast, become meaningful to the infant at a later, less
primitive stage of maturation, and therefore are perceived as less engulf-
ing, better defined, more rational and controlled, more like persons and
less like magical forces. Relations with men are less bound to sheer sur-
vival; the “second™ person never was the whole world, indeed, could
only enter the picture after there already were separate persons in the
infant’s world.

These infantile impressions are never wholly lost, Of course early ex-
perience is modified by later growth and learning. But each experience
helps shape the lens, one might say, through which subsequent expen-
ence is perceived; and in times of frustration and stress we tend to re-
gress to earlier stages of psychic orgamzation. Furthermore, the degree
to which they are modihed and “worked through™ in subsequent expe-
rience depends both on their psychic accessibility and on the experi-

56. Thid., 176.
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ences a particular society makes available, The more rigidly infantile
experience is repressed because of psychic trauma, the more it becomes
insulated and entrenched in the unconscious mind and inaccessible o
later modification. And the more social institutions reinforce the infan-
tile perceptions, the less later experience is likely to modify those per-
ceptions. If, for example, childcare is exclusively a task for women, and
public life and independence are exclusively reserved for men, this will
of course tend to support rather than modify the infanule association of
women with inegalitarian and dominative relationships, of men with
autonomy and mutuality.

& < o

Some psychologists and psychoanalysts link severe disturbances in
the infant’s relanonship with the mother to schizophrenia. Thar view is
controversial and need not concern us here. But many also discuss
milder disturbances in that relationship in terms significantly reminis-
cent of the images in Machiavelli’s texts. They have three different ways
of talking about such disturbances and subsequent characrer forma-
tions: as too early or too intense an identification with the mother; as a
fragmentation of, or a failure to integrate, the self; and as a withdrawal
from the body and the world into the mind. All three accounts concern
a failure or refusal of separation, an attempt to continue the infant’s im-
tial sense of omnipotent oneness with the mother-world.

The first way of conceptualizing that faillure or refusal is as an identi-
fication with the mother, so that self and mother are not separate be-
cause the mother has been internalized into the self. Now, all children
partly identify with or internalize significant persons in their world, but
the pathological type of internalization of the mother occurs too early,
too intensely, and in a way that insulates it against modification by later
experience. As a result, what is internalized is a very primitive image of
the mother, still fragmented into “bad” and “good™ parts, still suffused
with intense and powerful affect, still focused on eating and being con-
sumed, still a magical force rather than a person.”™ As a result, the child
also has difficulty in becoming a person, a continual and integrated self.
The healthy development of an infant toward autonomy, toward “inde-
pendent existence in a world of human beings,” says Winnicott, re-
quires not merely that the mother provide successful and gratifying nur-
rurance, but also thar she “remain . . . the one person in the infant’s life
over a period of time until both she and (therefore also) the infant can
be telt (by the infant) to be whole human beings.”**

57. Klein, Contributions, 203, 268-70.
58, Winnicott, “Breast Feeding,” 143,
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The literature 15 none too clear on why an overly early or intense in-
rernalization of the mother might occur, Frend'’s work on Leonardo and
Slater’s thesis about Greece suggest the commonsense notion that if no
father or “second™ person is around, the mother is the only model for
identification available. Bur that seems an insufficient explanation for
pathology, especially since it would locate the problem relatively late, at
the point where a “second™ person would normally become significant
for the baby. An earlier and more devastating internalization of the
mother is suggested by Freud in his discussion of mourning. When a
person significant in our lives dies, Freud says, part of the normal “work
of mourning,” our response to the loss, is to erect a substitute version of
the lost person inside our own psyche. The “libido™ formerly invested in
the relationship with the lost “object”—the person who has disap-
peared—will now be “withdrawn into the ego,” where it will serve spe-
cifically “to establish an identification of the ego with the abandoned
object.”* Thus if a baby’s mother dies or disappears permanently, it
will try “to hold on to her by becoming [her]” and internalizing “both
partners of [the] lost relationship.”™ In effect, the lost relationship is
continued internally, except that it 1s now complicated by the expen-
ence of loss itself: the baby's anger at being abandoned, guilt at having
(perhaps, it imagines) caused the abandonment. What is internalized 15
of course not the objective reality of the lost person, but the baby’s
image and experience of that person. Thus, the earlier such loss and in-
ternalization occur, the more primitive, fragmented, and powerful
the mother that is internalized. And the more traumatic the loss, the
“worse” the internalized “bad mother™ will be, and the more the inter-
nalized image and relationship will be rigidified and insulated against
maodification by further experience. Similar, if less severe, results can be
expected if instead of losing the mother, the baby merely experiences a
serious “failure of dependability” in her, or their relationship is other-
wise seriously disturbed.”

A second way of discussing the consequences of disturbances in the
relationship between infant and mother is as a faillure to integrate the
self, so that it remains split into several partial persons. Since integra-
tion of the self into a single, continuing person depends on and develops
gradually with awareness of the mother as a continuing person neither
wholly good nor wholly bad, interruption of this process of coordinated
growth can leave a permanently divided psyche, its parts more or less

59, Sigmund Freud, “Mourming and Melancholia,” in Stamdard Editron 15: 249,
60. Erikson, Childhood, 58.
61. Freud, “Mourming,” 245; Winnicott, Playmg, 102,
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insulated from each other. In particular, it may leave the psyche divided
into a “bodily™ self that is active in the world and in relationship to
other people, but is experienced as false or unreal, and a “mind"” part
that is experienced as the true self, but somehow unrelated to body, the
world, and other people.* The one acts, the other—the real self—
merely observes. Laing puts it this way:

The individual experiences his self as being more or less divorced or detached
from his body. The body is felt maore as one object among other objects in the
world than as the core of the individual’s own being. Instead of being the core of
his true self, the body is felt as the core of a false self, which a detached, disem-
bodied, “inner,” “troe” self looks on at with tenderness, amusement, or hatred
as the case may be.

Such a divorce of self from body deprives the unembadied self from direct
participation in any aspect of the life of the world. . . . The unembodied self, as
onlooker at all the body does, engages in nothing directly. Its funcrions come 1o
be observation, control, and criticism.*’

Continuing the infantile mechanism of hallucinating grarification, the
baby in effect gives up the pleasure of the body in order to be free
of bodily needs that make it dependent; it retreats to the realm of
mind where it can be omnipotent, wholly in control. Dinnerstein says it
manages thereby “to maintain a fantasy of being safer and more self-
sufficient—because less limited and distinct™ than it would have to rec-
ognize itself to be if it “kept full emotional contact with the needy, im-
periled flesh.”* For the nurturance that unreliable mothers provide, it
substitutes the pleasures of fantasy and observation; and a number of
psychoanalysts point out the symbolic equivalences that can develop be-
tween knowledge and food, learning and eating. Identified with the
early primitive, “Devouring Mother,” Anton Ehrenzweig suggests, a
boy may then sublimate the “feminine oral sadism” she represented to
his infant self “into the scientific curiosity and thirst for knowledge” he
develops. And he cites Leonardo da Vinci as a case in point. The baby’s
original pleasure in nursing is transformed into a “devouring™ curiosity;
he “drinks in” the world through his eves.* Karl Stern adds the con-
verse counterpart: he will accept nothing from others; he refuses to
“swallow™ anything “on faith.,"*

Burt the security gained by such psychic mechanisms comes at a high
price. Detached as he is from the world, he gives up not merely the “fun-

62, Laing, Divided Self, 65; Winnicott, “Ego Distortion,” 144.

61, Laing, Divided Self, 69. 64, Dinnerstein, Mermaid, 136,
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w6, Karl Stern, The Flight from Woman [New York: Farrar, Stravs and Giroux,
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damental, primitive joy of the body,” but also the possibility of creativ-
ity, of intimate relationship to others, of effective action, and ultimately
of a reliable sense of who he is, of his own existence.*” For the activity of
the false self “is associated with a rigidity of defenses,” with compliance
and deference to conventional patterns of dominant others; the true self
is the only source of spontaneity, creativity, initiative, of “the spon-
taneous gesture and the personal idea.”® To the extent that a psyche is
s0 divided, furthermore, the person is incapable of genuine relarion-
ships with others: the real self is never engaged, and others are per-
ceived as objects rather than persons, Striving to do without the lost or
too unreliable mother, but making chis desperate effort for autonomy at
too early a stage of its own development, the baby is bound to construe
autonomy solipsistically and thus to try to do without external relation-
ships altogether. But precisely this undermines genuine self-reliance and
the capacity to take care of oneself in the world. For, paradoxically, as
John Bowlby says, an “essential ingredient” in the “truly self-rehant
person” is the

capacity to rely trustingly on others when occasion demands and to know on
whom it is appropriate to rely. A healthily self-reliant person is thus capable of
exchanging roles when the situation changes: at one time he is providing a se-
cure base from which his companion[s] can operate; at another he is glad to rely
on one or another of his companions to provide him with just such a base in
return.”

The person split into real and false self, with only the latter part ac-
tive in the real world, thus not only refuses to recognize his own worldly
achievements or relationships as real, but also in fact dooms himself to
ineffectiveness. Having thus cut himself off from the realization of self
that spontaneous expression, effective action, genuine relationship can
offer, the divided person may lose any firm sense of his own continuity
over time and extension in space, of his personal identity. The selt expe-
rienced as true increasingly retreats into fantasy and detached “observa-
tion of the transactions of the false self and others, [while] the false-self
system is felt to encroach more and more, to make deeper and deeper
inroads into the individual’s being.™ ™

To counter this progressive loss of the sense of self and effectiveness,
the person so divided may engage in obsessive “activism,” constantly

&7. Dinnerstein, Mermaid, 122; Winnicott, Playing, 102,
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undertaking displays of energy and achievement to prove his own real-
ity, yet never succeeding in the proof because worldly actions can only
be those of the false self. Underlying such persistent efforts to prove au-
tonomy, again, is a fear of passivity, of dependence, of sensibility and
need. Stern calls this the “problem of activism,” manifested in the “man
of restless energy, the hustler and go-getter,” who shies “away from the
pleasure of ‘receiving,” from accepting tenderness, from all forms of
passivity. . . . There is an air of restlessness about such men . . . an air of
endless drive and ambition.”” The drive is restless and endless because
no apparent success can quench the real, underlying need; for each
worldly achievement is ascribed to the false self. “At the bottom of it
all,” says Stern, lies “a maternal conflict and rejection of the feminine,”
an effort to deny dependence on the mother by identifying with her,
constructing an “inner” mother to replace her.™

There is, then, the psvchic “strategy” of withdrawal into the mind,
the abandonment of worldly action, yet somehow linked with a com-
pulsive overactivism. The two are opposite sides of the same coin. As
Ehrenzweig says, “Mythology is full of strangely paired male couples,”
one the clever but impotent observer, the other “the manly, unintellec-
tual hero.”™ He mentions Loki and Thor, Hagen and Siegfried, Odys-
seus and Achilles; we will of course be reminded of Hephaestus and
Ares, and of Ligurio and Callimaco in Mandragola. These pairs are two
halves of a single self, split apart because of an extremely early and in-
tense identification with the mother, Ehrenzweig suggests, though he
does not explain. He says that their relationship is homosexual in nature,
and, because they are parts of a single self, narcissistic. “The exhibitionis-
tic, self-destructive hero and the already castrated oral-sadistic voyeur
(scientist) represent two types of homosexual artitude.”™

Again many of these features are suggestive in terms of Machiavelli’s
texts. The fear of dependence; the superhuman, threatening matriarch;
themes of oral aggression and the dangers of nurturance; the fantasy of
rescue through the intervention of paternal power; the split hero, the
pairing of obsessive activism with voyeuristic withdrawal into the mind,
all these are familiar themes,

But psychoanalytic theory, even in the schematic versions presented
here, leaves one with a confusing array of possible interpretations of the
psychic significance to be artached to the tox and its two rival images.
The theories range from essentially Oedipal interpretations organized

71. Stern, Flight, 1=2. 72, Thad.
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around fear of the punitive father, to others focused on fear of the
mother, in which the father may even appear as a rescuing agent. Yet the
Oedipal accounts also somehow depend on the absence of the father
during the early years, The theories stressing fear of the mother are, in
turn, subdivided between those, like Slater’s, that locate the disturbance
relatively late and construe it in sexual rerms, and those, like Klein's and
Dinnerstein’s, that locate it in infancy and construe it in terms of separa-
tion anxiety. The former stress the absence, distance, or failure of the
father, which leaves a boy with no alternative to his relationship with
his mother: no escape from its demands, no alternative model tor identi-
fhication, no support for his efforts at autonomy. The latter stress the
early loss of the mother, or an equivalent trauma in her nurturing func-
tion that makes her seem fundamentally unreliable, so thar the baby
makes too early and rigid an artempt at auronomy. They describe the
consequences variously as too early or rigid an internahzation of the
mother, a fragmentation of the self, or a withdrawal from body and
world into the mind.

It may be fruitful, however, to combine Kleinian or Dinnersteinian
psychological theory with Slater’s sociology. For the social circum-
stances he describes not only give boys in the Oedipal period reason to
fear their mothers in essentially sexual terms bur also make unlikely
those boys' successtul working rthrough of any psychic conflicts origi-
nating in the oral period, in the infantile relationship to the mother. The
actually ambivalent and unconsciously resentful mother of Slater’s ac-
count would tend to reinforce and perpetuate infantile fantasies of the
devouring matriarch. Such a combined account might make more sense
of Hephaestus, in particular, than can Slater’s theory alone, and more
sense of Leonardo than Freud's classic Oedipal interpretation.

Nancy Chodorow has argued that in societies such as Slater de-
scribes, where sex roles are sharply differentiated and women are re-
garded as inferior but are assigned complete charge of childrearing, the
infantile issues of nurturance, dependence, and integrated selthood will
tend to merge, for boys, with the Oedipal issues of gender identifica-
tion.”™ In the first place, a mother deprived of other adult gratification
may introduce Oedipal and sexual issues into her relationship with her
son(s) earlier and more intensely than one who has adult satisfactions—
either personal or public—available.™ As Slater also suggested, the
mother’s needs may impose both sexually tinged demands and gender-

75. Nancy Chodorow, The Reproduction of Mothering (Berkeley: University of Cal-
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based ambivalence on top of the earlier problems of autonomy from
maternal nurturance, so that these problems are less likely to be suc-
cessfully worked through.

In the second place, a boy lacking contact with a father or other “sec-
ond” person of his own gender, but nevertheless expected (by his
mother as well as other people) to assume his gender role, lacks both a
concrete model and a supporting sponsor for his task. “Boys in father-
absent and normally father-remote families” have to “develop a sense of
what it is to be masculine through identification with cultural images of
masculinity,” through fantasy and abstraction.” Lacking a concrere
model, they must define themselves negatively, in opposition to the
mother and the “femimine™ traits in themselves, Lacking the external
support of a masculine adult in their struggle, they must fight all the
more desperately against not merely the mother’s actual power and am-
bivalent demands, but even more against their own desires and traits:
the desire to regress and remain dependent, the Oedipal desire for the
mother, and the traits that they have acquired by identihication with her.
In order to be assured of autonomy, they must prove their masculinirty,
yet not in relation to the mother as sexual object. They develop a tre-
mendous personal stake in the socially available gender definitions: thar
there be a distinct masculine realm, that it be superior to the feminine,
and that they be admitted to it; yer they remain intensely ambivalent
about it.

Freudian and Kleinian theories are simultaneously individualistic and
universalistic. They purport to tell us about the development of an indi-
vidual suffering a personal psychic trauma in any society—or, at any
rate, of any male suffering such a trauma in any society with a generally
Oedipal family structure, or where infants are rended by females. 5la-
ter’s theory, by contrast, is sociological; within a generally Freudian
framework, it purports to explain psychic development in a particular
(type of) society. For present purposes, which concern symbolic inter-
pretation rather than causal explanation, the former theories would be
most apt to suggest the (almost) universal psychic meanings of Ma-
chiavelli’s themes, the latter their specific significance for the men of Re-
naissance Florence—if, indeed, the social conditions of Renaissance
Florence resembled those Slater ascribes to ancient Athens. Whether or
to what extent they did, must thus be the next concern.

77. Ibid., 176, 182.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Sociological History

What were the actual circumstances of family life in Machiavelli's
world? What were relations between the sexes and child-rearing prac-
tices like? What was the practical, lived meaning of gender, generation,
and family? Was there, in particular, anything like the patrerns of family
lite hypothesized in the various psychological theories we have sur-
veyed? It might seem that at least a rough answer to these questions
should be readily available trom standard sources; but that turns out
not to be so, for the standard sources flatly disagree.

Some, like Jacob Burckhardt in his Civilization of the Renaissance in
Italy, praising the Renaissance as the birth of human individuality and
achievement after the dark ages, regard it also as a period of liberation
for women and enlightenment in domestic relations. In Renaissance
Italy, Burckhardr claims, “women stood on a footing of perfect equality
with men.”' Like men, they could gain recognition as unigue, memora-
ble individuals; in historical accounts they began to appear as having
“nearly all a distinct, recognizable personalivy™ and “taking their share

of notoriety and glory.”* At least in the upper classes, they were edu-
cated like men. Further, the period’s “thoughtful study of all questions

relating to social intercourse™ promoted a freer and more equitable do-
mestic life. “Even the intercourse with courtesans seems to have as-
sumed a more elevated character.”’ Clearly, the women and children of
Machiavelli’s time were experiencing a liberation.

1. Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renatssance i Italy (New York: Phaidon,
19507}, 240,

2. Ibid., 241.

3. Ibid., 243, 242
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But if one turns then to Philippe Ariés's Centuries of Childbhood, one
finds Renaissance women experiencing a decline in status and oppor-
tunity, and family life becoming increasingly autocratic. “We know,”
Ariés declares, “that from the end of the Middle Ages on, the power of
the wife steadily diminished.”* Husbands and fathers “maintained and
even increased the authority™ in the family they “had been given in the
eleventh and twelfth centuries,” partly as a result of legal changes:
the “substitution of the law of primogeniture for joint ownership and
the joint estate of husband and wife.” In the fourteenth century begins
“a slow and steady deterioration in the wife’s position in the house-
hold,” terminating in the sixteenth century when the husband and fa-
ther is “finally established as a sort of domestic monarch.”*

Further consultation of authorities at this level of generality does not
resolve the conflict but only intensifies it. Some stress medieval mis-
ogyny, the Church's vision of woman as a descendant of Eve, repre-
sentative of the flesh and agent of sin, at best a “necessary evil,” quite
possibly lacking an immortal soul.* Such sources of course think the
Renaissance “freed and raised the dignity of women,” bringing a
“remarkable rise™ in their status, giving them “a new freedom and a
wider importance,” so that they were “frankly accepted as equals in the
business and pleasure of life.”” Indeed, one phenomenon of the Iralian
Renaissance was the virago—a term then used, we are told, with com-
plete admiration: the woman warrior who wore armor, led troops, and
fought for political domain.

Burt are these “feminine™ or “masculine™ ideals? The term wvirago, for
instance, is formed like virtie on the root vir, man; and means literally a
surrogate man.” These ideals are certainly different from those of the

4. Philippe Ariés, Centuries of Childhood, tr. Robert Baldick (New York: Random
House, 1962), 355.

5. Ibid., 356, cinng P. Petiot, “La famille en France sous "Ancien Régime,” La So-
ciologie comparée de la famille contemporaime (Colloques du C.NRS, 1955).
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Gries, Life in a Medreval City (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1969), 55. Edith
Sichel, The Renaissance {New York: Henry Holt, 1914), 129=39. Julia O'Faolain and
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Middle Ages, but that very fact has led other interpreters to characterize
the Renaissance as honoring masculinity, and the medieval period as
cherishing the feminine. The very Churchmen who condemned woman
as Eve, these interpreters point out, also conceptualized the Church it-
self as a woman, maternal and protective: “One Mother, prolific with
oftspring: of her we are born, by her milk we are nounished, by her
spirit we are made alive.”” Indeed, “whatever the virtues and dehcien-
cies of actual mothers may have been” in the period centering on the
eleventh century, one historian says,

maternal example and marternal values were dominant in the lives and ideals of
those children of whose experience we have some knowledge. . . . By contrast
with this emphasis on the maternal figure and her influence, tathers and their
relations with their children assume a more modest and sometimes ambiguous
place in our sources.”

From the beginning ot Christianity, woman was not merely Eve the cor-
ruptress but also Mary, the mother of God’s only begotten son. And
while early Christianity centered on the masculine trinity of the Father,
the Son, and the Holy Ghost, as medieval culture developed, the Virgin
Mary moved increasingly into prominence. The medieval Church was
“wholly given up to” the Marian cult, Henry Adams maintained, and
the Virgin hlled

50 enormous a space in the life and thought of the time that one stands now
hIIFIC'.SE bcfﬂl’t‘ tl'l:‘ Mmass []I: st .IITIH]'I}-' i hET d.l rect act T3] iind constant prl:'.til:l"l.i,'l:..
. . « Society had staked its existence, in this world and the next, on the reality
and power of the Virgin; it had invested in her care nearly its whole capiral,
spiritual, artistic, intellectual and economical.™

MNor was this cult merely abstract, Adams said: “All of the literarure and
history of the time proclaim™ the extent to which “this worship ele-
vated™ the actual status of women in society,”

The Renaissance is then seen as terminaring this medieval apprecia-
tion of womanhood; it “admired masculinity” and was “masculine in
temper, through and through.”" Yer another authority sees the Church
as “genuinely sympathetnic” to women only in the early Middle Ages,

9. 5¢t. Cyprian (d. 258), de rmitate, 5, cited in Pever Brown, Augustine of Hippo (Berke-
ley: University of Calitornia Press, 1969), 212. Brown also cites similar passages from 5t
Augustine.

10, Mary Martin McLaughlin, “Survivors and Surrogates,” in The History of Child-
bhood, ed. Lloyd de Mause (Mew York: Psychohistory Press, 1974), 12728,

11, Adams, Mowi-Satmi-Michel, 100, 249, 252,

12, Ibid., 250 cf. Gies and Gies, Life, 55,

13. Crane Brinton, A History of Western Morals (Mew York: Harcourr, Brace, 1959),
250; Taylor, Aspects, 159-60; Ertkson, Yowng Man Luther, 67, T1; Lucas-Dubreton,
Daily Life, 223; lohn Gage, Life in [taly at the Time of the Medici (New York: G, P.
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and as increasingly misogynist in the “late medieval” period.” The late
medieval secular literature of chivalry and courtly love 1s similarly sub-
ject to conflicting interpretations. Some authorities, like Denis de Rouge-
mont, see it as a false idealization of abstract woman: the essence of
chivalric love is the unattainabilicy of the beloved.” More recent schol-
ars, like Joan Kelly-Godol, present medieval courtly love as genuinely
sexual, voluntary, based on mutuality between men and women, and
“very much at variance with the patriarchal ideal.” Only later and spe-
cifically in Italy was it transformed into misogynist, abstract idealiza-
tion of woman as the unartainable love-object.” Renaissance human-
ism, reviving Platonic ideals, then meant a still further withdrawal from
women, marriage, and the body. Yet those commentators who associate
the Marian cult and the medieval idealization of women with actual
feminine social power sometimes construe humanism, too, as a con-
tinuation of this respect for femininity, which “reinforced the influence
of woman and secured her on her pedestal.”"

Was she comfortable on her pedestal? At this level of abstraction and
generality the picture is decidedly confusing. Not only do ideals and cul-
tural self-interpretation bear a very complex relationship to actual so-
cial practice; they may be its accurate reflection, a compensatory denial
or escape, an ideological distortion, hortatory prescription, traditional

Putnam’s Sons, 1968), 179—80; Lauro Maranes, “A Way of Looking at Women in Renais-
sance Florence,” Jowrnal of Medieval and Renaissance Studies 4 (Spring 1974): 24,

14, Susan Mosher Stuard, ed. Women in Medieval Society (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1976), B, 10.

15. Denis de Rougemont, Love in the Western World, r. Montgomery Belgion [New
York: Harcourt, Brace, 1956). Cf. David Hunt, Foremts and Children m History (New
York: Basic Books, 1970), 70; Susan G. Bell, ed., Women from the Greeks to the French
Revolution (Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth Publishing, 1973), 123. It has been suggested
that the “infinitely desired and unarrainable™ lady of courtly love whose “soul-filled
glance brings Christmas every day™ is a symbolic representation of the unattainable
mother so central in the lives of medieval churchmen, a secalar version of the Virgin
Mary. Already in the eleventh century, the first secular romance, Ruodlieh, portrays the
mutual devotion of a young knight, obliged o seck his fortune in distant lands, and
his widowed mother, who ends up begging him 1o remember her in her unfortunate stave,
left twice widowed, “once by your father and for the second time by you, my son™
{McLaughlin, “Survivors,” 134). Herbert Moller interprets all the worshipped ladies of
chivalry on this pattern, as maternal symbols, projections of childlike fantasies, particu-
larly the tearful fantasy of being abandoned or rejected (Herbert Moller, “The Meaning
of Courtly Love,” Journal of American Folklore 73 [1960]: 39=52}. But compare C. 5.
Lewis, The Allegory of Love (London: Oxford University Press, 1967); and Dawid
Herlihy, “Land, Family, and Women in Continental Europe, 701-1200," In Stuard,
Women, 13,

16. Joan Kelly-Godol, “Did Women Have a Renaissance?™ in Becoming Visible:
Women m Ewropean History, ed. by Renare Bridenthal and Claudia Koonz (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1977), 152.

17. Boulting, Woman, 27.
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reiteration of a reality long since superseded in practice, and so on." But
in addition, social practice itself varies with place, social class, and spe-
cific time period. It is necessary, therefore, to narrow and specify the
inquiry as much as the sources permit.

& & o

The focus, then, is sociological facts about women, children, and the
family in Florence in Machiavelli’s own liferime and that of his parents.
For orientation, begin with a review of what little is known about Ma-
chiavelli’s own personal and family life. He was born in Florence in
1469 and died there in 1527 His father, Bernardo, born abour 1432,
was a lawyer who apparently did not practice much. He seems to have
loved books and to have been something of a humanist. There exists a
dialogue by Bartolomeo Scala, a humanist and first chancellor of Flor-
ence under the Medici and for some years under the republic, in which
Bernardo Machiavelli appears as one of the participants.™ Niccolo’s
mother was a widow when she married his father and nine years younger
than he. Niccold was the third of four children, having two older sisters
and a younger brother, born when Niccold was six.

Ridolfi claims that Niccolo's relationship to his father was friendly
and teasing, “almost brotherly,” but cites no evidence; there does exist
an amusing poem composed by the boy for his father.” Of his relation-
ship to his mother, nothing is known; a later relative of hers claimed
that she composed religious verse and dedicated some of it to her son.
From Bernardo’s notebook we learn that when Niccolo was seven he
began to study with a teacher of grammar, and when he was ten he was
sent to live with another teacher to learn calculation on the abacus. At
rwelve he was sent to study Latin.

The Machiavellis in earlier generations had been active in Florentine
public lite, having supplied the city with some fifty-four priors and
twelve gonfalonieri. In the time of Cosimo de'Medici, Girolamo Ma-
chiavelli was jailed, tortured, and executed for his republican convic-
tions.” And in 1424 Francesco Machiavelli, three generations before

18. Kelly-Godol, “Did Women Have a Renaissance?™ 140, 144.

19. This biographical information is drawn from Ridolh, Life; Pasquale Villari, The
Life and Times of Niccold Mackiavelli, tr. Linda Villarn (London: T, Fisher Unwin, 1898 ):
and Cesare Olschki, ed. Libro di Ricordi di Bermardo Machigvelli (Florence: Felice le
Monnier, 1954).

20. Felix Gilbert, Machiavelli and Guicciardini: Politics and History i 16th-Century
Florence (Princeton: Princeton Unmiversity Press, 1965), 318-19,

21. Ridolh, Life, 3435,

22, Olschki, Libro, 31, 45, 103, 138. 23, Fadolh, Life, 2.
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Niccola, wrote in condemnation of tyranny and praise of civic virtue
and a citizen milina: “The enjoyment of freedom makes cities and citi-
zens great; this is well-known. But places under tyranny become de-
serted by their citizens and engage in their extermination,”* There is no
evidence concerning how much Bernardo and Niccold knew abour their
family background; Niccolo once wrote in a letter that the well-known
Pazzi tamily was not superior to his own if justly weighed.

By Bernardo’s time the Machiavellis had become urban and middle-
class. Although he was sull entitled to use the family coar of arms and
still owned a rural estate in addition to several houses in Florence, Ber-
nardo belonged to an impoverished branch of the family; he was rela-
tively poor and becoming poorer. Although Niccolo's father fell ill of
the plague when the boy was eleven, both his parents lived on into his
adulthood, his mother dying when he was twenty-seven, his father four
years later. Only then did Niccold himself marry. Eventually he and his
wife had seven children, two of whom died in infancy. His diplomaric
career kept him much away from home; his younger brother, who had
joined the Church, managed his business concerns when Niccolo was
abroad. Niccolo's few personal letters suggest a concerned and affec-
tionate family relationship, but he is known to have had at least one and
probably several love affairs. His letters to male friends often refer to
such liaisons, or to time spent in the houses of courtesans,

That is just abour all that is known of Machiavelli’s own family life.
But since—as already stressed—rthe interest of this book 1s not psycho-
biographical, its focus must include his contemporaries and their par-
ents: his audience and subject marter. How typical or atypical was his
experience, and what else 1s known or can be conjectured about theirs?
Begin with relations berween the sexes in education and intellectual life,
and in public life and law, turn then to marriage and sexuality, and fi-
nally to children and child rearing.

Certainly the increase in literacy characteristic of the period and the
higher value attached to education in general and classical learning in
particular were shared to a significant extent by women, at least in the
upper strata of society.” It is not clear, however, how much of this repre-

24, Baron, Crisis, 386.

25, Ferrara, Private Correspondence, 2.

26. Boulting, Woman, 43, 46; Paul G. Ruggiers, Florence in the Age of Dante (MNor-
man: University of Oklahoma Press, 1964), 103; Rodocanachi, Fememe, 29: Richard C.
Trexler, “The Foundlings of Florence 1395=1455," History of Childbood Quarterly 1
{Fall 1973): 261; Nino [Giovanni] Tamassia, La Femiglia Italiana wei Secoli Dectmio-
quirtto ¢ Decimoseste (Milano: Libraio della R. Casa, 1911}, 45-46; Boulung, Womarn,
45; Dwarant, Renagizsance, 582; Rodocanachy, Fememe, 23, On the curriculum of these
schools, see Mary Agnes Cannon, The Education of Women Durimg the Renmaissance
(Washington, D.C.: National Capital Press, 1916},
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sents a change from medieval life. In the city of Troyes in 1250, “well-to-
do women know how to read and write and figure; some even know a
little Latin,"*" Although women are not admitted to the universities,
there are occasional intellectual women and female poets; “among the
landed gentry, women are better educated than men.” ™ And there is evi-
dence that this last may have been generally true in the noble class of the
rwelfth century.™

Still, advanced education for women evidently became more common
in the Renaissance. Many upper-class women not merely learned to
read but studied Latin and Greek, history, and sometimes science and
mathematics. Clearly the spread of humanism played a role in this de-
velopment. A number of ltalian Renaissance princes employed human-
ists as tutors for their daughters, and Vittorino da Feltre taught girls
as well as boys at his famous humanist school in Manwa.” To be sure,
this must have meant that many girls who might formerly have been
schooled by women now had male humanists for their teachers and
were thus placed “under male cultural authority.”" There came to be a
number of notable women scholars in the hfteenth and sixteenth cen-
turies.” Women of the upper or upper middle classes, although not be-
COMINE poets or scholars, mighr write some verse in their free time,
often in a religious vein, as Machiavelli’s mother is rtpurtr:d to have
done.” Machiavelli’s father’s norebook has entries concerning expendi-
tures for the education of Niccolo and his brother but no corresponding
entries for his sisters.™

Once one turns from education and intellectual lite to other aspecrs
of society, the new freedom of Renaissance women becomes seriously
problematic. Certainly there were, as Burckhardr stressed, outstanding
individual women who became famous in their own right, even in
realms traditionally reserved for men. But those women who became

27. Gies and Gies, Life, 52-533.

28, Ibid., §2-53, 55.

29, Grundmann, “Die Fraven und die Literatur,” Archiv fiir Kultuwrgeschichte (1915):
133-34, quoted in McLaughlin, “Survivors,” in de Mause, History, 125, Bur of. David
Herlihy, Women in Medieval Society (Houston: University of 5¢. Thomas, 1971}, 14.

30, Bell, Woriern, 182; Gage, Life, 79; Altred Wilhelm Oto von Martin, The Socialogy
of the Renaissance (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner, & Company, 1944), 71; Mor-
gan, “Renaissance Lady,” 14-15.

31. Kelly-Godol, “Did Women Have a Renaissance?™ 151-512.

32 Euulting., Woman, 317; see also 319; and sidoro Del Lungo, Wormen of Florence,
tr. Mary C. Steegman (London: C. Patto and Windus, 1907), 181; Morgan, “Renussance
Lady,” 30-31; Rodocanachi, Femme, 30; ('Faclian and Martines, Not m God's Image,
181.

31. Lungo, Women, 20, 180; F. Gilbert, Machiavelli and Guiccrardini, 320; Christo-
pher Hare (pseud. for Mrs. Marian Andrews), The Most Hiustrious Ladies of the Renais-
sance {London: Harper and Brothers, 1911) 57, 281-312; Gies and Gies, Life, 2012,

34, Olschlka, Libro, 31, 45, 103, 134.
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scholars or rulers or warriors were exceptional. They appeared almost
exclusively in the wealthy upper class, particularly in the newly risen,
self-made upper class.” For the most part, they assumed their heroic
roles only in exceptional circumstances, when their husbands or other
male relatives were absent, incapacitated, or dead.” And—of particular
importance for our purposes—the exceptional, heroic women were al-
most never found in Florence.'” That city was mercantile and industrial,
and with the exception of a few female poets and scholars, its women
seem often to have been literate, but in no sense public figures.

The public and formal organization of Renaissance Florence was
thoroughly patriarchal. This was partly a continuing legal inheritance
from ancient times, but in important respects Renaissance conditions
for women seem to compare unfavorably with medieval ones. Contrary
to Burckhardt, a recent historian notes “how frequently women appear
in the medieval record” and in how “wide [a] variety of functions.”*
Feudal women generally “could inherit and hold land, honours, and of-
hces like men,” although, as in the Renaissance, some of these privileges
were available to them only when their husbands were absent or dead.”™
This was parrticularly likely to be the situation in the crusading period;
and in the early Middle Ages the woman accordingly played “an ex-
traordinary role in the management of family property . . . and social
customs as well as economic life were influenced by her prominence,”*

Italy, however, was “reluctant and late in developing a true knight-
hood on the French pattern,” and Lombard law there continued to
limit, “though it could not entirely restrict, the freedom of the woman
in the administration of land.”*' What matters most for Florence is the
status of medieval women of the urban merchant and artisan classes,
for instance in guilds. Most medieval guilds were restricted to men, but

35, von Marun, Sociology, 73,

36. Ruth Kelso, Dactrine for the Lady of the Renaissance (Urbana: University of 1lli-
nois Press, 1956), 2; see also 31, and Martines, “Way of Looking,” 16-17; Boulting,
Wormman, 58, 317; Lucas-Dubreton, Daily Life, 104,

37. Lungo, Women, 2, 181; Morgan, “Renaissance Lady,” 24; Walter B. Scaife, Floren-
tine Life During the Remaissance (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1893), §2.

38, Stuard, Women, 4,

19, Fileen Power, “The Position of Women,” in Bell, Women, 170; see also Herlihy,
Women, 10; Kelly-Godol, “Did Women Have a Remaissance?™ 149; Morgan, “Renais-
sance Lady,” 14; Boulting, Woman, 36; Ariés, Centuries, 355; Gies and Gies, Life, 53;
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“some of the crafts in the citics were opened to women,” a few even
dominated by women.* Even the guilds normally closed to women al-
most always made “exception for the craftsman’s wife and daughter,
who [were] expected to help in the workshop.”** But “certain key guilds
would not admit women under any circumstances™; in Florence, in par-
ticular, “in the one branch of manutacrure thar already deserved to be
called an industry, wool-making,” women were never admitted to the
“greater guilds” —those with the greatest wealth and power.™ Even
where women were admirtted to membership, many guild regulations
discriminated against them, they were “not always invited to the orga-
nization’s social gatherings,” and no guild seems ever to have elected a
woman to its highest office.”

Participation in public economic life and guild membership are of
particular importance in Italy because they were also the basis for ac-
cess to political life.* But even in those gumlds rhat had female members,
their names “did not even appear on the matriculation lists conferring
eligibility for civic office.”*” More detailed research, one historian judges,

would almost certainly confirm the observation that Italian women outside the
wool industry made a massive contribution to the economy at managerial as
well as laboring levels, yet still failed to gain direct access ro power.*

Although there were some changes increasing the power of women in
business, in most respects their legal and economic position and their
role in public life declined in the late Middle Ages and the Renaissance.
“The tendency, as the Middle Ages progressed, was toward a lessening
of the public activity of women, a lower place in ecclesiastical opinion,
fewer roles in guild organizations, and less agricultural administration if
not less agricultural labor.”* The power and status of women was prob-
ably always more limited in ltaly than in the North, but

42. Barbara Sinclair Deckard, The Women's Movement (New York: Harper & Row,
1975), 194, See also A. Abram, “Women Traders in Medieval London,” in Bell, Women,
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the kind of economic and political power that [was held by| feudal noblewomen
in the eleventh and rwelfth centuries [in the North] had no counterpart in Re-
naissance ltaly. . . . The exercise of political power by women was far more rare
than under feudalism or even under the traditional kind of monarchical stare

that developed out of feudalism.™
A Renaissance Iralian woman, furthermore,

could transact no legal business without the assent ot both her father and hus-
band or of trustees. In some 5States . . . she might nor enter a law-suit in her own
name or do violence to modesty by appearing personally at a trial ™

Forence, we are told, was the most restrictive of all the ltahan cines.™
A Florentine statute of 1415, for instance, provides that “a married
woman with children cannot draw up a will in her own right, nor dis-
pose of her dowry among the living to the detriment of her husband and
children.”** A wife did generally recover her dowry if her husband died
intestate, but while he lived, it was he who controlled it and was entitled
to the income from it.™ Aside from her dowry, it a woman’s husband
died without leaving a will, “invariably . . . the claims of kindred came
before those of the wife.”** In general in ltaly, real property always went
to men in preference to women.” There were some special legal pro-
tections for women, but even the special benefits often indicated the
women’s inferior status and relative unimportance. Thus, for example,
if a man convicted of a crime was banished from the city, the women of
the family were permitted to stay.”

Above all, with respect to family relations, the “European wife” in
general “lost authority™ in the Renaissance by comparison with the
thirteenth and prior centuries, and in Italy the male head of a family
had “virtually unlimited authority”™ over his wife and children.”® He
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in God's Image, 147 -48; Stanley Chojnacki, "Dowries and Kinsmen in Early Renaissance
Venice,” in Stuard, Women, 175,

§6. Chojnacki, “Patrician Women,” 18687,

57. Ibid.; Laongo, Women, 24, 27; Guido Biagi, Men and Manners of Old Florence
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could, for example, inflict corporal punishment on them, put his daugh-
ter into a cloister against her will, lawfully kill his wife if she committed
adultery.™

Marriages were arranged, in the Renaissance as in the Middle Ages,
and regarded as “major family decisions. They involved the transfer of
property and the realignment of social rank; they often had political im-
plications.”* Naturally this was most true among those who had prop-
erty: the pattern of arranged marriages was less pervasive “the lower the
position in the social scale.,”" Marriage was a duty to the family, and
the wishes of the bride and groom were almost entirely irrelevant to it.
The partners certainly should, and probably often did, develop a genu-
ine mutual affection; but marriage was considered incompatible with
romantic love.® Arranged marriages as such, of course, may constrain
young men as much as young women. Indeed, we are told that the men
of the Renaissance married reluctantly and as late as possible, giving up
their bachelor freedom only out of a sense of familial duty.* In the Ital-
ian partern of arranged marriage of this time, however, girls would seem
to have had far greater reasons to be reluctant; marriage was not an
egalitarian institution.*
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ian berween the sexes {Diana Owen Hughes, “Urban Growth and Family Structure in Me-
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Marriages were arranged primarily by the fathers of the young cou-
ple, although in at least some cases the mothers also played active roles
in helping to select a bride for their sons.* The legal power lay with the
father. The family of the bride was expected to provide a dowry, and the
amount of the dowry was a central concern in the marriage arrange-
ment. Dowries gradually increased in size, particularly in the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries, in all of Italy, until eventually they were limited
by law.* In 1424 the Florentines, ever interested in good business invest-
ments, founded “an insurance office to provide for dower, which was
copied by many ltalian cities.”*” Poor families might be unable to dower
all of their daughters and be forced to choose which might marry and
which must become nuns. The decision had to be reached early; typi-
cally a father might deposit money toward his daughter's dowry when
she was six.” Machiavelli’s father made such deposits for the dowry of
one of Niccold's sisters.™

Girls were married at an early age. Some authorities say that this was
the case in the Middle Ages as well in Europe generally, but it does
not appear to have been so in medieval Florence, At least according to
hfteenth-century sources, Florentine girls in the rwelfth and thirteenth

centuries were typically married in their twenties.”™ But in the four-

teenth and fifteenth centuries, girls were officially marriageable at
twelve, and in practice the customary age seems to have been some-
where berween fourteen and seventeen. For a girl to remain single much
after the age of eighteen was considered a disgrace.”
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On this point some remarkably detailed informanion is available from
a Florentine tax census taken in the vear 1427, five years before the
birth of Machiavelli’s father. That census, recently subject to careful
analysis by several social historians, shows that 86 percent of the
women beween the ages eighteen and rwenty-two who were not in nun-
neries were married or widowed, and an astonishing 95 percent of
women between the ages of twenty-three and twenty-seven who were
not nuns were or had been married.™ Men, by contrast, were marrying
later and later, so that there was an increasing disparity in age between
bride and groom.™ Of couples marrying in Florence in 1427, grooms
averaged from thirteen to fourteen years older than their brides; a simi-
lar age difference was found among the six thousand married couples
whose ages were recorded, and 97 percent of all husbands were older
than their wives.” Of the more than one thousand babies born in Flor-
ence that year, the average age of the mother was twenty-seven, that of
the father, forty; in many families the father was as much senior to the
mother as she was to their newborn infant.™ Machiavelli's sister was
married when she was fourteen; and, as already noted, his mother was
nine years younger than his father and a widow when she married
him.™ As one might expect given such a disparity of ages between mar-
riage partners, wives tended to outlive their husbands, and there were a
large number of surviving widows in Florence.” Research on other Ital-
ian cities of the period suggests that such widows often wielded consid-
erable economic power; their large numbers tended to enhance the ac-
tual socioeconomic power of women, if not their status.™

Prior to marriage, “the jeune fille was secluded,” being kept at home

and Family in Past Time, ed. Peter Laslett and Richard Wail (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1972), 272; Trexler, “Célibat,” 1342; Herlihy, “Tuscan Town," 91-92; Da-
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except for visits to church and never being allowed on the street unac-
companied.™ Again, this was surely less true among the lower classes,
Once married, women were expected to be faithful and chaste; and
though some undoubtedly were not, the killing of a wife “per causa
d’'onore” was regarded as justifiable, indeed laudable. Marical fideliry
was not expected of husbands; and wives often accepted their hus-
bands® bastard children into their home o be raised with their own.™
Courtesans, prostitution, and (male) homosexual acrivity were familiar
phenomena, the latter reportedly being particularly widespread in Flor-
ence.” The young bride, then, previously sheltered and “used to obey-
ing her mother™ at home, moved at the moment of her marriage into a
strange household where she would be subordinate to her husband’s
will, expected to be obedient, chaste, and humble. Typically she was
“rather timid at the outset: melancholy, our of her element and listless—
oziozetta,” suffering “pangs of longing for her mother and family,”"
Once married, the Florentine Renaissance wife seems to have been
more restricted to the home than her medieval counterpart. As already
noted, the medieval woman “played an active and dignified part in the
society of her age.”™ The artisan’s wife in the town often worked at a
trade; artistocratic wives were socially and economically influential;
and in general, women “do not appear to have been “privatized,’ that is,
relegared to a domestic existence where their functions are determined
by, or subordinated to, their sexual capacinies.”™ This familial partici-
pation in the public world was encouraged by the lack of clear physical
boundaries berween the domestic domain and those of economic and
public activity. The medieval house was typically open to the street at
ground-floor level; artisans did their work there, and in upper-class
homes there might be shops and a marker, even a chapel, downstairs
and always a loggia open to the street. The actual living quarters, more-
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over, were “austere, often cramped,” so thar they “pushed their inhabi-
tants outdoors, into the family enclave™ downstairs.® In short, “there
was a constant penetration of street life” into the house, so that women
participated in production and public activity because “the private and
public worlds were not . . . clearly demarcated.”™ Artisan households
may have been different; at least in medieval Genoa, artisans settled in-
dividually rather than in extended family districts and used the church
square for their public life. Yet Genoan artisan women had if anything
more of an active share in informal public life than their aristocratic
counterparts.”

But “in the late Middle Ages conditions conducive to women’s public
participation began to disappear in the ltalian city-states.”* As urban-
ization advanced and the bourgeoisie became increasingly numerous
and wealthy, their women were “liberated” from the necessity to work
at their husbands® trades and instead assumed more exclusive control
over the household. In the bourgeois family of Renaissance Florence,
the wife was expected to stay at home, obey her husband, and tend to
his domestic needs.” Wealthy widows may have continued to exercise
economic powers, but women in general had no public life. The bour-
geois ideal, at least, was for a strict separation of functions between hus-
band and wife. Thus a character in Alberti’s moralistic dialogue on the
family declares:

It would hardly win us respect if our wife busied herself among the men in the
marketplace, out in the public eve. It also seems somewhat demeaning to me to
remain shut up in the house among women when 1 have many things to do
among men."

And so it appears to have been in Florentine practice; women “did not
often attend public meetings of men; nor did they go out into the streets
and squares to argue over civic matters.”” No woman is listed among
those Florentines who met with Machiavelli in the Rucellai gardens to
discuss literature, philosophy, and politics.*
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There was, indeed, in this period in Italy and specifically in Florence,
an increasing privatization of family life. By contrast with medieval pat-
terns of communal participation and the extended family,

in fifteenth century Florence the fragmentation of the family frequently reached
the point at which each man established his own independent household and
possessed his own property privately . . . even brothers did not necessarily live
under one roof or share living expenses unless through financial necessiry . . . or
because of unusually strong personal bonds.™

In the census of 1427, 92.5 percent of the households in Florence in-
cluded only a nuclear family with at most a bachelor uncle or widowed
aunt. Only among the upper classes did several nuclear families some-
times share a dwelling.™ Households in the Tuscan countryside were
larger, and there the older, extended-family pattern continued.” Burt in
the city, the conjugal family was the primary residential and economic
unit.* This change is recognized in the legal definition of the family;
and it is reflected as well in the ricordi of the fourteenth- and fifteenth-
century Florentines, which are no longer concerned with relarions
beyond the immediate nuclear family.” As Richard Goldthwaite main-
tains, “The modern conception of family . . . has one of its first man-
ifestations here and certainly it was a distinctive feature of Florentine

society at the time,”™
This privatization or nuclearization of the family was dramatically
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visible, as both Goldthwaite and Gene Brucker have pointed out, in the
new Renaissance architectural style.

In earlier times a man’s actual residence was not well defined architecturally: he
might share a building or even live with other members of his family, and the
entire clan occupied a number of indistinguishable buildings forming a con-
glomerate whole around the family tower. By the hfteenth century, however,
men lived apart, renting houses or building their own.”™

There was a tremendous amount of new building in Florence from the
second half of the fourteenth century to the beginning of the sixteenth,
and the new buildings increasingly reflected the Renaissance family
structure; they were “the aesthetic articulation of the physical isolation
of a man’s household from all others.”"™ The new buildings displaced
medieval shops and decreased the open life of the streets; they were “de-
signed to shield their occupants from contact with the adjacent street,
Families no longer assembled in the public loggia, but in the interior
courtyard.” "™ There was a growing elaboration and elegance of interior
space, and whereas the loggia had been open to the community, the
courtyards “were built by and for single households, or nuclear fam-
ilies.” "™ Windows were placed so that one could not see out into the
street or be seen.”™ Thus at the same time as the household contracted
to the nuclear family, it also closed itself off and turned inward; the new
architecture “signalled the family’s . . . withdrawal from the commu-
nity life of the neighborhood,” a withdrawal “into a new realm of pri-
vacy.” "™ The women living in these new houses, then, were increasingly
confined to the private world of the household and the nuclear family.
And while Herlihy suggests that this constriction of the family might
have “forced™ its members “to turn their attention outward, to seek in
the world beyond the family essential economic and moral supports,”
his examples are all of men,™

Certainly for Florentine women of this time as for the women of an-
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cient Athens, the one sphere of exclusive power was the household, in-
cluding the care of young children. Although the husband and father
had legal control, and generally took charge of finances and the earn-
ings of the family’s livelihood, “the citizen’s wife took entire charge ot
the house, and it was deemed unmanly for the husband to poke his nose
into every corner.” "™ Again this may not be true of lower-class families,
where the labor power of women would be needed along with that of
the men just to provide food and shelter. But it apparently was typical of
the bourgeois Renaissance home.

With one important exception to be discussed shortly, Florentine
mothers had complete charge of young children to the age of about
seven and typically continued to have charge of girls even after thar.'”
Girls from poor families were often put out, at between eighr and eleven
years of age, as servants to a wealthy family that would later dower
them.'® Boys at the age of seven or eight passed into the care of their
fathers, and sometimes out of the house altogether, for apprenticeship
or education, as Machiavelli himself was sent to study with a master of
the abacus when he was ten, though his schooling had begun earlier."”
Male children were unequivocally preferred; one might say that the
main function of marriage was to provide a male heir for the family.
Some thought conception of a female to result from defective sexual in-
tercourse." A son was a source of prestige and wealth; the birth of a
daughter raised the prospect of having to procure a dowry for her.

Apparently mothers were often reluctant to let their sons go forth
into the masculine world."' Where fathers remained alive, a struggle
sometimes developed between the parents over the education of the son,
at the dangerous intersection, as it were, of feminine and masculine
realms of power. Where a tutor was brought into the house for the boy,
he might become a participant in this struggle: the tutor, a servant in
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the household, symbaolically representing the outside, secular, masculine
world and its ruthless ways; the mother fighting for a continuing per-
sonal, as well as moral and religious, influence over her bov.," In the
Florentine moralistic literature on family life, fathers are warned against
neglecting their sons for political and business concerns, and mothers
are seen as likely to spoil their children, give their sons effeminate hab-
its, and smother any sign of wvirti in them,™

Finally, one must mention one other important feature of Florentine
child-rearing patterns in this period, a feature having no counterpart in
Slater’s account of ancient Athens. In both bourgeois and upper-class
households in Renaissance Florence, newborn infants were immediately
turned over to a wet nurse or balia: it was “the universal custom,”"
Almost all of the new moralists of family life advised against it but then
went on at once to give detailed advice on the selection of a wet nurse.
In the Middle Ages, wet nurses had been widely used by the upper
classes, but in the Renaissance the custom seems to have spread to the
rising bourgeoisie as a matter of prestige, “a symbol of genulity.”™
Thus an early biography of the philosopher Marsilio Ficino says of his
father that although he was poor, “we must believe that he lived de-
cently since he sent his children out of the house to be brought up by a
balia.”" Although some wet nurses were brought to live in the home of
the infant, and some resident slaves were used as wet nurses, the most
common Renaissance pattern in Florence seems to have been to send the
infant to live in the balia’s home; no doubt this was partially due to the
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more constricted and private living patterns of bourgeois families. Most
typically the child was literally farmed out, the wet nurse being “gener-
ally a peasant woman living at a distance.”"” Infants generally stayed
with the balia until the age of two."™ In rich families, girls were put out
to wet nurses longer than boys."” Sometimes, to be sure, mothers
nursed their own infants for a time; it was considered a sign of special
maternal devotion and sacrifice.”” There was considerable concern
about selecting a good and healthy balia, and it was not unusual for
infants to be moved repeatedly from one wet nurse to another.'™ Ma-
chiavelli’s correspondence reveals that at least two of his children were
put out to wet nurses, one of them being placed with a nurse inside the
city a week or two afrer birth."” Machiavelli's father’s notebook con-
tains no entries about wet nurses, though it covers a period including
the infancy of Niccold’s younger brother, Thus whether Niccold himself
had a wet nurse, rural or urban, must remain a mystery, along with the
mtriguing question of whether his adult banishment from Florentine
politics to his farm might have carried the addirional humiliating im-
plication of being returned to the world of nursing infancy.

& & -]

What, then, are the overall conclusions to be drawn from this motley
collection ot information? To begin with the status of women, there
seem to have been improvements in some respects and decline in others,
considerable change under way in both directions, and considerable
tension and conflict about that change. Women had increasing educa-
tional opportunities, and there were notable individual women of rec-
ognized achievement in mainly masculine realms of enterprise. Yet these
women were exceptional and rarely found in Florence. The mainly
bourgeois women of that city seem to have been educared bur decisively
subordinate to men in legal status, social prestige, and the formal in-
stitutional structure of family life. Typically they were much younger
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than their husbands and increasingly confined to privare life, as the
family became more nuclear and domestic architecture more enclosed.

Surely this contraction of household life must have brought, as Gold-
thwaite suggests, “a more intensive cohesion” within the nuclear family,
More doubtful, however, is his further suggestion that it also brought
“a liberation of women,” a “remarkable rise” in their “starus,” allowing
them to be “parmers” and “companions™ to their husbands,™ Mar-
rines maintains, to the contrary, that “it is obviously true that women
were more strictly confined to the family and to houschold rasks.” ™ It
does seem likely that relations within the nuclear family—between hus-
band and wife and between parents and young children—would be-
come more intense in this new setting. No doubt this would make possi-
ble great involvement and affection, but great involvement and affection
are likely to be accompanied by great ambivalence. In medieval Genoa,
husbands in artisan families, which already lived in the new, nuclearized
pattern, tended to beat their wives, while husbands in the extended-
tamily, aristocratic household did not, directing violence instead against
male relatives.'

Certainly the women of Florence were not as severely or as univer-
sally disadvantaged as those of ancient Athens. Many were educared,
and some at least must have known about the bold viragos and accom-
plished women in other Italian cities. Though not married as young as
Athenian girls or confined as severely, they were much younger than
their husbands and were denied the husbands’ social and sexual free-
dom. As in Athens, the young bride passed through a period of depres-
sion. Bourgeois Florentine women, moreover, were probably more con-
fined than their grandmothers had been, more exclusively thrown back
on the resources of the household for emotional gratificarion. Thus,
given the conflicting changes taking place—the increasing liberation of
some women and the confinement of others, the increasing education
with restricted opportunities—one might predict a “revolution of rising
expectations” among the women, a sense of dislocation and disappoint-
ment."* Although objectively less deprived than Athenian women, Flor-
entine women may well have been more resentful, for what matters here
is relative, not absolute, deprivation, On the other hand, at least for the
Slater thesis, what matters particularly is unconscious resentment, and
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Florentine women may well have been more aware of their anger at
male privilege than were their Athenian counterparts,

We do not really know much about what the women thought and fele.
But there is considerable overt expression of the men's conflicted feel-
ings over relations between the sexes in this period. Ar the same time
that the status of women was being called into question and the struc-
ture of the family changing, social conditions also tended to undermine
the security of traditional masculine roles. It is, atter all, a truism to ob-
serve that the Renaissance involved a dissolunion of traditional au-
thority, a fragmenting of social ties in which each man became free to
make his own way and prove his own worth but thereby also became
required to do so. It 15 not that the manliness of the Renaissance—
military violence or business competition—was somehow less “mas-
culine” than thar of the Middle Ages—knighthood, monkhood, or the
administration of a feudal estate. Rather, the value of the new ideals and
the manner in which they were to be properly pursued, and therefore
their power to ratify and validate a man’s life, were in doubt, no longer
guaranteed by any tradition, and had themselves to be proved, There
were no longer unquestioned masculine roles avairlable. As Crane Brin-
ton points out, the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries were

the only period in the history of the West when the male wore very tght lower
garments { “hose™}, with a conspicuous codpiece, which was often ornamented.
This fact “proves™ nothing but symbolizes a grear deal. The man of the Renais-
sance admired masculinity, one may hazard, but was a bit uncertain as to
whether he had it; hence he must display what he undoubtedly had.™"

This anxiety about masculinity is, in turn, reflected in the men’s re-

sponse to the new roles and claims of women. That response, as Ruth
Kelso says, was pervasively one of

alarm that women were breaking out of bounds and needed to be kept or set
back in their place. The facts of life—women’s inferiority to men in posi-
tion and power, their dependence upon men for protection and support, their
ignorance—were in the way to be flouted and theretore in need of explanation,
iteration, and defense. . . . There was a real antagonism."*

Already the women's new interest in books, while supported by some
men, was disturbing to many others; and literacy was only the tip of the
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iceberg., How much more threatening were the examples of women suc-
ceeding like men in realms defined as masculine? David Hunt says,

Men were unable to account for these instances of feminine achievement. In
some cases—when women intervened in political aftairs, for example—rthis ac-
nvity was seen as a kind of aberration, a sign of the decadence of the rimes,**

Thus he argues that the “contempt and condescension”™ that “super-
fcially inform™ men’s view of women at the time “tend to shade off into
an unmistakable apprehension.” ™ The inversion theme of dominaring,
shrewish wife and henpecked husband, already familiar in medieval lit-
erature, now emerges as a favorite topic in popular culture, Behind this
humorous “battle,” John Rigby Hale suggests, lay fears of “a darker
form of domination,”"" Not only did woodcuts and engravings dwell
“alarmingly on famous cases of men being dominated by women: Adam
tempted by Eve, Samson shorn by Delilah, Holofernes decapitated by

Judith . . .” but also in crucifixion dramas of this time, women were

introduced as gleefully forging the nails for the cross, and . . . a misericord
could portray a woman heaving a man off to perdinion with a rope around his
genitals. Fear of woman’s sexuality seems to have been widespread. . . . The
bourgeois literature of the time harps on the theme of women devouring, pester-
ing, exhausting their husbands.'”

One does not find in Renaissance Florentine art or literature great
mythologized feminine figures comparable in splendor, power, or rage
to those of ancient Greece, But there is the revival of fortune as a signifi-
cant figure. One might also note the ltalian revival in this period of the
ancient war goddess Bellona, to replace or supplement the male Mars,
specifically as a symbol of the new and more brutal weapons of large-
scale destruction.™ But Bellona does not seem to have been a signihicant
symbaol in Florence, whose special relanonship to Mars remained un-
disturbed.'” One also finds the strong revival of triumphantly mas-
culine figures: a renewed interest in Hercules, tor example, specifically
as dominating female forces, including fortune. Or the revival of the
cult of Joseph in fifteenth-century religious art, sometimes explicitly as
“lord and master of the mother of the lord and master of all.”""
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In short, there seems to be uneasiness and conflict over sexual roles.
In Alberti’s dialogue on the family, typical of the genre some commenta-
tors take to demonstrate the new happy domesticity and feminine free-
dom, a leading character explains that he locks his books and records
and those of his “ancestors™ away from his wife “almost like sacred or
religious objects™ and always tries “to make sure™ that she knows no
“more of my secrets than | care to impart.” " And though another char-
acter earhier calls the love between husband and wife “greatest of all”
and “a union™ to be described as “true friendship,” there are repeated
warnings against the “madness of sexual love.”" The concluding
speaker is most concerned with the question of who is master in the
house: who will obey whom, which is an issue of manhood.

Some | see quite unwisely suppose that they can win obedience and respect from
a wife to whom they openly and abjectly subject themselves, If they show by
word and gesrure that their spirir is all oo deeply lascivious and feminine, they
certainly make their wives no less unfaithful than rebellious, Never, at any mo-
ment, did | choose to show i word or action even the least bit of self-surrender
in front of my wife. I did not imagine for a moment that | could hope to win
obedience from one to whom | had confessed myself a slave, Always, therefore,
| showed myself virile and a real man."™

> > L4

As for childhood and relations between the generations, here, too,
one can expect that feelings would become both more intense and more
conflicted as the sphere of family life contracted. Oedipal conflicts, for
example, should be more intense in a nuclear than in an extended fam-
ily situation.” In addition, we have seen certain particular features of
the Florentine family thar would complicate the Oedipal situation, On
the one hand, the large differential in age between husbands and wives
might well intensify Oedipal rivalry, as mothers might be closer in age
to their sons than to their husbands. On the other hand, precisely be-
cause of the age differential, as well as the wife’s exclusive control over
the household, one might expect relatively little actual paternal pressure
on sons.'*® Fathers lived in a different world. And in a time of rapid so-
cial change such as the Renaissance, parental authority—particularly
the authority of those parents who are much older than their children—
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tends to be weakened, The aged father is distant; what he has to teach
his sons is not relevant to their lives; and he is more likely to die before
his son reaches adulthood. In the mercantile classes of Florence, fathers
might often be absent for extended periods on business. Medieval fa-
thers were perhaps also often absent from home, but the medieval ex-
tended family offered surrogate adult males, and this would not be the
case in the isolated nuclear household of Renaissance Florence.™ Flor-
entine moralists frequently eulogized the loving bonds between fathers
and sons, but this may well have been an idealized fantasy to compen-
sate for actual deprivation. Alberti, the most outstanding of these writ-
ers, was illegitimate, the product of an unstable marriage, and himself
never married or fathered. The father of Giovanni Dominici, another
such writer, died before Giovanni's birth.'*?

Mothers and children were thus often each others™ only or main re-
sources. David Herlihy observes, “The young mother had every oppor-
tunity to lavish her interest, her care, and her most intense feelings on
her children.”™ Accordingly, Dominici found it necessary to condemn
“the flood of feelings, indeed the excess of sensuality which the Floren-
tine mother permitted herself toward her children.”** The children,
too, have nowhere else to turn, no other model than the mother.

The weakness of the father’s physical or affective presence was bound to favor
the development of what psychoanalysts call a “symbiotic™ relationship be-
tween mother and child. In a relationship of this kind, each of the parmers feels
incomplete and unable to live happily without the other,"

Yet one must add, both partners also long (ambivalently) for freedom,
In such a situation, children of both sexes are likely to identify with the
mother as the only significant adult presence; if sex roles are neverthe-
less strongly differentiated in the society in a way that is linked to status,
boys will be torn berween that identification and the social {and mater-
nal) pressure to “be a man,” to be unlike the mother. Such boyhood
identification with the mother might help account, Herlihy suggests, for
the Florentines’ notorious military inability, and the men’s reluctance to
marry (which also helped perpetuate the social pattern).™ The absence
of strong paternal pressure on male children may also help to account,
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he says, for Renaissance men’s sense of buoyance and open oppor-
tunity.”” In any case, rather than an intensified classical Oedipal situa-
rion with a strong and domineering father, Florentine family life seems
to have been characterized by a relatively distant or absent father and
an isolated mother in intense relationship with her small children—rthe
situation Slater saw in ancient Athens.

But this picture is still incomplete without some effort to assess the
impact of the wet-nurse system. It is certain that such a system must
have profound psychic implications, but far from obvious what rhose
implications might be. Balias in Florence charactenistically were poor
women, nursing the children of others for money, rather than from any
artachment to the child. Often they also had an infant of their own, and
heavy work to do as well. In the early fifteenth century, some women
actually abandoned their own infants—especially girl babies—ar the
foundling home in Florence, in order to become wer nurses to earn
money.™ James Bruce Ross suggests that under such circumstances,
balias and their families were likely to have resented and neglected their
small charges, who were, of course, “wholly dependent upon the ba-
f1a.” " The “conclusion seems undeniable,” Ross says, “that the life of a
child in these hrst two years or so may well have been precanious and
pitiable,” Another historian has found evidence of such neglect in the
texts of lullabies from the time." David Hunt has reached similar con-
clusions about sixteenth-century France. Citing the high infant mor-
tality rates of the period, he suggests that there was a genuine problem
about securing enough food for infants,

Those who survived must have been the ones who learned how 1o seize with
particular ruthlessness the nourishment which a not overly generous adult
world made available to them. Only an aggressive development, an exaggera-
uon of the infantile modes of getting and taking, would allow those infants to
acquire enough food to live.'

Accounts of children in this period, Hunt says, always describe them as
rapacious. But of course this is not, or not merely, because they were
rapacious; “the grear difficulty experienced in getting enough food into
the child’s belly™ makes sense “only if we picture the specifically eco-
nomic factors overlaid with a set of disturbing fantasies about children
at the breast.” ™ Hunt says that the nursing relationship is never seen in
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the literature of this period as symbiotic or as pleasurable for the
mother, but as a struggle in which the infant drains off “white blood”
from her and leaves her depleted. The wet nurses are wanted to relieve
and protect the mother."”

To be sure, one must allow for the possibility that conditions were
markedly different in Italy—where babies are traditionally adored and
welcomed-—than in France, Surely some balias came to care for the in-
fants they nursed, and some children retained an affectionate relation-
ship in later life to the women who had nursed them in infancy. In medi-
eval Genoa, some aristocrats—more women than men—left bequests
to their wet nurses in their wills, even calling them “mamma.”"* No
comparable study of Renaissance Florence 1s available, In the early fif-
teenth century, Florentines “were quick to blame the wet-nurses for
malice” in cases of infant death at the city's foundling home,"™

In any case, the images of infant rapacity and maternal debilitation
must be juxtaposed to the marked moralistic concern in this period
with domesticity and family life. As with relations between husband
and wife, so with those between parents and children, most commen-
tators take this uplifting and admonitory literature as a sign of objec-
tively improving conditions: the Renaissance was coming to care about
right family relationships. As Goldthwaite has recently reminded us, in
ffteenth-century Florence,

in personal letters, diaries and micordanze, sermons, moral tracts, humanist lit-
erature and poetry, much thoughttul attention is given to the sentiments of con-
jugal and maternal love and to the bliss and moral value of family life."**

Similarly, in the representational art of the time, one is struck by

the fascination, almost the obsession, with children and the mother-child rela-
tion that 1s perhaps the single most important motif in Florentine art during the
first century of the Renaissance, with its pures, its children and adolescents, its
secularized madonnas, its portraits of women."’

Ross, however, suggests that these artistic and literary images of
sweet childhood, far from reflecting a happier family life, are fantasies
serving to compensate for actual infantile deprivation. The Renaissance
depictions of the madonna and child, he says,
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portray a large, sometimes enormous, well-fed, chubby baby boy, usually nude
and often active, its masculinity displayed prominently (even if the genitals are
sometimes lightly veiled over} in various positions of intimacy with its young,
beautiful, tender—if sometimes sad, and often adoring mother. . . . Acrually a
child at this age . . . was probably lying swaddled and immobile, and often mis-
erable and underfed, at the mercy of a wet-nurse."™*

In the abstract and a priori both explanations seem equally plausible,
and only a skilled and detailed examination of both the art and its cir-
cumstances could decide between them,

Hunt suggests that the demand that children be put out to nurse was
imposed by the father, who “buys a clear Oedipal victory, keeping the
mother to himselt.”" This speculation receives some support from Sla-
ter's suggestion that men in such a society prefer young, boyish women
to maternal ones as their sexual partners. Importantly relevant also
would be the belief, noted by Lawrence Stone with respect to seven-
teenth- and eighteenth-century England, that while a woman is nursing,
she should not engage in sexual intercourse, as it is bad for her milk; the
rich, he says, took wet nurses into their homes to make sure the nurse
remained chaste.”” The father's sexual access to the mother thus would
depend on the balia system. Hunt adds that since the wet-nurse system
was linked to social status,

the decision to employ a nurse was as much as anything a sexual triumph for
the father, not only within the family but also in terms of a wider nerwork of
social relationships.™

It marked his superior social power relative both to the balia’s husband
and to other men who could not afford balias. However, women might
be as socially ambitious for their family’s status as men. And a system in
which babies of both sexes are sent out to nurse, although it may be
imposed by fathers who want to keep the mothers to themselves, cannot
be classed as simply Oedipal in intent.

To the infant, Hunt maintains, the wet-nurse system conveyed the
message “that his mother's breasts were forbidden and that his father
did not want him around.” "™ But this i1s not likely to have been the mes-
sage received initially, for the infant must first of all have experienced
the balia as “mother”—as the significant, nurturant person in his life.
And whether her care was generous and loving or neglectful and vi-
cious, the return to his actual parents must have been experienced as a
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banishment from home (and from the breast) to a new life among
strangers. For a middle-class Florentine boy, returning “home” at the
age of two is likely to have meant not merely weaning, but a fundamen-
tal change in social experience: leaving a rural, extended-family house-
hold where masculine figures were much in evidence and where he him-
self was nursed, to enter an urban, nuclear household dominated solely
by a resentful woman, a stranger who refused to nurse him. The change
may also have coincided with toilet training.

At the minimum, one would imagine, such a pattern must have meant
a sharp periodization in the life of a Florentine boy: an early nursing
period either golden or tortured as the case might be, a second period of
confinement and discipline in the care of a new and possibly ambivalent
and resentful “mother,” and then the transition outward into the fa-
ther’s more public and masculine world. No matter how kind the balia
might have been and how golden the period of her care, it would pre-
sumably be tainted in retrospect by the fact and manner of its ending.
The balia’s disappearance might be resented as a desertion, proving that
she had been unreliable all along: or it might be experienced as a guilty
loss—a consequence of or punishment for infant rage or greed, espe-
cially since loss of the balia coincided with weaning; or it might con-
ceivably be blamed on the new mother, who had displaced the balia and
made her disappear. If the balia had been cruel or neglectful, then pre-
sumably no matter how loving and kind the second, real mother might
be, her care could never fully overcome the powerful initial negative im-
pression of “mothers,” nor undo its psychic damage.

Simply in terms of common sense, one would not be surprised to find
children who have been reared in the wet-nurse pattern as practiced in
Florence coming to resent women—at least large, older, powerful,
“mother”-like women—and to regard them with deep suspicion, as
changeable, unreliable, and treacherous. One would not be surprised to
find a continuing later fear of dependence on (such) women and of any-
thing resembling feminine nurturance; the unthinking, trusting bliss of
the nursing infant was, after all, what put him into the mother’s treach-
erous power.

For those who want to go beyond such commonsense interpretations,
psychoanalytic theory offers, as we have already seen, some depth-
psychological interpretations of what a balia system might mean psy-
chically. Early loss of the mother, we learned, whether through death or
some important “failure of dependability” will lead to her internaliza-
tion by the infant, in the forms in which that infant experienced her,
complicated by the grief, rage, and guilt felt over her loss. This early
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loss, internalization, and struggle for autonomy, might then presumably
be followed by the kind of experience Slater hypothesizes: the first
“mother” who had proved unreliable being followed by a second who
made intense and ambivalent demands on her male children.

To conclude this chapter, one may cite as illustration of many of these
themes the private journal of a Florentine merchant living a century be-
fore Machiavelli, recently reported by Richard Trexler. The merchant,
Giovanm di Pagolo Morelll, was an orphan, his tather having died when
he was three, his mother when he was four (which of course makes his
childhood as unusual as Leonardoe’s). His father, moreover, had been
semiorphaned himself as well, and he was raised by a wet nurse, whom
he remembered as hateful and cruel. The theme of abandonment, Trex-
ler says, is “the most pervasive element” in Morelli’s ricordanze.'' But
Morelli’s atritude is not the same toward the two parents who “aban-
doned” him: all the blame for his fate is put on his mother and women,
all his yearning for rescue directed toward his father and men.

Trexler says the account displays “a deep-seated resentment of
women.” "™ Morelli feels thar he has been “much oppressed by for-
tune.” " He judges that his own wife, like his mother and grandmother,
“cannot be relied wpon™ to remain with her children and care for
them."™ And he observes if a man’s wife should turn out to be “mini-
mally wise, little loving, vain, lecherous, a wastrel,” that would not be
surprising, for “there are many such [women]™ in the world.™”

For protection against the untrustworthy woman and the untrust-
worthy world she epitomizes, Morelli recommends the autonomy of
isolation: strive to need no one beyond yourself, rely on no one. As
Trexler puts it, “the world is a jungle in which one is only safe if one is
powerful enough not to need friends.” " Morelli himself writes, “Never
trust anyone. Make everything clear, and more so with a relative and
with a friend than with outsiders, but with everyone. Write everything
down.” " Orphans, in particular, receive the astringent advice: “Above
all, if you want to have friends and relatives, don’t need them.” And,
like Machiavelli, Morelli counsels prudently that in this world one can-
not hope for clean hands: “One has to think of those remedies which
are the least evil.”"™

As in Machiavelli’s thought, however, despite the cynical warnings
against trust and dependence, there are subordinate themes of hero
worship, the imitation of greatness, and a powerful longing for mas-
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culine rescue. Morelli “defines himself through his father and . . . son,”
Trexler says, and his “account may be characterized throughout as a
search for the father,”™ He speaks of “the love and charity™ of fathers
for their sons, “which is infinite,” and writes in detail of all the services
a father performs for his sons. As a “remedy for the young orphan, or
rather the youth reared without a father,” he recommends inding a sub-
stitute male to emulare; if no suitable living man is available, an ancient
Roman will do as a model to which to assimilate your manliness:

Exert yourself to associate and be domestic with one or with more excellent
men [who are] sage and old and without vice. And warch his modes of operating
in words, in counsel, in the way he orders his family and his things. Take his
lead, imitate him, and thus follow him and try to make yourself like him, keep
him always present in your mind, and when you do something, mirror yourself
in him. . . . You will always be comforted by his image. And as you can rake
example from a live man, you can in the same way or just a bit less take example
from a capable Roman or another capable man whom you have studied."™

Women being unreliable, Morelli's idealized image of a father is, Trexler
observes, “highly maternal in narure” ; ideally, “fathers should rear chil-
dren themselves.”" And Morelli is deeply dissarished with himself for
having failed in his masculine obligations toward ancestors and progeny.
“His own inadequacy,” Trexler says, forms another “major motif in the
ricordanze. Having created an ideal father who overcame all obstacles,”
Marelli feels that by comparison he himself is contemprtible, thar he
“had been inadequate to both his father and his son,”"™

MNow, Morelli lived a century before Machiavelli, and the circum-
stances of his childhood were surely atypical, as were those of the child-
hood of Leonardo da Vinci. Most Florentines were neither orphans nor
illegitimare children raised by their mothers alone. Yet the material of
this chapter suggests that in a way—in terms of infantile experience—
the typical Florentine boy of Machiavelli's day may indeed have been
“orphaned™ at the age of two from the family of his balia. It further
suggests that he was then relocated in a household much as Slater de-
scribes, rotally dominated by a mother who may well have had good
reason to feel neglected by her husband and resentful of men, But what
15 the significance of all this for Machiavelli’s thought? It is nme to re-
turn to the rexts and their interpretation.
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CHAPTER NINE

Famﬂy Origins: Rome and
“Beginnings”

Psychological theory and the peculiarities of Renaissance Florentine so-
cial life help to illuminate what one might call the family drama implicit
in Machiavelli’s thought. Centrally concerned about autonomy, Ma-
chiavelli tfrequently conflates the various senses of “being a man,” so
that he equates humanness not just with adulthood but, even more im-
portant, with masculimty. Civilization, liberty, law, politics, history, cul-
ture, the whole vivere civile that constitutes the world of adult human
autonomy are then understood as male enterprises won from and sus-
tained against female power—the engulfing mother, the captivating
maiden, the vindictive wife—woman as the “other,” symbolizing all
that man is not, or wishes not to be. The struggle to sustain civilization
and republican liberty thus reflects the struggle of boys to become men.

Machiavelli explores many different versions of this family drama,
and many alternative strategies for the embattled male, each of them ul-
rimately unsatisfactory, so that manhood remains fragmented among
them. They are all unsatistactory because being human and adult is not
in fact equivalent to being male; and although the realization of au-
tonomy may be partly stimulated, it is ultimately undermined by men's
fear of women. The misogynist striving for autonomy may be energetic,
even frantic, but it is self-defeating, Yet Machiavelli also offers a dif-
ferent vision: an understanding of humanness that is not tied to gender,
an understanding of autonomy as mutuality, which could apply as
much to sexual as to political relations, an understanding of maturity
not as an escape from the mythical engulfing mother (nor from the
mythical rescuing father) but as a transcendence of these mythologizing
distortions themselves—distortions of parents, of authority, of self.

230 |
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Machiavelli offers that vision, yet he is not able to sustain it. Again and
again machismo and misogyny, invoked in the name of autonomy, win
out against it.

As it has emerged so0 far from Machiavelli's texts, the family drama
begins somewhat as follows: once upon a time there may have been a
good and nurturing mother with whom one lived in blissful unity, but
that was so long ago and ended so badly that she is now ar most a dis-
tant dream. There are hardly any images of such a benevolent mother in
the texts; at most she can be inferred, for instance from the relations
between animals and nature. “In the beginning,” Machiavelli says, fol-
lowing Polybius, “men [womini] . . . lived . . . in the fashion of beasts,”
and “The [Golden] Ass” reveals something of what that means: beasts
live in perfect harmony with nature, She teaches them what is healthful
for them to do and eat and spontaneously supplies them with “all her
good things.”! They are “content™ with what she has to offer, “happy,”
and free of “anxiety.” Yet even in Circe’s world that blisstul absorption
is fraught with ambiguity. The praise of the animals’ condition comes
from a pig, after all; and is expressed in terms approximating the ani-
mal to the human world, even including wirti. Yet the animals’ condi-
tion clearly is not a desirable option for man; a life “on all fours™ in
Circe's palace is captivity.” It means a loss of “liberty,” a forgetting of
“human things,” a “vanquishing” of human “vigor [virts].”" It is a de-
pendent, and not a human, life.

Even more important, the initial blissful unity proves to be unreliable,
The fickle nature of the nurturing mother is soon revealed (or perhaps
one committed some grave fault oneself—biting nature’s generous breast
as a result of the first stirrings of human greed and ambition—causing
her to depart?). She disappears, leaving man to begin his (human) life
“in weeping” and “devoid of all protection.” Being human means hav-
ing to provide for oneself through “art,” by the power of one’s own
“hands and speech.”* The initial unity, if it ever existed, is permanently
lost, so that the only real possibility is to struggle forward, toward
autonomy.

It is, however, a struggle. To be devoid of protection is not to be au-
tonomous; and though the child may be abandoned, it is neither alone
nor free. The nurturing matrix has vanished, but another mother has

1. Discownrses 1: 2 (G 197); Machiavelli, Opere 1: 131; *[Golden] Ass,” ch. 8, lines
45108 (0 770=T72).

2. “[Golden] Ass,” ch. 2, line 147 {G 756).

3. Ibid., lines 24136 (G 753); ch. 4, lines 112-38 (G 76l).

4, Ibid., ch. 8, lines 95, 130 (G 771=-72).
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taken her place. Less dreamlike and more definive in outline, she is not
merely unreliable but downright malevolent. Though she does not
nourish, this second mother is no more willing to permit autonomy
than the first; she wants to infantilize and emasculate men, to keep them
forever in her power. She is therefore the enemy of all things man-made;
and the world created by men’s “hands and speech™ is their refuge from
her. Domination by women thus means childishness, bestiality, and de-
pendence, while the masculine world sorts with adulthood, humanity,
and autonomy. The latter is the world of the vivere civile: of culture and
history, of politics and “fighting by laws.” It offers the possibility of mu-
tuality among peers, instead of domination and dependence, for all its
members are adulr and share responsibility tor maintaining and defend-
ing it. All of them bear arms in a citizen militia to protect their world, as
roofs or shade trees shelter the “soft” human enterprises of civilization.
This civic, human world is what is at stake in the battle of the sexes,
men’s shared struggle not merely against the real women whom they
encounter, but even more against the larger feminine force: nature, for-
tune, or whatever her name.

It is, on the whole, an unequal struggle, for the feminine force has
powerful weapons that she has implanted in the men. Natural appetite
and entropy draw men back toward reabsorption into the womb and
dissolution of the separarte self. Men grow weary of the effort and anxi-
ety of maintaining civilization. They yearn for the pig's mud-wallow
and the infant’s regular feeding. Even worse, the very impulses that
stimulate men’s quest for autonomy can turn into limitless, destructive
cravings thar defeat the quest. Sexuality, for instance, draws men out of
childhood roward adulthood and masculinity; vet in the form of exces-
sive lust it pits them against each other, enervares them, and returns
them to feminine domination. Ambition and acquisitiveness, too, draw
men out of nature’s power. Able to foresee future needs, men use their
hands and speech to construct an artificial order and to seize what 1s
not naturally supplied. Being discontent in dependence, they seek au-
tonomy. Yet avarice and ambition, pursued excessively or in the wrong
way, are also the weapons of nature and fortune in men. They are the
multilimbed “furies” sent by that “hidden power . . . in the heaven™
that is “to man’s being by no means friendly.” They are the “appetites™
that “destroy our states,” so that “one goes down and another goes up”™
on tortune’s wheel.’

5. "Tercerts on Ambition,” lines 25-42, 64 (G 735-38).
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Not only are natural need, sexuality, ambition, and avarice all am-
biguous in this way, both stimulating and undermining autonomy, burt
the whole opposition between nature and culture as respectively femi-
nine and masculine is still too simple to capture Machiavelli’s vision,
For though the vivere civile is continually threatened by female forces, it
also presupposes an underlying connecrion with them; it must provide
for natural needs and enlist natural energy. Even while fighting the pos-
sessive domination of the (second) mother and guarding against her
(and particularly the first mother’s) unreliability, men must somehow
reach back to the original nurturing source if their effort at autonomy is
to succeed. Civilization, politics, history are human enterprises built in
opposition to natural impulse and entropy; yet they must acknowledge,
use, and transform rather than reject or deny the forces they oppose.

In the first place, men’s animal passions must be enlisted in the cause
of the vivere civile, or they will destroy it. The story of Alexandria
epitomizes the point: only a fool would locate a city intended for his
glory where future citizens could not make a living. Machiavelli wants
to understand the real foundation of the actual civilization human be-
ings have sometimes achieved, not some fancied utopia for angels; he
secks the “verita effettuale della cosa.” It is “very natural and normal™
for men to want possessions, to have sexual desires, and to be am-
bitious.* “Since no man has power to drive [these impulses] out of him-
self,” the task of civilization is precisely to channel such needs and im-
pulses. Only where they “lack an outler for discharging themselves
lawfully” do they “take unlawful ways that make the whole republic
fall.”” Human beings who would make their history must begin where
they are, work with what 1s at hand, accept as given what they cannot
change. Even when the Founder is thought of as a sculptor imposing
form on marter, he must still take the material’s natural characteristics
INto account.

The point is made most explicitly in Machiavelli’s essay on language—
whose authorship 1s, however, in dispute—which defends the Floren-
tine dialect against Dante’s charge thae it is unsuited to poetry and high
culture. Machiavelli has no use for a deracinated poetry and high cul-
ture out of touch with the sources of their own creativity. Dante him-
self, he proves in the essay, constantly used the Florentine dialect, and
its vitality helped to make his poetry great. A great poet is nurtured in

&, Prince, ch. 15 {Machiavelli, Opere 1: 65); ch. 3 (G 18); lerrer to Vertori, 31 January

1514—[1515] (G 961).
7. “Tercets on Ambinon,” line 163 (G 739); Duscomrses 1: 7 (G 211).
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his native language; it is the “foundation and source” of his creativity,
“producing™ his genius.* He “writes as though in love with it.”* A man’s
native land is explicitly assimilated to nature and fortune in the essay.
And injuring one’s native land {as Dante criticized Florence) is not
merely the equivalent of “parricide” but also “more criminal” than
striking “one’s father or mother.”"” Dante’s example shows thar “art
can never hold aloof entirely from nature,” and it is impossible for art
to surpass nature,” "

But there are complications here, in addition to the essay’s uncertain
authorship. Machiavelli does say “parricide,” suggesting the native land
as male parent only, though he then adds “father or mother.” He praises
the Florentine dialect as “powerful enough to subdue, and not be sub-
dued by,” what it borrows from other languages, by contrast with the
“effeminate lasciviousness™ of the language of the Papal court.” Even
more fundamentally, language and culture are human artifacts, part of
the masculine enterprise of civilization, What does it mean, then, for
Machiavelli to cite them as underlying sources of creativity associated
with nature and fortune? Is the natural somehow changeable, so that
the artifice of cne generation becomes part of the next generation’s
nature?

Even aside from this essay, Machiavelli obviously thinks that while
the enormous power of feminine agencies like nature and fortune threat-
ens human autonomy, it can also be tapped and used for the human
enterprise, Though mimical to human wvirts, these torces themselves
have a kind of power, perhaps even virti, of their own. That is the point
of Machiavelli’s famous invocation of the centaur 1n conjunction with
the passage on the lion and the fox. Ancient writers, he says, taught that
Achilles and other ancient princes were brought up by Chiron the Cen-
taur; they were given a teacher who was “half animal and half man,” so
that they might learn to “adopt the nature of either animal or man,” as
needed. For the way of fighting “according to the laws™ that is “suired
to man” 15 “often not suthcient.”" Similarly, the Founder should be a
foundling, reared by bees or wolves.

“Myth-images of half-human beasts,” like that of the centaur, Doro-
thy Dinnerstein says, express the truth of our human species’ nature: we
are internally inconsistent, both continuous with and distinct from

B. MNiccolts Machiavelli, “A Dialogue on Language,” in Machigvelli, Literary Works,
ed. by J[ohn] Rlighy] Hale (London: Oxtord Universicy Press, 1961}, 190, 189,

9, [nd., 185, 10. Ihid., 175, 178, mv iralics.

11. Ibid., 185, 187. 12. Ibid.

13. Prince, ch. 18 (G 6d4-65).
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other species and the rest of nature in “mysterious and profound”
ways." Political leaders need to be educated by centaurs because in poli-
tics and history people fashion the vivere civile both out of nature and
against it, both by fortune and against it. Politics is a border-zone of
continual interchange and frequent combat. Insofar as we begin as ani-
mals, only animal instinct and need can supply the energy for trans-
forming the animal into the human. There is no other source. Ma-
chiavelli tends to associate these natural roots of our humanity with the
teminine, the human with the masculine. So he perceives the feminine as
the source and the ultimate conclusion, stronger than the entire mas-
culine enterprise; yet it remains for him less “honorable,” because it is
incompatible with individuation and freedom.

Passages like that about the centaur, no doubt, are what lead Felix
Gilbert to argue that Machiavelli teaches “a return to life according to
man’s inherent natural instincts.”" The imitation of ancient Rome, he
says, signifies a return to nature; and man can become strong only by
accepting his membership in nature as his “fate.” Animals have a “pris-
tine genuineness” that in man has been “weakened by reason.” To
achieve “control” of his world, therefore, man must return to an ani-
mallike state, “to a level of instinctiveness where he becomes part of the
forces surrounding him.” " Yet though there is some textual support for
such a reading, it cannot be fully correct. There is nothing in Ma-
chiavelli about the “weakening of instinct by reason,” nor is there much
hope for “control™ of the world. And, above all, nature and instinct are
no simple, unambiguous sources of regeneration. Most of the time they
signify the opposite of human virtss and autonomy; they are dangerous
and seductive and men must struggle against them. Far from being iden-
tihied with them, moreover, ancient Rome may be Machiavelli’s most
powerful resource against their threat.

Acceptance of our animal nature and continued contact with it are
indeed of central value to Machiavelli, a source of energy and perhaps
even of virty, but they are also fraught with danger. Contact with these
feminine powers is essential, but it can be safely achieved only under the
most stringent masculine safeguards. The mother cannot be left behind,
for her powers are inside men. The struggle to use those powers without
succumbing to them is thus continual, requiring the utmost resources of
masculinity.

14, [nnnerstein, Mermand, 2.
15. F. Gilbert, Machiavelli and Guicciardini, 192,
16. Ibid., 197.
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By greed, developing sexuality, and above all, ambition, the boy-child
is motivated to seek escape from maternal dominarion, to move toward
the masculine and human world, away from dependence. But, on the
whole, he cannot hope to succeed in this guest by himself. The feminine
powers he faces are too strong, too insidiously allied with his own de-
sires. If he is to succeed, he will require one or another form of external
masculine support. A boy’s emergence from childhood is the work
of men; fathers guide their sons our of the household and initiate
them into the public world. The boy who does not have a father and
cannot find for himself some substitute source of male sponsorship is
doomed. Indeed, it often seems that only a patriarchal father of super-
human strength and authority would be any match for the mother’s ter-
rible power.

Yet once the rescue from matriarchy has been effected, so powerful a
father rurns out himself to be a new threat to the boy's developing man-
hood. The father’s fierceness, essential to his function as rescuer, also
endangers the boy himself and constrains his independence as severely
as the mother did. Once having matured to suthcient strength in the shel-
ter of the father’s masculinity, the boy will have to escape or remove this
patriarchal power, too, if he 15 to attain autonomy. What 1s supposed to
follow patriarchal rule, of course, is the fraternal band of citizens in the
vivere civile, each of them no more than human but by their pooled
masculinity jointly able to sustain civilization. But the vision is fragile.
Connected with the transition from patriarchal to fraternal power are
not only serious problems—political, logical, and psychological—but
also something like an inversion of Freud’s “return of the repressed.”
While the rescuing father may be mortal, the dangerous mother is ap-
parently eternal, and as soon as he is removed from the scene, she is
once more a threat. Even if a superhuman Founder wrests an area of
human autonomy from nature for future generations of men, they still
must deal daily with her regressive pull and with forrune’s control over
the outcome of events. The struggle is endless.

The goal is autonomy; autonomy means adulthood; adulthood re-
quires getting away from mother; and so autonomy comes to be identi-
fied with masculinity and misogynistically defined. But defined in that
way, it becomes humanly unattainable. The goal is mutuality in the
vivere civile, but so long as it is pursued in terms of gender, the chosen
means instead reproduce domination and dependence. Every avenue of
masculine defense against feminine power in Machiavelli’s thought
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turns out to be a dead end; manhood remains split into fragments that
cannot be reconciled or even ordered. Consider a summary catalogue of
man's various hopes and weapons in the struggle against feminimry,
keeping in mind that such a list 1s bound to impose an artificial neatness
that distorts the texts. What are the masculine resources in Machia-
velli’s family drama?

First, doing without a mother. This idea occurs in several forms, the
first of which is a mother who is from the outset nonnurturant, so that
one is never deceived about her character nor rendered dependent. As
nurturance makes men vulnerable, early deprivation might strengthen
them. Fortune “afflicts” those whose virti she wants to develop, and
necessity 1s such a rejecting {and therefore beneficent) mother. By pre-
venting sensuality and laziness, “necessity makes virtn,”"

Second, parthenogenesis. If one could do withour parents altogether,
though unprotected, one would also be free of domination. The image
of the foundling Founder expresses this possibility. Lacking both mater-
nal nurturance and paternal sponsorship, he must in effect generate
himself and be from the outset wholly autonomous. Thar is what quali-
fies him to make a break in the causal chain of history and launch genuine
novelty among men.

Third, nurturance from a male. Since autonomy sorts with mas-
culinity, it might be achieved if one could avoid women altogether, if
one could be born from a father and nurtured by him alone. Cities and
other human institutions have such a purely masculine birth. From a
male source, nurturance seems less dangerous, Although almost no nur-
turant mothers appear in Machiavelli’s texts, kind and nurturant fathers
are not unusual, nor are they presented as engulfing.”™ They are never-
theless a problem. For the father who nurtures so that feminine power
need never appear is hard to distinguish from the weak father unable o
protect his sons against that power when it does appear.

Fowurth, failing such avoidance of the early, nurturing mother, the
growing boy may try to struggle against her power on his own, playing
out the Oedipal relationship in the father’s absence. Here the protago-
nist is no longer a helpless infant, and the issue no longer nurturance; he
must try to please or conquer her sexually by his budding manhood.
Here one finds the classic confrontation between virts and fortune of

17. Machiavelli, Opere 1: 309; this is my translation, of. 355; Machiavelli, Discourses,
ed. Crick, 307; Machiavelli, Prince, tr. Ricci, 316,

18. Fathers may nurture with masculine, that is, svmbolic food, as the ancients “feed”
Machiavelli in his study; letter to Vettory, 10 December 1513 (G 929).
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The Prince: the winning of fortune’s favor, perhaps by cuffing and maul-
ing her; the seizing of her daughter by the hair; the effort to please her
by going limp when she wants to do all, becoming audacious when she
15 in a mood to be mastered. Such employment of sexuality can save
man from his regressive wishes for nurrurance, yet it is likely to leave
him still enmeshed in feminine power. For sexual conquest is likely to
entail sensual pleasure or even affection, which weaken men and cast
them into a new dependence. Fortune’s favors, moreover, are always
only temporary; the ultimate power remains hers.

Fifth, a kind of sublimared conguest—sexual or nutritive—the re-
treat into the mind and intellectual life. By withdrawing from the bodily
self that requires nurturance and desires sexual gratification, one might
become invulnerable to teminine power or even able to outwit it. This is
the way of the fox, prudently discerning fortune’s “designs”™ in order to
“assist in weaving” them, but only in thought, This alternative again
seems to offer man a kind of autonomy yet leaves him really still in femi-
nine power.

If early maternal nurturance is unavoidable, and sexual or intellectual
confrontation of feminine power on one's own proves impossible, some
form of external masculine support will be required. Thus there is sixth,
discipline, a category that overlaps with others in the list to some ex-
tent. Disciplina is a kind of man-made functional equivalent of the re-
jecting mother. By the imposition of external controls, man may be pro-
tected against his own cravings for passivity and nurturance, making it
safe for him to take what women have to offer. Roman discipline saved
that city’s soldiers from succumbing to the pleasures of conquered
Capua; and fictionalized Castruccio defends his womanizing by saying
“1 have taken her, not she me.” "™ Similarly, in founding a ciry, discipline
can make safe a fertile site, securing access to nurturance without femi-
nization. Discipline also controls the divisive effects of lust, greed, and
ambition, imposing limits on the “nature of men.”*" Discipline, more-
over is more reliable than mere natural ardor or spirit. Inquiring why
the French seem “more than men™ at the beginning of a battle bur “be-
come less than women” as the fighting continues, Machiavelli answers
that the French army lacks virtie because it depends on natural ardor
( furore) without the reliable order that discipline would introduce.”
Often, indeed, it seems that the more severe the discipline, the better

19, Discosurses 1, 19 {G 381); “Lite of Castruccio™ (G §56).

20. Prince, ch. 29 (G 257). See also “Tercets on Ambinon,” lines 94-117 (G 737).

1. Discourses 3: 36 {G $10). See also Art of War, bk. 1 (G 581); bk. 2 (G 608, 611);
bk, & (G 679, 694); bk, 7 (G T18).
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secured masculine autonomy will be, as in Machiavelli’s praise of pagan
religion for strengthening men by its “blood and ferocity™ while Chris-
tianity makes them “weak and effeminate”; or in the remarkable last
chapter of the Discourses in which Rome is saved from the conspiracy
of wives by its readiness “to punish” even large numbers in “terri-
ble” ways.*

Discipline, however, is not self-generating, and Machiavelli pictures it
in two rather different ways, depending on the agency by which it is
imposed. The two possibilities correspond, roughly, to the images of
Founder and Cirizen. There is thus, seventh, the saving father. His disci-
pline is the discipline of armies, allowing no internal conflict, eliminat-
ing all sensual gratification, directing punitive rage against internal de-
serters as well as exrernal enemies. The saving father appears as a deus
ex machina to rescue men by his ferocity, which he uses both to control
their regressive and divisive passions and to defeat the mother.

In an important sense for Machiavelli, if men fail to escape the suf-
focating maternal embrace, it is the fault of weak or absent fathers “who
do not protect us.”* Again and again he says that if men lack virts,
their leaders are to blame: “The sins of the people are caused by the
princes.”* Yet Machiavelli is always an activist: if no saving father
seems to be around, men who want autonomy must seek one out. If
suitable guardians and models are lacking in their own time, they must
seek among the great forefathers of the ancient world. Renewing con-
tact with the ancient supply of virtsi can strengthen contemporary men
in their struggles.

External support and discipline can also come from a different
source, however. Instead of the rescuing father there 1s, eighth, member-
ship in a fraternal community. Here each relatively weak individual is
aided by the pooled masculinity of his peers, and discipline 1s mutually
imposed. To the cyclical, entropic power of nature and the capricious
power of fortune, men counterpose human institutions multiplying
their individual virtse and extending it through time in a network of mu-
tually supportive relationships, each citizen both assisted and restrained
by the others. Through such institutions suited to a “truly free and law-
abiding” order, men can “overcome” the “malice” of fortune, for “good

22, Duscowrses 2: 2 (G 331); 3: 49 (G 52729,

23, Prince, ch. 26 (G 94); letter to Vettori, 26 August, 1513 (G 926).
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laws make good fortune.”* The shared discipline of republican Citi-
zenship, then, is the final male resource against feminine power. Yet its
origins are a mystery, and its continued maintenance against internal
corruption and external attack is highly problematic. Even fraternal
Citizens fail to escape nature’s and tortune’s power for long.

¢ @ @

The Citizen vision of manhood, however, is not merely one in a cata-
logue of male defenses against the feminine, although Machiavelli often
presents it in these terms. Ir also contains an altogether different under-
standing of autonomy, no longer defined in terms of masculinity and the
threat of female power. It offers the elements of a radically distinct way
of coming to terms with sexual and generational relations, Stressing mu-
tuality, that vision suggests ways of conceiving human adulthood that are
independent of gender, in which parents are no longer mythologized but
recognized as simply human, like the self. It suggests the possibility of
genuine internal conflict that nevertheless observes civil limits, of genu-
ine gratification that is nevertheless human rather than merely ammal,
that i1s safe without punitive discipline. Instead of being harshly re-
pressed, passion and need are to be transformed, enlisted in the cvic
enterprise, enlarged by ties to others and to principle. Instead of the
barren site, the untouched apple tree, the exclusion of women, there is a
vision of autonomous mutual nurturance. Animals and infants must be
fed, by nature, by a mother, or by a master; adult human beings are
those capable of caring for themselves and for others. More than once
Machiavelli equates public freedom with the capacity to feed oneself, ™
Political, like personal, autonomy must be rooted in the natural and re-
quires relationships with others, but these need not imply dependence if
all are providers and responsible agents, jointly free. That vision is an
alternative to the entire family drama.

It is accessible, however, only insofar as the family drama can truly be
left behind, and intantile conflicts outgrown. The mutuality within dif-
ference that this vision entails, the tolerance for ambiguity and uncer-
tainty, the capacity to trust fallible others and be oneself trusrworthy,
are all rooted in that “basic trust™ Erikson locates in the infant’s earliest
relationship to its mother: the first, fundamental sense that world-
mother-self is capable of providing reliable gratification. Without the
capacity for judicious—Ilimited but genuine—trust, bestiality and pa-

25, Forentine Histories 3: 5 (G 1148): Discowrses 1: 11 (G 225). See also Florentine
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triarchy cannot be transformed into citizenship; the mother—that is,
their own unresolved preoccupation with the mother—will hold men
captive in the family drama.

The remainder of this chapter and the next retrace once more Ma-
chiavelli’s struggle with that drama—both the struggle to secure mas-
culinity within the family drama and the struggle to escape from that
drama altogether to a different understanding of autonomy. This time
the struggle will be rraced through the texts in terms of birth and re-
birth, particularly of cities. That is, however, a more problematic under-
taking than rhe tracing of images of men and women and their relation-
ships; and some words of caution are needed at the outser.

Machiavelli has little to say explicitly abour relations between parents
and children; images of childhood are few, even in his literary works
and letters. Still, he does speak of cities, religions, and other institutions
as having a birth {nasciamento), as well as parents or a parent. But there
15 considerable difficulty about identifying the gender of such composite
bodies and their parent(s). Cities and states are normally of feminine
gender in the ltalian language, and when such institutional structures
were personified in Machiavelli’s time, they were usually presented as
female {as, indeed, they still are). Yet man-made institutions in general,
and the civic association in particular, are preeminently masculine en-
terprises for Machiavelli, wrested from and threatened by feminine
powers. Rome, for example, was surely for Machiavelli the most mas-
culine, virti-suffused enterprise ever achieved by human beings. Yet
when he personihes Rome as having a birth, he refers to it as s
founder’s “daughter.” "

If any feature can be said to typify the literal birth of ammals and of
human beings, it is embodiment: their conception by two parents of op-
posite sexes, gestation in the female’s body, and physical emergence
from it. Yet when Machiavelli speaks of the birth or parenting of com-
posite bodies, at least of those having a “free” origin, no mother is in
evidence. Rome may be a daughter, but she has only one parent: a fa-
ther. Indeed, according to the argument of this book, the “birth™ of a
city or other human organization should be the very opposite of a “nat-
ural” event: a masculine artifice, founded against the stream of natural
growth and decay.

Moreover, when Machiavelli turns to the renovation of cities by re-
covering their origins, though he calls this being “born again,” further
difficulties are raised. For if the point is achieving autonomy, the mo-

27. Iad., 1: 11 (G 2273,
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ment of physical birth can hardly serve as its epitome, nor can return to
that moment symbolize renewal of autonomy. Ar birth, the infant is
helpless. In terms of autonomy, not birth but maturity should be the
healthy condition to which one seeks to return. Furthermore, Ma-
chiavelli conceives of such a rebirth as a return to masculinity, not to the
maternal domination associated with infancy. “Empires begin with
Ninus,” held ro be “a man divine,” and they “end with Sardanapalus,”
who was “found among the serving maids like a woman who dis-
eributes flax.”** Political origins are infused with the Founder’s virility,
while corruption consists in a falling away from virtse and is generally
the work of feminine powers, for instance, through their introduction
of foreign substances into the body. Accordingly, Machiavelli says that
composite bodies are liable, like simple bodies, to a gradual accretion of
“superfluous matter” necessitating periodic “purgation™ if they are
to remain healthy.” Such purgation, which takes them back roward
their origins and can mean a rebirth, is also explicitly a renewal of their
virtii. This seems to counter or at least complicate Machiavelli’s images
of cities as female and of Rome as a daughter. But in any case, if origins
are masculine, they can hardly be construed by analogy to infancy.

Finally, composite bodies include not only cities but also religions.
The Christian Church, too, had a birth and parentage. It, too, was fre-
quently personified as female in medieval and Renaissance thought,
Machiavelli does not explicitly personify the Church; but I shall suggest
that it is best understood as a feminine agency in his thought, akin to
Circe, fortune, and nature. What could justify interpreting cities as en-
dangered masculine enterprises but the Church as an endangering femi-
nine force, when both are personified as female in Renaissance thought
and classed as composite bodies by Machiavelli?

These difficulties might together be taken to doom the attempt to
understand Machiavelli's discussion of cities and religions in familial
terms, perhaps even the attempt to analyze the sexual and psychological
dimensions of his thought at all. But one need not give up so easily, The
catalogue of masculine resources for the defense of human autonomy
suggests that the purely masculine “birth” of cities and the ambiguities
about their gender and their embodiment might reflect a family life dis-
torted by wishful fantasy, made “sate™ for autonomy by removal of the
female from the scene. Only a purely masculine birth, such fantasies
might be saying, can generate human autonomy. And cities might then

28. *[Golden] Ass,” ch. 5, lines 8893 (G Ta3).
29 Dyscowrses X: 5 (G 3415,
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be masculine creations, masculine enterprises, even though themselves
female. Something of this sort still seems to be true in modern thought:
the “fatherland” is personified as feminine. What makes it a “father-
land™ is not that it ¢s a father, but that it is the land of the {fore}tathers,
founded by and belonging to fathers.

To be sure, the city as female would not then be the dangerous, power-
ful matriarch that threatens men. Instead, it would have to be seen as the
symbaol of tamed femininity. It would be the obedient daughter, sprung
like Minerva full-grown from the Founder's (or the theorist's?) head
without the intervention of body or woman. And she would be properly
grateful to him to whom she owes “her birth and her education,” like
the ancient Virginia, obediently prepared to let her father take away the
life he had given her, if that should prove necessary for protecting his
honor and the civic enterprise.” By the time the Founder turns her over
to his heirs, she would have become the dutiful matron, like the ancient
Lucretia, prepared to kill herself to protect men’s honor and political
order against her own dangerous femininity. All this, however, is highly
speculative. A certain skepticism and caution are therefore required in
turning now to Machiavelli's treatment of the childhood of cities: first
their “beginnings” in general, then the birth of Rome and of the Roman
Republic, then that of Florence to which Rome was parent, and finally
the “return to beginnings” that is a rebirth and a recovery of virtu,

o . <

Machiavelli begins the Discourses with the topic of beginnings. The
preface warns of the danger inherent in human innovation, and it is fol-
lowed by a first chapter on the “beginnings [principii]™ or “origin
[masciamento (birth)]™ of cities in general and Rome in particular.”
Machiavelli first distinguishes between cities built by those native to the
place and those built by foreigners, then subdivides the latter category
into two: a city “built by foreigners originates [nasce] either with free
men or with those who depend on others.” A city has a “dependent
birth™ if it originates as a colony or at the behest of a prince who does
not intend to live there, It has a “free birth™ if a people “either under a
prince or of themselves” are forced “to abandon their native land and
find a new seat,” whether by conquest or in a previously uninhabited
place.*

30. Tbid., 1: 11 (G 223); 1: 40 (G 282); 1: 47 (G 287).
JL Ibid., 1: 1(G 192); Machiavelli, Opere 1: 125.
32, Discowrses 1: 1 (G 192, 193); Machiavelli, Opere 1: 126.



244 | Families and Foundings

Autonomy of origins is thus fundamental, and it is a matter neither of
whether the city is founded by natives or foreigners nor of whether the
government is republican or monarchical, but of whether the city is
born as part of some larger political body, Either a native or a foreign
founding can be a free birth, and whether one considers Rome as
founded by Aeneas, a foreigner, or Romulus, a native, what matters “in
either case™ is that Rome “had a free beginning | principio), without de-
pending on anyone.”* That is the source of the greatness and liberty of
Rome, by specific contrast with Florence, whose dependent origins
more or less doomed it to factional weakness.™ Cities that “are by ori-
gin [origine] not free” are only rarely able to “make great progress,” for
they cannot “make other advances than the kindness of the sovereign
allow|[s].”"*

If his real concern is free versus dependent origins, why does Ma-
chiavelli begin with the seemingly irrelevant distinction between nartive
and foreign origins? Harvey Mansfield has argued that the purpose is to
allow Machiavelli to discuss the principles by which to choose a site for
the city and that the question of site, like the entire first chapter, really
concerns “the scope and use of human choice.”* In terms of this book’s
rather different concerns, that phrase suggests autonomy and depen-
dence, or rather, dependence on an implicit nurturing mother versus re-
liance on an explicit Founder figure. The fortune of a city, Machiavelli
says, is determined by the virtie of its Founder (“colui che ne e stato
principio™ ). His virtit is “known in two ways: the first is the choice of its
site, the second the establishment of its laws."" The laws must deal
with the problems of greed, ambirion, and entropy that do the work of
tortune; the choice of site concerns nurturance.

Machiavelli contrasts “fertile” and “barren [sterili]” sites. A “bar-
ren” site is a nonnurturing mother like necessity, forcing men into early
autonomy if they are to survive at all and thus fostering their wirti.
“Forced to keep at work and less possessed by laziness,” men would
“live more united” on a barren site, having less “cause for dissensions™
than on a fertile one.” But a “barren™ site cannot supply the resources a
city needs for its growth; it might suffice if men were “content” to live

33, Discowmrses 1: 1 (G 195); Machiavelli, Opere 1: 129,

34. Discourses 1: 49 (G 296).
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on what is their own (del loro) “and were not inclined to try to govern
| comandare] others,” in other words, if they were like animals or in-
fants satisfied with what nature offers.” But men being as they are, they
“cannot make themselves safe except with power,” and power requires
the greater resources offered by a fertile site. A fertile site, however,
tends to make “men lazy and unfit for all vigorous [virtuose] acrivity.”
Fortunately, the enervating power of fertility can be overcome by an ar-
tificial substitute for natural barrenness: discipline. The founder must
“arrange that the laws force upon™ the citizenry “those necessities™ that
would otherwise be imposed by a barren site. This is where Machiavelli
tells the story of Alexandria; he introduces that story and sums up the
discussion of site with the sentence: “l say, then, that it is the more pru-
dent choice to build in a fertile spot, when by laws that fertility is kept
within proper limits.”* Allan Gilbert explains in a footnote thar Ma-
chiavelli obviously must have meant that the mfluence of that fertility
must be kept within proper limits, which is clearly night logically (since
laws cannot affect the fertility of the soil, and Machiavelli does not
mean to limit this source of strength) but may be wrong psychologically.
Fertility offers nurturance, and the fertile site is an active, dangerous
power requiring restraint. The Founder must assure the future citizens’
virtis by mastering the maternal danger, first by choosing—and to that
extent, controlling—the site that will become the citizens’ “naturally”
beloved native land, but even more importantly (since in fact he should
choose the more rather than the less dangerous site), by imposing laws
that make masculinely safe the citizens’ continued access to nurturant
fertility.

Machiavelli then distinguishes between those cities to which, “either
at their beginning or not long afterward, laws have been given by a single
man and at once, like those that were given by Lycurgus to Sparta,” and
cities that get their laws “by chance and ar several times.”* Somewhat
surprisingly, Rome turns out to belong to the latter category. Machiavelli
then presents an account, largely borrowed from Polybius, of the origin
of governments among men, and of the cycles through which they pass,
from monarchy to tyranny to aristocracy, and so on, ending with praise
of a “mixed” government like that of Rome, which “partakes of all” the
good forms and is thus “more solid and more stable.”* He concludes
that although Rome did not have a Lycurgus at the ourset, her laws
were perfected by “chance [caso]” as a result of the healthy political

39, Ibid. (G 194); Machiavelli, Opere 1: 127. 401, [hid.
41. Discourses 1: 2 (G 196). 42, Ibid. (G 199).
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“discord berween the people and the Senate.” Thus “if Rome did not
gain the first fortune, she gained the second.”"

This leads into a discussion of the development of Roman liberty in
terms of healthy political conflict, by contrast with the factional strife
characteristic of Florence. Articulating the Citizen image of manhood,
this series of chapters culminates, after the theme of Florentine fac-
tionalism is struck, with the introduction of the Founder image for
organizing or renovating a republic. This brings Machiavelli to Numa
Pompilius, who was chosen as Romulus’s successor and founded Ro-
man religion, for which, Machiavelli says, Rome was even more “under
obligation™ to him than to Romulus.*

Mot until Book 3, when he rurns to individual deeds of greatness that
benefited Rome and to the theme of renovation, does Machiavelli men-
tion the second birth connected with Roman development, the over-
throw of the Tarquin monarchy and the establishment of the republic
by “Brutus, the father of Roman liberry.”*

MNow, Livy, Machiavelli’s source, construes the story of Brutus in fa-
milial metaphors as a crisis of adolescence rather than of gender. In its
childhood, he suggests, Rome needed parental restraint, but having ma-
tured under that control and become ready for liberty, it needed some-
one to overthrow the monarchy that had become corrupt as Rome ma-
tured. All of the earlier Roman monarchs down to Tarquin the Proud,
Livy says, were good for Rome and “contributed to the city’s growth.”
They “were all, in their way, successive ‘founders’ of Rome.” Moreover,
it was essential for the kingship to have lasted as long as it did, or Rome
would not have survived to maturity. It is worth quoting Livy’s observa-
tions on Brutus’s act of liberation at some length:

It cannot be doubted that Brurus, who made for himself so great a name by the
expulsion of Tarquin, would have done his country the greatest disservice, had
he yielded too soon to his passion for liberty and forced the abdication of any of
the previous kings. One has but to think of what the population was like in
those early days—a rabble of vagrants, mostly runaways and refugees—and to
ask what would have happened if they had suddenly found themselves pro-
tected from all authority by inviolable sancruary, and enjoying complete free-
dom of action, if not full political rights. In such circumstances, unrestrained by
the power of the throne, they would, no doubt, have set sail on the stormy sea of
democratic politics, swayed by the gusts of popular eloquence and quarcelling
for power with the governing class of a city which did not even belong to them,
before any real sense of community had had time to grow. Thart sense—the only

43, Thid. (G 200-201); Machiavelli, Opere 1: 134,
44, Duscowirses 1: 11 (G 223-24).
45, Ihid., 3: 1 (G 423),



Family Origins: Rome | 247

true patriotism—comes slowly and springs from the heart: it is founded upon
respect for the family and love of the soil. Premarure ‘liberty” of this kind would
have been a disaster: we should have been torn to pieces by petty squabbles be-
fore we had ever reached pohiucal maturity, which as things were, was made
possible by the long quiet years under monarchical government; for it was thar
government which, as it were, nursed our strength and enabled us ultimately ro
produce sound fruit from liberty, as only a polincally adult nation can.*

No profound analysis is required to detect the family metaphor in this
passage: authority 1s prerequisite to freedom, in politics as in tamily lite.
Small children need the “restraint” that their parents provide, lest they
be “torn to pieces” by the violence of their own “passion.” There is
nothing mechanical or automatic about the achievement of “marurity™;
it must be “nursed” and given “nme to grow.” It the child “expels”™ its
parents “too soon” and achieves “premature liberty,” the result will be
“disaster.” On the other hand, while the period of immaturity lasts,
Rome is not yet adulr or at liberty; only by Brurus's act does it become
“a free nation . . . subject not to the caprice of individual men, but to
the overriding authority of law.”* Brutus, moreover, is clearly given
mythic status to represent Rome itself in this passage. The opening sen-
tence suggests that he has lived through all, or at least many, of the ear-
lier monarchical reigns, always lusting after liberty but continually re-
straining his impulse; the “population”™ of Rome has changed, but
Brutus was always there, waiting.

In Livy’s telling, the tale is generational: Brutus liberates himself and
Rome from the no longer needed parental control, His story is Oedipal,
and Livy's family clearly contains two parents of opposite sexes, one im-
posing restraint and the other “nurs[ing] strength™ so that “love of the
soil” will eventually enable the community to “produce sound fruir.”
No comparable passages concerning Brutus can be found in Machia-
velli. He does echo Livy's judgment that Brutus acted at just the right
time, but for the reason that if the rebellion had been delayed Rome
would have “become weak and without energy,” for the “corruption™
of her kings would soon have “extended through the members™ of the
body politic.”® Though a father 15 explicitly mentioned, and a genera-
tional struggle between males suggested, no mothers are in evidence.
And while Livy relates at length the story of Lucretia, whose rape by
the King's son and subsequent suicide were the occasion for Brurus's
launching of the republican revolution, Machiavelli has little to say

46, Livy, Early History, 89; Livius, History 2.1.1-7.
47, Thid,
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about Lucretia, and what he says is ambiguous. Though citing her as
one example of “how a state falls because of women,” he also maintains
that Tarquin the Proud was overthrown not because “his son raped Lu-
cretia, but because he broke the laws of the kingdom and governed
tyrannically.”**

Should one conclude that for Machiavelli, unlike Livy, familial im-
ages are not relevant to the story of Brutus and the establishment of
republican liberty? Or that they are relevant in a different way, the
mother having, as it were, been pushed into the background by the ini-
tial founding? Certainly Tarquin the Proud seems to exemplify what
Machiavelli said more generally, following Polybius, about the decline
of monarchy into tyranny and its subsequent overthrow: that “the heirs
quickly degenerated from their ancestors™ and fell into “lavishness . . .
lust and . . . every other sort of licentiousness.” ™ Lucretia—prepared to
kill herself to uphold patriarchal honor even though she is innocent of
any crime—seems the very essence of tamed, domesticated femininity.
Yet her rape indicates the incipient breakdown of the masculine disci-
pline that domesticated her. If the fathers can no longer control the
sons, the feminine power will once more break out to fragment the civic
order, pitting citizens against each other over women, wealth, or status.
It is time for a renewal of masculine discipline if virti is to be preserved,
Thus Brutus, the rebel against patriarchal authority, is also in a deeper
sense an agent of masculinity, In killing the Tarquin “facher,” and later
his own sons, Brutus preserves the order of the forefathers—not, how-
ever, as a patriarchy, but as a fraternity in the vivere libero,

What seems to interest Machiavelli most about Brutus is neither the
rape of Lucretia nor the overthrow of the king, but two personal accom-
plishments that make him specifically relevant to Machiavelli’s own ex-
perience: his foxy success in hiding his rebellious intentions until he was
ready to act and his ruthless willingness to kill his own sons in order to
preserve the new republic. The former might be read as a possible justi-
hcation for Machiavelli’s own prudent inaction and even willingness to
serve the Medici; the later—which Machiavelli exaggerates far beyond
the implications of the story as Livy tells it—contrasts with Soderini’s
fatal weakness in the face of antirepublican opposition. Brutus seems a
successful example of a fox who rurned into a Founder or at least reno-
vator, an apparent fox who was after all able to father free men, who
could master fortune by adapting his way of proceeding to changing

49, Ibid., 3: 26 (G 489); 3: 5 (G 427).
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times. In Brutus, fox and Founder are joined, so that he holds out the
promise of wholeness: the possible reunion of the various fragments or
rival images of manhood. And the historical Brutus did found the
republic.

Yet because he is a Founder, Brutus’s capacity for political paternity,
for protecting his political sons against the feminine, is measured by his
ruthless readiness to slay his biological sons, in dramaric contrast to the
weakness of Tarquin and Soderini. Although Machiavelli does not share
the gratuitous and dissociated bloodthirstiness of some earlier Floren-
tine humanists and condemns rather than praises parricide, he surely
does dwell on filicide as a criterion of greatness. Children are—as we
still say—hostages to fortune. Nurturant kindness toward them puts
a man into her power. Thus a certain Biagio del Melano—no great
Founder, yet cited as exemplary in his courage—trapped with his chil-
dren in a burning fortress, threw them down to the enemy as a sign that
he would never surrender, saying: “Take for yourself these goods that
Fortune has given me and that you can take from me; those of the spint,
where my fame and honor lie, | shall not give to you nor will you rake
them from me.”*" Machiavelli calls it “a deed truly worthy of the antig-
uity so much praised.”

Biagio, however, actually was saving his children’s lives by his action.
Brutus saved his political “sons™ by killing his biological ones. In a way,
therefore, the most gratuitously ruthless example of child murder for
political purposes in Machiavelli’s texts is accomplished by a woman,
Caterina Sforza, a true Renaissance wvirago. It, too, seems to fascinate
Machiavelli; he tells it twice and refers to it a third time. The enemies of
Caterina’s husband had killed him and captured her together with her
six children. As they besieged a fortress of hers, she persuaded them to
let her go inside and tell the castellan to surrender, leaving her children
outside as hostages. Bur once inside, Caterina refused to surrender.
Challenging her enemies from the castle wall to do their worst, she
bared “her genital members” to them, shouting that she “still had the
means for producing more children.”

This incident really happened; Machiavelli did not invent 1t, Indeed,
it may have held special significance for him precisely because he had
later encountered Caterina personally as a diplomat and been dramari-
cally outfoxed by her. His first diplomatic mission was to her court, and
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she made a fool of him in the negotiations, finally dismissing him while
she nursed her ailing youngest child.”” A woman with enough virta to
sacrifice her own children, it seems, gains a fierce and fascinating power,
for she inverts the conventional female role of nurturance and makes
manifest what fearful men have always suspected lies hidden beneath
it.* To protect his children against such vengeful “maternal” power,
a man would have to be strong enough to match s strength; flicide is
the criterion.

This is surely not the only meaning of paternal filicide for Ma-
chiavelli. In the background, one suspects, there also lie the various bib-
lical tales of paternal sacrifice of sons as a measure of higher love, from
the story of Abraham and lsaac, which underwent a great revival of in-
terest in the Renaissance, being featured, for example, in the famous
1402 bas relief in Florence by Ghiberti; to the story of Christ himself,
God’s “only begotten son,” given to mankind to be crucified because
“God so loved the world.™ A father’s willingness to sacrifice his son in-
dicates an extraordinary measure of faith or love.

Politically, the paternal killing of sons also seems to involve a shift
from the private and familial projection of self into the future through
offspring, to the impersonal, public, “fathering” of citizen-sons. Thus
Machiavelli praises Titus Manlius, later called Torguatus, who put to
death his own son for disobeying an order, “because his way [was]

53, Caterina 5forza was six years older than Machiavelli and famous for her beauty
and courage. She was an illegitimare child, legitimized art the age of eight. But in that same
year her father was assassinated. She outlived three husbands; two of them were assassi-
nated and the third died of natural causes. Each time she managed to save herself, her
children, and her estates and ro rake rerrible revenge against the assassins and rheir rela-
tives. Once, when she was twenty-five and her husband lay ill at Imola, word came that
their palace master at Forli had murdered the EOVErnor and seized the castle. The Count-
ess rode all night to Forli, managed to regain the castle, immediately rode back to Imola
with the palace master as her prisoner, and the next morning gave birth to a child. The
incident cited in the text occurred the following year. Once, when accused of compliciry in
the assassination of one of her husbands, the Countess responded that, thank the Lord,
neither she nor any other Sforza had ever found it necessary to hire assassins when they
wanted someone dead. She was also a student of medicine and magic. The French named
an artillery picce after her. Her firstborn son became a condottiero and was hired by Flor-
ence as a mercenary. When his contract came up for renewal, the young Machiavelli, in his
second year of public service, was sent to negotiate the marter, But he was no march for
her. It is not clear from sources | have seen whether, in dismissing Machiavelli, she was
literally suckling, or merely tending to, her sick child. That child must surely have been
her youngest son, later known as Giovanni delle Bande Nere, in whom the aging Ma-
chiavelli placed his last hopes of rallying the forces of Iraly against the north European
invaders (letter to Guicciardini, 15 March 1525-[1526] [G 994-95])}. Carerina Storza
was defeated by Cesare Borgia a few years afrer making a fool of Machiavelli, which may
have been another reason for the larter's inordinate admiration for Borgia, discussed in
the next chapter. On Caterina Sforza, see Hare, Most Hlustrious Ladies, 229- 56; Ridolf,
Life, 26—27; Roeder, Man, 137-47; Villari, Life, 235-39,
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wholly for the benefit of the state and [did] not in any respect regard
private ambition.”* Castruccio, too, is made to give up personal pro-
creation for a higher masculine loyalty. And, most strikingly, Machia-
velli praises Romulus for killing his brother in order “to advance not his
own interests but the general good, not his own posterity but the com-
mon fatherland,” even though Romulus’s “own posterity™ does not
seem at stake in the matter.™

One can see, then, how in various ways Machiavelli might regard the
capacity for killing one’s own sons as a measure of greatness, autonomy,
and public spirit. Yet one cannot help asking: who would himself want
to have such a father? Terrible indeed must be the needs and fears that
would produce such an image of paternity, make such a father seem de-
sirable. And it would be surprising if a man could seek such a father
without ambivalence. The “choice™ between a strong but murderous fa-
ther and one who is gentle bur weak is a recurrent theme in Ma-
chiavelli’s work. Again and again, one might say, he 1s driven to conjure
up his own murderer as the only hope for his protection.

There are images of kind and caring fathers in Machiavelli's works,
and he himself seems to have been such a parent. One of the passages in
Clizia that is Machiavelli's own creation, without counterpart in the an-
cient play from which Clizia is drawn, describes the “good” bourgeois
father: he starts his day by going to mass; he serves as the representative
of his household toward the outside world, for instance going out to
buy “provisions for the day™; he spends his day usefully at business or
public life, doing “his accounts™ in “his office at home,” conducting
“business in the public square, in the market, with the magistrates,” or
joining with other “citizens in serious conversation.” He i1s “serious,
steadfast, and cautious.” Ar the end of his day, he dines “pleasantly
with his family” and afterwards devotes himself to his son, advising and
teaching him “to understand men, and by means of various examples,
ancient and modern . . . how to live.” Not least of these examples is the
father himself, the fine “ordering”™ of whaose life is admired by all the
houscheld so that they all would be *ashamed not to imitate [him],”"
Now, obviously, one cannot assume that everything a Machiavellian
character says in a play represents the author’s ideals—the father's
going to mass, for instance, is suspect—but much of what the passage
says about fathering is echoed in Machiavelli’s thought about the tasks
of authority: a “serious, steadfast™ concern for the welfare of those in

55. On her virti, Art of War, blk. 7 {G TO&).
56, Disconrses, 3: 34 (G 506); 5: 22 (G 482),
57, Cligia, act 2, sc. 4 (G 835-136).



252 ] Families and Foundings

one'’s charge, the responsibility for initiating them into the world of
men, the presentation of a worthy example for emulation,

These appear to have been Machiavelli’s own goals as a father as well,
Familial references in Machiavelli's correspondences are scarce, but one
of his most frequent complaints about his exclusion from office is thart it
renders him useless to his family, unable to provide for his children’s
furure.*® He writes frequent letters, full of care and concern, to his
nephew, a merchant in the Levant, whom he regards almost as his own
child, admonishing him to “keep healthy and do your duty.”* To his
own son, Guido, he writes urging that he “work hard and learn letters
and music,” which would “give pleasure to me and bring prosperity and
honor to yourself,” Offering himself as a model, Machiavelli writes, “1f
God grants life to you and to me, I believe that | can make you a man of
standing, if you wish to play your part as you should.”*

Though admonitory and perhaps by modern standards a little pom-
pous, these images of fathering nowhere suggest violence or intimida-
tion. Yet Machiavelli is uneasy abour whether such gentle paternity is
sufficiently strong to provide protection. Caring for children and politi-
cal greatness are “an almost impossible combination.”* Not only did
political failure leave Machiavelli helpless to protect his own children,
but as “father” to the Florentine militia, he may well have felt some re-
sponsibility for the deaths of some four thousand militiamen at Prato.

But above all at stake in the question of gentle, weak fathers was Ma-
chiavelli’s attitude toward Soderini, whether to “condemn” that law-
abiding and naive leader whose overthrow broughrt disaster to Florence
and to Machiavelli himself. As already mentioned, in discussing Bru-
tus’s willingness to kill his sons, Machiavelli invokes the contrast with
Soderini, who “believed that with patience and goodness he could over-
come the longing of Brutus's sons to get back [into power] under
another government.”* One also recalls Machiavelli’s first letter to
Soderini in exile, linking his situation to the dilemma of fierceness ver-
sus kindness in leaders and the question of whether men can change
their characteristic ways of proceeding to master fortune. Although the
letter begins by assuring that Machiavelli understands the “compass”
by which Soderini is navigating, “and if it could be condemned, which it
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cannot, | would not condemn it,” it continues somewhat illogically that
“consequently” Machiavelli himself sees

not with your mirror, where nothing is seen but prudence, bur with that of the
many, which is obliged in political affairs to judge the result when they are
hinished, and not the management when they are going on.*’

Yer Soderini’s failure ro abandon prudence, become ruthless, master
fortune, and save the republic cannot be condemned because it was only
human. Men “cannot command their natures™ and that is why fortune
continues to hold them under her “yoke,”*

Years later, when Soderini was living in Rome, Machiavelli hesitated
to visit that city because he felt he could not do so without visiting
Soderini, yet such a visit would surely damage his chances for employ-
ment with the Medici.* As Felix Gilbert has pointed out, *Machiavelli
had to be reminded” by his friend Vettori that his feelings of obhgation
to Soderini were somehow excessive, that Machiavelli had afier all been
elected to office years before Soderini became gonfaloniere.*

There was ample reason in Machiavelli's own political experience for
his distrust of weak fathers, and for ambivalence in that distrust. But
these experiences do not account for his image of strong authority, for
the fact that often the only alternative he can envisage to weakness is
murderous—specifically filicidal—repression. Machiavelli’s own sup-
pressed rage at Soderini, one suspects, feeds the murderous fierceness of
the Founder. But whatever his own psychology, the missing link in the
texts 15 once more the feminine threar: like Soderimi, the weak father
fails to protect not only the “good” sons from the “bad” bur also
the whole masculine enterprise from enfeebling and divisive feminine
power. To rescue the sons from the matriarch’s clutches a father must be
a match for her; the real test of his adequacy to the task is whether he,
too, is a killer of sons. Thart terrible paradox emerges most clearly, how-
ever, in the childhood of Florence, rather than in thar of Rome.

63, Letter to Soderini, January 1512—=[1513] (G K93).
&4, Ihid. (G 897).

63, Letrer to Vertori, 10 December 1513 (G 9307,

66. F. Gilbert, Mackiavelli and Guicciardini, 172<73.



CHAPTER TEN

Famuly Origins: Florence and the
“Return to Beginnings”

The story of Florence’s birth and growth is different from that of
Rome’s, for Florence had neither a great Founder like Romulus {or
Aeneas) nor a great liberator like Brutus, Florence is also less mythical
than Rome, therefore less admirable and more problematic, but also
more strongly tied to reality and to self. If Rome means the (fore)fa-
thers, Florence means “we, ourselves,” Accordingly, it is in the story of
Florence that the struggle among Machiavelli’s political realism, his mu-
tualist vision of republican liberty, and his misogynist authoritarianism
becomes most intense. For the lesson of Florence seems to be that re-
publican liberty can arise only under the protection of a father mur-
derous toward his sons (who thus destroys it); can be renewed only by
imitating such a father (and thus by self-destruction); can survive do-
mestic factionalism only by authoritarian discipline (which destroys it);
and can withstand international artack only by expansionist militarism
(which again destroys it). All roads are blocked. Yet Machiavelli refuses
to accept that conclusion, for a viable vivere civile has sometimes been
achieved; he will not give up on self, Florence, reality, freedom.

The problems begin with Florence’s birth, for the city’s historical ori-
gins were already both controversial and symbolically significant long
before Machiavelli’s time. An early foundation myth pictured Florence
as originating with the soldiers of Julius Caesar, as part of the Roman
Empire and thus of the universal empire, reflecting the hierarchical or-
der of God’s universe. As Hans Baron and ]. G. A. Pocock have pointed
out, that myth was revised in the beginning of the fifteenth century,
in the patriotic republican fervor accompanying Florence’s struggle

254 ]
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against the duke of Milan.! Humanists like Salutari and Bruni attributed
the founding of Florence to the Roman Republic instead of the empire.
Although Caesar had earlier been considered admirable because an em-
peror, and his assassin Brutus accordingly a traitor, in this republican
period Brutus was glorified and Caesar condemned as a tyrant. In a later
work, Bruni “was disposed to look even further back, to consider Flor-
ence affiliated to the Etruscan city republics which had flourished before
Roman domination of the peninsula.”™’

Machiavelli’s account of Florentine origins begins in Etruscan times,
vet he ascribes the city’s founding to Rome; he gives a number of dif-
ferent versions. In his Florentine Histories, the story begins with the
Etruscan city of Fiesole, located on a hill for security, but having its
market below in the plain beside the Arno River for convenience of
transport. After the Roman conguest of Carthage “had made ltaly se-
cure,” this market became a permanent settlement, called Villa Arnina.’
Then the Romans sent colonists to Fiesole, and ar least some of these
settled near Villa Arnina; their settlement came to be called Florence
( Firenze). Thus the question of who founded Florence depends as much
on what counts as the beginning of this “composite body™ as on when
these various events took place. In the Florentine Histories Machiavelli
says that the city “had her origin [principio] from Fiesole and her
growth from [Roman] colonies.” The security that allowed Villa Ar-
nina to grow on the unprotected plain was provided by the Roman Re-
public; the first colonies were sent by Sulla, others after Caesar’s death,
But then Machiavelli sums up: “Whatever the cause of her origin [ori-
gine], she began under the Roman Empire.”" In the Discourses he says
that Florence was “built either by the soldiers of Sulla or perhaps by the
inhabitants of the mountains of Fiesole, who, trusting in the long peace
that began in the world under Octavian, came to hive in the plain by the
Arno™ but that in any case it “was built under the Roman Empire.”*
And, as already noted, he classifies Florence as one of those cities that
“are by origin not free” and therefore “rarely . . . make great prog-
ress,”” Having from the outset “always lived under the control of oth-

1. Pocock, Machiavellian Moment, 52; Baron, Crisis, See also Harvey C. Mansheld,
Jr., “Party and Sect in Machiavelli's Florentine Histories,” in Fleischer, Machiauelli, 245n;
David Weinstein, “The Myth of Florence,” in Florentine Studies: Politics and Society m
Renaissance Florence, ed. by Nicolai Rubinstein (Evanston, Hl.: Morthwestern University
Press, 1968), 15=44,

2. Pocock, Machivellian Moment, 52,

3. Florentine Histories 2: 1 (G 1081]). 4. Ibid.; Machiavelli, Opere 7: 138,

5. Florentine Historigs 2: 1 (G 1082); Machiavelli, Opere 7: 140,

6. Dhsconrses 1: 1 (G 193). 7. Ibid.



256 ] Families and Foundings

ers,” Florence never took effective responsibility for its own life. The
city remained “humble [abietta (abject) ], without planning for herself.”
Thus the political difficulties that continually beset Florence were ulti-
mately the fault of her founders: “Difficulties like hers have always ex-
isted for all those cities whose beginnings were like hers.™*

S0, while locating Florence’s origins in Etruscan Fiesole, Machiavelli
also says thar it was founded by Rome and, as a colony, had dependent
origins, While sometimes suggesting the late Roman Republic as a par-
ent, he says explicitly that the empire founded Florence. Evidently there
are symbolic and political issues at stake that go beyond guestions of
historical fact. The identification of one’s origin and ancestors is part of
a self-definition, of who “I" am or “we” are. In any case, Machiavelli
clearly thinks that Florence's parental “protection™ came at a high
price, leaving the city severely damaged and unfit for autonomy.

But Machiavelli also offers an alternative version of the story, in which
Florence is otherwise identified, the stress is placed on the city’s Etruscan
origins in Fiesole, and the relationship with Rome is very differently pre-
sented. For Fiesole was one among a number of self-governing cities in
Tuscany that Rome destroved. Before the coming of the Romans, Ma-
chiavelli says in Book 2 of the Discourses, Tuscany was “powerful,” “
ligious,” and “vigorous [piena di virtu].”* Tuscany had “her own cus-
toms and her native language,” and her cities “were all free” and “lived
with . . . equality.”” They formed themselves into an egalitarian al-
liance in which no city had preference *in authority or in rank™ over the
others. Together they “had great power on sea and on land,” so that
from the Tiber to the Alps “men submitted to their arms.”" Thus the
cities of ancient Tuscany, including Fiesole, achieved the “utmost glory
of authority and of arms, and . . . highest reputation in manners and
religion.” ™ But “all this achievement™ was eventually “wiped out by the
Roman power,” or rather, it was “first decreased by the French | Fran-
ciosi (the Gauls)], then destroyed by the Romans.”™"

If Florence originated in Fiesole of Tuscan ancestry, then it had a
“free” origin and must itself take responsibility for its political failures.
Yet its early achievement and autonomy were wiped out by superior
military force. Indeed, what gave the Romans the most difhiculty in con-
quering Tuscany was “the love that in those times” the self-governing

re-

8. Ihid., I: 49 (G 296); Machiavelli, Opere 1: 242.
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10, Discourses 2: 5 (G 341); 2: 2 (G 328); 2: 4 (G 336).

11, Thid., 2: 4 (G 335-36). 12, Ihid. (G 339).

13, Id., 2: 5 (G 341); 2: 4 (G 339); Machiavell, Dvscourses, ed. Crick, 288; Ma-
chiavelli, Opere 1: 291,



Family Ongins: Florence [ 257

Tuscans “had for their freedom, which they defended so stubbornly thar
never except by the utmost vigor [wirti] could they be subjugated.™™
Evidently Roman virfse was able to overcome Tuscan wvirts; and, as al-
ready observed, the long-term result was that Roman conquests steadily
reduced the quantity of manliness in the entire Mediterranean world."

One might suppose, then, that being a Florentine patriot and a repub-
lican lover of liberty, Machiavelli would hate the ancient Romans. In-
stead he admires them inordinately. Here one comes close to the trou-
bled heart of Machiavelli's complex thought, where politics meets
gender: his tendency to choose for the rescue of the self and whar it
cherishes devices likely to destroy them. Indeed, that sometimes seems
his very criterion for rescue: only that which destroys “us” 1s capable of
saving “us,” because only it will be a match for the ultimate threat, the
feminine force.

Why does Machiavelli counsel his fellow Florentines to imitate an-
cient Rome, rather than ancient, free, self-governing, virtuous Tuscany?
Leo Strauss says that it is because not enough information was available
on the ancient Tuscans, the historical records having been—as Ma-
chiavelli points put—almost totally destroyed, so that “no choice™ was
“left to Machiavelli except to return to ancient Rome.” " As to this, the
origins of the self may be lost in the same antiquity as {and together
with) the first nurturing matrix, and inaccessible for the same reasons.
But this is unlikely to be the whole answer, since, as Strauss himself
notes, one finds throughout Machiavelli's thought a significant “tension
between his Roman patriotism and his Tuscan patriotism,” perhaps
equivalent to the “tension between his Italian patriotism and his Floren-
tine patriotism.”"”

There is one passage where Machiavelli does recommend the imita-
rion of ancient Tuscany instead of Rome; and its context allows explo-
ration of the issues at stake. In Book 2 of the Discourses, he compares
three ways of organizing the foreign relations of a self-governing re-
public: the Roman, that of ancient Athens and Sparta, and that of the
Tuscan cities, The Romans made alliances in which they always re-
served to themselves “the seat of authority and the reputation of com-
mand.”" As a result, their allies soon “found that without realizing it
they had subjected themselves with their own labors and their own

14, Discowrses 2: 2 (G 328); Machiavelli, Opere 1: 279.

15. Art of War, bk. 2 (G 622-23); Discourses 3: 43 (G 512).

16, Discowurses 2: 5 (G 341); Strauss, Thowughts, 93. Also, of course, there was no Livy
who dealt with ancient Tuscany.

17. Strauss, Thaughts, B0-81.
18, Disconrses 2: 4 (G 337).
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blood.” Athens and Sparta simply conquered their neighbors outright,
rurning them into subjects rather than allies. The ancient Tuscan cinies
formed an egalitarian alliance, carrying over into their foreign relations
the mutuality and reciprocity that characterized their republican do-
mestic politics.

This three-way comparison, however, must be read against the back-
ground of a dichotomous contrast earlier in the Discourses, between
the Roman and the Spartan way in foreign affairs (though in thar earlier
contrast Sparta is linked with Venice rather than Athens). The earlier
contrast concerns the choice between a state that remains fortified in its
own territory and one that expands. The theme of the contrast is thar a
relatively small and self-contained state can enjoy “the true good gov-
ernment [vivere politico (political life) | and the true calm of a city,” but
only if there is tranquility in foreign affairs.” For such a republic, ex-
pansion is a “poison,” because the state is too weak o hold what it
might seize. “Conquests based on a weak state are its rotal ruin.”* Thus
states like Sparta and Venice are drained rather than strengthened by
military victory abroad, because they try to hold more and more terri-
tory with their own, unaugmented forces.” Rome, by contrast, invited
or forced the people of conquered neighboring cities to move to Rome,
and thus strengthened itself. As in nature, Machiavelli says, a “slender
stem” cannot “bear up a large limb,” so a weak republic that expands is
like a tree with “a branch larger than its trunk, which . . . is broken
down by the least wind."*

Thus a self-contained free republic could survive only if it were con-
tent to be relatively small, ro remain within its boundaries “without am-
bition,” and if it were secured against foreign invasion, for instance by
having a locarion thar is “naturally strong and so fortihed that no one
will believe he can quickly conquer™ it.*' The republics of Germany “by
these methods are living free and have so lived for some time,” but only
because of “special conditions,” mainly the symbolic igure of “the Em-
peror, who, though he does not have forces, yet has such reputarion
among them” that as a mediator he “quickly gets rid of all strife.”** One
cannot count on such circumstances to last, “since all human affairs are
in motion and cannot remain fixed.”* Consequently it is after all “es-

19, Ihid., 1: 6 (G 210); Machiavelli, Opere 1: 145,
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23, Ibad., 1: 6 (G 210).
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sential” o organize republics on the Roman model lest they become
“effeminate™; states should choose “the most honorable courses™ and
organize “in such a way that if necessity causes them ro grow, they can
keep what they have taken.” ™

In this bipolar discussion, then, the choice is between the “honor-
able” and expansionist Roman way and the “effeminate” and weak way
of Sparta and Venice. “1 believe it is impossible to balance these affairs,”
Machiavelli says, “or to keep exactly [to the] middle wav.,”*” Florence,
furthermore, is explicitly classed with Venice as having pursued the
wrong policy and been weakened by its conquests.

In the later discussion, however, there 1s a viable third alternative: the
ancient Tuscan way, which is (at least in one interpretation) the proto-
Florentine way. The method of Sparta and Athens, who congquered their
neighbors outright, is dismissed as “totally ineffective.” Bur while Ma-
chiavelli again finally chooses the Roman way of unequal alliances, here
the Tuscan alternative of an egalitarian league 15 recognized as a con-
tender with genuine merits. It allows for only limited expansion, but it
does have two advantages: “first, you do not easily draw wars down on
vourself; second, all you take, you keep casily,” ™ When a league of free
cities like that of the ancient Tuscans reaches sufficient strength for its
members’ defense, it does not strive for more dominion, both because
necessity does not force it to gain more power and because it sees no
profit in conquests.” ™ The Tuscan method, then, is one requiring self-
limitation; it cannot produce an empire such as Rome achieved, bur it
can provide secure self-government for communities that value their
own freedom above the glory of conquest.

In this context, although he asserts that “clearly™ because of its pos-
sibilities for unlimited growth, “the right method is that of the Ro-
mans,” Machiavelli immediately adds that “if the imitation of the Ro-
mans seems difficult, that of the ancient Tuscans ought not to appear so,
especially to the present Tuscans.”™ The Tuscan method, one recalls,
did secure “the utmost glory of authority and of arms™ for the Etruscan
cities until they were conguered by Rome. To class oneself as a “modern
Tuscan™ rather than a son of ancient Rome, then, is in a way to accept
second best, and yet it seems a genuine alternative with distinct advan-
tages. It means accepting limitation and risk, abandoning the hope for
total security; it means accepting mutuality, abandoning the ambition
for unique glory. Yet it may be within our reach, as we now are. It im-

26. Ibid. (G 211). 27, Ibid. 28. Ihid., 2: 4 (G 337).
29, Ibid. (G 338). 30, Tbad., 2: 5 (G 339).
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plies a certain judicious acceptance of the self and its limited, merely
human reality.

Florence itself is an imperial power, and Machiavelli is aware that
Florence does to other cities what Rome once did to it, though he thinks
Florence does it ineffectively. On this topic his ambivalence berween
cruelty and kindness is extraordinarily intense, as he views the world
now from the perspective of the victim, now from that of the imperial
power. Sometimes he says that the best policy for an imperial city is to
keep its subject cities happy; but it turns out that “best policy” means
the one most effective for domination. At other times he advocates ruth-
less repression of subject cities bur argues that this is actually kinder to
them in the long run. Thus he sometimes says that Pistoia accepts Flor-
entine rule “willingly” because toward thar city “the Florentines have
always conducted themselves like brothers™ rather than “enemies,” and
if they had done the same toward their other subject cities they would
have “tamed™ them and would now “be lords of Tuscany.”* At other
times he says that Florence “allowed the ruin” of Pistoia by fearing to
be called cruel, by contrast with Cesare Borgia, whose “well-known
cruelty . . . reorganized the Romagna, united it, brought it to peace and
loyalty.”* And sometimes what seems to be crucial, as in the medita-
tions on cruelty and kindness, prudence and boldness, is that the impe-
rial power be able to change with the times and act decisively, now to
repress and now to reward its subject cities. Rome, unlike Florence,
“never used indecisive measures.”

When he advocates repressive cruelty, Machiavelli invokes genera-
tional metaphors, not merely calling subject cities that rebel “wicked”
and saying that they “sin,” but comparing them to “parricides.” Paternal
“honor consists in being able and knowing how to punish” such rebelli-
ous sons, because there is “no other remedy than to destroy them.” "™

The issue here is not so much whether Machiavelli “really™ favors re-
pression or kindness or decisive changeability as imperial policy, but
rather the image of politics that he presents. The subject cities are like
children, to be treated kindly when they are good because that is the
most effective method of control, or cruelly punished for their own
good when they disobey, because only such repression can conrrol their
parricidal passions. Yet at the same time, impenial policy really aims at

3. Ihid., 2: 21 {G 385). See also 2: 23 (G 389); 2: 25 (G 399); Floremtine Histories
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the weltare of the imperial city; if its subjects are children, they have a
cruel and selfish parent, nor are they ever intended to reach adulthood.
What the alternatives do not include here is any genuine mutuality or
reciprocity among peers. Politics here concerns domination, who rules
whom, and “government is nothing other than holding your subjects
in such a way that they cannot harm you or that they do not wish
to.” " The only significant question i1s how to dominate rather than be
dominated,

But perhaps these really are the only alternatives in international rela-
tions? Perhaps among states there can only be victims and vicrimizers,
so that the only effective defense is aggression? Perhaps the only hope
for the survival of a free republic practicing a politics of murvality and
limits at home, is exploitive expansion abroad? Sometimes Machiavelli
says so:

It is impossible for a republic to succeed in standing still and enjoying its liber-
ties in its narrow conhnes, because if she does not molest some other, she will
be molested, and from being molested rises the wish and the necessity for
expansion.”

This is a zero-sum world, one can gain security only as others lose it.

The desire for defending s hiberty [makes| cach party try to become strong
enough to tyrannize over the other. For the law of these marters is that when
men try to escape fear, they make others fear, and the injury they push away
from themselves they lay on others, as if it were necessary either to harm or to

be harmed.”

Yet Machiavelli does say “as if” in that last clause, and he uses the
subjunctive. He cannot fully accept the pessimistic implications of such
a view. Perhaps victim and victimizer may not be the only two alterna-
tives after all? Not only does that choice run counter to Machiavelli’s
central teachings about politics within the city, but the repressive vision
is inadequate even in international relations. He knows the costs of war,
“repulsive, horrible, and unnatural,” leaving the “earth wet with tears
and blood, and the air full of screams, of sobs, and sighs.”** He knows
that Florentine imperialism does to that city’s neighbors whar Rome
once did to Florence, destroying their liberty and their virtii.” And he
knows that in the end this means a decline in overall virtii and the cor-

i5. Ihid. (G 389).

36, Ibid., 2: 19 (G 379). See also Letter to Vettori, 10 August 1513 (G 919).

37, Disconrses 1: 46 (G 290); Machiavelli, Opere 1: 235-136.

38, “Tercers on Ambinon,” lines 153, 157-59 (G 738).

319, Dizcounrses 3: 12 (G 460): 2: 21 (G 3835); Floremtine Histories 2: 38 (G 1133},



262 | Families and Foundings

ruption of the imperial power itself. Having destroyed the virti of oth-
ers, Rome “could not maintain her own.”*

Thus from time to time the third alternative, limited in its expansion-
ist ambitions and in the security it offers, seems the most desirable
choice, Many a “man has complained about” the smallness of his terri-
tory, Machiavelli says in “The {Golden] Ass,” and proceeded 1o expand
it by conguest, only to find “after the fact” that he has done so “to his
own ruin and damage.”*" This was precisely Florentine experience: hav-
ing “extended her power to the lands round about and become great
and vast,” now she finds herself weaker than before; instead of feeling
secure, she now “dreads everything.”* The German cities, by contrast,
“live secure through having less than six miles [of territory] round
about.”* In the same vein, Castruccio, for all his militaristic virts, on
his deathbed tells his adopted son that he would have preferred to leave
the boy “a smaller state™ with “fewer enemies and less envy . . . without
doubt more secure and more solid.”™*

Occasionally, then, Machiavelli does take seriously the possibility
that the “we™ of Florence is Tuscan rather than Roman, Even after the
Roman founding or conquest of the city, when Florence “treed herself
from the Empire,” if only she had adopted the right form of govern-
ment, Machiavelli says, “1 do not know what republic, modern or an-
cient, would have been superior to her.”* Florence was one among
those “new states born |[nacguono| among the Roman rumns™ that
“showed such great ability [virti] " and “were so united and so well or-
ganized that they freed Italy and defended her from the barbarians.”*
Was this, then, the real birth of Florence? And did it involve any par-
ents? And again, why does Machiavelli not invite his fellow citizens
back to this, apparently adequate, Tuscan virta? Even in his own time,
he will occasionally concede, the Florentines show such “courage,” “or-
ganization,” and “equality” as would support the “vivere civile”; in-
deed, Florence 15 “a subject very suitable for taking this form.”*" Yet
the republic fell, Florence i1s corrupt and weak, and seems unable 1o
save itself. It must find sponsorship in a greater than merely human
manliness.
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Roman republican virtii defeated Florentine republican wirtsi; that
proves the superiority of the former and suggests that Florence must
learn from its conqueror if it is to become autonomous. Yet both log-
ically and psychologically this i1s dangerous terrain, inviting “identifica-
tion with the oppressor”—that paradoxical last-ditch effort of the
defeated and demeaned to save a remnant of self by joining their
destroyers.

Sometimes Machiavelli seems to hold up Rome as a standard and
sponsor not just in spite of but because of its ruthless destruction of
Florentine liberty and virtsi, His treatment of Rome and Tuscany in this
regard recalls the dilemmas of foxiness: the danger of losing the self
among its many masks and of identitying too much with those enemies
whose thoughts one is trying to penetrate. Machiavelli’s artraction to
Cesare Borgia, enemy of Florence and diplomatic outfoxer of Ma-
chiavelli himself has been mentioned, together with the remarkable
copy of a Borgia letter in Machiavelli's handwriting, signed with a
painstaking imitation of Borgia's signature, Similarly, Machiavelli se-
lected as his fictional hero and patriarchal spokesman in the Art of War
a mercenary papal captain who had served both the French and the
Spanish in ltaly. He chose as the hero of a laudatory fictionalized biog-
raphy a general who defeated Florentine troops in battle; indeed, Ma-
chiavelli’s account dwells on a fctionalized version of that battle,*
When praising the Romans, by contrast with the Florentines, for giving
“the generals of their armies plenary power,” he illustrates with the ex-
ample of Fabius, who on his own and without authorization defeated
Tuscany.” And more generally, as Strauss has pointed out, Machiavelli
has a penchant for praising the leaders of states that ravaged ltaly, such
as the Spanish king, Ferdinand the Catholic, and the French king, Louis,
even giving them advice on how they mighr have enhanced their
conquests.™

Although it makes sense to learn from those who succeeded where.
you failed, sometimes including your enemies, that policy also entails
the danger of coming to side against vourself and the values you wanted
to defend. It is not easy to draw the line here between effectiveness and
masochism. But at the point where—to paraphrase the notorious re-
mark by an American officer in Vietnam—one “is forced to destroy™
the self “in order to save it,” clearly something has gone wrong.

48, “Life of Castruccio”™ (G 548-51); G 564; Florentine Histories 1: 26 (G 1065).
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Though the birth of Florence, like that of other cities, seems 1o have
been an entirely masculine accomplishment, and though Florence also
lacked a Founder such as those who built Rome or Sparta, still it might
be said to conduct its struggle for autonomy in relation to two parents
of opposite sexes. Harvey Mansfield has pointed out that “the origins of
Florence must be seen in the decaying empire and the growing Church
that give it protection.”* He speaks of these as the “ancient” and the
“modern”™ Rome and notes that Machiavelli blames them both for Flor-
entine dependence: “Florence began as a colony of ancient Rome and
now continues as a colony of modern Rome.”™ In the terms of this
study, the former being the very essence of fatherhood, the latter might
be considered the role of dangerous, infantilizing mother,

But there are difficulties about identifying the Church as such a ma-
levolent matriarch. For one thing, Machiavelli never personifies the
Church explicitly. It is true thar generally when the Church was person-
ified in medieval as well as Renaissance thought, it was presented as
feminine.” And while the figures directing the Church were of course
male, in Machiavelli’s Florence the mother was often the stronger re-
ligious influence in the home. For Machiavelli, religions, like cities,
are man-made “composite bodies™; and as with cities, this leaves the
Church’s gender in doubt. Should it be classed as a “daughrer,” like
Rome, or another masculine enterprise furthering civilization? Or 1s it
different from cities?

Machiavelli himself suggests at one point that, like cities, the Church
may have had masculine vigor at the outset but degenerated into effemi-
nate corruption; it is the fault, he says, of the “worthlessness [wvilta
(cowardice, meanness)|” of certain men who made a “false interpreta-
tion” of Christianity, “according to sloth and not according to vigor
[wirtie].”* The “foundations™ of the Church were obviously very dif-
ferent from its “present habit.”* Only the powerful renovating influ-
ence of Saints Francis and Dominic, bringing Christianity “back toward
its beginnings,” has counteracted the “improbity of the prelates and the
heads of our religion™ from urterly ruining it and causing the Church to
“disappear.” ™

51. Mansheld, “Party,” in Fleischer, Machiavelli, 239,
§2. Ibid., 218, Machiavelli calls the Church “Roman™ in the Discourses (1: 12 |G 226,
228]).
53. Cf. above, chapter 8, note 9.
54, Duscourses 2: 2 (G 331); Machiavell, Oypere 1: 283,
55, Duscowrses 1: 12 (G 228).
56. Ibid., 3: 1 (G 422).
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In its present condition, at any rate, the Church seems to be a femi-
nine force at least in this sense: it emasculates men and ruins states in
the same ways women do. For one thing, it purveys hypocrisies and
fairy tales about human conduct that Florentine mothers also try to in-
still in their children: that virtue means not glory but humility, that the
meek shall inherit the earth, that one must keep one’s word, forgive
one’s enemies, and so on. Whoever tries to live by such reachings will
remain incapable of autonomy and-—as Soderini’s example shows—
will endanger the autonomy of anyone associated with him. The many
naive believers are exploited by the tew corrupt hypocrites; the Church
has made the world “prey” for “wicked men.” " It is in revulsion against
such hypocritical teachings, no doubt, that Machiavelli would wish
Florence to have a preacher who knows the road to hell.™

Not only is the Church a purveyor of childish naiveté and, at least in
its upper ranks, hypocritical, but it also saps men’s vigor by teaching
“that without effort on your part God fights for you, while you are idle
and on your knees.”* The Church teaches “humility, abjectness, and
contempt for human things, and its ceremonies are mild,” by contrast
with the “blood and ferocity™ that filled the ceremonies of ancient
pagan religion, which honored “worldly glory”™ and human things.
Through such teachings the Church “has ruined many kingdoms and
many states”; it has made men “weak” and “effeminate,” with the re-
sult that there are “fewer republics than in ancient times™ and men “do
not have such great love for freedom as then.”*

Indeed, the Church seems the polar opposite of martial virts, under-
mining men’s ability to defend themselves by “their own arms.” Since
weapons are “unsuitable to . . . an ecclesiastic,” Churchmen are, like
women, forced in time of danger to “summon a powerful man to de-
fend” them; and they induce the same unmilitary and unmanly depen-
dence in others.* Thus the foundling Castruccio, adopred by a priest
and his widowed sister and destined by them for the Church, preserved
his virti only by rejecting these adoptive parents as soon as he dared. At
fourteen, as soon as he “began to get a little courage in respect to [the
priest] and not to fear [the sister] at all,” he apprenticed himself to a
general, nominating him to be his “true” father.”

§7.Id., 2: 2 (G 331).

58, Letter vo Guicciardimi, 17 May 1521 (GG 971=72).
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62. “Life of Castruccio™ (G 535; f. §53).



266 | Families and Foundings

Finally, the Church therefore threatens the integrity of the body poli-
tic, just as women do, both fragmenting it internally and introducing
alien, poisonous forces. Like fortune, it uses men’s ambition and other
drives to pit them against each other, to keep states “divided”™; and,
being like women, forced to rely on the arms of others, it summons into
the state “outside help—which is one of the chief starting-points for im-
minent slavery.”*' The Church thus displays that paradoxical quality
which femininity generally represents to Machiavelli: a despicable weak-
ness that turns into an insidious, overwhelming strength, a strength that
can destroy but cannot create autonomy. “Not powerful enough to take
possession” openly, it nevertheless succeeds in keeping any region
where it is active from uniting “under one head.”*

Against this apparently feminine and certainly effeminizing power,
Machiavelli, being himselt weak, deploys his foxy skills to expose
Christian hypocrisies; but he also summons up the protective fathers ot
ancient Rome. Against the power ot Church teachings he invokes the
authority of Roman parriarchy, in the same manner as, in the words of
Robert Denoon Cumming, the Renaissance more generally “secured
some of the confidence it needed for the enterprise of being a renais-
sance” from the ancient thought it resurrected, for example, from the
“ancient cyclical theories of history (such as Polybius™),” which enabled
it to “make a clean break away from the Middle Ages, by dropping
them into the trough of the cycle that had intervened since Antiguiey,”*
By rranslating, imitating, commenting on and adapring ancient writers,
Machiavelli not only deploys their authority against Church reachings,
burt also allies himself with them. Thus he hopes to share their prestige
in the eyes of others, and himself gains reassurance abourt the correct-
ness of his own views. Clearly he both learns from and manipulares
Livy's history, sometimes uncritically adopting Livian presuppositions,
occasionally explicitly challenging Livy, and sometimes altering Livy’s
teachings for his own purposes without acknowledging that he does so.
Even more clearly, Livy and other ancient historians make possible Ma-
chiavelli's contact with what is for him the greatest ancient authority:
that of ancient political actors, for whom he puts on his “garments regal
and courtly™ and with whom he i1s “not ashamed to speak about the
reasons for their actions,”™

63, Discowrses 12 12 (G 228); 3: 26 (G 489, See also 12 12 (G 228=-29); FHorentme
Histories 1: 9 (G 1046); Prince, ch. 12 (G 30).
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But the ancients are not merely an intellecrual authority, or counter-
authority, for Machiavelli; they also serve as exemplars of a more
manly way of life. Their military discipline, specifically their successful
use of a citizen militia, their capacity to sustain vigorous political con-
flict that does not degenerate into factional strife, their fierce religion
oriented toward worldly glory, and above all, their virti are to serve as
models for modern men’s emulation. In short, Machiavelli resurrects
the Roman fathers to free his weak contemporaries from the clutches of
the mother Church, and to make men of them.

Yet paternal ancient Rome, as he also shows, was murderous toward
its offsprings” virtii. Nevertheless—aor rather, precisely for this reason—
Machiavelli regards it as capable of rescuing modern men. The tensions
of that by now familiar paradox are revealed once again in his extraor-
dinary vacillation in allocating blame between the ancient and the mod-
ern Rome for the lamentable condition of modern men, ltaly, and
Florence.

At first he blames the weakness of modern men and the fragmenta-
tion of Italy on “the Church alone.”* In The Prince he says that “as
soon as” the Pope got temporal power in Italy, the region became “di-
vided™ and began its disastrous reliance on mercenary soldiers.® In The
Discourses, similarly, his first claim is that “the Church . . .15 the cause”
of Italian debility, and “we ltalians are indebted to the Church and not
to any other” for “the great disunion and the great weakness” that have
made the region prey to “whoever assails” it.*” Later, pondering why
madern Italians do not love freedom and fight for it as their ancestors
did, he “concludes” that the “cause” is the same one that makes modern
men less “hardy [forti (strong)].”™ He “believes” thar this cause “is the
difference between our religion and the ancient.”” Yet within two para-
graphs he has changed his mind and blames ancient Rome instead:
“5till I believe that the cause of this is rather that the Roman Empire
with her arms and her greatness wiped out all the republics and all the
self-governing communities.”™ There then follow two chapters about
the Roman conquest of free Tuscany and about the relative advantages
and costs of the Tuscan way of conducting international relations, by
self-limitation and mutuality. Then comes a chapter about how con-
querors try to destroy all memory of the conquered civilization, its main
example being how “the Christian sect™ wiped out almost all reminders
of “the Pagan sect.” But that example again leads Machiavelli to draw a

67, Discowrses 1: 12 (G 228). 68, Prince, ch. 12 {0 50,
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70, Thid., 2: 2 {G 330-31}; Machiavelli, Opere 1: 282,
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concluding parallel between that triumph of the Church and the ancient
Roman destruction of Tuscan virta,™

Evidently the issue of which Rome to blame is very troubling. Insofar
as the Church is the enemy and is feminine, one might suggest, identifi-
cation with the Roman forefathers holds out hope of rescue. If both
parents must be acknowledged as equally threatening to the self and irs
autonomy, then no rescue can be expected and “we” must try to save
“ourselves” by our own, merely human “hands and speech.”™ Insofar
as the Church s to blame for the weakness of modern men, their rescue
by resurrected forefathers is more likely to seem both necessary and
possible. Insofar as those Roman forefathers are equally or more to
blame, the self-help of Citizen mutuality is more likely to appear as the
only hope. Perhaps that 1s why, also, the peer equality of the Cinzen
image tended to vanish on the topic of religion: the Church symbolizes
overwhelming feminine power, and misogyny undermines (even as it
also partly sumulates) the capacity for mutuality thar underhes Citizen
autonomy.

L4 L &

Machiavelli does not deal in psychological categories; the concept of
identification 1s one thar we anachromstcally bring to his work. He is,
however, deeply concerned with a closely related category: imitation
(imitazione). Most men, he says, “almost always walk in the paths
beaten by others and carry on their affairs by imiration,” and imitation
of the nght models is his remedy for modern weakness and corrup-
non.” Yet he also assigns the greatest glory to innovation, and himselt
claims to be an innovator. Commentators have noted the apparent in-
consistency but do not agree on its interpretation. 1 shall suggest thar it
arises from ambiguities in the concept of imitation itself, ambiguities
that make it a particularly suitable mirror for reflecting, once more,
Machiavelli’s conflicting images of manhood. Two ambiguities, in par-
ticular, require attention here: that berween the imitation of methods
and of character, and the paradox involved in imitating innovation.

Somerimes when Machiavelli urges the imitation of the ancients, he
seems to have in mind the acquisition of skills and techniques thar leave
the imitator’s self essentially unchanged and simply add to his store of
tools for effecting his preexisting purposes. “There cannot be grear difh-
culty, if only your family will use the methods of those whom 1 have set

T3, Ihad. 2: 5 (G 340-41).

74, “[Golden] Ass,” ch. 4, line 130 (G 772},
75, Prince, ch. 6 {5 24).
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up as your aim,” he tells Lorenzo de’Medici in the concluding chapter
of The Prince.™ Such imitation of methods plays a role particularly in
military affairs:

The prudent prince reads histories and observes mn them the acnons of excellent
men, sees how they have conducted themselves in wars, observes the causes for
their victories and deteats, in order ro escape the latter and imitate the former.”™

Similarly, in The Art of War Machiavelli, both in his dedication and
through his chief spokesman, Fabrizio, expresses the desire “to bring
military practice back to ancient methods™ by “imitation.” ™ This kind
of imitation is the way of the fox: by detached observation one discerns
which techniques work and can then pick and choose in terms of one's
own purposes. One’s own self, remaining essentially unchanged in the
learning process, is never at risk, as a skillful diplomar can make limited
identifications with the powerful enemies among whom he must move,
discerning their goals and strategies without being deflected from his.
Imitation is like the acquisition of goods; one can learn effective tech-
niques as well from the evil as from the good and can pick from each
model precisely those techniques thar work well in a particular situa-
tion. Accordingly, the imitation of methods is associated with the hope
(which Machiavelli repeatedly indulges and repeatedly rejects) of over-
coming the power of fortune by being a chameleon—taking from the
cruel Emperor Severus “those methods essential for founding” and
from the kind Emperor Marcus “those switable and splendid for pre-
serving a government long established and firm.”™

But there 15 also a different kind of imitation, appearing even in The
Prince but central to The Art of War and especially the Discourses: the
emulation of character rather than the acquisiion of methods. Here
one does not merely add techniques to one’s repertoire but models one-
self on a great man of the past, as Scipio “shaped himself” on the model
of Cyrus “completely in chastity, affability, courtesy, and liberality.”*" In
hoping to restore the virti of ancient Rome, Machiavelli is secking for a
recovery not merely of specific military or political technigues but of a
certain kind of human character, a way of life. For all its talk of meth-
ods, The Art of War is aimed at the restoration of citizens who “love
one another,” who “honor and reward excellence,” who “live without
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factions,” who “esteem private less than public good,” and who do not
“despise poverry.”"

In such imitation the imitator’s self is transformed: instead of merely
acquiring tools, picking whatever seems to work, he yields his very self
up to a chosen hero, for transformations that his present self cannot
fully control or foresee. Indeed, such emulation need not be deliberately
undertaken; it can befall us when we encounter some exemplary au-
thority. Thus it is the means by which great Founders and renovators
are able to induce virta in others: “Their example is so powerful that
good men wish to imitate them, and the wicked are ashamed to live a
life contrary to theirs,”*

Machiavelli’s praise of imitation, in characteristic Renaissance fash-
ion, is itself an imitation of ancient authors. But for ancient thinkers,
imitation was always unambiguously a question of character rather
than of technique. The political leader was to serve as a model of virtue
because he was in the public eye, and the way to be such a model was by
cultivating the true reality behind the public appearance. The “crucial
rule” for achieving public glory “is to really be what is one’s interest to
appear to be to others.” Thus the ideal statesman

should be assigned almost no other role and duty besides this single one which
includes all the others, of never relaxing his effort at self-improvement and self-
examination, or urging others to imitate him, and of holding himself up—by
means of the luminousness of his mind and life—as a mirror for his fellow-
citizens.™

In the ancient Greek understanding, we are told, the public self was
the real self; there was no gap berween public appearance and reality, so
that public life was a privilege, not a dury, and privacy a deprivation.*
In the decline of the polis that was no longer the case, and the gap be-
rween appearance and reality in politics was as problematic to Thucydi-
des as to Machiavelli. In Roman thought, although the self was never
wholly equated with its public role, the stress being rather on dutiful
self-sacrifice than on self-fulfillment in public life, still the performance
of public duty was the way to achieve genuine virtue. By disciplining
oneself and emulating earlier grearness, one might ultimately fuse with
one's public role.

B1. Art of War, bk. 1 (G 572).
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In Machiavelli's time all this has become much more problematic, as
the gap widens between what is taught about virtue and what people
actually do. Machiavelli sees his world as lacking greatness of character
in the Roman—Ilet alone the Greek—sense, and he is concerned not just
to condemn that world but to transtorm it. Thus, insofar as he shares
the ancient belief in emulation, he must look to ancient models; yet he
cannot simply imitate the ancient doctrine, for living models of such
greatness are not readily available.*™ Machiavelli both draws authorita-
tive support from the ancients and revises their teachings for his own
times. Thus he both is and is not imitating them, both is and is not
teaching what—and as—they taught.

Although he advises the “prudent™ man to imitate greatness, he re-
serves the ultimate “glory™ for Founders—actors who imtiate some-
thing unprecedented. And he himself claims to have entered “upon a
path not yet trodden by anyone,” despite the extraordinary risks always
artending the introduction of “new institutions [ordini (orders)]™
among men—risks that he compares to those of geographic explora-
tion.”” Others should imitate; Machiavelli himselt will innovate like the
truly great. And yet, is this not an imitation of ancient innovation?

It is not just thar Machiavelli presents himself as an exception to the
conduct of most men or the advice he gives prudent men. Rather, the
concept of imitation itself is ambiguous when put to his purposes.
Though imitation is an ancient doctrine imitated by Machiavelli, and
though he says that “excellent men . . . in the past”™ modeled themselves
on still earlier great men, the ultimate model at the end of the chain ex-
tending backward through time must of necessity be an innovator
rather than an imitator, an unmoved mover. Modern men can achieve
greatness by imitating the Romans, but what made at least the early Ro-
mans great is that they imitated no one. Without any prior model, with-
out any sponsoring father, “by themselves they knew how to find
means”; and their “method™ was “so much the more wonderful in that
before Rome there was no instance of it.”® Their method thus grew out
of their own character; one may try to imitate that method, or that
character, but the advice to imitate their innovativeness is inherently
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paradoxical. What will count as “doing as the Romans did”™ ? Insofar as
their true greatness lay in innovating, one can imitate them only by not
imitating anyone,

Indeed, Machiavelli emphasizes that men already imitate ancient
greatness, but in the wrong things and in the wrong way. They imitate
ancient art rather than ancient manliness, and they imitate style rather
than substance. Imitating abjectly, they do not aim high enough and
thus fail to make contact with the saving power of ancient virtii. They
must be encouraged to

act like prudent archers, who, seeing thar the mark they plan to hit is too far
away and knowing what space can be covered by the power [virti] of their
bows, take an aim much higher than their mark.®

In imitating the prudent archer, they will find the courage to aim high,
to imitate greatness. For though the ancients “were exceptional and
marvellous, nevertheless they were men.”* That, Machiavelli says at
the outset of both the Discourses and The Art of War, is why he writes:
to give the men of his time real access to ancient wvertii. They read and
admire Livy, but they do not achieve a “true understanding” of what he
relates, do not get from it “that profit for which they should seek ac-
guaintance with books.”* They do not succeed in bringing Livy into
real connection with their own lives; they playact at being Romans, but
the early Romans were not playacring.

Thus Machiavelli is constantly driven to rtwo incompatible teachings
abour the forefathers: that they were very great indeed, almost super-
human, and that they were like “ourselves™ and not beyond the reach of
imitation. If the model is too close, too much like the present self, emu-
lating it will bring no change. If it is too distant, imitation will seem
impossible or will take the form only of playacting. Men have a choice
about the model for their emulation, and it entails the choice of a future
self, along with its appropriate “father.” Are “we,” for example, the off-
spring of the ancient Romans or of the ancient Tuscans? This choice,
between Machiavelli's “Roman patriotism and his Tuscan patriotism,”
15 indeed related, as Strauss suggests, to that “between his Iralian patrio-
tism and his Florentine patriotism,” but in inverted order. As Rome was
imperial conqueror to Tuscany, so Florence is to the cities around her,
and potentially or in fantasy to all of Italy. The choice berween Roman

89, Prince, ch. 6 (G 24-25); Machiavelli, Opere 1: 30. See also Art of War, preface (G
S566—67); bk, 1[G §570=72); Discourses 1: preface (G 190); 2: preface (G 324).

9, Prince, ch, 26 (G 94), See also Discowrses 10 11 (G 226); 1: 39 (0 278); 1: 538 (G
315).

91. Discourses 1; preface (G 191),



Family Origins: Florence | 273

and Tuscan forefathers, implying a choice of future self, is importantly
related to the issue of Florentine imperialism. If Florence regards its pa-
ternity as Tuscan and tries to become what the Tuscans were, it is not
only hable to eventual conquest by some modern Rome but is in effect
forced to recognize its kinship with the surrounding cities it might oth-
erwise feel justified in exploiting. They are to Florence as the Tuscan
proto-Florence once was to Rome—virtuous republican victims. To
them, Florence is as Rome once was to proto-Florence: an exploitive
conqueror spoiling “the sheepfolds of others.” Choosing Tuscan ances-
try, Florence would have to identify with its own victims; but Roman
ancestry implies the conquest of proto-Florence, the end of its au-
tonomy and wirts. Either choice of rescuing forefathers implies self-
destruction.

So the two ambiguities in the concept of imitation converge in the
problem of autonomy. The imitation of technique which seems, in foxy
terms, to safeguard autonomy precludes that change in character and
that real engagement with the world which might yield real autonomy.
The latter, it seems requires precisely that transformartion of self which
the fox fears; it requires emulation of character. But the imitation of
character as a means to autonomy is inherently paradoxical; it means
copying those who copy no one. It implies both sameness and radical
difference between model and imitator. Insofar as the stress falls on the
sameness, on the model’s merely human fallibility, the hope of rescue
and radical transformation is lost. Insofar as the stress falls on dif-
ference, on the model’s extraordinary greatness, imitation will seem im-
possible, will degenerate into playacting, will be a false piety disguising
secret resentment, or will even imply identification with the oppressor
and destruction of the self that he was to rescue. The imitation of radi-
cal difference cannot result in the muruality that practical, human, po-
litical autonomy requires. So long as the point of imitation remains res-
cue, it blocks rather than serves autonomy.

& - <>

What the imitation of heroes is for individuals, renovation or the “re-
turn to beginnings™ is for cities and other institutions: a salutary con-
tact with earlier generativity that simultaneously disciplines ambition,
makes safe the acceptance of nurturance, replaces corruption with
virti, and restores autonomy. The topic is addressed most explicitly in
the third book of the Discourses, which opens without a preface di-
rectly into the claim that religions and republics need often to be
“brought back toward” their “beginnings [principii],” which is equiv-
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alent to being “born again [rinascere].”** Machiavelli calls such institu-
tions “composite” or “mixed bodies [ corpi misti]” having a “communal
life,” as distinct from “simple bodies™ like those of animals or individ-
nal people.” All things “in the world™ have only a limited existence that
must come to an end. Bur those that succeed in moving “through the
entire course ordained for them by Heaven™ do so by not letting their
“bodies™ get “into confusion.” They keep their bodies “in the way
ordained” for them or allow only those changes that are “to their
advantage.”™

For composite bodies, in particular, those changes are advantageous
that take “them back toward their beginnings,” recovering thereby
“some goodness” through which they had imitally gained their
“growth™ and “reputation.” In a way, this need for frequent revitaliza-
tion in human institutions is the central theme of the whole of Book 3,
which opens with the idea of composite bodies and both opens and
closes on the analogy between political and medical health. Political
corruption, Machiavelli says at the outset, is a “daily™ aceretion of poi-
sonous matter “which necessarily kills the body™ unless there 1s an in-
tervening “cure,” as the “docrors of medicine say.” " And Book 3 closes
with the reminder that keeping a republic free “requires new acts of
foresight every day™ as “cures” for "sicknesses that have to do with the
government,” such sicknesses as the matrons’ conspiracy to “poison”
Roman manhood, which was foiled by the Roman capacity for “rerri-
ble” punishment.™ From the first chapter to the last, the returning of
composite bodies to their beginnings 15 explicitly associated with mas-
culinity and the recovery of virtii; the decline into corruption is associ-
ated with women, nature, and fortune.”

But how are these metaphors to be interpreted? Why is the return to
“birth” a masculine affair, and whar does Machiavelli really mean by
the return to beginnings? With respect to states, one might at first sup-
pose that he intends a return to their initial constitution or governmen-
tal form or legal structure. But that is not the case. On the contrary,
although renewal may well require institutional change, the forms and
laws that were suitable at a community’s founding are unlikely to be
suitable for its renewal out of corruption. The “order [ordini]™ and the
laws established at the “origin [masciamento|, when men were good, are
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no longer applicable when they have become wicked.”* This is most
evident when the renewal takes the form of a liberation, as in Brutus’s
overthrow of the Tarquin monarchy and establishment of the republic.
This paradigm of renovation meant precisely the alteration of a consti-
rution to an unprecedented form.™ Despite his borrowing of Polybius’s
cyclical theory of recurrent governmental forms, then, Machiavelli is
not talking about a return to prior laws or institutions.

Besides the matter of institutions, Machiavelli has two other ways of
talking about the return to beginnings: in terms of terror and of self-
recognition. Both are tied to memory, the recovery of a forgotten past,
Concerning terror, he says that unless something happens frequently
“to bring the penalty”™ for crime back to men’s “memories™ and “rencw
tear in their minds,” they will gradually but soon “take courage to at-
tempt innovations and to speak evil.”*™ So renovation requires frighten-
ing them back into obedience, “inspiring such terror and fear in the
people” as the imtial Founder inspired when he first “punished those
who" did “wrong.” Machiavelli mentions a number of punitive execu-
tions that performed this function in Rome.

Strauss suggests that in Machiavelli’s conception of the return to be-
ginnings, a still more fundamental threat and terror lie behind this fear
of punishment:

Machiavelli’s return to the beginning means return to the primeval or onginal
rerror which precedes every man-made terror . . . the terror inherent in man's
situation, to man's essential unprotecredness.

Strauss means, | take it, that Machiavelli wants to make men doubt the
existence of a benevolent God, perhaps even to replace God with the
devil, or at any rate with the doctrine that all is permitted. Strauss con-
ninues, *The primacy of love must be replaced by the primacy of Terror
if republics are to be established in accordance with nature and on the
basis of the knowledge of nature.”" But when Machiavelli speaks of
man's essential unprotectedness, it is in contrast to the harmonious life
of animals in symbiosis with mother nature, available to man only at
the price of dependence and captivity in Circe’s palace. That Ma-
chiavelli was hostile to Christianity, at least in the form it took in his
time, is no secret. However, nature is not exactly the basis of his alterna-
tive, but another mythical feminine force threatening civilization. Nev-
ertheless, Strauss’s suggestion can be interpreted in gender terms as im-
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100, Thad., 3: 1 (G 421).

101, Strauss, Thoughts, 167,
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plying that Machiavelli’s return to the beginning means a return to the
terrifying feminine power that preceded every other including that of
the patriarchal Founder; that establishing the vivere civile requires a re-
rurn to the nurturance involved in that earliest condition; yet that such
a return can be rendered safe for men and for the vivere civile only un-
der the most stringent safeguards of masculine discipline, But in that
case, while the terror involved in the return to beginnings—both the
original terror of unprotectedness and the saving terror of the mur-
derous Founder’s discipline—may be necessary, they are not in them-
selves sufficient for establishing the free civic life.

Terror, it has been argued, can only cow men into obedience, make of
them dutiful soldiers who abstain from the frutt of the apple tree in
their midst. If, however, autonomy depends on an active, fraternal cit-
izenry, then the single, patriarchal enforcer is ar best transitional, ar
worst a hindrance to its achievement. And if he is to serve as a transi-
tion, his terrifying power must be combined with inspiring virtue; he
must serve as a model for emulation. But the emulation of innovation
is problematic; the choice of forefathers is problemaric; how patriar-
chal domination can ever produce republican fraternal autonomy is
problemaric.

Indeed, the entire Discourses might be considered an extended medi-
tation on this logically, politically, and psychologically troublesome
transition from the apparently necessary autocratic leader to the desired
republican self-government, from paternity to fraternity. Book 1 might
be said to contemplate patriarchal Rome and the great Founders like
Moses and Romulus as ideals. Book 2 treats the relationship between
Rome and ancient Tuscany, the Roman versus the proto-Florentine way,
and thus begins to suggest that the patriarch might be a threat to “us™
and “our™ liberty. Book 3 begins with Brutus, who 15 of course a father,
but the father of Roman liberty, and thus also a rebel against bad fa-
thers, From Brutus, who knew how to “play the fool” until the time was
right for action, Book 3 moves on to the topic of conspiracy and the
overthrow of autocrats to establish liberty; and its announced overall
topic i1s the role of leadership, of great men, in the maintenance of the
vivere civile, Yet Brutus and other republican leaders merely continue
the mystery of the transition, so long as they and their role are con-
strued in patriarchal terms.

There may, however, be another way to think about the return to be-
ginnings, and the role of terror and memory in that return—a way more
compatible with vivere civile and the Citizen image of manhood. Per-
haps one should construe the forgetfulness that gradually corrupts a
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composite body as reification: a coming to take for granted as “given”
and inevitable what in fact is the product of human action. Thus people
may come to consider their civic order beyond their choice or control
and, therefore, beyond their responsibility, secure without any special
effort on their part. Then each may feel free to poach on the public
spirit—or the public-serving habits—of others, behaving as if someone
else were in charge and losing touch with his own stake in public life.
When the polity is “left to heirs,” it soon reverts to roving (ruin) for
“heirs quickly degenerated from their ancestors.”" Then whar Strauss
calls the “primeval or original terror which precedes every man-made
terror” might be something like the existential fear inherent in recogniz-
ing the full extent of human responsibility, the fragility of human order
and its dependence on our commitment. From that perspective, the re-
turn to origins would be a return not to the initial institutions but to the
spirit of ongins, the human capacity to originate. Or rather, since that
capacity is never extinguished but only forgotten, a return to awareness
of it, as it may be felt in a time of political crisis, in what Pocock has
called “the Machiavellian moment.”"™

Machiavelli insists that the actual founding or renewal of a state must
be the work of a single man of overwhelming virtit; Romulus and Bru-
tus had to act alone. Yet he also acknowledges that Rome “did not gain
the first fortune [but] gained the second,” because not one but a series
of great founders established the liberty of the Roman Republic: not
just Romulus (or Aeneas) and Brutus, but Numa, as well as the various
Tarquins prior to the Proud, as well as the political interaction of the
Roman people and nobility."™ “New necessities were always appear-
ing,” making it imperative “to devise new laws" if liberty was to be pre-
served; “every day” new acts of virti were needed.”™ So the civic life
requires “not merely two able rulers in succession but countless num-
bers to follow one another,” and a republic is precisely the form of civic
organization most likely to produce such a succession of able leaders."™
Nor is leadership alone sufficient, for it must find support in popular
virtsi. Thus Brutus's conspiracy would have been of no effect if the peo-
ple had been corrupt. As Strauss says, Machiavelli eventually reveals
that “foundation is, as it were, continuous foundation™ and 1s carried
on jointly by many."”’

102, Diseomrses 1: 10 (G 222); 1: 2 (G 197).

103, Pocock, Machiavellian Moment, vii—ix, 3, 5255, 486, 503, 54548, 551.

4. Duiscowrses 1: 2 (G 200),

105, 1bid., 1: 49 (G 295, 297); 3: 49 (G 527).

106, Ibid., 1: 20 (0 246).
107. Strauss, Thoughts, 44.
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Such passages suggest a way of understanding foundation, and hence
also the renovating return to beginnings, that 1s more consonant with
the Citizen image of manhood and the vivere civile. Here one would see
republican citizens as themselves co-founders of the civic order in which
they live, which they sustain and augment and pass on to future genera-
tions. Insofar as they are able 1o see themselves and each other in associ-
ation accurately, they recognize thar what now sustains their civic order
15 not some posthumous power of an original patriarchal Founder over
them, but simply they themselves in their shared commitments and in-
teractions. Instead of imagining a Founder as different in kind from
themselves, the source of a sacred order with which they may not tam-
per, they realize that civic order was begun by human beings essentially
like themselves, but that they nevertheless want to sustain {much of) it
as if sacred, because of the values and benefits it secures. So they
become co-founders of the order with each other, with the onginal
founder(s), and with all the generations in between, taking responsibil-
ity for and exercising choice about the order in which they live and into
which they imitiate the next generation.

From this perspective, believing in the superhuman Founder and
seeking to imitate him by dutiful obedience rather than by discovering
one's own capacity to found are not merely failures to recognize the ac-
tual origins of one’s community and its tradition, but also failures in
self-knowledge. Such a line of thought is supported by Machiavelli's
other way ot talking about the return to beginnings, besides instirutions
and terror, namely as a recovery or recognition of self. Discussing the
renovation of composite bodies, Machiavelli says that what is “neces-
sary” for “men who live together in any organization” is that they fre-
quently “examine themselves.”'™ The ltalian text is si riconoschino,
which Sergio Bertelli glosses as esaminino se stessi; so the return to be-
ginnings evidently is to be understood as a self-examination or self-
recognition, perhaps even the mutual recognition of each other by cini-
zens, or their presentation of themselves to each other for recognition
(riconoscere [to recognize oneself; to declare oneself; to recognize or ac-
knowledge each other as legitimate]). In the next sentence, Machiavelli
speaks also of examining “the record [conto]” of the citizens.

Mot only is the return to beginnings a recovery or renewed recogni-
tion of self, or a mutual recognition among citizens, but 1t is a return to
initial “goodness™ and “virti.” And while these do here imply vital en-

108, Discourses 3: 1 (G 420); Machiavell,, Opere 1: 381,
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ergy, the source of “growth and reputation,” they also imply something
like genuine virtue. For the return to beginnings is explicitly a return to
“religion and justice,” as well as to public spirit. Moreover, renovation is
a return to the principio. And principio, a word derived from the Latin
principium, has the (to us) dual meaning found also in the Greek arche,
of both the beginning or initial cause and the fundamental principle.™

Thus a republican interpretation of the return to beginnings as a de-
retfication and continuous mutual co-founding would not exactly imply
the terror of confronting meaningless chaos. Goodness, justice, princi-
ple, and self are not chaos, Though the return to beginnings is, in a
sense, an experience of such existential terror—rthe realization thar only
we human beings sustamn avihization and order—art the same ume it 1s
also a recognition of our human capacity to sustain them. In the begin-
ning lies not chaos, but human capacity: of parents to nurture, of chil-
dren to mature, of human beings to repair (some of) what they damage,
to create and sustain civilization, And if the discovery of this capacity in
ourselves is a self-recognition, it is accompanied by a simultaneous dis-
covery of our particular, historically shaped selves, and the particular,
historically shaped way of life of our community, We are human selves,
capable of choice and action, precisely insofar as we are part of a hu-
man culture which has, in our time and in us, a specific, determinate
form that cannot be wished away but must be recognized if we are 1o
act. Its recognition, our self-recognition as particular selves, empowers
us as creative actors and thus empowers our self-recognition as human
beings. For individuals as for human communirties, this means a re-
discovery of the preexisting but somehow obscured, distorted, or for-
gotten reality of self: its inescapable history together with its capacity
for change.

No doubt, that capacity also entails the genuine possibility of de-
stroying, wrecking, invoking chaos; but thar is not what Machiavelli is
recommending. The community, like the choosing self, already exists in
its historical particularity. Both can be changed, and some changes will
be an enhancement of self, a return to fundamental principles. Becom-
ing aware that one has a choice about one’s habits and commitments
need not mean abandoning them but may equally well lead to their re-
endorsement, to holding the same commitments in a new way. Unlike
Hobbes, Machiavelli does not maintain that any order whatever is bet-
ter than none because all are equally arbitrary and equally necessary;

109, Discosrses 3: 110G 419-20); Walker, Discowrses, 2: 148,
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and unlike modern existentialists he knows that all choices are not pos-
sible at all times. Not just any change is a real possibility at any given
time, for individuals or for a community, and not just any change will
be a renewal of fundamental principle, of self. Thus, such an under-
standing of the return to origins would require initiative, but it would
also require receptivity and respect, even piety, toward the true princi-
ples of the community, the true bases of the self, the true achievements
of ancestors,

In what sense, then, is such a return to principio a rebirth? Given Ma-
chiavelli’s time and place one must of course think here primarily of the
Christian eschatological symbolism of redemption, the “rebirth™ of the
soul that is saved. Machiavelli must have been aware that he was invok-
ing that symbolism, even as he turned it to his own—5trauss would say
diabolical, but 1 have suggested secular, political—purposes. In the
Christian understanding, the conversion experience both is and is not
like a (second) birth, ambiguous as the Machiavellian return to be-
ginnings is ambiguous. It is like a birth, first, because it is powerfully
transforming; afterwards one is changed, as if a different person.
Characteristically, further, it is experienced as a sudden and powerful
transition, no merely incremental growth from the old into the new self;
or rather, as in birth, there is a long preparatory period, a sudden and
traumatic transition that marks the emergence of the new self, and then
a continuing further growth and development of what has emerged.
The Christian symbolism further suggests a return to the innocence of
childhood, a release from accumulated guilt and resentment, a wiping
clean of the slate. The reborn Christian, accordingly, will look to his
unsaved contemporaries like a fool, a ninny, an infant; so different from
theirs will be his standards and conduct. To be saved means to “become
as little children.” Yet what is born in this Christian rebirth is not in fact
an infant, but a fully formed human self with a developed personality, a
person capable of choice and responsible action, altogether free and
yet—or rather, because—dependent on God.

What is “born™ in the Machiavelltan return to beginnings, too, is the
integrated human self. The transition is not the one in which the infant’s
body emerges from the mother’s and begins its separate metabolism,
but that by which the dependent infant and child, more amimal than
human, produced and shaped by its circumstances rather than shaping
them, becomes a person, a moral being capable of choosing, creating,
action, responsibility. Of course this does not happen all at once. It is a
gradual process of maturation, although it may be marked by one or
several dramatic transitions: public ceremonies and rites of passage, pri-
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vate experiences of existential freedom, or of religious or other conver-
sion, dramatic moments of taking responsibility for oneself. The con-
ceptual difference between infant-animal and adult-human, however, is
stark and may seem to demand a dramatic and perhaps inexplicable
chronological and logical transition. That transition can be symbolized
as a birth, the true beginning of a separate, unique, human self, Com-
munities, too, may be thought of in such terms, as having a distinct and
perhaps traumatic founding, even though of course the people involved
existed before that moment, were to some extent already interrelated
and, at the minimum, sufficiently of one culture that they could commu-
nicate, and even though their real membership in a lasting community is
never a total merging, nor achieved at a single moment, but developed
and proved through history.

If this is indeed the sort of “birth” Machiavelli had in mind, one can
see why he mighr construe it as an entirely masculine affair. In his so-
ciety, the transition from dependent childhood to responsible adulthood
and citizenship was made only by boys and mediated only by men; and
the household world of childhood was dominated almost exclusively
by women, who were also largely confined to it. Even in our society—
perhaps in any society with differentiated sex roles where childcare is a
female function—growing up tends to mean getting away from mother,
so that father is likely to seem its agent. Thus Thoreau, for example,
distinguished between the “mother tongue” suited to thoughtless prat-
tle and the “father tongue™ which is “noble,” “reserved and select,” and
in which grown men express serious personal convictions,™

But though the plausibility of construing the rebirth into autonomy
as masculine is evident, so are its costs. Insofar as we remain caughr up
in infantile fears and fantasies, experiencing mother as a mysterious
force instead of a person, we are all likely, first, to confuse autonomy
with masculinity, and, second, to imagine autonomy and what threatens
it in such overwhelming terms that it seems hopelessly out of reach. For
both reasons, we are likely to act in ways that undermine acrual au-
tonomy and to flee from fantasied feminine engulfment into actual pa-
triarchal domination. And so the misogynist way of construing au-
tonomy damages not merely the women it excludes but also the men it
1s meant to liberate,

A metaphor of birth that denies the mother and the body is bound to

110. The passage is meant to distinguish primarily between speech and writing, be-
tween oral and literary culmure; but Thoreau blurs chat distincnion when he adds that “we
must be born again in order 1o speak [the father tongue.] ™ Henry David Thoreau, Walden
{Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 1854; reprint, New York: Harper, 1965), 75.
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distort whatever it was meant to illuminate, The physical transitions by
which cells become a new viable being and a child is born and the psy-
chic transitions by which a dependent infant becomes a responsible
adult are gradual, complex, and profoundly mysterious, The conceptual
differences berween objects and living beings, between the animal or in-
tant shaped by causal forces and the human person who chooses,
judges, and acts are stark. In construing the latter, logical distinctions in
terms of the former, chronological processes, one fails to see that all the
conceptual aspects remain simultaneously present in human adulthood.
The second birth into autonomy must be both a transcendence and an
outgrowth of the first; the responsible human self both a transcendence
and an outgrowth of the animal self. To construe birth without females
and without the body is to deny essential aspects of the self, and thus of
what it means to be human.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Action and Membership

As a political theorist, Machiavelli is difficult, contradictory, and in
many respects unattractive: a misogynist, frequently militaristic and au-
thoritarian, uncomplimentary about human nature. What nevertheless
makes him worth taking seriously 1s that his works contain an under-
standing of politics, autonomy, and the human condition, which is pro-
foundly right in ways that really matter. That understanding consists of
a set of syntheses holding in tension seemingly incompatible truths
along several dimensions. It is therefore difhcult to articulate and o sus-
rain, and Machiavelli does not always sustain it. But the understanding
is there, and even when he loses the syntheses he is a better teacher than
many a more consistent theorist, because he refuses to abandon for very
long any of the aspects of the truth he sees. Thus he manages to be both
political and realistic even while articulating a theoretical vision of hu-
man achievement.

This concluding pair of chaprers, therefore, frequently refer to the
ideas of a thinker called “Machiavelli at his best™ and offer an account
of how and why the historical Machiavelli diverged from those ideas. In
the process, these chapters also make some suggestions about the rele-
vance of those ideas for our time. For all these reasons, these concluding
chapters are more speculative and personal, less grounded in evidence,
than the rest of this book.

At his best, Machiavelli formulates an understanding of human au-
tonomy that is activist without megalomania, insisting on our capacity
and responsibility for choice and action, while nevertheless recognizing
the real limits imposed by our historical situation. He understands the
open-ended, risky quality of human interaction, which denies o politics
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the sort of control available in dealing with inanimate objects. Yet he
insists that the risks are worth taking, are indeed the only way of secur-
ing what we most value. He also formulares an understanding of auton-
omy that is highly political. He assumes neither the solidarity pos-
tulated by organic theorists nor the atomistic, unrelated individuals
postulated by social contract theorists. Instead, he focuses on the way in
which citizens in political interaction continually recreate community
ouat of multplicity. He formulates an understanding of autonomy, fi-
nally, that is neither cynical nor hortatory, but realistic: rough-minded
about political necessities and human weaknesses without being reduc-
rionist abour our goals and potentialities. Justice, civility, and virtue are
as real, in that understanding, as greed and envy, or as bread and air
(though of course people often say “justice” when they are in fact
speaking of mere interest or expediency).

Although he rarely cites Aristotle and probably had only contempt
for the Thomistic Aristotelianism he is likely to have encountered, Ma-
chiavelli’s best understanding of politics is importantly reminiscent of
Aristotle’s teaching that man is a political animal, meaning not that
people are always found in a polis, but rather that, first, politics is an
activity in which no other species engages and, second, engaging in it 1s
necessary to the full realization of our potential as humans,' For Ma-
chiavelli as for Aristotle, this means that we are neither beasts nor gods,
neither mere products of natural forces nor beings with unlimited
power. We are capable of free agency, bur always within the bounds of
necessity, We are the products but also the makers of culture, law, and
history. We develop our humanness only in the company of others, yet
our sociability is never automatic but rather requires effort and care.
Finally, for Machiavelli as for Aristotle, our political nature is a func-
tion of our unigue capacity for judgment. The human being is the polis
animal because it 1s the fogos animal, capable of speaking, reasoning,
distinguishing right from wrong, and thus of freely chosen action.

In terms of Machiavelli's conflicting images of manhood, the right
understanding of human autonomy he offers is closest to the image of
the fraternal Citizen. Yer it transcends the misogynist vision and man-
ages to combine the commitment to republican, participatory politics
with the fox’s deflation of hypocritical and empty ideals, as well as the
appreciation of authority, tradition, and generativity associated with
the Founder image.

1. I do not mean o suggest thar Machiavelli’s and Aristotle’s political thought run par-
allel in all important respects; obviously they do not.
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This best, synthetic Machiavelli holds in tension apparently incom-
patible truths along at least three interrelated dimensions of whart it
means to be human, political, and autonomous; dimensions so funda-
mental to these topics that any political theory must address them, if
not expressly, then by implication. Autonomy is problematic for crea-
tures such as ourselves in relation to the past, in relation to our contem-
poraries, and in relation to nature, both around and within us. It is
problematic in relation to the past because we are the creatures of his-
tory. Our present situation and our very selves are shaped by the past.
What can freedom mean for such a creature? Call that the dimension of
action, Our autonomy is problematic in relation to our contemporaries
because harmony among us is not automaric, as among the insects. We
are distinct individuals with often conflicting needs and desires, yer we
are also products and shapers of shared societies. Call that the dimen-
sion of membership. Our autonomy is problemartic in relation to nature
because we are both rooted in the natural and capable of transcending
it, because we have bodies that need food and shelter and are mortal,
and psyches, minds, or spirits that render us capable of distinguishing
and choosing right from wrong, good from evil, just from unjust. But
what is the relationship between natural need or drive and standards of
judgment, and what is the basis of those standards—convention, na-
ture, or some transcendent source? Call this the dimension of judgment.
A right understanding of autonomy requires synthesis along all of these
dimensions, and that is what Machiavelli at his best has to offer.

Yer Machiavelli often loses the synthetic tension along one or another
dimension and falls into that endless circling among incompatible alter-
natives which Hegel associated with “bad infinity.”? And the psycho-
logical and familial themes he employs, though they partly support,
ultimately tend to undermine, those syntheses. To be sure, those syn-
theses are problemaric and unstable also because each of the dimen-
sions involves fundamental philosophical problems built into the very
structure of our conceptual system, perhaps of our human nature. The
dimension of action involves the problem philosophers sometimes call
the “freedom of the will”; the dimension of membership, that of “uni-
versals and particulars™; the dimension of judgment, the problem of
“value relativism™ or *'is’ and ‘ought.”” These are surely among the
maost formidable, difficult problems ever taken up by philosophers. And
Machiavelli was no philosopher; he was not interested in resolving such

1. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Wissenschaft der Logik, 2 vols, (Niirnberg: |. L.
Schrag, 1812 <16; reprint, Frankturt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1969), 1: 152-56, esp. 155,
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problems nor particularly self-conscious abour them. This is both a
strength and a weakness. Precisely because he is nor a philosopher, Ma-
chiavelli never leaves political reality tor very long; but by the same
token, he is also not fully aware of the conceprual or philosophical diffi-
culties that complicate his theorizing.

The syntheses are problematic not only philosophically, however, but
also politically. Machiavelli demanded of himself that his theorizing be
relevant to the political realities of his time. Politically, the dimension of
action requires that theory guide us about “what is to be done,” help us
to delineate here and now those things that we must accept as “given”
from those that are open to change by our intervention. The dimension
of membership requires, politically, that theory speak to power and plu-
rality, that it not merely articulate abstract truths bur make them rele-
vant to an audience that has—or could generate—rthe power actually to
do what the theory suggests must be done. And the dimension of judg-
ment requires, politically, that justice and right be nied, if not to expedi-
ence, then at least to possibility; what is truly impossible cannot be po-
litically right. The political realities of Machiavelli's situation, as was
remarked at the outset, were extraordinarily troubled and intractable.
The real dithculties facing Florence, and particularly Florentine republi-
canism, were just about overwhelming, seeming to defy even the best
understanding that political theory might devise. In demanding of him-
self thar his theory address those realities, Machiavelli was sometimes
forced into utopian fantasies and enraged distortions—the very kinds
of theorizing he rightly condemned in others.

But even when allowance has been made for the philosophical diffi-
culties of the subject matter and the political difficulties of his situation,
it nevertheless remains true that Machiavelli’s best synthetic under-
standing is frequently further undermined by the personal and familial
themes he himselt invokes. The very metaphors and images he employs
to convey his insights repeatedly distort or destroy those insights,
Whether this is because of his own psychic needs and conflicts, or be-
cause of his effort to address the psychic vulnerabilities of his andience,
must remain ultimately undecided. What martters 15 to understand the
connections between political and psychological considerations in the
fexts.

¢ ¢ @

Mankind is the species that makes itself, not just biologically as every
species perpetuates its kind, but culturally, through history. Human be-
ings are born less completely developed toward adulthood than any
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other creature, Thus their development is shaped more by the particular
circumstances into which they are born; and those circumstances are
less purely natural, more cultural and social than those of any other spe-
cies. Using our capacity for language and abstract thought, and our op-
posed thumbs and ability to make tools, we produce a material and
nonmaterial culture that forms the environment in which the next gen-
erations of humans grow up. Thus to be human is to be the product of a
particular society and culture, which is the product of past history. Yet
to be human is also to have a share in making history, transmitting, pre-
serving, and altering culture, shaping society. It is we who enact the
forces that shape us. As Hobbes said, man is both the “matter” and the
“artificer” of “commonwealth,” of community and civilization.’

Those facts pose a mystery, or rather, whole clusters of mysteries:
philosophical, political, psychological. How can a product of causal
forces also be a free agent capable of action, creativity, responsibility—
to be praised and blamed for its choices and deeds? What does it mean
to say that this person did that, is responsible for it, could have done
otherwise? On what basis do we make such judgments? Every action
has antecedents and every person a past, so is an action really different
from an event, a person from an object? What will count as initiating
something new rather than just continuing preexisting processes? Do
these distinctions mark something objectively real in the world, or are
they merely conceptual conventions that we impose arbitrarily and, in
the end, inconsistently? These are among the questions with which so-
cial and ethical philosophers must deal.

But the political theorist is not merely, or not exactly, a philosopher.
Philosophy investigates those aspects of the human condition that could
not be otherwise and that are so basic we are ordinarily not even aware
of them. But politics concerns matters that might well be other than
they are; it concerns the question “what shall we do?™ Insofar as it di-
rects itself toward matters that cannot be changed, it is misguided and
will fail. Politics is the art of the possible, To theorize about politics,
then, is not exactly like philosophizing about the human condition or
the nature of being. Political theory does teach us about fundamental
necessities, not merely those that are given to all humans in all ages but
also those that are merely inescapable for ws, here and now; bur it does
50 with reference to, and in order to distinguish them from, those other
matters that are subject to our choice and power, with regard to which
we might successfully act. Thus the political theorist is concerned not

3. Hobbes, Leviathan, 19,
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merely with the philosophical problem of whether humans can ever
break the causal chain of history to make a new beginning, but even
more with the political problem of how and where and with whom we
might take action, given our present circumstances. He delineares,
one might say, “what has to be accepted as given” from “what is to
be done.”

But this delineation is not really as simple as the drawing of a line
between unchanging regions. For the political world is composed of hu-
man activities and relationships and habits, all of which are anchored in
human thought. Change people’s understandings of themselves and
their political world, and they will change their conduct, and thereby
that world. The political theorist is thus always a teacher as much as an
observer or contemplator, and to the extent that his teaching succeeds,
his subject marter will alter. 5o the distinguishing of necessities from
possibilities is less like the drawing of a line than like a Gestalt switch: a
reconceptualization of familiar details so that realities we feel we have
always known suddenly become visible for the first time, familiar things
suddenly take on a new aspect.

We live our ordinary lives in the particular and the concrete, largely
unaware of our remote connections to people we never see, the long-
range and large-scale consequences for others of what we do, for us of
what they do. On the whole, we know how to use the resources at hand
for the immediate tasks we face, how to do what we must daily do. But
the factual particulars among which we live can be organized and inter-
preted by many different theoretical schemas. That is why, as Ma-
chiavelli says, “the people™ may be deceived “in judging things in gen-
eral,” but they “are not so deceived” about “particular,” “specific
things,” “things individually known.”* It is not so much that we do not
see the forest for the trees, as that more than one theoretical forest is
compatible with the many trees among which we hive. The political the-
orist, one might say, invites us to a new organizing schema for making
sense of our concrete reality. If we accept the invitation, our familiar
world will seem changed, and as a result we shall live differently in it.
Yet whether we accept the new schema will depend on whether it makes
sense of whar we already know, makes meaningful whar was before
confused, chaotic, or intractable.

Obwviously this will depend both on the truth of a theorist’s vision and
on his power as a teacher. Nothing is harder than to get people really to
se¢ what has always been betore their eyes, particularly since such a
changed vision will have implications for action (which may make un-

4, Disconrses 1; 47 (G 291=93).
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comfortable demands on them) and interest (which may make it offen-
sive to those who now hold privilege and power). Thus the political
theorist faces a special problem of communication: in order to be un-
derstood, he must speak in terms familiar to his audience, from within a
conceptual framework and an understanding of the world that they
share. Yet he wants not to convey new information to them, but rather
to change the terms, the conceptual framework through which they
presently organize their information. It may seem an impossible task;
and political theorizing accordingly has s dangers, from ridicule to
martyrdom. Yet sometimes it does happen that people are ready for a
new understanding, when the old explanations no longer make sense,
the old rules no longer guide, the old procedures no longer produce sat-
isfactory results, the old ceremonies no longer sanctify. Then a new
vision—the right new theoretical vision—may “take™ among a large
audience and even produce basic political change.

Every political theory must expressly or by implication take its stand
on these matters, since every theorist has both something to say and
some reason for saying it. He wants to convey to an audience some
truths, some martters he hopes people will recognize as “given,” so that
about other marters they will subsequently act differently than they
now do. Even the most radical or relativistic theorist thus teaches re-
spect toward something, and even the most conservative or pessimistic
hopes by his teaching to produce some change.

e ¢ &

The idea of fortune in the largest sense—not just the personification
of fortune as woman, but that figure together with her various (partial)
equivalents, such as nature and opportunity, and their male counter-
players, such as virtsi, the Founder, and the wvivere civile—rthis whole
configuration of ideas is Machiavelli’s particular response to these pe-
rennial problems of political theory. Fortune in this largest sense is his
way of relating man the “maker” to man the “matter” of “common-
wealth,” of relating action to necessity and initiative to tradition. It is
his way of addressing an audience in terms they will understand about a
changed understanding of their political world that would—if they ac-
cepted it—Dbring them to change their conduct, and thereby their world.
What are the consequences of this particular way, Machiavelli's way, of
doing ir?

Machiavelli presents a political universe that is neither a fixed, sacred
order nor a meaningless accident. We face neither eternally valid ab-
stract standards of right that it is our duty to try to approximate, nor
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inevitable forces moving to predestined goals, nor yvet a randomness
that defies understanding and effort. Coping with necessity is neither a
worshipful seeking nor a scientific predicting. Nor is it a throw of the
dice. Instead, it is like dealing with a person—a difficult, unpredictable,
even sometimes malevolent person, to be sure, and one larger and more
powerful than ourselves, but nevertheless a being with personality like
ours, intention like ours, moods and foibles like ours, open to influence
to some extent and in some ways, just as we are, yet never wholly within
our control. That being can be known as any person can, which is to
say, imperfectly, but sufficiently to make the effort worthwhile. The
kind of knowledge that will be relevant here will be the kind we have of
people, knowledge that leads us to expect the unexpected. It will in-
volve not primarily causation and technical control, but relationship,
intention, comMmuNication, meaning.

But Machiavelli's fortune is neither merely a person nor just any per-
son; and the personification of our relationship to the universe was
hardly an invention of Machiavelli's. The medieval Christian concep-
tion of the world, for example, was also personalized, a relationship to
the Father, the Virgin, Christ, and the many saints. Yet it was a very
different conception from Machiavelli’s. For God was not merely a fa-
ther, but also the creator of the world, ultimately beyond human com-
prehension. He presided over an order beyond human influence in
which fortune was a relatively minor figure,

Machiavelli’s fortune, by contrast, is part of no righteous eternal sys-
tem, subordinated to no male divinity. She enacts not some predestined
justice, but her own whims, But by the same token she is open to hu-
man influence, not through prayer or supplication, but rather through
courtship, manipulation, and bold challenge. Above all, she is female
and thus simultaneously inferior and dangerous.

The conception of fortune as responsive to human effort, the revival
of virtit as symbolizing that effort, and the specific interpretation of that
symbol in terms of virility were widespread in the Renaissance. Bur it is
Machiavelli who presents man’s relationship to the outcomes of human
action in terms of sexual conquest—Iless violent than rape but more
forceful than seduction. Thereby he not only anthropomorphizes and
sexualizes the givens and the outcomes of human action in history
but invests them with those specific desires, fears, and attitudes his
male readers already bear toward woman—as unreliable nurturer, as
sexual object, as “other.” The consequence is both empowering and
constraining; it promotes the striving for autonomy yetr renders that
goal inaccessible.
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Personifying fortune in this way means that the boundaries between
necessity and possibility in Machiavelli’s world are above all change-
able, subject to the whims of fortune on the one side and human eftort
on the other. What has to be accepted as given varies, for him, with the
particular situation and with our own capacities and efforts, We are
never all-powerful, but always subject to countless necessities, Yet the
limits are always partly up to us to determine, expanding and contract-
ing as we vary in skill, energy, and imagination.

Most of all, Machiavelli is an activist, urging us to hopefulness and
effort. In drawing the line between what had to be accepted as given and
what might be changed, Machiavelli had to address a mixed audience:
many of them discouraged about the possibilities for action, others ac-
tive enough but only in private concerns, particularly the pursuit of
wealth, a few driven by ambition to activity in the public sphere, but in
a hubristic and selfish manner that only increased the chaos and corrup-
tion of public life. His task thus was to rouse men to action, but to ac-
tion that recognized some limits to human capacities, that did not as-
sume perfect certainty or unlimited human power. So Machiavelli’s
activism is of a peculiar kind. It is founded in no promise of guaranteed
success or mastery, no alliance with providence or historical necessity. If
anything, it is founded in challenge rather than promise. Against Chris-
tian otherworldliness, Church hypocrisy, Stoic withdrawal, bourgeois
acquisitiveness, factionalism and envy, Machiavelli summons his con-
temporaries to tirtw and to glory. In the cause of community welfare
and political liberty, he tries to enlist their concern for manliness, their
fear of dependence, their craving for sexual gratification, Machiavelli’s
ultimate challenge to his contemporaries is to shame them: stand up,
and act like a man!

The image of fortune as woman, then, challenges men in terms of
their masculine identity: she i1s there for the taking—if you're man
enough. The political universe is meaningful and manageable, yet the
image cautions that not just any action will succeed and prepares men
for possible failure. It thus challenges what Machiavelli called “ambu-
tion,” without promoting the excessive ambition entailed in imagining
humans as having godlike power.

And yet, the image also has more indirect implications with almost
the opposite effect. Machiavelli’s was a tme when sexual and familial
relationships were in flux and were the focus of considerable conflict.
We know, in addition, that certain features of Florentine family life at
the time were likely to intensify infantile conflicts. Appealing to the
pride in masculinity of men who grow up in such circumstances is likely
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to be rhetorically effective; but it is also likely, first, to reinvigorate and
import into political life the anxieties that trouble their relations with
women: their fear of the feminine, their need to prove manliness, and as
a consequence, violence, hero worship, relations of command and obe-
dience. Second, insofar as relations between the sexes are troubled by
unresolved infantile conflicts, invoking woman means invoking mother
and tends to return men to childhood fears and fantasies, trapping them
in their own past. That is likely to stir up and import into political life
fears of trust and nurturance, yearnings for omnipotence and merging,
misleading fantasies of what adulthood means. Machiavelli undermines
the very teaching he wants to convey by appealing to his audience’s de-
sire for manliness and thereby also summoning up childishness: fan-
tasies of huge engulfing mothers and rescuing fathers, relationships of
domination and submission, an unstable combination of cynicism and
exhortation, and misleading conceptions of action, membership, judg-
ment, and autonomy. The appeal to machismo can move men all right,
particularly men troubled about their manliness, but it cannot make
them free.

-4 > -3

The problem of action concerns human creativity and our relation-
ship to the past, issues Machiavelli confronts in the image of the
Founder, in the authority of ancient Rome, and in the doctrines of im-
itation and the “return to beginnings.” Yet each of these topics remains
itself problematic, and specifically so in relation to familial and sexual
themes. The Founder image, meant to solve the mysteries of creativity
in history, merely reexpresses them. The Founder is the very essence of
generative authority, yet must murder his sons. He is supposed to make
men out of babies or beasts, yet must assure that they do not themselves
aspire to Founder status. He, the solitary patriarch, is supposed to serve
as inspiration for fraternal mutuality. Possibly the transition from pa-
triarchal domination to the wvivere civile 1s to be made by a liberating
Brutus. Yet Brurus is himself a problemartic Founder figure, his con-
spiracy effective only if the citizenry are already tree in all but a for-
mal sense.

The Founder is a myth, as Machiavelli the fox well knows, and thus
cannot be a genuine solution to any problem in the real world. Yet the
problem he is meant to solve—how to “get there from here”— has been
solved from time to time in the real world. People have been formed
into communities, barbarians civilized, republics founded, corrupt in-
stitutions renewed. There must be ways to do it. Though there are no



Action and Membership [ 295

Founders, capital F, there are sometimes founders, people who act so
that the world is creatively altered after their passing. The image of the
Founder, however, blocks rather than facilitates understanding of what
human founding is really like, Conjured up as a counterweight to the
mythical feminine power, it remains an escapist fantasy, for the mythi-
cal proportions of both threar and rescuer dwarf any merely human
achievement. Meant to comfort the self, the Founder is acrually a fan-
tasy of self-denigration. Instead of empowering, it leaves people help-
less, “blaming the princes” for their fate.

The doctrine of imitation and the “return to beginnings™ are similarly
ambiguous and may be read in terms of either paternal rescue or one’s
own generative capacities. Thus, imitating the Romans can mean copy-
ing their forms and formulas, or it can mean, like them, copying no one.
Returning to beginnings can mean recovering terror to renew reluctant
obedience, or it can mean dereification, recovering the self—both its ca-
pacities and its real commitments. The one reading offers escape from
the engulfing matriarch, but only at the price of self-annihilation,
whether through merger or murder. The other 1s genuinely empowering
but liberates anly at the price of risk. Read in the latter way, founding
can be understood as a universal human potential, so that every mo-
ment is an opportunity for initiative (though the options are always lim-
ited), and every citizen is a potential (co-)founder. Then the Founder
image appears as a symbol of the human capacity for action, but a mis-
leading symbol. For if founding is a shared human capacity, it is neither
solipsistic nor a creation ex nihilo.

Even the wisest and most chanismanic founding tathers are leaders of
persons, not molders of material; their authority is the capacity o in-
duce the free actions of other persons. This is not a demal of ancestral
authority but the extension to ancestors of that manner of leadership
Machiavelli called “the way of freedom.” From this perspective, it is
precisely the “irreverent” questioning of inherited tradition, the insis-
tence on one's own equal freedom to choose and change, that consti-
tutes true reverence, recognition of one’s ongins, and renewed contact
with the founders. It is true reverence, first, because creating something
valuable and lasting is a much more magnificent achievement for fallible
human beings than it would be for divinities. It is true reverence, sec-
ond, because unquestioning dutiful obedience means an implicit deni-
gration of the self by comparison with the sacred ancestors. Therefore
it masks a hidden resentment and rebellion; inside the Founder image
lurks the fox. And, third, the implicit self-demgration is a partial denial
of one’s own capacities—to judge and change, but therefore also to de-
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fend and augment the tradition. Adults with full awareness of their
powers and responsibilities are more effective guardians of what is to be
preserved than dutiful children.

To repeat, such an understanding of ancestors and action is offered
by Machiavelli but also blocked by his invocation of mythical engulf-
ing mothers and rescuing fathers. For the personal and psychological
counterpart of the political theory problem of action is our relationship
to our parents: the human problem of growing up. For the small child,
adults are indeed larger than life, authors of rimeless, sacred, and un-
changeable rules. The child feels by turns helpless in their power and
omnipotent by assimilation to them. It regards the rules as sacred, al-
though it has not mastered them, but is in fact ready o accept any inno-
vation presented to it as authoritative.’

Growing up means acquiring a more realistic view of authority, both
the authority of parental figures and thar of the principles and practices
by which one's community lives. At the same time it also means becom-
ing oneself competent at those practices and capable of parenting oth-
ers. It means becoming a master of the rules, a responsible custodian
and interpreter of the inherited culture. To the extent that our growing
up is troubled or incomplete, traces of the earlier understanding remain
in us all and are likely to be evoked by certain images and situartions,
particularly in times of stress.

The transition from total subservience under a godlike authority to
autonomous liberty, so problematic in Machiavelli’s political argument,
thus does take place in normal psychic development, but as shift in per-
ception, not in reality. The small child normally perceives in ways that
in an adult might be called myth and reification. Parents are not really
gods; indeed, the psychological theory examined in this book suggests
that such infantile images are more likely to linger into adulthood in
proportion as actual parenting was inadequate, the parents absent or
unreliable. In any case, the sense in which the transition 15 a psychic
reality does not make it politically feasible. Citizens, or even privatized
adults who might become citizens, are not children. And while no doubt
we all need authority, adults do not need the kind of authority parents
exemplify, and particularly not the kind exemplified by the small child’s
images of parents. The projection of those images into politics can only
distort political reality,

Bur recognizing that parents are merely human, like oneself, and that

5. On the child's understanding of rules, see Jean Piaget, The Moral fudgment of the
Child, tr. Marjoriec Gabain {New York: Collier Books, 1962), esp. 13-109,
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our conventions are humanly made must not be confused with the
hubristic suppositions that one had no parents, that our conventions
have no authority, or that every option is open to us, here and now.
Growing up is not the transition from regarding parents as demigods to
regarding oneself as a demigod, but the acceptance simultaneously of
the human powers and limitations of self and parents. Reification and
hubris are equally childish. Growing up means coming to terms with
this ambiguous authority of the past: thart it is not sacred beyond our
challenge, yet that it is in us, and withour it, we would not be who
W arc,

To say it another way, growing up means coming to terms with the
arbitrariness of the past. Though history is humanly made, it is ines-
capable. The past is given; the future is open to our action. We are
“thrown" into the world, as Heidegger puts it, suggesting a random cast
of dice, into some particular time, place, and circumstances not of
our choosing. Yet only the unique configuration of circumstances and
events that are my life could have made me. We begin helpless and unin-
dividuated; only by being initiated into some particular culture do we
become human individuals, capable of autonomy. So my origins, arbi-
trary as they are, must be accepted, for they are the preconditions of my
capacity for choice and action.

That is what Nietzsche called amor fat:, learning to love the accidents
that have befallen us, to redeem them as sacred, by our will. It is an
extraordinarily difficult doctrine to articulate. It does not forbid tam-
pering with authorirative tradition but says that we cannot change what
is past. The will cannot act on the past, Nietzsche says, and martyrs
itself in trying. We act always in the present, but all too often the real
motivation of our action 1s the wish to undo some past event, rather
than to alter its results in the present. Nietzsche called such backward-
looking action “reaction,” because it was not free; and he said it was the
product of weakness and ressentiment. Freud called it neurotic and said
that neurotics expend vast inner energy continually trying to obliterate
something in the past that cannot be obliterated because it 15 graven in
the self. This cripples them and makes their actions ineffectual. Only if
one can—in one sense—wholly ratify as if sacred everything in the past
and thus everything about the world and oneself 1s one free to act effec-
tively to change what—in another sense—needs changing abourt them.

But ratifying the past as if sacred does not mean imagining it as sa-
cred. On the contrary, it requires recognizing the historical past as a
product of human controversy and choice, at every step actually or po-
tentially political. In Machiavelli’s terms, we must not worship the an-
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cestors and ape them but connect their achievements to our own poten-
tial. The past that to us looks so inevitable—partly because 1t is past
and therefore for us inescapable—was for past actors a series of oppor-
tunities and choices, often fought out in political controversy, in which
some won and others lost. And all that welter of conflicting views, pol-
icies, efforts 15 our heritage. In recovering the past and seeking out an-
cestors, we thus have some choice about whom to seek and how to see
them—whether, for example, our origins are Roman or Tuscan, and
what the choice implies for us now.

Both Nietzsche and Freud thought, paradoxically, that enslavement
to the past could be cured only by the right sort of recovery of the past.
For Freud, neurosis is cured by remembering the past that was repressed
into the unconscious. Nietzsche’s metaphor is digestion: to be free for
action one must deal with the past in a way that incorporates it, once
and for all, and be done with it. Machiavelli speaks not in such psycho-
logical and personal terms, but characteristically in political ones, yet
his teaching is much the same,

The political counterpart of whar Nietzsche called ressentiment Ma-
chiavelli called corruption. Corrupt people are obsessed with past
injustice, desiring vengeance more than any direct granfication. “The
reward they desire from victory is not . . . glory™ but rather “the satis-
faction of having conquered the others.”® Thus when they come to
power they kill or exile their enemies, making laws “not for the com-
mon profit but altogether in favor of the conqueror.”” Their real desire
being to undo the past, which is impossible, they cannot let the past go
or look rationally toward the future. They would rather “go back over
past things” endlessly than “provide for future ones™ in ways designed
to “reunite, not to divide the city.”* S0 they launch escalating feuds or
even ally themselves with their own state’s enemies abroad. No law is
“more dangerous for a republic,” says Machiavelli, “than one that
looks back for a long time.”*

But a different sort of “looking back for a long time,” one that renews
contact with origins and founders and recovers the self, 1s also Ma-
chiavelli’s cure for such factional resentment. Only, as already argued,
this curative looking back can be understood in either of two ways: the
one misogymistic and ulumately crippling, the other genuinely liberart-
ing. Developing the former understanding, Machiavelli, like Nietzsche,
links resentful factionalism with femininity. Resentment is the passion

6. Florentine Histories 3: 5 (G 1146). 7. Ibid. (G 1140},
8. Ibid., 4: 14 (G 1202). % Ibid., 3: 3 (G 1143),
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of the effeminate; factional vengeance is the weapon of fortune within
men. So the cure seems to lie in renewed contact with the saving mas-
culinity of forefathers, who will impose murderous discipline. Bur that
cure fails in its liberating intent, for it leaves people still trapped in the
past, reliving instead of resolving childhood conflicts.

Alternatively, the curative recovery of origins and ancestors can mean
recognizing one’s kinship with their greatr, but human, achievement. It
can mean recovering simultaneously one’s own capacity to judge and
change or augment what they created, and one’s commitment to thar
creation which constituted both self and communiry. This would leave
autonomy linked still with adulthood, bur no longer with gender; the
past would liberate not from feminine but from mythologized parental
power. Here, however, the problem of action merges with those of
membership and judgment, for an individual is not really free to change
the traditions of his community by himself, and not just any action we
take will be a right action. Even though free to create, we are neverthe-
less bound to be reverent toward something already given, and respect-
ful of others with whom we must act if our action is to have political
meaning.

v & @

Concerning the problem of membership, Machiavelli is neither a con-
tractarian nor an organicist. He takes it for granted that we are some-
how both distinct individuals, each unique and capable of action, and
vet objectively interconnected, achieving individuality only in interac-
tion with others. What really interests him, as always, i1s politics: the
possibility of an active, intentional membership enabling us jointly to
take responsibility for our objective interconnections, the large-scale
consequences for each other of what we are actually doing. Particularly
in the Citizen image of manhood, he sees politics as the activity by
which free individuals, already objectively interdependent in a society
but {therefore) also at odds in terms of interest, need, outlook, desire,
repeatedly make themselves into a community, restore and redirect their
community, defining it and themselves in the process. Politics thus both
partly presupposes and creates both individuality and communal ties.

In deliberation and political conflict citizens are forced to bring their
individual or class interests and “humors” into relationship with the in-
terests and “humors” of others, producing a renewed recognition of
their interdependence and shared membership. In the process, old con-
nections are discovered and new ones made, and all are reminded of
their stake in the community, in its policies and the ways those policies
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are made, in its ways of life and ethos, and in each other. This is neither
a rransformarion of self-interest into dunful self-sacrifice to something
external called “the public,” nor a mere rehinement of self-interest to the
longer-range and more rational, but something like a redefinition of the
self, an enlarged awareness of how individuality and community are
connected in the self.

This political struggle imvolves both power and principle, each side
mustering what power it can, vet also appealing to the other in terms of
law, right, justice, and the common good. Indeed, in the vivere civile
might and right are interrelated, for law and justice are themselves
partly resources of power; and, conversely, a purely abstract “right”
that serves no community needs and can muster no community support
is politically ineffectual and wrong. Because we are simultaneously both
distinct and connected, politics always simultaneously concerns both
the distribution of costs and benefits among competitors, and the na-
ture and direction of their shared community, both “who gets whar,
when, why” and “who we are.” Every law or policy allocates, advantag-
ing some and disadvantaging others; but every law or policy also affects
their shared common life and the principles for which they stand, Ne-
glecting either aspect 1s naive and potentially disastrous. Neglect the
former aspect, and vou are likely to be exploited under cover of attrac-
tive slogans about the public good or to formulate unrealistic policies
that do not work. Neglect the latter, and you court “corruption”; your
political community is likely to dissolve into factions, each poaching on
a public good and on principles for whose maintenance it takes no
responsibility.

For Machiavelli at his best, the real point is not some unihed har-
mony at which politics theoretically aims, but the activity of struggling
toward agreement with and against each other, in which citizens take
active charge of the historical processes that would otherwise direct
their lives in hidden ways. And that activity is no mere courtly dialogue,
but a genuine conflict, in which needs and important interests are at
stake. Without passion and struggle there can be no liberty, but only
reification, habit, and drift. Yet political conflict must also always be
kept within limits; politics is not civil war. The struggle must be kept
open and public, rather than clandestine and private. It must involve a
genuine appeal to principle, to what is reasonable and what is just; the
public and principled aspect of politics must be kept lively in it. And
citizens must be kept aware of their interdependence, their shared stake
in fair rules and right principles, the civil limits (i termins civels) that
forbid wiping out their opponents. These requirements are both prereg-
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uisites for and products of a healthy polines (which is one reason why
the initial founding of a vivere civile is such a puzzle).

The essential element in membership so understood is mutuality; pol-
itics is not the domination of some by others, but a relationship among
peers; the vivere civile means neither to dominate superbamente nor to
serve umilmente. It resembles that outlook Kant later discerned as fun-
damental to morality: the recognition of other human beings as persons
capable of acoon, like oneself, as members of the “kingdom of ends,”
not to be exploited for one’s own purposes like objects but to be en-
countered in dialogue as peers with purposes of their own. Yet politics
15 not morality, and the reciprocity required of citizens lacks the inti-
macy of moral relationship; political deliberation is not dialogical but
multivocal and impersonal. Although citizens must certainly share some
degree of commonality to be and remain one community, there is room
for much difference and conflict among them; and the mutuality poli-
tics requires is a recognition of similarity within difference, a peerhood
that does not presuppose total equality, a capacity to continue to live

and act with others who are substantially, even offensively, different
from oneself.

Instilling this capacity for mutuality within difference is a crucial part
of Machiavelli’s effort at the political education of his factional fellow
Florentines. But the sexual and familial imagery he invokes again partly
undermines this effort by calling up images of dominarion and fears of
dependence. The counterpart in personal and psychological life of the
political theory problems of membership is our relationship o the
“other™: to someone we recognize as simultanteously like ourselves and
vet dangerously different. It begins with the task already discussed, of
learning to see our parents as human, as persons like ourselves; burt it
continues into relationships with our contemporaries. To relate acrively,
without masochistic resentment and yet within civil limits, with a rec-
ognition of mutality, to persons defined as significantly different, in
conflict with oneself, requires a certain self-confidence and tolerance for
ambiguity. The “other™ threatens the psychic integrity of the self. Who-
ever is excessively anxious about internal unity, purity, and consistency,
who finds it difficult to acknowledge the “other” inside the self—parts
of the self thar seem alien, dangerous, in conflict with the rest—is likely
to project that otherness onto external groups and persons defined as
different, and therefore to deny mutuality with them. Ascribing to such
external “others” forbidden parts of the self, we then relate to those
others as we feel about those parts of the self. This happens in ethno-
centrism and in many cultures’ treatment of aliens and outgroups. It
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happens also between social classes and races, particularly as privileged
and dominant groups project forbidden wishes onto subordinated
groups, denying their humanity or at any rate their equality, perceiving
them as simultaneously contemprible and dangerous: childish, passion-
ate, physical, irrational, uncanny, mysterious. So white Americans tend
to see people of color, so gentiles tend to see Jews, so the rich tend to see
the poor, so men tend to see women.

Relations with the opposite sex are perhaps the most common and
certainly the most intimate example of this encounter with the “other,”
of the difficulties in achieving mutuality within differences.” The diffi-
culty exists for both sexes, but, on the whole, men are in the role of the
dominant and privileged group here. Women tend to signify infantile
relationships for us all, because the care of children is assigned mainly
to women in our culture. But it 15 only for men that the intantile comes
to be associated with “the opposite sex,” that group and those individu-
als encountered as fundamentally different. In Dorothy Dinnerstein’s
terms, insofar as a boy’s infantile relanonship with his mother remains
unresolved and unworked through, he is likely to project it onto his per-
ceptions of all—or all significant, or all motherly, or all authoritative—
women; and that relationship is more difficult for a boy to work
through than for a girl precisely because he is socially constrained to
keep mother at arm’s length as “other,” as fundamentally different from
the selt.” To the extent that our infantile experience remains un-
maodified, Dinnerstein says, we all perceive “the threat to autonomy
which can come from a woman ... as more primitively dangerous,
than any such threat from a man”; thus we may even welcome male
domination as “a reasonable refuge” from the female. “We come even-
tually, of course, to resent male authority, too,” but not wholeheart-
edly.” Thus Dinnerstein says that when we abandon the risks of free
self-government for the security of some “male tyranny, the big, imme-
diate thing we are feeling the need to escape is not freedom,” but our
recollections and fantasies of that “earlier, and more total tyranny™ of
the mother’s power, as experienced by the infant.”

Consequently, men’s dehnition of the female as radically “other™
both stimulates and undermines their struggle for freedom.

10, For the first formulation of the idea in these terms see Simone de Beauvoir, The
Secomd Sex, . H. M. Parshley (New York: A, A. Knopf, 1961}, esp. 57, 129, See also
Philip Mason, Prospero’s Magic: Some Thoughts on Class and Race (London: Oxford
Ulniversity Press, 1962).

11. Dinnerstein, Merrmaid, 107,

12. Ibid., 112, 1735, See also, 161, 178. 13, Ihid., 187,
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Even in the efforts [misogynist] man makes to overthroww male tyranny—male
tyranny over males, that is—he rests on the vassalage of woman. Reassured thar
he has the original despot under control, he can play with the notion of emerg-
ing from under the wing of the new one.™

But he can only play with thar notion rather than effectively pursue the
goal, because his feeling of strength is unstable.

He is drawing strength from the subservience of woman for a struggle against
the tyranny of man; but he can keep woman subservient only with the strength
he draws from the sponsorship of the male tyrant. . . . He is balancing terrors,
dependencies, against each other; the balance keeps tipping and he keeps slip-
ping back into the patriarchal trap."”

Accordingly, relations between the sexes can be taken as one measure
of the capacity for mutuality, and thus for the type of citizenship Ma-
chiavelli envisages. That is, I think, what Marx meant in claiming thart
the “species being” of humanity 15 “sensuously manifested, reduced to
an observable fact” in the relationship between the sexes. From this re-
lationship, he thought, one can judge the “whole level of development™
of a people,

the extent to which man's natural behaviour has become human, or the extent
to which . . . his human nature has come to be naturfal] to him. In this relation-
ship is revealed, too, the extent to which man's need has become a human need;
the extent to whach, therefore, the other person as a person has become for him
a need—rthe extent to which he in his individual existence 15 at the same time a
social being."™

The relationship between the sexes is suffused with natural animal
drives and primitive psychic impulses; to the extent that it is neverthe-
less a civilized, moral relationship of mutuality, each recognizing and
indeed needing the other as a person, an end rather than a mere means,
our animality has been humanized. This humanizing transformation
has occurred only to the extent that the civilized and moral type of re-
lating has become a fulfilling expression of physical and psychic im-
pulse, rather than a duty reluctantly performed.

Similarly, Hannah Arendr has suggested a correlation between the at-
titude men take rtoward women and their understanding of human ac-
ton and politics. She sees that correlation exemplified in Christian
thought by the choice between the two biblical versions of the creation
story. Thus she says that Paul, for whom “faith was primarily related to

14, Ihid., 194,

15. Ibid., 196-97.

16. Robert C. Tucker, ed. The Marx-Engels Reader, 2d ed. (New York: W, W. Norton,
1978), 83=84.
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salvation . . . insists that woman was created *of the man” and hence *for
the man'” (1 Cor. 11: 8-12), while Jesus, “for whom faith was closely
related to action,” cites Genesis 1: 27 : “he which made them at the be-
ginning made them male and female” (Matt. 19:4)."” Arendt does not
elaborate, but the point is clearly related to her observation that action,
the human capacity to create relationships and make history, always
presupposes a context of plurality, “because we are all the same, thar is,
human, in such a way that nobody is ever the same as anyone else who
ever lived, lives, or will live.” This plurality within likeness “is specifi-
cally the condition—not only the conditio sine gua non, but the con-
ditio per quam—of all political life,”™

Certainly in Machiavelli’s texts, misogyny works to undermine the vi-
sion of political liberty. Yet if one seeks to generalize about actual poli-
tics, no simple equation between free politics and mutuality between the
sexes will do. Given the frequency with which actual participatory re-
publics in history—examples of what Machiavelli would have called
the vivere civile, from ancient Athens to modern Switzerland—have ex-
cluded or even severely oppressed women, one can hardly argue thar de-
maocracy presupposes sexual equality, let alone that mutuality between
the sexes would promptly produce a just and democratic polity. Even in
the psychological and sociological theories examined in this book, the
relevant varniable is not actual relations between men and women, but
how the citizen-men and the child-rearing women feel about those rela-
tions. In the second place, a free and participatory political life depends
on a lot more than the psychic state of the citizens; that can surely be at
most one factor among many economic, social, and cultural considera-
tions. And, in the third place, as Machiavelli’s writings indicate, the ap-
peal to machismo really can move men toward intense bonds with their
fellow males, and toward energetic, heroic action. However, the action
so motivated is not likely to be coordinated with any public good, and
the bonds so motivated are likely to require a rigid, authoritarian
discipline.

Misogyny, overtly directed only against women, is also and neces-
sarily directed against parts of the male self, since virtually every man
was once mothered by a woman and began the formation of his self in
relation to her. Needing therefore to expunge or deny those paris of the
self they experience as feminine or childish, men who are anxious about
their masculinity will be severely limited in their capacity for genuine

17, Arendt, Human Condition, 8n.
18, Ilad., 8, 7.
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mutuality—for the combination of trust with conflict—even in relation
to other men. Unable to trust beyond their immediate circle of family
and friends, unwilling to acknowledge their interdependencies, they
would likely lead privatized lives—not, of course, confined to the
household like their women, but concerned with business, for instance,
or family status.

1f such men do move into public life, they do so in order to escape and
deny their private selves, the vulnerabilities of the body and their trou-
bling relations with women and children in the household. Fleeing their
bodily and domestic selves, they march out to ravage “the sheepfolds of
others.” To the extent that they feel threatened by “inner” conflict, psy-
chic or political, they will lack that capacity for limited struggle among
peers that differentiates citizenship from civil war, political dispute
from the factional disintegration of a community. And so their commu-
nity is likely to be an army, women safely excluded, the apple tree du-
tifully lefr untouched, and their mortality and private particularity left
behind as they turn their rage ourward against a (psychically) safely ex-
ternal “other.” Theirs, in short, will be a zero-sum world in which the
only possible conception of public life is of domination; they will be ei-
ther fragmented and thus vulnerable to the domination of others or uni-
hed and dominated by a single commander for the purpose of dominat-
ing others.

Machiavelli’s writings never transcended the conventional misogyny
of his time. Like the other men of Renaissance Florence, he had virtually
no experience of women as citizens or peers, though he had ar least
some significant experience of the exceptional woman virago, notably
in his disastrous early diplomaric encounter with Caterina Sforza. This
book has tried to show that his failure to deal with the “otherness” of
women as a worldly, realistic difference rather than an uncanny and
threatening mystery is not merely unfortunate for women—whose
cause he might otherwise have given some early, though doubtless
futile, assistance—but also has profound consequences for his teachings
about men, about humanness, politics, and autonomy. Because he could
not think (or at any rate, did not write) about women as fellow citizens
but instead rested even his republican politics on a misogynist ideal of
manliness, his own metaphors and images constantly cast doubt on
what he most wants to teach. Two great failures of mutuality, one might
say, flaw his best vision of political relationship, the one a sin of omis-
sion and the other of commission. The one is his exploitation of—his
failure to challenge—the misogyny of his time; the other is his militarist
imperialism, his failure to extend into international relations the vision
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he fashioned of political life within a community. This book has argued
that the two are intimately interrelared.

As with the problem of action, so with that of membership, Ma-
chiavelli’s sexual and familial imagery, meant to challenge men out of
their concern with private, household matters of wealth and family into
the more “manly” realm of political life, also has the opposite effect,
arousing images of domination and submission and undermining that
capacity for mutuality which citizenship requires. There is, moreover,
this difference berween the two cases: while Machiavelli's best under-
standing of action does represent adulthood, an overcoming of childish-
ness and an acceptance of marure powers and responsibilities, the same
cannot be said of his association of political membership with mas-
culinity, Adults are more fit for citizenship than children. Men are not
inherently more fit for citizenship than women and will appear so only
in a society where women are confined to household and private affairs
and denied access to public life. Thus while the equation of humanness
with adulthood can lead to distortion if interpreted in terms of an anx-
ious and defensive understanding of adulthood, the equation of human-
ness with masculinity is distorting not just in terms of an anxious and
defensive understanding of masculinity, but in terms of any understand-
ing of masculinity ar all. Men who deny the humanity of women are
bound to misunderstand their own.



CHAFTER TWELVYE

Judgment and Autonomy

The problem of judgment grows out of the relationship of what is dis-
tinctively human to what is natural: our own bodies and animal in-
stincts as well as the natural world around us, out of which we con-
struct civilization, technology, morality, polincs. The latter, in turn,
imply standards for action and judgment, right and wrong ways to do
things, good and evil conduct. The status of those standards i1s a mys-
tery, a cluster of mysteries. The problem of action earlier raised the
question of what constitutes the “beginning” of a community or an in-
dividual, how causation and the animal turn into the capacity for ac-
rion and the human. Now come these closely related questions: How
does the causally determined natural turn into the moral and political,
capable of choosing right from wrong, of judging and being judged?
What is the origin of concepts such as justice, virtue, civility, honor, and
the practices connected with them? How does any human individual
make the transition? And whar, accordingly, is the status of our norms
of right conduct and judgment, the basis of their validity? Are they
merely conventional? Or are they anchored in nature or in some tran-
scendent authority guarantecing their validity?

Such philosophical questions become politically acute in times like
Machiavelli’s, when there is a great disparity between the inherited ide-
als and standards, on the one hand, and people’s actual acrivities,
needs, and feelings, on the other. Traditional forms and ceremonies are
experienced as empty, and they no longer sanctify. Traditional rules vir-
tually guarantee failure, for there is “such a difference berween how
men live and how they ought to live that he who abandons what 1s done
for what ought to be done learns his destruction rather than his preser-
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vation.”" Inherited theories no longer make sense of the world, and ac-
tual practice remains chaotic, inconsistent, untheorized. It may be time
for new theory, for the (re)creation of value and meaning, But where are
they to come from?

The political theorist is not merely an observer but also a reacher, a
bridge builder offering a new vision of the familiar world and trying to
make it accessible to people through and despite their old ways of
seeing. But how does one teach in such times of dislocation in judgment
and action? Confronted by such conditions, a theorist may feel that the
most urgent task is to destroy the remaining pretensions of existing 1de-
als and unmask those who exploit them. Moved by a yearning for truth-
fulness, a rage at the prevailing hypocrisy, he may speak in the cynical
mode, teaching that ideals are fraudulent devices, not merely conven-
tional but foisted by the powerful on the credulous. He may, that is,
equate truth telling with the systematic description of current, exploi-
tive, and hypocritical practice.

Or he may, instead, choose the other side of the gap between ideals
and practice, cleaving to the standards to which others only pay lip ser-
vice—or to some different, perhaps historically earlier, set of ideals—
and exhort his andience to live up to those standards. But if the corrup-
tion of the time has gone very far, neither of these modes of teaching is
likely to be effective. The cynical mode may win popularity but can of-
fer no cure, for it tells only a partial truth and can neither restore nor
replace the old commitments. Yet exhortation is likely to fall on deaf
ears, for everyone has learned to ignore the familiar cant of preachers
and teachers, since taking it seriously so frequently means disaster
“among so many who are not good.”

Machiavelli is sometimes drawn to each of these modes: cynical in
the image of the fox, hortatory in relation to the Founder. Yet at his best
he transcends and synthesizes both into what one may justly call a po-
litical and humanist realism: a truth-telling theory that perceives in the
objective world not only the corrupt and exploitive practices currently
pursued, but also their disastrous results, and therefore also the poten-
tial practical reality that ideals have. He seeks to theorize the verita
effettuale della cosa, but that includes human achievement and poten-
tial along with human failure and corruption.’

. Prince, ch. 15 (G 57=58).

2. Ar least in this respect, Martin Luther faced the same problem in the north of Eu-
rope as Machiavelli faced in the south. Striving to become a monk, he was obsessively
scrupulous and plagued by doubt, unwilling to make the h}"p*&:rll‘h.'-al COMPrOMISes Cus-

tomary in his time. His superiors prescribed the traditional exercises: fast, pray, perform
rituals. If you behave like a monk, in time faith will come. But Luther could not accept



Judgment and Autonomy | 309

The cynical theorist, one might say, wants to define human nature by
what is most basic in us, to find a secure foundation on which to build:
“Erst kommt das Fressen, dann kommt die Moral.”* The hortatory the-
orist, by contrast, defines human narure by whart is highest in us, our
capacities for transcendence. Machiavelli ultimately rejects both alter-
natives and the choice between them. At his best, he retains the cynical
fox’s animus against utopian, empty, and hypocritical ideals, but not
the conviction that all ideals are of necessity like that. He retains the
foxy premise that standards of right are human artifacts, and thus can-
not be legitimated by their origins, but not the conclusion thar they
must therefore be illegitimate. His deepest commitment here, as on so
many topics, is to action, but responsible, creative action: glory, We
are the creatures capable of transforming whart is basic into what is
glorious. That capacity makes possible real but limited—limited but
real—human greatness, and so it defines our responsibilities. Precisely
because ideals are humanly made, leaving their care and maintenance to
some transcendent power amounts to a failure of responsiblity. Yet pre-
cisely because some ideals promote an objectively better life for human
beings than do others, the cymical refusal to judge and act is equally a
failure of responsibility.

But here again the sexual and familial imagery Machiavelli invokes
tends partly to undermine his teaching. Challenging his audience to a
manly acceptance of the burdens of human self-fashioning, his imagery
often makes that task seem more than human, suggesting a flight into
either cynicism, excusing us from the effort, or submission to some res-
cuing father who will make the effort for us.

< <& <+

Machiavelli teaches thar ideals like virtue and honor, justice and civil-
ity—both how we conceive them and how we practice them—are hu-
manly determined. The goals people pursue, the standards by which
they judge and act, are shaped by their upbringing, training, and experi-

that solution, feeling that the performance of ritual acts without faith was itself sinful—in
effect, hypocrisy toward God—and could produce only more sin, never salvation. Con-
fronting the gap between ideals and practice, he insisted on cleaving to the former; and his
personal solution tumed out to be meaningful for much of Europe. Machiavelli would
have scoffed at the proposition thar the problems he was addressing were theological in
nature, yet he too refused to settle for hypocrisy, to live with the gap berween ideals and
practice. And he, ton, associated the recovery of meaning, value, and virtue with a re-
newed and more direct access to true paternal authority.

3. “First comes food, then the moral.” But the impact of Brecht’s © Fressen™ —the Ger-
man verb for the way animals eatr—is lost in translation. Bertold Brecht, The Three-Penny
Opera, sc. 6, “Second Three-penny Finale: What Keeps Mankind Alive?”



310 | Meditations on Machiavelli

ence, what Machiavelli in the largest sense calls educazione. This in-
cludes parental example and admonition, schooling, the discipline of
law and public authority, military discipline, religion, and the whole
way of life (modo del vivere) into which members of a community are
initiated.* Yet each of these shaping elements is itself subject to human
choice and sustained only by effort, All of them were arranged better in
ancient times than in corrupt modern Florence.

Some conclude that consequently Machiavelli must also teach thar
there is no absolute, objective right and wrong, such standards being
merely conventions and the only absolute being our origin in nature,
which makes no moral distinctions. Indeed, there are passages in Ma-
chiavelli supporting such a reading, for the vision of the fox is a cynical
vision. But this is not his final or his best position. Rather, he wants to
maintain that although man-made and sustained only by effort, ideals
enacted are as real as any natural phenomenon. The tyrant is “deceived
by a false good and a false glory,” which is to say that the difference be-
rween false and real glory is as objective as any other fact about which
some may be deceived.” No mere convention can change such deception
into truth, The ideals and practices we create are anchored on the one
side in natural need and capacity, on the other side in their practical
consequences tor human life,

These questions can be fruitfully explored in Machiavelli's treatment
of the great Ciompi Rebellion, the revolt of Florence's wool workers,
“the poorest of the people.” Ar the height of his account of the re-
bellion, Machiavelli presents an invented speech he ascribes to a man
identified only as “one of the most fiery and of greatest experience
among” the rebels.® It is a cynical speech, in effect claiming that all
property is theft, all power domination, every relationship exploitative
and concluding that the workers should take by force whatever they
can, in order to dominate and exploit their former masters.

By “nature,” the speaker argues, all men are equal; some claim to be
of ancient and noble lineage, bur that is mere convention, “for all men,
since they had one and the same beginning, are equally ancient.” The
fundamental reality is nature; all else is mere convention and as superfi-
cial as clothing on the body.

Strip us all naked; you will see us all alike; dress us then in their clothes and

the[m] in ours; without doubt we shall seem noble and they ignoble, for only
poverty and riches make us unequal.

4. Discourses, 2: 2 (G 331); 3: 27 (G 490); 3: 31 (G 500); 3: 43 (G 521); 3: 46 (G 525);
Machiavelli, Opere 1: 496, 501.

5. Discowrses 1: 10 (G 220); 1: 53 (G 302).

6. Florentine Histories 3: 13 (G 1159-60) for this and the following quotations.
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Poverty and riches, moreover, are both equally unnatural, for *God and
Mature have put all men’s fortunes in their midst,” so that wealth goes
to those who take it. In the resulting struggle, theft is more effective
than work, “the bad arts™ more effective than “the good.”

Indeed, greatr wealth, power, and status are always illegitimare at their
origin, “attained . .. by means of either fraud or force.” Only the
“rapacious and fradulent” ever emerge from poverty, only the “unfaith-
ful and bold” from “servitude.” Small crimes may be punished, but
“great and serious ones are rewarded”; and the successful conqueror,
whatever his means, is never “disgraced” by what he has done. After
seizing what they want “with trickery or with violence,” the conquerors
“conceal the ugliness of their acquisition” by imposing a legitimizing
terminology of ideals. Under such “false title,” their ill-gotten gains
come in retrospect to look “honorable” to the credulous exploited.
Thus the wool workers should not be either “frightened” or “shamed”
by the invocarion of terms like “noble” and “ignoble,” by appeals to
conscience or to “ill fame,” the judgment of others. All of these are mere
conventions deployed by the winners to fool the losers. One must look
behind ideals and conventions, including religion, to the natural real-
ities of physical lite: “When people fear hunger and prison, as we do,
they cannot and should not have any fear of hell.” Those who heed the
call of “conscience” are naive, disappointingly inadequate as “men,”
since their credulity prevents them from acting. “Spirited men™ act
boldly to seize “the opportunity that Occasion brings,” that is “offered
. . . by Fortune.”

On this basis, the agitator teaches the wool workers not merely that
they should act, but specifically that they ought “to use force” whenever
they “get the chance.” Since all power is illegitimate in origin, relations
of domination and exploitarion are the only possible ones. The only is-
sue i1s who will be on top, and the speaker urges the wool workers to
take their turn, so that the former masters “will have to complain of
and fear you,” as the wool workers now complain of and fear their
masters.

Here is an eloquent formulation of the view that “beginnings™ are il-
legitimate, a return to nature and the body and to force. Anything be-
yond force, fraud, and the physical is mere convention externally im-
posed for exploitative purposes. But does Machiavelli mean it? The
speech is written with verve and relish; one imagines Machiavelli en-
joyed its writing. It is peppered with familiar Machiavellian maxims,
suggesting a continuity with the main body of his works. And it is, of
course, an invention, inserted in the Florentine Histories without any
logical necessity.
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Bur Machiavelli frames the speech in disparaging commentary. He
says that it was made “in order to arouse” the workers and succeeded in
“greatly inflam[ing] their spirits, which were of themselves already hot
for evil.”” The person in the Ciompi Rebellion for whom Machiavelli
expresses admiration is not this anonymous (though “experienced”)
speaker, but Michele di Lando, a real historical figure who became the
leader of the rebellion in its later stages but resisted the extreme claims
of the poor, “determined to quiet the city,” and who “publicly pro-
claimed that nobody should burn or rob anything.”* Machiavelli says
that Michele di Lando surpassed all others in his time “in courage, in
prudence, and in goodness,” and that he deserved “to be numbered
among the glorious few who have greatly benefitted their native ciry.”*

It is not obvious what to make of Machiavelli’s praise for Michele di
Lando and of the moderate framework in which the cynical speech is
set. His letrers indicate that Machiavelli felt constrained in writing the
Histories by the fear of offending the powerful, particularly the pope
who had commissioned the work. So it is in principle possible that the
moderating framework is deception, the speech expressing his real
views and teachings.

That interpretation becomes impossible, however, if one recalls the
overall theme of the Florentine Histories, Machiavelli’s investigation of
why the Florentine Republic, unlike the Roman, was always unstable.
His explicit answer to that question, it will be recalled, concerns fac-
tions, “unreasonable and unjust™ demands, and a failure to observe lim-
its in dealing with the opposition. Indeed, the preface to the book of the
Histories that deals with the Ciompi Rebellion attribures Florentine
weakness to the fact that whenever any group or faction gained power
in the city, it tried to destroy its opponents utterly, making laws “not for
the common proft but altogether in favor of the congueror,™ "

Although the speech does invoke something like courage {“spirited
men” ) and “honor” and does mention the hope of having “more liberty
. . . than in the past,” and although it mentions the wool workers' com-
plaints about the masters’ “avarice” and “injustice,” it does not really,
consistently address the ideals implied in such words." It addresses only
conquest and revenge, a simple inversion of past oppression, not liberty
but what Machiavelli in the preface to the next book of the Histories
identifies as “license.” Florence, he says there, has never been well orga-
nized, having had at most a “semblance of republican government,”
fluctuating as its rulers and constitutions varied,

7, Ibid, (G 1159, 1161}, 8. Thid., 3: 16 (G 1166),
9, Ibid., 3: 17 (G 1168). 10. Ihid., 3: 1 (G 1140).
11. Ihid., 3: 13 (G 1161, cf. 1160); 3: 12 (G 1158),
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not between liberty and slavery, as many believe, but between slavery and li-
cense, The promoters of license, who are the people, and the promoters of slav-
ery, who are the nobles, praise the mere name of liberty, for neither of these
classes is willing to be subject either to the laws or to men.”

In a city that can rightly “be called free,” by contrast, there is reciproc-
ity berween opposing classes and groups, and an awareness of common
membership in an association valuable to all.

By these criteria, the speech to the wool workers 1s licentious, ad-
vocating a politics without limits or mutuality, and counseling the
workers to exploit the public life for their private advantage by threat-
ening “damage” to “the city,"" The speaker acknowledges that the con-
sequence of the kind of politics he advocates i1s “that men devour one
another,” but he can envisage no alternative. On the contrary, precisely
from the observation that men devour each other he concludes they
should therefore use force whenever they can. The speech thus dis-
plays a fundamental inconsistency characteristic of the fox’s cynical
stance. It employs terms like frand and the conventional contrast be-
tween “bad”™ and “good™ ways of getting ahead, “bad™ and “good”
men. Yet it also insists that standards of good and bad are based on
fraud and force, all equally exploitive. If the world is as the speaker
claims, the conventional terms and distinctions are meaningless, and he
is not entitled to their use. Thus it does not fully make sense to claim
that moral standards originate in exploitation and fraud, for the latter
terms already imply the existence of standards; if there is no such thing
as virtue in mere nature, there is no such thing as fraud, either.

Not only is the speech incoherent in this sense, but there is also a
problem, given the speaker’s premises, about the nature of collectivity
in his audience or in the city. “You see the preparations of our adver-
saries,” he says, “let us get ahead of their plans.”" Thus he presents two
opposed collectivities: “we™ and “they.” Hitherto “they™ ruled “us™;
soon “we” shall dominate “them.” It is taken for granted that “1” gain if
“we” win, But what will be the relations among “us” if all human
power is based on force or fraud? If what the speaker says is true, then
surely the audience ought to be as suspicious of his motives as of the
masters’, and indeed of each other’s as well. The only “natural™ unir, it
seems, is the isolated individual. There is no reason for anyone among
the oppressed to suppose that he will gain even private liberty if “our
side™ wins, for all thar unites “us” is our common oppression, which
will disappear when “we™ win. Having won, or perhaps already in the

12. Ihid., 4: 1 (G 1187). 13. Ibid., 3: 13 (G 1161).
14, Ibid. (G 1160). 15. Ibid. (G 1161).
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process of winning, we shall do what men have always done: “devour
one another.” Yet if we do not trust each other, we cannot win; as the
speaker points out, it is precisely because the masters are “disunited”
that “we” have hopes of seizing power now: “Their disunion will give
us the victory.”"

Despite its eloquence, despite its use of Machiavellian idiom, then,
the speech to the wool workers is not an articulation of Machiavelli's
views, both because he does distinguish between truth and fraud, bene-
fit and exploitation, and because he believes in and teaches about the
value of collectivity based on a well-founded mutual trust that is not
naive. The fact that standards are human artifacts does not make them
traudulent or illegitimate, for such notions are themselves the products
of standards. Sull, how any conventional creation can be (or become)
more than arbitrary does pose a mystery, like the mysteries of how mat-
ter can be (or become) animate, how animal can be (or become) human,
how individuals can be (or become) collectivity.

¢+ @

Another approach to that mystery, the apparent opposite of cyn-
icism, is the edifying exhortation to dury. It, too, artracts Machiavelli,
yet is ultimately rejected by him. And though opposed to cynicism in a
way, it is actually cynicism’s flip side: inside the Founder image lurks the
fox. Consider the famous charge leveled by Edmund Burke against the
philosopbes, that their irreverent questioning of authority would soon
destroy “all the pleasing illusions which made power gentle and obe-
dience liberal,” leaving mankind exposed in all its “naked, shivering na-
ture.” What sort of illusions? Burke illustrates: to the philosopbes “a
gueen is but a woman, a woman is but an animal—and an animal not of
the highest order.”"

Calling such beliets “illusions,” Burke ratifies through his choice of
word the cynical view he means to oppose, that a queen is nothing more
or other than an animal. To believe otherwise is to hold an illusion, he
says, but one with vitally important practical consequences. Where
such illusions are believed, power will actually be gentle and obedience
liberal. Indeed, the urgency of Burke’s larger argument makes clear that
he thinks even more—the survival of civilization itself—is at stake in
such illusions. Why, then, does he insist that people must believe #llu-
sions to preserve the very tangible and wnillusory benefits civility and

16. Ihid. (G 1160; cf. 1161} and Mansfield, “Party,” in Fleischer, Mackiavelli, 262.
17. Peter ]. Stanlis, ed., Edmaund Burke: Selected Writings and Speeches {Garden Ciry,
N.Y.: Doubleday, 1963), 458,
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culture bring to all? Why cannot those benefits directly motivate a
knowing, disillusioned civility?

Several answers are possible here, all part of Burke’s argument at
some point. First, there is the problem of human passion. People—or at
least most people, or people of certain social classes—Ilack sufficient
self-control to do what is prudentially in their best interest, unless it is
reinforced by certain illusions that engage stronger passions than pru-
dence ever can. Second, even in merely rational and prudential terms,
while everyone clearly benefits from civilization, an individual might
perhaps benefit even more if everyone else were moral and civilized,
while he alone was consummately selfish. Third, the prudential outlook
itself, which calculates consequences in terms of costs and benefits, may
require a character structure tending to undermine morality and the
public good.

To some extent, Machiavelli shares each of these views. He says that
most men will “be good™ only out of fear; that most people want only
security and gain rather than glory; that anyone introducing important
innovations must manipulate popular illusions, because “many good
things are known to a prudent man that are not in themselves so plainly
rational thar others can be persuaded of them.””™ And yet Machiavelli
also ar times envisions a secular reverence achieved without reification,
a human autonomy that is neither dependent on illusion nor further by
hortatory preaching. Maurice Merleau-Ponty calls it a polinical “princi-
ple of communion™ and says that “by putting conflict and struggle at
the arigins of social power,” Machiavelll “did not mean to say that
agreement was impossible,” but only “meant to underline the condition
for a power which does not mystify, that 15, participation in a common
situation.”"

At his best, Machiavelli envisions a free politics of citizens holding
themselves and each other to the civil limits defined by their particular
tradition, a tradition they recognize to be conventional yet honor or al-
ter as conscious “co-founders.” They not only live by their principles
but choose those principles consciously, and collectively take responsi-
bility for them. Thus Machiavelli anticipates Kant’s claim that moral
autonomy requires not just acting in accord with principles, bur posit-
ing those principles for oneself. Kant even calls this positing “lawmak-
ing,” but he is speaking metaphorically.”® Machiavelli, as always most

18. Discourses 1: 11 (G 225).
19. Maurice Merleau-Ponry, Signs, tr. Richard C. MeCleary (Evanston, 1l.: North-
western University Press, 1964), 215, my italics.
20, lmmanuel Kant, “Metaphysical Foundation of Morals,” in The Philosophby of
Kant, tr. and ed. Carl |. Friedrich {New York: Modern Library, 1949), 184,
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political, thinks that full autonomy requires not just metaphorical legis-
lation in the mind to govern one’s own conduct, but literal and public
political engagement by which the members of a community together
continually (re)define their shared way of life.

Such a citizenry cherish their shared momos despite its conven-
tonality and the arbitrariness of its origins, both because it defines who
they now are, and because of the way of life it now secures. Thus they
look to prudential consequences, yet not in narrowly self-interested
ways; they look to glory and the public good, but these ideals have tan-
gible content in their lives; tangible content includes not just profit but
principle. Thus they think in terms of a glory that transcends, yet re-
mains connected with, interest and need; and in terms of a self that is
distinct from others, yet remains connected with them and with princi-
ple. The glory i1s made meaningtul by its content of practical gratifica-
tion; the needs it gratifies are enlarged and humanized by being tied
to glory.

As with respect to action and membership, so too with respect to
judgment, what 15 needed is synthesis: a transcendence that is also a
continuity. To be human, our standards must transcend the animal, the
natural, the necessary, mere force, Yet to be meaningful for us they must
also retain—and so we must frequently renew-—contact with their “ori-
gins” in natural need, the body, infancy and its earliest relationships. A
right understanding of the problem of judgment, a reverence without
reification, thus rests as the vivere civile does on the mature human ca-
pacities for mutuality and limitation, for judicious trust and trust-
worthiness. And since these in turn are anchored in the “basic trust™ of
infancy, once again Machiavelli’s best teaching is threatened wherever
his imagery evokes misogynist fears and unresolved infantile conflicts.

& o o

The psychological counterpart of the problem of judgment in politi-
cal theory is, in Freudian terms, the difference between repression and
sublimation, the former corresponding to superego domination, the
hortatory false piety toward authority associated with the Founder im-
age; the latter corresponding to ego strength and an authority that is
not reified. Freud himself never systematically explicated the difference
between repression and sublimation.” Both are possible outcomes of
the encounter of infantile libidinal drives with parents, significant other

21. Sigmund Freud, Standard Edition, esp. 11: 53-54, 14: 94-95; but also 9: 161,171,
175, 187-89,197; 11: 78, 132- 36, 178 -90; 14: 245-48; 19: 207,
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people, and the world of physical objects and processes, Repression oc-
curs when a forbidden libidinal wish, blocked by the child's fear of pun-
ishment, is forced into the unconscious, where it continues to press for
gratification. Energy is continually expended in keeping it unconscious,
and neurotic symptoms may result from the inner conflict. Alterna-
tively, however, the libidinal drive may be redirected to a substitute goal
that is not forbidden, as when sexual energy is rechanneled into artistic,
scientific, or cultural endeavor. Here the substitute activity is a genuine
gratification thar satisfies the libidinal drive, so no continuing expendi-
ture of inner energy is required. Repression concerns the perpetual
struggle between id and superego, which the ego attempts to mediate;
sublimation concerns how the ego itself is constituted. A certain
amount of repression, a certain amount of instinctual renunciation, is
inevitable for anyone in any society; indeed, in his later, pessimistic
writings Freud argues that neurosis might well be the necessary price
for civilization.** But without sublimartion, without the rechanneling of
libidinal energy into acculturation, we could not become human per-
sons art all.

We all begin in infancy, with our instinctual drives. And in a certain
mood it may seem that the infant we once were was our only true self,
all of its subsequent development a mere overlay ot social pressures and
external demands. But that does not really make sense, for it would
leave the self an impoverished thing indeed. The infant is not yet a de-
veloped person, is incapable of action or meaningful choice; its needs
and pleasures are infantile, Furthermore, that would mean that the
whole development of human culture and history, the self-creation of
the human species, was a series of accidents, a process devoid of any
agency. If the adult person who acts is only an alien overlay over the
core of true self, then not only the true “me™ is incapable of action or
responsibility, but so were my parents, grandparents, and their ances-
tors. “Society™ shaped us all, but society itself is merely a collection of
such nonagents, and no one is responsible for anything,

MNo martter how radically conceived, the liberation of the true self
from alien social impositions cannot mean a return to infancy, for then
there would be no self to liberate, no one there to take advantage of the
liberty, but only total dependence. The id is not a self. The initial in-
stinctual drives are essentially the same for all of us at the start of life;
what makes us into unique individuals is the living of a human life, or at
least the living through of a human childhood. In that sense, the self is a

22, Ibid., esp. 21: 9697, 103-5, 108, 139, 143-45; and 9: 193; 11: 190,
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history much more truly than it is an infant, a body, or an id. Only
through our initiation into the cultural world of our parents, ancestors,
and peers do we each become capable of particularity as a human self,

To be sure, some of the habits and attitudes we acquire in growing up
really are and remain alien impositions, and at some point in adoles-
cence or later we may reject them, more or less successfully, as demands
that others imposed on us but that we do not ratify. But the self that
rejects this or that aspect of its upbringing, of itself, is also a product of
that upbringing. It makes no sense to suppose that | might reject as alien
every aspect of myself, or even every aspect except those rudiments of
self with which I was born. For the very capacity to make such rejec-
tions, and the standards by which I make them, are the products of my
development. By the time | am capable of choice, undertaking deliber-
ately to change myself or the world, I already am some particular indi-
vidual person with concepts, commitments, standards, expectations,
ideals, some of which may be alien impositions [ have been indoctri-
nated to accept, but not all of which can be,

In that sense, the individuated self, the person capable of responsible
action, is the product of convention, not nature; or rather, of the inter-
action between nature and convention, infant and world, For there is, of
course, historical continuity berween the infant I once was and the per-
son | become. And my individual psyche, although it is equivalent nei-
ther to my body nor to its natural drives and needs, nevertheless can
exist only—how should one put it?>—in the most intimate, necessary,
one-to-one relationship with this particular body. Psychic life remains
embedded in physical life. Furthermore, at least some of the social con-
vention internalized as we grow up becomes so fundamental a part of
our selves thar it 1s as if natural, a kind of “second nature™ thar behaves
and must be regarded for us just like the truly or originally natural. And
this second nature includes not merely powers and impulses, but also
standards of conduct and judgment, goals, ideals.

Of course we can be and indeed often are wrong about ourselves,
about what in us is alien and what must be accepred as given, or even
revered as authoritative. We do not always live up to our own standards
(that is part of whart is meant by standards of conduct); but we violate
them only at a price to ourselves.

Although a community is not a person, still, much of this is true of
human communities as well. They, too, are formed not just at a moment
of “birth” or founding but, on the one hand, have an underlying “na-
ture” that would-be founders must accept as given, and a continuing
“natural™ life of productive and reproductive needs and activirties, and,
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on the other hand, develop through their history, which they both make
and suffer, They, too, might be said to acquire out of that history some-
thing like a “second nature”—cultural features so fundamental to the
members’ character and relationships, that they must be regarded as if
natural for this community. And this second nature also includes some
of the community’s standards and commitments. 5o Machiavelli, for
example, speaks of the hereditary ruler as a “natural™ sovereign or
prince, allegiance and deference to whom has become an unquestioned
part of his subjects’ very selves.™ Yet communities, like individuals, fre-
quently have illusions about themselves and their nature; in particular,
they frequently have ideological illusions maintained because they serve
the interests of some, to the detriment of others and of the whole.

For both individual and community, then, one can say: the self is a
product of its history, and thus conventional, yet remains rooted in na-
ture, and part of its arbitrary historical accretion becomes a second na-
ture, defining the very self. Nevertheless, that core may be mistaken and
violated by the self in action and judgment. Then there can be moments
of insight, in which we recover aspects of the self that have been lost,
distorted, or violated. Such moments may be quotidian, or sufficiently
dramatic to be experienced as a “rebirth.” That means: a starting over
afresh because no longer “hung up on™ the past; a recovery, therefore,
of the self as free actor, of capacities that had been hidden by reifica-
tion; a recovery, also, of the self as the product of its history and of
those parts of that history that had been distorted or disguised.

That way of thinking about Machiavelli's “return to beginnings™ ap-
peared already in discussing the problem of action; now a different as-
pect emerges in the context of judgment. The return to beginnings is
a new and right insight into what ideals, standards, and commitments
are sacred to us and simultaneously a recognition of our capacity to
make—and concomitant responsibility for making, revising, sustain-
ing—them. For the individual, these are moments when “ego comes to
be where id was,” to paraphrase Freud; moments when repression is re-
placed by sublimation. For a community, they are moments when the
citizens recover awareness of their stake in the public and at the same
time redefine the public in terms of justice, thereby becoming free to act
effectively as a community instead of being deadlocked in factional
strife or resentfully bound to the past in the form of political vengeance,
Though a community is not a person, still there are political counter-
parts to repression and sublimation: the former, a polity of domination,

23. Prince, ch. 3 (G 16).
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where some make the rules by which others are forced to live; the lat-
ter, a polity of mutuality, where the citizens share jointly in self-
government.

o o o>

Machiavelli does not talk in psychological terms, yet he does address
the problem of human drives and natural needs and discuss how they
must be transformed in order to make men fit for the vivere civile, to
make animals human, What he says about them differs to some extent,
depending on which sort of need he is considering and which image of
manhood is most salient ar the time. But in general, Machiavelli at his
best teaches, first, that human drives and appetites are natural and have
to be accepred; ideals that ignore them are vain. Second, however, too
much of any of these drives, or the wrong way of handling them, de-
stroys civilization and wirtiz; thus they are the weapons of mystical fem-
inine power implanted in men. But, third, their open and direct expres-
sion and reasonable gratification is the right way of handling them, the
way to prevent their excesses. His successful synthesis is a vision of sub-
limation; its failure takes the form of a vision of repression, the punitive
discipline of the Founder,

Machiavelli discusses three groups of such drives: hunger or greed,
ambition with its concomitant aggression, and sensuality or lust, Polin-
cally, each of them threatens to corrupt public life through privatiza-
tion. Ambition, however, is also the source of civilization and a healthy
public life; avarice is more difficult to transform into public terms, and
sexuality Machiavelli mostly leaves to repression (and the occasional
evasion of repressive authority). In each case, the key to transforming
need into value, and private into public, is the capacity to acknowledge
limits, Each natural need must be given its due but must be distin-
guished from its unhealthy extension into limitless craving, when the
natural need is mediated by anxiety and becomes obsessive and insatia-
ble. The truly human life requires acknowledgment of and provision for
our real needs but 1s undermined by the distorted extensions of drives
beyond need. Proper provision for needs also helps to prevent such un-
healthy extension. 5o the greatest danger is the denial of human drives,
the setting of ideals for man that are unrelated to his real needs, the sort
of “humility, abjectness, and contempt for human things” that is taught
by the Church.*

Ambition, and the closely correlated problem of aggression, are most

24, Dvscomrses 2: 2 (0 3310,
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instructive here. Ambition in itself is not a vice but a normal part of
human nature that must be accepted; yet it is also a fury that does evil
among men. Were it not for ambition, the desire for mastery, men
would never grow up, would never leave the matriarchal houschold or
create civilization and the city. Yet excessive ambition, ambition han-
dled in the wrong way, is also what undermines civilization and politics.
The distinctions to be drawn here are between two forms ambition
may take, and two ways it may be handled. Direct and relatively self-
confident ambition, the desire to grow, to develop one's capacities and
be admired for one’s achievements—these are all healthy fearures with-
out which we could not reach human marturity; they are also capable of
(intermittent) satisfaction, like any natural hunger. And they are ready,
under appropriate conditions, to be channeled toward public ends and
thereby to make men genuinely public-spirited; they are capable of pro-
ducing a right understanding and pursuit of glory. They are to be con-
trasted to the resentful, envious, self-denigraring, masochistic ambirion
that knows no limit because it seeks to silence an inner critic who is
never satisfied, because it wants to undo the past. Similarly, the open
and direct expression of ambition must be distinguished from its indi-
rect and hidden pursuit; the institutions that politicize ambition and
make it public, from those that privatize it and drive it underground.

The resentful and insatiable sort of ambition is by its very nature de-
politicizing and makes people unfit for citizenship. It leads them to pre-
fer vengeance to success at any other undertaking; thus they court dis-
aster, for instance by inviting foreign forces into the city to support
their side in a factional dispute. Where this condition becomes wide-
spread, even men of virta find it almost impossible to pursue the public
good, for the resentfully ambitious are filled with envy of other men's
glory, “grudging,” “ungrateful,” ever ready to “censure” and bring oth-
ers down, even if all suffer as a resule.”

The wrong sort of ambition can be minimized, and its dangerous
effects for political life controlled to some extent, by acknowledging the
right sort of ambition as natural, acknowledging the right sort of con-
flict as healthy, and providing institutional channels for their expres-
sion. *“The malignant humors that spring up in men”™ must somehow
“find vent,” and where they are not permitted “lawful” and open
expression, the will find “unlawful™ methods of private revenge that
produce factions and civil war.” Institutions for the public, open ex-

25, “|Golden] Ass,” ch. 1, lines 97-99 (G 752); Mandragola, prologue (G 778).
2a. Discourses 1: 7-8 (G 112-14).
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pression of ambition and anger, like the Roman institution of “accusa-
tions,” will minimize both the formarion of resentful, private ambition
and its danger to public life by forcing all into public channels and ex-
posing false, merely envious charges for what they are. Ambirion and
aggression then must be acknowledged, even encouraged, and brought
our into the open.

The case of hunger and avarice or greed is less clear-cur. Obviously,
human beings have bodies that need food; and hunger and the desire
“to acquire” are therefore natural and inevitable. Only a fool would lo-
cate a city where it might look “glorious™ but its inhabitants have no
way to make a living. Natural hunger, however, is also capable of (inter-
mittent) satiation through human effort. lts extension into avarice,
greed, the insatiable craving for further acquisition for its own sake, is a
different matter. It may, in a way, grow out of the natural need, yet it can
outweigh even that need itself: the miser will starve himself in order to
add to his riches. Avarice is, one might say, natural hunger transformed
by anxiety, a vain attempt to provide against all future hunger; it reflects
a fundamental distrust of the adult capacity to feed oneself (and others).

Like the resentful sort of ambition, avarice privatizes and sets people
in rivalry with each other in destructive ways. Being insatiable, it insti-
gates action without the recognition of limits, of commonality, promot-
ing factionalism in the city and displacing the craving tor glory by petty
and private goals. Machiavelli’s charge against the Florentine bour-
geoisie is that there is no “limit or measure to their greed.” They “plun-
der™ each other of their goods; they avoid paying their taxes; they “sell
justice™; and they “thirst not for true glory but for despicable honors
depending on hates, enmities, disputes, factions.”* Like Churchmen,
“men in trade” are incapable of soldiering, the direct expression of ag-
gression; thus they are incapable of autonomy, forced to follow “the
Fortune of others.”** All Florence's “evils,” Machiavelli wrote a friend,
“proceed from our being in the hands of priests and merchants; neither
the one nor the other knows how to manage arms.”** What is worse,
neither understands the meaning of glory, so they pursue the wrong sort
of goal.

Ideally, Machiavelli would like to treat this problem in terms of
the opposing interests and “humors” of different classes, reintegrated
through political struggle. Bourgeois avarice must be tempered by the
nobility’s military spirit and ambition for glory. But in the absence of a

27. Florentine Histories 3: § (G 1146). 28, Ibad., 1: 39 (G 1079).
29, Quoted in Ferrara, Private Correspondence, 46.
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Florentine nobility, he must try to teach men of avarice about the value
of glory, an extraordinarily difficult task of theoretical bridge building,
For the ||:l|.'1|]|nr appta| the merchants can understand is to H‘lf—il‘ltl:rest, yet
their orientation to avarice and self-interest is precisely what must be
overcome, Speak to them of glory, and they cannot hear; but speak to
them of interest, and you cannot express your message. So Machiavelli
insists, on the one hand, that virti and the vivere civile are the only
effective ways to secure wealth, that “riches multiply in a free country,”
and on the other hand, that the concern for wealth privatizes people
and tends to destroy wvirti: “Well-ordered republics™ keep “their treas-
uries rich and their citizens poor.” " In addition, the topic of avarice is
also psychologically more troubling than that of ambition, for ambition
draws men away from infantile dependence and is not itself an impulse
of sensuality or nurturance. For men troubled about dependence, ambi-
tion is thus a “safer” drive with which to deal than either avarice or
lust. Sensuality, sex, and lust are, in a way, most difficult of all for Ma-
chiavelli. Here there seems to be no way to transmute private into public
welfare, and the best that can be hoped for is the imposition of a severe,
public discipline in support of monogamy and patriarchy, combined
with clandestine private freedom for men to pursue sexual pleasure.
The reproduction of the species is of course beneficial to the community
as well as individually pleasurable, but Machiavelli is not prepared to
argue, in accord with Church teaching, that good men will find their
sexual pleasure only in the begetting of legitimate children. Nor is he
prepared to challenge the mores of his time by suggesting that species
reproduction might be reorganized in ways more consonant with hu-
man needs and pleasure. Thus “women™ remain, in his theory, the most
mysterious and in a way the most dangerous threat. Again, there is not
much point in blaming Machiavelli for having failed o challenge the
misogyny of his time—a topic that surely would have seemed to him
remote from his explicit concerns—yet misogyny repeatedly works
counter to his best political teachings.

Concerning judgment, once again Machiavelli summons us to an ac-
knowledgment of our adult human powers and responsibilities; but he
does so by summoning males to their manhood. And once again that
turns out to defeat as much as to serve his purpose. For insofar as adult-
hood and full humanity are pursued out of anxiety about dependence,
their pursuit will be distorted by childish fantasies and fears, the need to
prove what cannot be proved because it is forever in anxious doubt.

30, Discourses 1: 2 (G 332); 1: 371G 272).
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Men anxious about dependence will fear to trust anyone or anything
and thus will be inclined toward cynicism, They will fear the feminine
“other” inside themselves and will thus be powerfully drawn to horta-
tory hero worship and to repressive ideals. Fearing nurturance or other
sensual gratification except under stringent safeguards of discipline,
they will seethe with impotent anger, prefer vengeance to direct grati-
fication, and identify with their—real or fantasied—oppressor, all of
which tends to generate a conception of autonomy that blocks access to
its real achievement.

o o -

Machiavelli urged people to assume deliberate, active, collective con-
trol over the conditions of their lives. Yet he urged action framed by the
recognition of limits: limits on what is historically possible, here and
now, and humanly possible anywhere; limits on what is politically ac-
ceptable, capable of enlisting the support of fellow citizens; limits on
what is right and deserving of true glory. In teaching this delicately bal-
anced multiple synthesis, Machiavelli also articulated a right under-
standing of that topic so central to Renaissance experience: autonomy.

A wrong understanding of human autonomy, by which Machiavelli
himself was frequently rempted bur from which he tried to wean us, is
as a kind of sovereignry, a self-contained isolation, a solipsistic fantasy
of omnipotence. Here, to be autonomous would mean either to be ut-
terly alone, needing no one and nothing outside oneself, or else 1o be
singular in privilege and power—the only person among objects, the
only human among animals, the only god among humans—capable of
dominating and free to exploit whatever is outside the self.

Machiavelli at his best, by contrast, teaches an autonomy that ac-
knowledges our necessary interdependencies: that human freedom lies
not in eradicating or escaping our necessary connections with others
like ourselves, but in acknowledging them and using them to liberate us
from other, unnecessary dependencies. “If men wish to be free,” as
Hannah Arendt has said, “it is precisely sovereignty they must re-
nounce.” " That is the point of Machiavelli’s distinctions between lib-
erty and license, berween true glory and thart false glory by which ty-
rants are deceived, berween genuine autonomy and “doing whatever
vou want.” Both princes and republics he says need “to be regulated by
the laws; because a prince who can do what[ever] he wants to is crazy;

[and] a people that can do what[ever] it wants to is not wise.”*

31. Hannah Arendt, *What ls Freedom?™ in Between Fast and Futwre, 165.
32, Diseonrses 1: 58 (G 317).
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True autonomy is a matter of accurare self-knowledge and responsi-
ble self-government. For both individual and community, it is a marter
of getting right the synthesis between our determinant past and our
freedom to act, between our objective interconnectedness and our indi-
vidual agency, between our natural beginnings and our capacity for
transcendence, Only through recognizing our particular past and the
present world and self it has created do we become free to act effectively.
Only in shared political interaction can we come to know accurately,
and to take responsibility for, what we are doing. That limits our per-
sonal freedom because each of us is only one among many citizens but
also expands it because together we can take charge of the social con-
ditions that we collectively creare, that would otherwise constrain our
individual lives as alien powers. Only by transforming instinct into
authority, recognizing the demands of both nature and our human com-
mitments, do we become free simultaneously of and in our necessities.

That is the essence of Machiavelli's understanding of action within a
context of necessity, of individual virtie within a contexr of interdepen-
dence, of transcendent value as anchored in particular, secular, histor-
ical life. The breakdown of synthesis along any one of these dimensions
is “corruption”: the corruption of passivity, of privatization, of cyni-
cism, but also the corruption of mindless action for its own sake, or of
hypocritical exhortation to “public” or “higher™ duties that are empry.
Along each of these dimensions synthesis has always o be actively
made. Yet its making is not arbitrary bur requries a certain reverence
roward self, world, and ideals. The experience of political action among
fellow citizens was for Machiavelli the best way to achieve this sort of
self-knowledge. Where that process broke down into corruption, as it
always tended to do, the next best hape for its restoration lay in leader-
ship, of the sort emploving “the way of freedom.” Where even the nec-
essary leadership seemed lacking, or people were so corrupt that avail-
able leadership could not help them, there was perhaps an outside
chance that political theory might serve, In each case the point was re-
turning people to themselves: to their connection with past and future,
to their connection with each other, to their connection with nature and
human values, to their capacity for action and a right understanding of
the context in which that action must take place.

That is the heart of what Machiavelli has to teach us. Yet he himself
was not able to sustain this vision. On certain subjects, such as relations
between men and women, he never achieved it; on others, such as inter-
national relations, he at most defined a ser of problems and questions
pointing toward it. Even in discussing the vivere civile he was unable to
sustain the vision consistently. Where he lost it, the loss was correlared
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with images and metaphors about sex roles and familial relations; par-
ticularly with the fear of dependence and of malevolent feminine power,
and consequently with an anxious and defensive stress on autonomy,
solipsistically conceived, and machismo, whether expressed in the cult
of violence, in cynicism, or in submission to a supermasculine leader.

Machiavelli summons us from apathy, private acquisitiveness, and re-
active violence to heroism and to glory. How shall we assess that sum-
mons? Heroism, like so many familiar and apparently simple concepts,
turns out on closer inspection to be a profoundly ambiguous notion,
Consider two contrasting views of what it might mean; call them the
traditionally “masculine” and the traditionally “feminine™ view. In the
traditionally masculine view, the summons to heroism is a call 1o leave
behind lower for higher things; to give one’s life meaning and purpose
by the willingness to sacrifice physical comfort and even life itself for
some noble ideal; to leave the household for the public realm, there to
express one'’s unique individuality in connection with something larger
and more valuable than self. Without such opportunity to pursue hero-
ism, human life would be impoverished. And so the men march out to
war in pursuit of glory.

But now comes the subversive, the traditionally “feminine,” view.
The women watch the men depart, look at each other, and shake their
heads: there they go again, the fools, making themselves feel important
with all that fine rhetoric and shiny equipment, pretending to be fierce
to hide their vulnerability. They are marching off to kill other people
like themselves—and like us!—just so that they can ger away from us
and the kids for a while. And we are left, as usual, to cope with the true
realities: to tend to the children, the harvest, the cooking and weaving
that keep bodies alive.

What shall we say of this ancient confrontation of views? Surely there
15 something right in each. Surely the summons to heroism and glory
is often a mask for privilege and exploitation, or for anxious flight
from reality. Bur surely also a life confined merely to the household and
care of the body is impoverished. Exclusion from community self-
government and a share in making history is a deprivation. To lose or to
flee contact with either the public or the private is to lose a part of our
humanity. That is as true for the housewife whose life is empty as for
her executive husband who imagines that clean shirts appear in his
drawer by magic; as true for the alienated worker or apathenic peasant
as for the privileged “movers and shakers™ who live off of, and are ut-
terly dependent on, the productive labor of others,

Machiavelli at his best summons us to heroism rightly understood: to
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public action for higher goals that nevertheless serve our narural and
private needs, action that recognizes both our vulnerability and our ca-
pacity as creators and judges. He strives for, and sometimes achieves, a
synthesis of the traditionally “masculine™ and “feminine” views of her-
oism. But insofar as he excludes or encourages his readers to exclude
the women and things feminine from the vision, the synthesis is bound
to be lost. Heroism becomes machismo and embodies the wrong con-
ception of autonomy, as sovereignty and domination. The participatory,
republican politics of freedom does coexist in Machiavelli’s political
theory with protofascism; the key to their complex relationship lies in
the metaphor that “fortune is a woman.”
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Afterthoughts, 1999

The good news is: the art of interpreting the enigmatic Machiavelli is
alive and well. Numerous books and essays illuminating his thought
have appeared in the fifteen vears since Fortune is a Woman was pub-
lished, and the long-standing debates about his political theory con-
tinue: ancient versus modern, authoritarian versus republican, sincere
and principled versus devious and sinister. There would be neither point
nor pleasure in reviewing that literature here, though I shall say a little
about some lines of inquiry within it that touch directly on the concerns
of this book.

Burt first, the bad news: my book hasnt made a norticeable dent in
the established genres of Machiavelli scholarship. It is something of a
maverick, does not fit well into any of those genres. “Provocative,” “un-
usual,” “ambitious™ the kinder reviewers call it.! The reviews also indi-
cate the books' weaknesses, however: some that they point out explic-
itly, and others—failures of explication—revealed indirectly by their
misreadings. They leave me regretful on several counts.

First off, I wish I had been more emphatic about the irrelevance of
grammatical gender. The fact that Italian is a gendered language in
which the word for fortune is grammatically feminine has just about
nothing to do with my argument, since speakers or writers of a gendered
language who personify some noun quite often assign it a gender differ-
ent from the word’s grammatical classification. The point being so obvi-

1. Arlene W. Saxonhouse, Review of Fortune is @ Woman, by Hanna Fenichel Pickin.
Ethics 105 [1985): 759-61 at 759; Mary G. Dierz, Review of Fortune is @ Woman, by
Hanna Fenichel Pitkin. Comtemporary Sociology 14 (1985): 215-17 at 215.
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ous, | gave it only a single paragraph in the middle of a chapter.® That
was a mistake, since two reviewers—distinguished Renaissance scholars
both—considered it a major problem I had overlooked.

Next, a number of regrets about gender and psychology. It was a seri-
ous error in explicating the psychoanalyric literature to have set aside the
topic of feminine psychology as too difficult and complex. That surely
contributed to the impression formed by some reviewers that I am a
“gleefully™ castrating man-hater out to condemn Machiavelli as a “mis-
ogynist authoritarian™ {though others fault me for not condemning him
severely enough).’ Clearly I also should have said more about just how
troubles in infancy in relation to the mother might affect a boy's later
Oedipal nivalry, since relations between fathers and sons figure promi-
nently in the chapters on cities in the family drama.*

Most important, however, are my regrets about the penumbra of
vagueness surrounding the book’s central concern: the connection be-
tween gender relations and Machiavelli’s political theory. Although
aware of this problem from early in the book's writing, | remained—
and remain—unable to do better. There is a clear and explicit dis-
claimer: this is not a psychobiography and does not allege a causal ex-
planation of Machiavelli’s ideas. There are also passages about what the
book does allege, but not nearly so clear or explicit. Some reviewers
found their way nonetheless, bur others were understandably at a loss
and jumped to wrong conclusions,

No doubt their difficulries were worsened by my failure ro distinguish
clearly enough berween my own judgments and my efforts to articulare
Machiavelli’s. Thus several reviewers missed the central point about
Machiavelli’s three conflicting images of manhood: that he circles end-
lessly among them because each is unsatisfactory to him (not to me) by
the criteria of the other two. My *Machiavelli at his best,” by contrast,
reflects my judgment (not his). It was not intended to express what
Machiavelli “really thought,” his “true position,” for my argument is
precisely that he has no singular true position, that this irresolute quality
in the texts is what most needs to be addressed. “Machiavelli at his best™
is simply sy favorite voice in the dialogne—or rather, trialogue—he
conducts with himself. It is what, in my opinion, constitutes his great-
ness, even though it is manifestly not the loudest voice. Here it would

2. See abowve, 131.

3. Lauro Martines, “Mastering the Marniarch,” Tones Literary Supplement 4270 (Feb-
ruary 1, 1985): 113; N, |., Abstract of Fortune is a Woman, by Hanna Fenichel Pitkin.
Studies om Women Abstracts 7 (1989): 317

4, As Mary Dietz points out; Dietz, Review, 217.
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have helped if 1 had distinguished more clearly within the citizen image
of manhood, between the ways in which it shares in that endless circling,
as vet another defense against the feminine threat, and its potential for
transcending the trilemma.

Despite these multiple regrets, much abour this book stll seems to
me valid and valuable. I remain convinced that Machiavelli’s notorious
inconsistencies and apparent incoherences must be acknowledged rather
than denied; thar they are not random but reflect three distinct lines of
thought about politics; that each of these lines of thought is tied to a
version of manhood in all of that word'’s multiple connotarions: human-
ness, masculinity, adulthood, autonomy; and that the endless circling
among the three lines of thought in the texts is related to the uncanny
power unconsciously ascribed to women.

My book’s failure to articulare, let alone prove, a clear, singular thesis,
I think, in part reflects Machiavelli’s irresoluteness, to which I have tried
ro remain faithful even while providing a synoptic, organizing overview
of the textual chaos. The requirement of such fidelity to the texts, para-
doxically combined with the need to provide an insightful schema that
illuminates and yet preserves the multplicity, 1s, I suppose, my basic
methodological commitment in studying political theory, and it distin-
guishes this book from the many maore traditional Machiavelli interpre-
tations that do ascribe to him a singular “true view,” ignoring or ex-
plaining away the textual counterevidence.

¢ o+ &

As both its title and the dedication to my mother suggest, this book
reads Machiavelli in terms of the Woman Question, or—to be more pre-
cise—of the symbolic representation of woman, and thus in terms of
gender relations. It was the first to do so seriously and at length, though
others have since adopted the approach (not, I think, under my influ-
ence). The book did not start out with such an intent. Initially it was
to be a minor article to enhance my curriculum vitae and terminate a
frighteningly long fallow period that had followed my last previous pub-
lication. It set out to transcribe one of my routine lectures on Machia-
velli in an undergraduate course, a lecture concerning his conflicted un-
derstandings of manhood. At that time there were only two of these: the
fox, based in his own experience, and a vague compound of what larer
became the citizen and the Founder, derived from his reading and associ-
ated with ancient Rome. There was nothing at all abour the Woman
Question, family, childhood, or gender relations.
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As I began trying to turn the lecture into an article, however, it took
on a life of its own that escaped my control. Three developments remain
vivid in my memory, though | am no longer sure in what order they
occurred. The original two visions of manhood complicated themselves
into three; the text sprouted a footnote about family life in Machiavelli’s
nme; and it suddenly struck me that there was something bizarre, even
cowardly, about me—a woman—criticizing this male thinker in terms
of his conflicts about manliness withour ever touching on {my own con-
flicts abour) womanliness or femininiry.

The most pressing practical problem was the footnote, which almost
immediately became a pathological growth. Greatly admiring Erik Erik-
son’s psychoanalyrically oriented study of Luther, | secretly yearned to
write something comparable, but the requisite information about Mach-
iavelli’s childhood simply did not exist.” Instead, I thought, I must at
least include a paragraph or a footnote about what was happening at
the time to family structure and child-rearing practices. Ashamed of my
ignorance, | took for granted that historians of the period must know,
s0 | pulled from my shelves the two books that seemed likely to sum up
that knowledge succinctly, Burckhardr on the Renaissance and Ariés on
childhood.® To my dismay, they flatly contradicted one another. Damn!
I would have to go to the library. Once begun, however, the library re-
search went on and on, and the footnote grew. (I recall a lunch with my
then colleague, Norman Jacobson, in which I sought his advice on what
to do with a footnote already longer than the article to which it was
appended.) It took quite a while before 1 realized that the ungainly
growth might be not a cancer but a pregnancy, that my article was deter-
mined to be a book.

This was in the 1970%, when some of my women students were get-
ting involved in what was then called “women’s liberation,” and specih-
cally in issues of affirmative action art the university. | myself had grown
up, one might say, as a second-generation liberared woman; thar is, my
mother fought those battles in Germany in her youth, after the First
World War, and | was one of those privileged exceptions who succeeded
under existing standards and procedures in entering the ranks of an
overwhelmingly male faculty. While I took for granted that ability is
independent of gender, genuinely tried to support my women students,
and regarded myself as politically and socially radical, the Woman Ques-

5. Erikson, Young Man Luther
6. Burckhardt, Civelization; Anes, Centuries.
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rion was not my passionate, personal cause. In truth, I quite enjoyed
being the (almost) only woman among all those men, relishing both the
{as | supposed) honor of it and the socio-sexual opportunities. The last
thing 1 would have wanted was to concern myself professionally with
“women's issues” as that phrase was then understood: cosmetics and
recipes or, at a strerch, weltare policy and school budgers. It was mainly
my students who educated me in these matters, although the response
of {some of) my male colleagues to the women students’ increasing mili-
tancy also proved enlighrening.

Far from being a militant feminist determined to expose Machiavelli
as a male chauvinist pig, then, as some of my reviewers assume, | backed
into the Woman Question almost inadvertently in writing this book,
more out of loyalty to my father and his profession of psychoanalysis
than out of solidarity with my mother or other women. This has left
me somewhat uneasy about whether to call myselt a feminist, an issue
raised for me in connection with this book by Susan Moller Okin’s re-
view, about which [ shall say a little more at the end.”

e e @

Turning now to recent scholarly developments tangent to the argu-
ment of this book, let's begin with Anthony Parels The Machiavellian
Cosmos, which examines the role of astrology in Renaissance thought
generally, and for Machiavelli in particular, Astrology was very widely
accepted in this period. Parel calls it “the natural philosophy of the day,”
and argues that Machiavelli, too, “entertained an astrological world-
view.”* The tradition of thought deriving from Prolemy, one of the *two
major figures most influential in setting the background for astrological
thought in the Renaissance, ... divi[ded] astrology into two major
parts™: the general, concerned with the “fortunes and ethos of nations
and states,” and the particular, concerned with “the temperaments and
fortunes of individuals.™

Parel applies this distinction to Chapter 25 of The Prince, where for-
tune is compared first to a river likely to flood, and then to a woman.
My book devotes a few pages to trying to puzzle out the problematic
relationship between these two images, which have rather different—

7. Susan Moller Okin, “The Roots of Realpolitik,” Women's Review of Books 2 (Janu-
ary 1985): 15-16.

8. Anthony J. Parel, The Machiavellian Cosmos {New Haven and London: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 1992}, 1-2,

9, Ihid., 11-12.
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even contradictory—implications about how to confront fortune.’® If
forrune is a river, the implication is that one must prepare for bad
weather while the sun shines, by building dams and dykes. In terms of
character, this requires foresight, the capacity to delay gratification, cau-
tion, cold calculation, prudence, and technical skill. If fortune is a
woman, by contrast, she must be confronted as a person rather than as
material to be worked, and because she is a female person envisioned
by Machiavelli as encountering a male, the policies and character requi-
site for his success are boldness, impetuousness, passion, initiative, and
courage (youthfulness helps too, he says). Both kinds of conduct and
character can be seen as virti; both reflect Machiavelli’s call to manly
activism, contrasting to laziness, fatalism, and passivity. Yet the two
modes seem almost incomparible, and indeed Machiavelli explicitly says
that they are (although whether he saw an incompatibility between the
rwo metaphors of chapter 25 is not clear).

The relationship between the two images of fortune in Chapter 25
presents an interpretive puzzle, then, toward the solution of which Parel
makes an important contribution. Following Gennaro Sasso, he focuses
on a key passage that marks the transition in the chapter from the river
image to the woman image. Noting the trouble that passage has given
to editors, who had to paragraph the Italian text, and to translators,
who have rendered it into English in a wide variety of ways, Parel sug-
gests an astrological reading. The passage marks the transition by an-
nouncing that Machiavelli is now moving from universale to particulare,
in some sense whose specification is the problem. Hitherto the sentence
has been read in a logical sense: a topic treated broadly in the first part
of the chapter is now to be taken up in detail. But Parel suggests that
the central reference is to the astrological distinction between universal
and particular fortune—that is, between the fate of nations or states
and the fate of individuals."

“Countries and individuals are affected differently by fortune,” he
says, and Machiavelli’s two metaphors “refer to two quite distinct reali-
ties.”'* Stares that want to prosper must treat fortune as if it were a river
likely to flood; individuals wanting to succeed should conduct them-
selves like men confronting a difficult woman. There is no conflict in the
chapter, no interpretive problem, as long as one keeps the two contexts
properly sorted out.

140, S5ee above, 147-53.
11. Parel, Machiavellian Cosmos, 67-70.
12, Thad., 70, BS.
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Next, Parel asserts, for reasons that he does not set forth, that Chap-
ter 25 of The Prince is Machiavelli’s “final statement on the subject,” s0
that references to fortune elsewhere must be read in accord with Parel’s
exegetical rule." "It is crucial that we adhere to that distinction,” he
says, because “to consider otherwise would be to mix categories that
should not be mixed.”" Thus, while “the metaphor of woman marks
the high point of Machiavelli’s treatment of Fortune as she affects indi-
viduals,” it has no relevance “to Fortune as she affects countries™ and
“no application in international politics.”"* In short, woman is not the
key to Machiavelli’s political theory, for that image applies to only half
his concerns, and in a sense to the less political half; the river is ar least
equally important. The key to the whole is astrology.

I do not mean to construe Parel’s argument as an artack on Fortune
is a Woman. Insofar as he deals with my book, he is actually very kind,
taking me to task only for my too curt dismissal of astrological influence
in Machiavelli’s thought.'® Parel persuades me that Machiavelli indeed
shared in the widespread acceptance of astrology of his time, and I am
fully convinced by his reading of the transitional sentence. What trou-
bles me is only the conclusion he draws abour how interpreters must
handle Machiavelli’s two metaphors. Assigning each to a distinct, her-
metically sealed sphere and insisting that they do not conflict seems to
me not only untrue to the texts, but also almost perversely blind to the
larger issues at stake.

In one sense, to be sure, the rigid distinction 15 a foregone conclusion,
an artifact of the rwo images themselves. The damming or dyking of a
river is rarely if ever undertaken by a single individual alone; it conjures
up collective endeavor, public policy, states. A woman, by contrast, 15
herself an individual and thus, at least under conventional assumptions,
conjures up confrontation with a man, another individual. But these
are metaphors; one must not confuse them with what they are taken to
represent, States and other collectivities are very often depicted meta-
phorically as individuals, sometimes male and sometimes female. “One
does not build *dams” or “dykes’ to avert a personal tragedy,” Parel says,
which is of course literally true.'” But individual conduct that resembles
the timely building of precautionary dams surely does sometimes avert

13. Ihid., 77.

14, Iad., 70.

15. Ibid., 82-83.

16. Parel does misrcad one passage, presuming an affirmative answer to a question |
posed only rhetorically; ibid., 85; see abowe, 151-52.

17. Parel, Machigveilian Cosmos, 70.
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a personal tragedy or promote personal success. Similarly a public pol-
icy of boldness and passionate commitment, resembling a rough and
impetuous courtship, will sometimes succeed in international relations.

Accordingly, it is not surprising that Machiavelli himself does not con-
sistently observe Parel’s rigid boundary. It is true that the river metaphor,
which appears rarely, is applied only to states, but fortune as woman is
repeatedly applied to states as well.’® Parel himself introduces an ex-
ample from the poem on fortune, which he calls Machiavelli’s “most
comprehensive review of history.” Here fortune 1s explicitly presented as
a goddess, who—as Parel reports—“turns states and kingdoms upside
down,” so that, he adds, “the fortunes of states are due to the actions of
this goddess.”"”

Sorting out Machiavelli’s use of the two images is made more difficule
by the fact, to which I have already alluded, that “fortune” is grammati-
cally feminine in Italian, so that even when it is a river, translators tend
to call it “she,” and often even to capitalize the word as if it were her
name. Indeed, Parel repeatedly does so himself. Nor are they altogether
wrong in doing so, for Machiavelli speaks even of the river in anthropo-
morphic terms, as “angry” and “in fury,” and as “directing her [its] fury
where she [it] knows that no dvkes or embankments are ready to hold
her [it]."*

More important than these almost technical difficulties, however, is
that Parels near bifurcation obliterates the central issue at stake for po-
litical theory, which concerns the relationship berween individual and
collective fate, between individual action and public policy. Nations and
states are made up of individual people, so that what befalls the former
has profound consequences for the latter, and the sum of what individu-
als do or fail to do largely shapes the fate of their collectivity. Of a shal-
low and uninteresting political theorist it might conceivably be true that
he ignores these connections—both conceptual and causal—and treats
individuals always in accord with one perspective, states always in ac-
cord with a different, incompatible perspective. But it most assuredly is
not true of Machiavelli, who was a very great political theorist.

Indeed, precisely Machiavelli, with his interest in leadership, in
“princes” (both within principalities and in the sense of principal leader

18. See also Roger D, Masters, Mackiavelli, Leonardo, and the Science of Power (No-
tre Dame and London: University of Notre Dame Press, 19968), 302 n 39, where Masters
notes the distinction that Parel stresses, but without Parel's insistence on rigid dichotomi-
TATION.

19, Parel, Machiavellian Cosmas, 71.

20. Machiavell, Prince, ch. 25 (G 90).
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in republics), military commanders, and conspirators, constantly inter-
relates and sometimes conflates the success of the leader with the rise or
renewal of the state. (Hence his ambiguous concept of lo stato, which
hovers in meaning between the polity that the prince leads or holds, and
his status or estate as prince.)*! Accepting Parel’s compartmentalization
would mean missing Machiavelli's almost obsessive concern, throughout
his works and even apart from any metaphors, with adopting the right
style of action for the times (prudence versus boldness, kindness versus
cruelty, and so on) if such characterological versatility is possible for
human beings, or, failing that, with having available the right sort of
leader to suit the times.* Thus, while Parel is quite right thar “the river-
metaphor is as important as the woman metaphor”™ for Machiavelli, the
two images do not “refer to two quire distinct realities.”*

The relationship between these two realities is a profound problem
for Machiavelli, for astrological thought (as Parel shows), and for us.
Since completing this book, I have come to regard that problem as lo-
cated at the intersection between rwo deep and intractable philosophical
issues unavoidably joined in political theory: the relationship berween
universal and particular (individual and society, citizen and polity, the
possibility and appropriateness of categorizing people), and what is
somenimes (misleadingly) called the “free will problem™: how to under-
stand political choice, creativity, action, and responsibility in relation to
historical -conditions and forces, which reflect past action and delimit
present possibilities.*

% L o

While 1 quote Machiavelli’s “fortune is a woman™ and Parel holds
that “the river-metaphor is as important as the woman-metaphor,” the
title of Roger D). Masters” most recent book suggests that he has opted
for the other extreme: Fortune is a River.™ It turns out, however, that
he focuses on the river less to displace the woman than to continue a
line of research begun in his last previous book, Machiavelli, Leonardo,

21. Pitkin, Wittgenstein, 310-12.

22, See above, 158-59.

23, Parel, Machiavellian Cosmos, 85,

24, See above, 158=59; Hanna Fenichel Pitkin, The Attack of the Blob: Hamnab Ar-
endt’s Concept of the Social (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1998),
241-49,

25, Roger D. Masters, Fortune is a River: Leomardo da Vinei and Niccolo Machiavelli's
Magnificerst Dream io Change the Course of Florentine History {New York, London,
Toronto, Sydney, Singapore: Free Press, 1928).
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and the Science of Power*® Masters, a distinguished political theorist,
has recently turned historian, exploring and extrapolating from Machia-
velli’s relationship with Leonardo da Vinci and cheir collaboration on an
unsuccessful project to rechannel the Arno River, which flows through
Florence and then through Pisa—the enemy of Florence—to the sea.””
The plan, devised by Leonardo and supported by Machiavelli, had the
military purpose of curting off Pisa’s water supply, but Masters holds
that it also aimed at more ambitious goals: irrigating the Arno valley
and giving Florence navigable access to the sea, and to the new lands
recently visited by Amerigo Vespucci.

That both men were involved in the Arno project 1s well known; that
they probably knew each other is widely accepted, though neither men-
tions the other in extant writings. But Masters argues that they were
friends, perhaps even “intimate” friends, and thar Leonardo’ influence
and the experience of the Arno project “particularly shaped™ Machia-
velli's thought, turning it roward science and technology, and thus to-
ward the modern outlook.”® Could the mysterious “new way”™ that
Machiavelli declares himself resolved to open by his theorizing, Masters
asks rhetorically, have involved “the project of using science and tech-
nology—as Leonardo’s Notebooks show he [Leonardo] thought was
possible—to transform the human condition to one of hitherto unimag-
ined convenience, security, and plenty?”* It was under Leonardo’s in-
fluence thar Machiavelli “came to use the river as a symbol or meta-
phor,” so that the image of fortune as a river “echoles] Leonardo’ plans
to move and tame the Arno.”* The river is crucial because the friendship
was crucial; so, in that sense, for Masters the key to understanding
Machiavelli is not woman but male bonding.

26. Masters' Fortune thus should not be read as challenging mine, which it mentions
only as an item in the bibliography.

27. By "turned histonan” | do not mean to suggest that Masters has abandoned polin-
cal theory, nor thar political theonsts never write about history, but only that he has actu-
ally been doing historical research in primary source marerial.

28. Masters, Mackiavelli, 13, 3.

29, Ibid., 190. Masters argues that Machiavelli learned from the failure of the Amo
project that rechnology is not enough, that engineering science must be supplemented by
politics, which, however, Masters equares with a "science of power™ or “of human na-
ture.” In this book, indeed, Masters himself seems to join in trying to further such a science
out of ethology, yer he also seems critical of the hubristic modern confidence in science’s
unlimited potennial; ibid., 5, 8, 131, 133, 146, 189, 191, 209, 210, 212; Masters, Forture,
147, In his recent essay, Masters appears to revert to the idea thar Machiavelli did share
Leonardo’s hubristic modern technologism; Roger D, Masters, “Machiavellis Sexuality:
‘Love, be my guide, my leader,"™ unpublished paper prepared for delivery at the Annual
Meeting of the American Political Science Association (September 1998), 28.

30, Maseers, Forturme, 208-209. Sec also Masters, Machiavelli, §.
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That way of putting it seems particularly apt in light of the most re-
cent turn in Masters’ historical research. At the 1998 Annual Meeting
of the American Political Science Association he presented a paper “out-
ing” Machiavelli as a bisexual.” This i1s a remarkable departure tor a
self-proclaimed follower of the late Leo Strauss, who held—as Masters
says—“that a major philosopher’s work should be understood on its
own terms, without reference to the author’s personal experiences or
sexual behavior.” Machiavelli, Masters suggests, may be the only “legiti-
mate exception” to this rule, justifying the breach of Straussian decorum
that Masters commits,*

That male homosexuality and bisexuality were widespread in Renais-
sance Florence, even notoriously so, is not news. That Machiavelli took
pleasure in violating conventional pieties in his private correspondence
and some of his literary works is evident, as is his predilection for par-
ody, satire, reversal, and inversion. The letters and some of the literary
works, moreover, are full of sexual allusions, risqueé jokes, and rales of
sexual adventure. Masters draws on the recent work of Michael Rocke
to argue persuasively that a number of these allusions and stories are
homosexual in nature.” He also holds—I think less persuasively—that
the sexual tales Machiavelli relates, which other interpreters take to be
amusing fictions, metaphors, or even lies intended to enhance Machia-
velli's reputation among his friends, are factual reports of his own expe-
riences. ™

What is seriously problematic, however, is that Masters takes Machia-
velli's supposed conduct to have been maotivated not by sexual desire but
by propagandistic purposes. Machiavelli “engaged in overt sexuality for
the purpose of shocking others,” his promiscuity “an intentional provo-
cation thar extended to homosexual as well as heterosexual behavior.™
What he did amounted ro an “exuberant espousal of sexual liberation,”
the incidents a series of “theatrical events intended™ to challenge doc-
trines of chastity and sexual restraint deriving from both the Christian
and the “Socratic” tradition.” Machiavelli’s orientation was “a thor-
oughgoing matertalism™ or naturalism; he sought “to liberare the natu-
ral human passions™ from pious constraints in order to “redirect them

31. Masters, “Machiavellis Sexualicy.™

32, Ibid., 1. 5¢e also 2728 n 63,

33. Michael Rocke, Forbidden Friemdships (New York: Oxford University Press, 19%6).

34. Masters rehes heavily on speculation and conjecture, as may be unavoidable, given
the scarcity of hard facts.

35. Masrers, “Machiavelli's Sexualicy,™ 13.

36. Ibid., 28, 3.
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toward this-worldly ends.”* That is Masters’ real justification for his
public exposure of Machiavelli’s intimate life: *Niccolo’s sexuality . . .
is important for philosophical reasons.” a proposition with which I of
course thoroughly agree, though for different reasons. ™

While Masters’ essay, surprisingly, does not mention Leonardo da
Vinci, whose sexual deviance Freud discusses, nor suggest an affair be-
tween Leonardo and Machiavelli, it does hold that the young Machia-
velli had an affair with Giuliano de Medici. Partly on that basis, Masters
argues that Machiavelli’s real loyalty was not republican, but to the Me-
dici. This would conflict with my view of him as a committed republican
(hedged by my insistence on his universal ambivalence), but that debate
is a perennial one in Machiavelli studies. Machiavelli was certainly criri-
cal of Soderini, as Masters says, but personal loyalty to Soderini must
not be confused with commitment to a republican Florence.* In any
case, the notion that Machiavelli may have been bisexual and have had
some homosexual relationships seems plausible, and some of Masters’
evidence is persuasive. The possibility would fit nicely into my own ar-
gument (which emphatically is not to say that | imagine Masters agrees
with that argument).

o < @

Lastly, a couple of books devoting a chapter or two to Machiavelli,
which focus on the figure of fortune and on the Woman Question. Both
claim to do so not in order to attack Machiavelli as a misogynist, but in
order to explore his—and improve our—understanding of politics; but
the lesson each draws differs greatly from that drawn by the other, and
from the one [ draw.

The first is Arlene W, Saxonhouse’s Women in the History of Political
Theory: Ancient Greece to Machiavelli, which develops an idea about
Machiavelli that her review charges my book missed: Machiavelli’s
“own assimilation to the female figure.”* Far from being “afraid of the
female,” Saxonhouse writes, Machiavelli “models himself after her.”*! [t
is an excellent suggestion, some version of which did cross my mind

37, Ibid., 28, 4, On namaralism, Masters, Machiavelli, 2.

38. Masters, *Machiavelli’s Sexualiry,™ 27.

39, Masters seems to have changed his mind about whether Machiavelli was a republi-
can; compare Masters, Machigvelli, 4-5, with Masters, “Machiavelli's Sexuality,” 12,

40. Saxonhouse, Review, 760; Arlene W. Saxonhouse, Wosmen in the History of Politi-
cal Thought: Ancient Greece to Machiavelli (New York, Philadelphia, Eastbourne, UK.,
Toronto, Hong Kong, Tokyo, Sydney: Praeger, 1985), ch. 7.

41. Saxonhouse, Review, 761,
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repeatedly as I wrote, but which I never took up. 1 wish that 1 could have
read Saxonhouse's chapter before completing my book, the more so now
that Masters’ investigations are available. Machiavelli may well have in-
dulged fantasies of himself in fortune’s role, nearly omnipotent and free
to do as he pleased, to toy with mastering and being mastered by hand-
some, bold young men without risking any real loss of control.*

This is not, however, the line Saxonhouse pursues. What she means
by Machiavelli modelling himself on woman or identifying with fortune
is that he is changeable, adaptable, shifty, and perfects a “manipulative
style.” In order to cope with fortune’s womanly fickleness, he “adapts,
overcomes his masculine nature by becoming like a woman."** This is
valuable, but also incomplete, for fortune is not exactly like other
women. They are adaptable because they are weak; adaptability is the
weapon of the weak. But fortune herself is not weak and has no need to
adapt to anyvone. She may be feminine, but hardly effeminate.

Machiavelli’s shiftiness, his “capacity to be many things to many
people,” which Saxonhouse thinks I ignore, is indeed crucial.*® I treac it,
first, under the rubric of foxiness, one of his three conflicting images of
manhood, and, second, through the fact of that conflict itself, and its
rootedness in gender issues. That his foxiness, or even his endless cir-
cling among the three kinds of manliness, might reflect a partial ferm-
nine identification even though the visions are of manliness is a fascinar-
ing idea, highly problematic of course, bur well worth trying to work
out.

Saxonhouse does not engage it, partly because she stresses only the
feminine identification, but also because she takes any conflicting pas-
sages or difficulties in the texts to be part of Machiavelli’s manipulative
shifryness. He is out to blur distinctions, to promote ambiguity in cate-
gories and uncertainty in judgments. In his thought, the fixed order
that the Middle Ages rook for granted as both natural and sacred, she
says, is “to be guestioned. Natural hierarchies, clear lines of authority
are undermined as Machiavelli confronts his readers with a chaotic
world,” which can be ordered only by exceptional human effort.*
Machiavelli’s orientation is naturalistic, as Masters also says, but nature
“reveals no precise guidelines, no clear standards of evaluation . . . no

41. Compare his possible fantasies about being Cesare Borgia; above, 40,
43, Saxonhouse, Women, 155.

44, Saxonhouse, Review, 761,

45, Ibid., 760.

46, Saxonhouse, Women, 151.
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well-articulated boundaries™ for distinguishing categories, social sta-
tuses, or genders.*” In particular, a world thus “in flux allows men to
become women and women to become men.” The fortune figure sym-
bolizes such inversion: “the female as dominant.”** Sometimes Saxon-
house seems to be saying that the world of Renaissance Florence actually
was like that, a “world of appearances™ in which “all is uncertain, sub-
ject to manipulation.”* More often she treats this chaotic flux as Machi-
avelli’s goal. Like Masters, she holds that Machiavelli “intends to startle,
to shock,” because he wants to ®revolutionalize,” to bring abour a “fun-
damental transvaluation.” to “overthrow and transform the certainties
on which political thought of the previous two milennia had been
based.” That is why he inverts traditional values, confuses good and bad,
virtue and vice, and the two sexes, and renders “the differences between
what had been opposites so ambiguous that we can no longer tell”
what’s what.”

There is something right about these claims, yet they cannot be the
whole story. Machiavelli surely also insists on the objective difference
berween appearance (by which most people are taken in) and reality
(perceived by those who are up close, in the know, like himself). He is
proud of his own realism, by contrast with the utopian hypocrisy of
other theorizing. He takes for granted the objective difference between
effeminate submission and virile activism, and constantly tries to teach
it to others. And the traditional values thar Masters and Saxonhouse
think he wants to subvert had been pretty thoroughly hollowed out al-
ready in his nme and place. Far from denying all standards, he wanted
to replace the traditional ones, which were proving disastrous, with ones
more realistically likely to produce objectively good outcomes, including
not just prosperity and security but also “glory,” not to be confused
with “false glory.”*! Not all is flux for Machiavelli.

Sometimes, indeed, Saxonhouse herself sees more positive themes in
Machiavelli, with respect to categories, gender, and polincs. Concerning
gender, she says that for ancient thinkers, women symbolized difference,
being considered so radically different from men that they were wholly
excluded “from direct involvement in . . . public affairs.”* Yert their exis-

47. Ihid., 179,

48, Iad., 165, 155.

49, Ibid., 180, 173,

50 Ibid., 151, 154, See also 172-73, 180,

51. Machiavelli, Prince, ch. 8 (G 36); Machiavelli, Discomrses, 1:10 (G 220).
51. Saxonhouse, Women, 177,
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tence as a distinct category of people, and their indispensable reproduc-
tive function were undeniable. This had two beneficial consequences, or
at least set ancient thinkers a dual “task,” which disappears when gen-
der distinctions dissolve. It challenged them to understand communiry
in ways that “incorporat(ed] difference,” and to acknowledge limits on
politics, limits symbolized by women, the necessary but unpolitical cate-
gory of people, who stood for human embaodiedness, reproduction, and
thus “our basic interdependence.”*

Machiavelli, Saxonhouse says, “destroyed . . . the importance of dif-
ference,” so that later thinkers no longer faced this dual task.*™ Thus he
“helped to set the stage for™ modern liberalism, which accords women
political rights, but at the price of a debilitating abstraction. Abstracting
from all differences among people including the gender difference, liber-
alism envisions a disembodied, depersonalized, isolated citizen, related
to others only contracrually, and required to leave his individual, per-
sonal self behind in entering the public realm. For Saxonhouse, then,
unlike many contemporary feminists and theorists of gay and lesbian
life, maintaining two distinct, clearly defined gender roles is a way of
defending both “difference™—even “diversity” —and individuality.*’

It is also apparently a way of defending politics, and here Machiavelli,
despite his subversive questioning that destroyed difference, becomes
Saxonhouse’s ally. For he himself still thinks like the ancients about gen-
der and politics. Women still “underscore diversity” and symbolize “di-
visions™ in the polity for him, which he sees “must be joined” together
if the polity is to survive.* This political task is symbolized by the erotic
encounter between fortune and the man of virts, here definitely mascu-
line. The city’s survival depends on political resolution of conflict as the
survival of the species depends on heterosexual conjunction. In this con-
text, accordingly, Saxonhouse acknowledges the positive potential in
Machiavelli’s vision, even in his subversive questioning. He questions
“creatively,” just as both politics and heterosexual reproduction are cre-
ative; they “give life,” and “create . . . an order” in the otherwise chaotic
world.*” Along with the terror and chaos Machiavelli introduces, “there
is also the opening up of possibilities” for what people “could do or

53, Ibid., 182, 16. See also 11, 177.
54, Thid., 179,

55. Thid., 182, 164, 177.

56, Id., 164,

57. Ihid., 152, 157.
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become,” possibilities of “changing roles for men and for women, for
princes and for subjects.”*® Saxonhouse does not, after all, seek a return
to women’s status in the ancient world.

The Latin motto on United States coins, e pluribus unum, Saxonhouse
rightly observes, “reflect|s] the central political problem™ that political
theory and politics must address: the continual need to recreate a work-
ing unity out of continually arising new diversity and conflict, endemic
among creatures like ourselves: simultaneously individual and intercon-
nected, free agents and embodied products of a particular growing up.*
That’s my formulation, but it is Saxonhouse’s thought, which I hearuly
endorse. Sometimes, at least, she sees that it is Machiavelli’s as well, but
her univocal stress on his feminine identification leaves no room for that
side of Machiavelli to emerge fully.® I think that is why she doubts the
existence of my “Machiavelli ar his best.”

L o« <«

Like Saxonhouse and myself, Wendy Brown mterprets Machiavelli in
terms of fortune and gender issues, but her Mankood and Politics an-
nounces at the ourset, by its subtitle, that it is “a fermunist reading in
political theory.”® Here, then, is my chance to find out whether mine
too is a femimist reading, or whether, in my status as privileged excep-
tion, I have betrayed my sisters.

Brown’s preface puts gender at the center not merely of her project
but of “everything in the human world,” since it is all a “gendered con-
struction,” but her book is to focus on the “gendered quality™ of just
two human enterprises: politics and political theory. Their gendered
quality, she savs at once, 15 “masculinist,” since both enterprises are “so-
cially male constructions,” made “by and for™ men, or even “perpe-
trated by masculine dominance.”*?

When she turns specifically to Machiavelli, Brown sees that manhood
15 his “beacon and his downfall.” because his “sharply gendered view of
.. . politics™ causes him to “subvert some of his own understandings

58. Ihid., 152, 179,

59. Ibid., 182; my emphasis.
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order as humanly created, she construes that crearivity as “individual™ rather than shared,
collective, or politicaly ibid., 151.
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about the political world.”** His masculinist gender anxiety takes the
form of a quest for control, and this is what accounts for the “self-
subverting twist in his thought."* This coincides gratifyingly with my
own account, and occasionally Brown even says explicitly what these
passages obviously imply: that there must be something right in Machia-
velli's thought as well, something that gets twisted and subverted. Mas-
culimsm does not exhaust his political theory. He comprehends “the
complex nature of the political realm,” and understands thar irs “fluid,
nuanced and strongly contextual™ quality makes “control and mastery
. . . ultimately impossible.”*

Like some of Saxonhouses best insights, however, these are passing
remarks that conflict in ways Brown does not acknowledge with her
more pervasive central characterization of Machiavelli's thought: that
for him, politics is about “control and mastery,” “domination,” “over-
coming,” “the raw drive for power” in which “power becomes its own
end.”** Politics is war for Machiavelli, since he “literal[ly] collapse[s] the
distinction between”™ them, and specifically chooses as “the paradigm™
of political life “the war between the sexes.”” This is symbolized in the
encounter berween fortune and the man of virté, which Brown sees sim-
ply as a rape. | worry that in such a “feminist™ reading, the valuable side
of Machiavelli’s thought, his unique insights into the nature of polirics,
are likely to ger lost, being fragmented and without systematic articu-
lation.

That worry is much intensified by Susan Moller Okin's review of my
book, which generously classes me as contriburing to “feminist™ schol-
arship, but tries to save me from myself by excising “Machiavelli ar his
best.”** Okin's own book, Women in Western Political Thought, a pion-
eering study published well before my work on Machiavelli, does not
deal with him, but her review characterizes his politics as “zero-sum,”
its “basic principle” being “dominate or be dominated.” In our age of
nuclear weaponry, Okin says, “nothing could be more important than
knowing how to get away from”™ such an aggressive, masculinist vision
of polirical life.**

63. Ihid., 9, 72,

64, lhid., 87,

65, Thid., 6.
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My contribution to such knowledge, she says, is only obscured by my
unfortunate tendency to split Machiavelli into three conflicting visions
of manliness or into two distinct versions of the theorist himself: “at his
best™ and “as a whole.” The feminist task is instead to expose and re-
ject the masculinist “flavor™ that taints the enurety of his thought. A
“stronger and more persuasive case” could then be made for my “major
thesis,” which is (My thesis! At last, my missing thesis!) “that a society’s
basic psychic attitudes, rooted in early childhood, affect the limits of its
political vision.” Machiavelli is all of a piece, his republicanism as zero-
sum as the rest of his politics, and inseparable from it. My “Machiavelli
at his best™ is a “fiction” that gets in the way of the feminist point,
which would emerge “more strongly once *Machiavelli ar his best” is
buried as he deserves to be."™ A feminist reading of Machiavelli, then,
requires abandoning him as a valuable teacher abourt politics or any-
thing else. I've been too soft on the old man, too deferential to the tra-
dition.

But what it Machiavelli gets something right, something not easily
available elsewhere, something we need but are reluctant to face? What
if politics really is zero-sum, always, and would be so even if conducted
entirely by women, or by women and men together in a world beyond
gender anxieties? What if it is inherently zero-sum even though it is not
war, and even though it is also, inevitably, in another sense non-zero-
sum? Politics, it seems to me, is about conflict—real, serious, sometimes
desperate conflict (About Nazis and Jews, say, or Jews and Arabs, or
rich and poor). It is about issues and decisions on which people are
divided; in the absence of conflict, a marter does not become political.
The decisions have consequences that condition people’s lives. There are
winners and losers.

Of course that is not the whole story. The consequences add up to a
shared fate for the polity. All have a shared interest in the principles by
which the polity lives and the ways it handles conflict. And sometimes
the consequences turn out to benefit all, even those who “lost™ in the
voting, and sometimes the consequences are disastrous and everyone
loses, even the “winners.” If you miss either side of this complicated
duality, you will get politics wrong. Gender anxiety can blind people
(perhaps in our culture particularly men) to the non-zero-sum side of
politics, but it can also blind people (perhaps in our culture particularly
women) to the zero-sum side.

70. Okin, “Roots,” 15-16.
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Machiavell: is one of our best teachers in the tradition of political
theory about not just the inevitability but the positive value of conflict
if it is rightly handled, and about how to handle it. Feminism might need
that knowledge. There is a lot to be learned from Machiavelli if, like
Saxonhouse {(who may or may not regard herself as a feminist), you want
creative politics, diversity that can be unified yet protects individuality,
opportunities opened for people; or if, like Okin, you are worried about
international tensions in a nuclear age; or if, like Brown, you want
changes that serve “human life, genuine freedom, and equality. ™™ It will
not be learned if you read in him only the louder voices in his trialogue,
and reject him wholesale on that basis. Feminists have taught us so much
in recent years about this danger, about not really listening to someone
whom you have defined as the evil and dangerous *Other,” and impover-
ishing yourself as a result.

Brown'’s book closes with a chapter sketching her own vision of “post-
masculinist™ politics, which not only coincides at many points with my
“Machiavelli at his best,” but actually reverts to Machiavelli himself,
This time he appears not as a control-and-mastery freak, but as Brown's
authority for the claim rhat “conflict and struggle™ are desirable because
they make us “strong, powerful, and free.” She invokes that authority
against those feminists who “idealize and sentimentalize™ politics and
assimilate it to “the warm ambiance of a quiet nursery,” and against the
general reluctance of women in our culture to engage in combat or exer-
cise power openly.™

The extent to which Brown sees what is of value in Machiavelli heart-
ens me: perhaps I can have my Machiavelli and be a feminist too. Yet
Brown does not help me with the Woman Question as much as I had
hoped. Her appreciation of Machiavelli is limited, I think, by needing
him to exemplify “masculinism,” which is what “feminism” opposes.
Brown’s last chapter contains a brief but truly thoughrtful critique of the
idea of “female values” thar are somehow “essentially feminine,” but
she nowhere undertakes a comparable critique of “masculinism™ or
“male dominance.”” So she continues to hold that our politics and po-
litical theory are “perpetrated by masculine dominance,” made “by and
for™ men, though at point after point she shows that this is too simple
and too easy. She shows that men are not wholly “masculinist™ in their
thinking or their conduct, nor women devoid of “masculinism.” She

71. Brown, Marhood, 210,
72, Ibid., 208-10.
73, Id., 190-91.
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shows that present arrangements are not really in the interest of men,
that men too might gain from their transformation. She shows that
women also have a stake in those arrangements and are complicit in
their maintenance, and she points our the danger in blaming only the
men, so that women seem to lack agency, and appear merely as “sub-
jected and victimized.”™

In what must surely have been a deliberate choice, Brown calls the
politics approached in her last chapter “post-masculinist” rather than
“fermnist,” perhaps because in that context, as a label for the ultimate
goal, “feminist”™ might sound misleadingly, distressingly parallel to
“masculinist,” as if Brown intended what she in fact condemns: a “sim-
ple reversal™ in which nothing changes except who's on top.™ Yert she
does not interrogate the concept of feminism, either, when she criricizes
the idea of “female values.” And when the chapter finally arrives in the
last few pages at politics, conflict, and power, Brown is once more in
quest of “a distinctly feminst theory of political power.”™

The achievements of the women’s movement—in my mother’s time
and in our own—are real and wondertful, even if much remains to be
done. [ marvel at those achievements and honor all who worked and
struggled to promote them, or indeed to promote justice and freedom
more generally, for all. I try to do my bit. But intellectually, 1 worry. If it
is misleading to call the goal feminist, why is it right to call the move-
ment that? If I am a feminist, is my primary duty solidarity (and with
whom?) or is the cause furthered better by critique, even of friends, by
learning, even from enemies, by thinking even while one acts?

74. Contrast, for example, ibid., ix and 12 o xii and 195,
75. Ibid., 189,
76, 1bid., 209- my emphasis.
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Mother

Children: cities as, 49, 24248, 253,
260; and discipline, 246—48; and
heroism, 326; as hostages to for-
tune, 249: and immortality, 62, 117,
250-51; Machiavelli's concern for
his, 29, 64, 252: Renaissance atti-
tude toward, 216, 22326, See alsa
Childhood; Childishness; Child rear-
ing; Family; Father; Filicide; Mother

Chodorow, Mancy, 197

Christ. See Jesus

Christianity: on fortune, 139=40, 143 -
44, 292: Machiavelli's artitude to-
ward, 22n, 127, 162, 239, 151,
2ed—h7T, 275, 29X-93; Machia-
velli's use of themes from, 25, 43,
47, 54, 58, 72, 115, 127, 132, 237,
241413, 246, 25456, 260, 262 -
64, 27374, 280-82, 318; medi-
eval, 9=10, 19, 33, 292; and pagans,
100, 256, 267; second birth in, 43,
47,136, 280-81; on women, 200-2,
207, See also Church; Religion

Church: as “composite™ body, 24142,
264 -68; and hypoerisy, 15, 111,
320, 323; Machiavelli's artitude to-
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Church (comtinued )
ward, 22n, 127, 162, 239, 251, 264—
67, 275, 292-93; and milicary, 110,
26566, 322; as “modern Rome,”
264, 266—68; as mother, 201,
264-68; weakens men, 82, 110,
239, 264~67: and women, 200-2
2007, See also Christianity; Religion

Cicero, Marcus Tullius, 43, 44, 139

Ciompi rebellion, 14, 310--14

Circe: as dangerous mother, 12124,
127-28, 130, 133, 182, 242; and Di-
ana Figure, 123, 166; glance of, 123,
128, 132; and Jove, 124, 145; and
politics as autonomy, 123340, 144,
166, 231, 275

Citizen image, 7—8, 80-96, 186, 315;
and discipline, 81-83, 87-93, 239
40; and equality, 8390, 168, 299,
301, 322-23; and fortune, 82, 160,
291; and Founder, 49, 51, 75=T6,
79, 80, 93105, 286, 294, 296, 300,
and fox, 22, 4850, 83, 9394,
1012, 241, 286, 316, 320-23; and
gender, 6, 115, 118, 230, 232-33,
23941, 254, 168, 303-8, 116,
323, 325-27; and leadership, 82,
Be—=89, 277, 195, 315; learned in
practice, 26—98; and limited con-
flice, 90=93, 299-301, 315; and
membership, 81=83, 286, 299300,
principles in, 93-95, 300, 31516,
320-23; and religion, 88—5%0, 268;
and renovation, 49, 51, 53, 75-76,
7879, 89, 9799, 10135, 246-47,
27381, 282, 294, 301; and self,
93=95; and social class, 8486, 20,
299, 301, 32223, See also
Citizenship

Citizenship: in Art of War, 68, 70; in
Florence, 14, 281; Livy on, 246-47;
Francesco Machiavelli on, 204 in
Rome, 4849, 51, 246, 259, See
also Citizen image

Ciwie Culture, The (Almond and Verba),
48

Civilization of the Renaissance in [taly,
The {Burckhardd), 199

Class, social: and characrer, 84— 86, 88,
219, 290, 299, 315, 322-23; and
mict, 14, 8386, 91, 226, 146,
277, 310-15; and leadership, 20,
97-99; in Renaissance [taly, 14-16,
207, 209, 212-19. See also Bour-
geoisie; Nobility; People, common

Claodius, Appius, 74

Cleomenes, 20, 58
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Clizia, 21, 44, 112-14, 119-20, 178, 251

Clothing, 220, 110

Colonna, Fabrizio, 6573, 104, 263, 169

Comedy, 21, 30, 37

Common people. Se¢ People, common

“Composite bodies.” See Body,
“composite”™

Conflict: in Citizen and Founder images,
63, 6B-T1, 97, 105; danger of, 85,
91-92, 3105; limired or lawful, 44,
48, 51, 70, 85, 30, 9293, 105,
23234, 240, 146, 267, 3001,
304, 321; psychic, 181, 189-92,
197-98, 219-223, 29394, 299,
305, 316; berween the sexes, 112~
15, 119=22, 155, 216-22, 292913

Consolations of Philosoplry, The (Bo-
ethius), 119

Conspiracy: and antonomy, 20; danger-
ous, 98, 156; against Medici, 64; of
Pazzi, 159: as transition to freedom,
9§-99, 246-49, 276~77, 294

Corruption: as tactionalism and priva-
tization, 19, 35, 46— 48, 76, 80, §8,
92, 118, 135, 160, 240, 244, 246~
47, 2154, 267, 293, 298300, 305,
326; as failure of synthesis, 125 of
Florence, 48, 267, 310; as men who
are “not good,” 6, 46, 112, 115, 293,
308; as poison, 242, 274; as reifica-
ton, 276=77; and renovation,
§3-54, 78, 89, 98, 1014, 24647,
273=-77, 294; of Rome, 26l-62;
and vengeance, 35, 298-99; a5
weakness, 89, 16467

Corvinus, Valerius, 73

Counselor: advice abour, 20, 121, 34, 67~
69; Machiavelli as, 34, 39—42, &6,
252; and prince, 46, 183; theorst as,
102=5, 183

Creanvity. See Acnon; Innovanion

Cristo se ¢ fermato a Eboli (Levi), 33

Cruelry: of Cesare Borgia, 40, 260, of
fortune, 144—45, 150, 154; in hu-
manism, 17-18, 65, 75, 249, versus
kindness, 18, 43, §5, 58-61, 73-79,
157, 160, 236, 25253, 260-=61,
326; and love, 114-15; in religion,
239, 265; of wet nurses, 224, 226~
28; of women, 114, 120-21, 144~
45, 150, 154, Ser also Discipline

Cumming, Robert Denoon, 266

Curiosity, 33, 175=76, 178, 194

Cynicism: absent from Art of War, 63,
£9; and distrust, 22, 34, 101=2, 314
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324-15; of fox, 1-4, 34-35, 43,
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60—61, 63, 69, 70, 73, 93, 101=1,
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105, 165, 326; inconsistent, 313; of

Morelli, 228; in political theory,

286, 194, JOB—10, 314, 325
Cyrus, 3557, 73, 1A%

[ra Feltre, Vittorino, 205

Dante Alighieri, 13, 44, 141, 23334

Daughrers. Se¢ Women: as daughters;
paired older and younger; as sex
objects

David (Biblical), 21

Da Vinci, Leonardo, 173-74, 176=-79,
183, 194, 197, 228, 229

Decameron, The (Boccaccio), 141

Degeneration. See Corruption

Della Mirandola, Pico, 121, 41, 143

Della Palla, Barrista, &4

Del Melano, Biagio, 249

Dependence: absence of, in Rome, 48; on
alhes, 19-20, 158—59; ambivalence
about, 186, 185—89, 196-97 and
Circe, 128, 231, 275; and cities’ ori-
gins, 24344, 256; fear of, 19, 33,
179, 196, 22728, 232, 193, 301,
324, 316; and Founder, i8. 62-63
98: on God, 127, 280; in infancy,
187, 191, 224, 240, 242, 280, 317,
323; and misogyny, 236; Renais-
sance view of, 9-11, 16; and Sode-
rini, 148; and ruse, 21, 63, 253,
294; and women, 22, 25, 109, 116,
128, 130, 136, 220-21, 227128,
231-32, 273, See also Autonomy

De Rougemont, Denis, 202

Diana figure (in “The [Golden) Ass™),
123=24, 126-28. 166

Di Lando, Michele, 312

Mhnnerstein, Dnruthy'. o images of
women, 191, 302~ 3; on nfancy,
184, 188—-89, 191, 194, 197; on na-
ture, 234=35; on tyranny, 302-3

D Pagolo Morelli, Giovanni, 22829

Diplomacy: Machiavelli's experience of,
26—18, 30, 249-50, 163, 305; psy-
chology of, 35, 3839, 263, 269;

techniques of, 27, 35136, 101-2, 249

Discipline: and ambiton, faction, 254,
273, 299; of children, 246—48; in
Citizen image, 239-40; and dan-
gerous mother, 79, 121-22, 135~
36, 13840, 145, 248, 176, 199,
304, 323 24; in Founder image, 93,
239, 304, 320; military, 6773, 117,
168, 23839, 267, 310; and nature,
67, 117, 134, 168, 238—-40, 245; in
Rome, 121-22, 299 See also
Cruelty; Military concerns

Dyiscourses, The, 4, 20, 21, 44, 53, 63,

115, 121-22, 126, 134, 166, 239,
243, 25558, 267, 269, 274, 173,
276

Dhstruse, See Trust

Domestic relations. See Family;
Household

Domination: autonomy as, 83, 261, 324,
127; in Ciomp rebel’s speech, 310;
and false self, 195; and family imag-
ery, 236, 301, 306; and freedom, 96,
276; in imperialism, 155, 260-61;
in infancy, 19192, 237, 242, 294;
love as, 113=15; and mutuality, 81
83, 136, 301, 305; patriarchal, 236,
281, 302; and psychoanalytic repres-
sion, 319 b}' women, fear of, 11—
15, 19192, 221, 232-33, 136, 242,
281, 302-3, 319

Dominic, Saint, 264

Dominici, Giovanni, 223

Dowries, 208, 210, 216

Economy: Florentine, 1416, 123; medi-
eval and Renaissance, 10, 220, 223,
women i, 200, 205=8, 21115,
223-124

Education, 134, 243, 310; of medieval
women, 205, 217; of Renaissance
women, 199, 2045, 216, 21821

Effeminacy: and autonomy, 8; causes of,
91, 217, 239, 259, 264—66; of lan-
guage at papal court, 234; Machia-
velli’s use of rerm, 25, 110, 144; and
resentment, 198199

Ego, 11, 39, 185, 193, 31617, 319

Ehrenzweig, Anton, 194, 196

Envy: personified, 131-32, 145, 165; in
Renassance Florence, 293, 321; of
underling, 42; as vice, 286, See also
Ambition; Ingratitude

Equality: in Citizen image, 8390, 97,
301-2, 305; and leadership, 86—88;
and religion, B8 =90, 168; of the
sexes, 199, 200, 209; and social
classes, §4—86, 310; in Tascany,
256, 258-59

Erikson, Erik H., 6, 11, 17376, 18687,
190, 240

Etruscans. Se¢ Tuscany

Eve, 132, 188, 200, 221

Ewil: and ambition, 3121 choosing the
lesser, 119, 228; and Ciompi rebels,
312 as corruption, 275; Florence
suffers, 322; judging, 287, 307;
learming from, 269; Machiavelli as,
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Evil (continued )
3, 5, 6061, 162, 280; men assumed
to be, 21; repenting of, 133; women
as a necessary, 200

Exhortation: in Art of War, 69, 70; as
maode of political theory, 202, 286,
294, 308—9, 314—16, 32425

Fabius Maximus Rullianus, Quintus,
121-22 263

Fabrizio. See Colonna, Fabrizio

Factionalism. See Conflict; Corruption;
Public and private

Family: in ancient Greece, 17981, 183,
216, 219, 224 in ancient BRome, 50,
112; in comedies, 29=31, 47,
111=-12, 119=20; “drama,”™ 230—-43;
imagery in Livy, 246=47; imagery
undermining synthesis, 28788,
301, 306, 309, 323, 126; in lraly,
199, 225, 249-50; lack of, 57,
6061, 79, 99, 234, 237; Machia-
velli's, 29, 41, &4, 203-35, 210, 211,
216, 218, 252: mayhem in, 18, 20,
55, 5863, 79, 121, 13334, 248
51, 254, 260, 294-95; medieval,
200, 209, 217; nuclear and ex-
tended, 10, 17, 214-15, 218-19,
222-123, 227; in psychoanalytic the-
ory, 33, 173-98, 227-28; and pub-
lic life, 5=7. See also Childhood;
Child rearing; Children; Father; Fil-
icide; Fraternity; Framncide; Mother;
Oedipus complex; Patriarchy; Public
and private

Fascism, 4, 5, 327

Father: absence of, 177, 18081, 198,
206, 22224 228-19, 137, 239;
choice of, 57, 103, 229 239, 251,
268, 2172-73, 298-99; and “father-
land,” 243; fear of, 17778, 182,
251, 275-74: filicidal, 55, 5961,
63, 79, 24854, 294-95, 299; and
fraternity, 51, 90, 9798, 236, 248,
276, 294: God as, 140, 174; images
of gentle or weak, 7677, 237,
251-53; images of strong, 49-30,
54-55, 62—65, 79, 80, 105, 236,
248, 266, 276, 281, 294; murder
of, 60=-63, 79, 248-49, 260; in
psychoanalytic theory, 176, 178,
18284, 190-91, 193, 197—98; res-
cue by, 78, 230, 236, 238-39, 256~
57, 266—68, 273, 281, 294-96,
299, 307; rescue of, by son, 61-62,
79: role of, in ancient Greece, 180~
84, 229; role of, in ancient Rome,
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49-350; role of, in Florence, 21619,
222-29: role of, medieval, 201,
2213; role of, in Renaissance, 7,
200-1, 21619, 22229, 250;
“rongue,” 281. See also Child rear-
ing: Family; Filicide; Oedipus com-
plex; Patriarchy

Fear: childish, 281, 294, 323; of depen-
dence, 19, 33,179, 196, 22728,
232,293 101, 324, 326; of Founder,
T6=77, 79, 101, 136, 27576, of
God, 89; goodness caused by, 315;
and humanness, 129; in interna-
tional relations, 261; of lion, 34; and
love, 20, 74, 148, 275; original,
275=76, 179, 295; of parents,
177=81, 185, 190, 197, 230, 251,
275-76, 281, 292, 294: of women
{see Misogyny)

Fertility, 94, 117, 122, 238, 244-45

Fesso. See Furbo

Ficino, Marsiho, 12, 18, 143, 217

Fickleness. See Vanability

Fierceness. See Cruelty

Fiesole, 235-56

Filicide: by Brutus, 59-60, 248, 251; by
Founder, 55, 59=61, 63, 254, 294
95, 299; significance of, 62, 79,
148-—53

Flanagan, Thomas, 162

Fleischer, Martin, 112

Florence: autonomy of, 85, 95, 97, 103,
244, 255-56, 262; children in, 199,
216-19, 22229 2&4—-65, 181;
conspiracies in, 64, 126; corruption
of, 27, 39, 45, 48, 78, 95, 124-16,
246, 262, 267, 288, 301, 310, 312;
family in, 11819, 174, 198 =200,
203, 206-29, 164-635, 281, 305;
imperial power, 14, 127, 159-61,
272=73; and Italy, 27, 257, 262,
272: Machiavelli as civil servant of,
26—29, 36, 39=41, 43, 64, 150,
252; Machiavelli’s concern for,
2829 38-41, 75-Th, 7H, B0, 104,
124-216, 164; onigins of, 49, 95,
243 =44, 254=57, 159=i6l, 161~
64, 27273, 276; politics in Renais-
sance, 12=16, 64, 79, BE, 103, 126;
republic of, talls, 28, 36, 40-41, 66,
148, 151; social classes in, 14, 16-
17, 64, 85, 88, 126, 310, 322-23;
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women cause divisions in, 118-19;
woHmien's status in, 203, 206=§,
210=26, 264=635, 281, 303
Florentine Histories, The, 37, 85, 91,
103, 126, 255, 311-11
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Food. See Murturance

Fool, 38, 4243, 154, 176, 176, 180

Foretathers: choice of, 229, 239, 251,
J6R, 27273, 276, 295-94,
298-99; Founder as, 51, 54, 59-60,
bl-h3, 77=79, 97=98, 101, 236,
239, 241-53, 254, 281-82, 286,
294-95; and fox, 26, 49-51, 78:
imitation of, 68, 95, 229, 135, 257,
159, J66—73, 294-95; land of,
243; rescue by, 78, 230, 239, 257,
2eb-h8, 173, 294-95, 199; Ro-
mans as, 49-51, 54, 78, 95, 139,
254, 268, 272, 298; Rucellm, 64;
Scipio as, 132; Tuscans as, 95, 256
59, 262-63, 268, 272=73, 276, 298

Forrune, 138=89; affliction by, 56358,
130, 228, 137; of a city, 100, 244,
246; as goods, 144, 311; and laws,
163, 240; as myth, 75, 78, 99-105
122, 127-30, 134, 160-69, 182,
232, 242, 291-93; and nature, 67,
157, 165 =68, 182, 232, 2134, 136,
23940, 242, 274, 291, 31}; and
opportunity, 55=58, 67, 147, 311; of
others, 158 =60, 111; Renaissance
view of, 141-43, 221, 228: as river,
143, 147, 149=51, 153;: Roman view
of, 138-3%; Rome gained second,
100, 246; as storm, 141-42, 147
49, 153; variable, 82, 119, 138, 154,
167, 248, 252; and virti, 13944,
153, 238, 244; weapons of, in men,
266, 199; wheel of, 13940, 144,
146=47, 151, 133, 165; as woman,
16, 120, 122, 12730, 134, 151,
L54=355, 182, 232, 134=335, 19]1=
94, 327

Founder, §2-79; and action, 54, 284,
294-95; Brurus as, 47, 35, 58-6l,
63, 98, 24849, 254, 27577, 294;
and Citizen image, 80-83, 87, 89,
90, 93-98; and cofounders, 101,
246, 277-79, 295, 198, 315, 318,
cruel discipline of, 55, 93, 219, 300,
320; and exhortation, 295, 308,
314, 316; as father, 51, 54, 39-860,
62=635, T7=79, 97=98, 101, 2385,
239, 241-53, 254, 281-82, 186,
29495, tear of, 76-77, 79, 101,
136, 275 =7h; Florence lacking, 49,
254, 264; as toundling, 57, 60-61,
79, 99, 234, 217; and fox, 49-51
52, 54, 63, 78, 80, 81, 99, 1015,
24849, 29495, 114, 316; glory
of, 52=54, 60=63, 97, 268, 271;
manhness of, 49=51, 53, 242, 2710,
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291; as myth, 99-102, 104, 10§,
162, 175, 183, 246, 27779, 294 -
23, 318; as sculpror, 63, 99, 233,
295; salitary, 20, 5559, 75-76,
277 value of image of, 286, 198

Foundling: Founder as, 57, 60-61, 79,
99, 234, 237; home in Florence,
2124135

Fox, 26, 3345, 266; and autonomy, 29,
I6-38, 41-42, 63, 83, 101-2, 238,
265, 273; Brutes as, 48-49, 148 -
49, 276; and Citizen image, 4849,
81, 83, 87, 90, 92, 94, 95, 96, 101,
105; cymicism of, 36— 38, a0, 69,
70, 73, 78, 93=94, 96, 165, 286,
30810, 313; and distrust, 34— 38
41-42 63, 1012, 238, 273; and
Founder, 49-31, 51, 34, 63, 78, 80,
81, 99, 1015, 24549, 29495,
314, 316; missing from Arf of War,
69: mode of imitation by, 269, 273;
and lion, 34, 43, 46, 92, 102-5,
234; Machiavelli as, 29, 34, 40-47,
102; Mandragola as world of, 46,
6.3; psychology of, 4045, 175-77,
182=83, 196, 238, 263

Fragmentation. See Corruption

France: child rearing in, 200, 224-25;
diplomacy in, 27; invades Iraly, 15,
65, b8, 263; king of, 45; military
prowess of cinizens in, 238; ancient
{Gaul), conguers Tuscany, 118, 256

Francis, Saint, 164

Fraternity, 48, 80, 239—40; and pater-
nity, 51, 90, 9798, 236, 248, 278,
194

Fratricide, 20, 58=60, 251

Fraud: in Art of War, 69; in Ciompi reb-
el’s speech, 311-14; condemned, 92,
102, 313-14; fox's skill in, 3738,
90, 119; by powerless, 17318, 99,
111; in religion, 8890, 311; and
virta, 102

Freedom: of animals, 129, of artist, 174;
and anthority, 54, 295; and auton-
omy, 8, 240—41, 276, 18081, 199,
315=17, 324; in childhood, 6, 223,
231; ar city's beginning, 21, 241,
243 —44, 255 =56; experience of,
96—98, 281; of Florence, 126, 176,
312; and gender, 5, 12324, 128,
230, 235, 281, 194, 79899, 304; in
international relations, 258, 259,
261; and license, 312=13; love of,
96-97, 28657, 265, 267; origin
of, 79, 96=97, 105, 24648, 275~
77, 294, 301; political, 59, 81-93,
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Freedom {contimued )
98, 100, 108, 124, 12829 230,
239, 240, 24647, 254, 27577,
29396, 302, 304, 315, 127; pri-
vate, 85, B8, 323;in Rma-imlin::. 8,
16=17, 210; Roman, as result o
conflict, 48, 70, 90—93, 98, 246—
47, 276~T7; of Tascany, 256, 259,
262-63, 267; “way of,” in leader-
ship, 82, 86—89, 277, 295, 325; and
wealth, 8485, 91, 9394, 117-18,
323; of the will, 141, 149, 280, 282,
28687, 28990, 295, 297, 300,
309, 317, 3115; of women in Renais-
sance, 199-200, 205, 219

French. 5¢¢ France

Freud, Sigmund, 173-75, 177-79, 183~
84, 187, 193, 197-98, 136, 297-98,
I6=17, 519

Frontinus, Sextus Julivs, 72

Furbo and fesso, 33, 36, 41, 4546, 49,
715, 94, See also Fox

Galeazzo, Duke, 117

Gender. See Language, gender in

Genoa, 213, 219, 225

Germany, 8485, 158, 1621

Ghiberti, Lorenzo, 250

Gilbert, Allan H., 138, 144, 245

Gilbert, Felix, 70, 235, 253

Glory: of ancient Tuscany, 256; in Arf of
War, 73; in Citizen image, 81, 83,
94, 96-97; of congquest, 259; false
and real, 53, 94, %6, 310, 324; for-
tune craves, 143 ; of Founding, 52—
54, 6063, 97, 268, 271; as Ma-
chiavelli’s goal, 25, 86, 102, 293,
298, 309, 312, 315, 323=26; and
natural need, 94, 129, 312; nobihry
craves, B4-86, 88, 3122; and reli-
gion, 265, 267; and strengrh, 90,
165, 267; and women, 145, 199

Glory of Hera, The (Slater), 179-81

God: and Christ, 250; as Creator, 9, 12,
18, 254, 292; and fortune, 13§41,
14344, 149, 153, 162, 165, 174,
275, 311; Founder as a, 46, 54; and
human efforts, 22, 127, 165; Ma-
chiavelli’s view of, 89, 103, 149, 252,
274: man as neither beast nor, 8,
286; medieval view of, 9, 140, 154,
292 and Moses, 56, 103; parent as
a, 191, 196; self seen as, 57, 89,
39, 103

[Golden) Ass,” “The, 34, 44, 122-33
135, 144, 152, 1686, 231, 262

Goldthwaite, Richard, 214—15, 219, 225
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Crovernment of Republican ltaly, The
(Adams and Barile), 32

Cireece, ancient: arche in, 53, 279; child-
hood experience in, 181, 183; child
rearing in, 18081, 217, 224: co
of citizenship in, 5, §, 83, 96, 270~
71, 186; foreign relations of, 257~
59; founding in, 50, 56, 58, 100,
245, 264; images of women in, 5,
110, 179, 183, 221; Narcissus legend
in, 177; status of women in, 179-81,
183, 193, 216, 219-21, 224, 304

Greed: in Ciompi rebel’s speech, 312;
of counselor, 32: infanrile, 131,
22425, 227, 211; laws restraining,
244; of middle class, 85, 293, 322
23; as nartural or as vice, 93, 95, 115,
129, 133-34, 232-33, 236, 218,
286, 293, 320, 322-23

Guicciardini, Francesco, 15, 17

Guilt: infantile, 186=89, 193, 227: Ma-
chiavelli's, over Prato, 66, 252; and
second birth, 280

Hale, John Rigby, 14, 45, 88, 221

Hannibal, 74=75, 157, 160

Harshness. See Cruelry

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich, 287

Heidegger, Martin, 297

Heitmann, Klaps, 142

Hell, 43, 114, 120, 265, 311

Hephaestos, 182-83, 19697

Hera, 179, 181

Hercules, 11, 142, 221

Herlihy, David, 215, 223

Hero: chastity of, 116; enemy as, 263,
273, 324; like Founder, 35, 61; Her-
cules as, 11; and heroism, 76, 304,
126-27; humanness of, 95—-96: as
model, 270; in psychoanalytic the-
ory, 181, 196: split, 31, 183, 196,
230, 237, 249; worship of, 4, 228,
294, 324, See also Founder; Identif-
canon; Imitation

Hiero of Syracuse, 55, 57

Hobbes, Thomas, 75—76, 82, 279, 249

Holmes, George, 17

Homosexuahty, 177=78, 181, 194, 212

Household: in ancient Greece, 18081,
216; medieval, 212; in Renaissance,
212-19; and women, 190, 281,
305=6, 121, 126, See also Family;
Public and private

Humanises: in Art of War, 64-66, 68 -
69, 73; and dissociated cruelry,
18—19, 75, 249; and Machiavelli,
308; and Machiavelli's father, 203;
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on Scipio, 75; and women, 202, 205

Humanness: as . 8, 277, 27980,
282, 295, 304, 31719, 325; and
animaliry, 8, 130, 135=34, 231-134,
240, 280-81, 186, 303, 304, 314,
320, 324; Circe opposes, 231-136;
and culture, 8, 279, 286, 288 -
90, 307, 310, 317-18, 325-26; not
divinity, 8, 262, 285-86, 293, 295,
324, 317; and founding, 273,
278-79, 295, 299; as “hands and
speech,” 129, 231-32, 268; in in-
fancy, 18586, 191-93; and Kant-
ian morality, 301; and Machiavelli’s
synthesis, 240, 273, 278=79, 285~
90, 305, 309; manhood as, 8, 109,
323; and the “other,” 302; of par-
ents, 295-96, 199, 301; of Romans,
95, 272; as “species being,” 303;
sufficiency of, 95-96, 260, 265, 285,
295, 320; as rransformed instinct, 240,
303, 31618, 313; as variabiliry, 258;
of women, 111-12, 119, 135-36, 302,
305-6

Humaor, See Wit

Hunt, David, 211, 224, 126

Id. See Libido

Idealism: and fox, 37, 43, 94, 104, 233;
and heroism, 124-136; as mode in
political theory, 4, 307-16, 318,
325; in ytic theory, 317-
19; return o, 279-80, 319; tangible,
1819, 316; concerning women,
202=3. See also Exhortation; Judg-
ment; Standards of judgment

Identificarion: danger of, 39, 41, 273; in
diplomacy, 29, 269; with Founder,
82, 254; and imitation, 268; with
maother, 192-94, 196-98, 223,
227-28; with the oppressor, 263,
273, 324; in psychoanalytic theory,
177-78, 268

Imitation: of father, 25152, 254; of
forefathers, 68, 95, 229, 235, 157,
259, 266—73, 294-95; and inno-
vation, 104, 268, 271-73, 278,
294-95; by Machiavelli, 40, 44; of
method and character, 268-73; of
Romans, 65-69, 72-73, 229, 235,
259, 267; of Tuscans, 257, 259

Imperialism: Florentine, 14, 127, 259—
62, 272-73; Machiavellis, 260-61,
305; methods of, 257-62; Roman,
68, 96, 25457, 259, 264, 267,273

Individual: and adulthood, 297, 317; as
autonomous unit, 8, 22, 63, 79, B3,

| 367

94, 195, 259, 313, 324, 326, 327; n
community, 81, 287, 299, 303-4,
314, 325-16; as exception, 315;
Founder as, 55, 58-59, 63, 76, 79,
83, 295; and gender, 235; in Renais-
sance, 8, 17, 199; in social contract
theory, 286; weak, 81, 239, 299, See
also Sovereignty

Infancy. See Childhood

Infanulization, 136, 232, 164, 193-94

Ingratitude, 13132, 165

Innovation: as corruption, 275; as cre-
ativity, 99, 195, 233-134, 237, 277,
280, 289, 291, 295, 309; as difhicult
and danfemus, 20, 38, 52, 104, 243,
315; philosophical problem of, 78~
79, 28990, 294, 307. See also Ac-
tion; Founder

Inguisitiveness. See Curiosity

Internalization. See Identification

International relations. See Diplomacy;
Imperialism; War

Interpretation of texts, 3-4, 6, 80, 174

Inversion, 43-44, 47, 69

Iraly: and ancient Rome, 49, 255; di-
vided, 104, 147, 267; and Florence,
27, 257, 262, 272; image of women
in, 199, 202, 207-8, 212-13, 216-
22,774-29; language of, 131, 141,
149, 150, 241; Machiavelli’s con-
tempt for, 45, 67, 71, 84, 89, 95,
267; in Prince, 26, 30, 56, 101, 179;
in Renaissance, 4, 12-16, 27, 142,
182; status of women in, 199-226

Jester. See Fool

Jesus, 11, 57, 125, 250, 292, 304

Joseph (Biblical), 11, 221

Judgment: “dimension of,” 287 -89,
294, 3079, 316, 319, 323; human
capacity for, 8, 295, 299, 319, 323,
327; of others, in Ciompi rebel’s
speech, 311

Julius 11 (Pope), 133, 151

Justice: in class conflict, 91-93, 312,
322; fortune lacking, 144; of God,
140; and judgment, 286=88, 300,
307, 309, 319; learned in crisis, 96;
and necessity, 168; personal and
public, &; reality of, 286; return to,
279; and vengeance, 298

Kant, Immanuel, 7, 301, 315
Kantorowicz, Ernst, 17
Kelly-Godol, Joan, 202
Kelso, Ruth, 220

Klein, Melanie, 184, 197-98
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Laing, R. 3., 194

Language: ancient Tuscan, 256; as con-
ceptual system, 287, 291; Florentine,
233-34; gender in, 131, 241, 264;
human capacity for, 129, 231-32,
268, 286, 289; infant lacking, 185,
191; Machiavelli’s essay on, 233-
34: vernacular, 10

Laws: educational, 286, 310, 116
“hghning by,” 46, 48, 51, 90-93,
1035, 23234, 300, 311; given by
Founder, 58, 89, 97, 244-45;
“good,” 21, 81, 83, 127, 135, 163,
239-40; humanly made, 11, 286,
315 -16; masculine, 124, 12829,
230; medieval view of, 9; necessary,
112, 24748, 324: and renovation,
78, 100, 27475, 277: retrospective,
298, 312 starus of women in, 204,
20610, 216, 218

Leadership: cruelty versus kindness in,
73-79, 157, 160, 252—53; in Dis-
conrses (Book 3}, 276; mascalinity
of, 326; military, 20, 233, 65-
69, 71, 73-74, 82, §9, 157; of per-
sons, not objects, 63, 99, 233, 277;
solitary, 20, 58=59, 75-76; “way
of freedom™ in, 82, 8689, 277,
2195, 3125

Legitimacy, 11, 15, 99, 309, 311

Leo X (Pope), 54, 85, 103, 312

Leonardo Da Vinci {Freud), 1731-74, 193

Levi, Carlo, 33

Liberty. See Freedom

Libido, 176, 178, 185, 191, 11619

License, 248, 312-13, 324

“Lite of Castruccio Castracani of Lucca.”
55, 37, 64

Ligurio {in Mandragola): and Callimaco,
29-32, 46, 101, 183, 196 as foxy
schemer, 29, 101, 111, 119; as mili-
tary leader, 113; resembles Machia-
velli, 3032, 42, 45; withdrawal to
mind of, 31-31, 178: on women,
44, 47, 110, 111, 112

Limits: crvil, 92, 240, 3001, 305,
31213, 31514, 322, 324; on de-
sires, 133, 320, 322; on human pos-
sibilities, 286, 293, 309

Lion, 34, 43, 46, 92, 102-5, 128, 234

Liverotto of Fermo, 60

Livius, Tirus, 43, 44, 47, 39, 112, 152,
246, 248, J66, 272

Livy. See Livies, Titus

Love: among citizens, 269; courtly, 202;
as debilitating, 11718, 120, 135-
16 berween fathers and children,
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190, 223, 229, 252 and fear, 20, 74,
148, 275; God's, for the warld, 250;
of land, 247; of language, 234: and
marrage, 29-30, 111, 180, 209,
422, 115; berween mothers and chil-
dren, 175, 17778, 180, 187, 189,
18, 223 225 211; and politics,
116: as war, 25, 11218

Lucretia (Roman matron, wife of Lucius
Tarquinius Collatinus}, 47, 109, 112,
117, 136, 243, 24748

Lucretia (in Mandragola), 29-31, 44, 47,
100, 1N2=-13, 119

Lust: and adulthood, 236, 293; as divi-
sive, 131, 238, 248, 320, 323; power
of, 111=12, 114=15, 120, 129; weak-
ens men, 11718

Luther, Martin, 6, 173—74, 308-9n

Lycurgus, 20, 55, 58, 100-1, 245

Machiavelli, Bernardo, 31, 203-4

Machiavelh, Francesco, 203—4

Machiavelli, Girclamo, 203

Machiavelli, Guido, 252

Machiavelli, Niccolo: characrer, 4, 18,
27-29, 32, 35-36, 39-42, 66, 75,
79, B0, 253, 288; life, 2631, 36,
IB-42, 6466, T5-T6, 95-9%,
103, 150, 173, 178, 203-5, 21011,
213, 216, 218, 215253, political ex-
perience, 21, 26—31, 36, I8-42, 150

*Machiavellian moment,” 277

Machiavelli familv, 2034

Machismo, 5, 7, 231, 294, 304, 32627

Mandragola, 29-32, 42, 44, 46, 47, 63,
BO, 101, 110-14, 119, 130, 166, 178,
183, 194

Mansfeld, Harvey C., Jr., 244, 264

Marcus Antoninus (Roman emperor),
269

Marriage, See Family

Mars, 221

Marx, Karl, 303

Maternity. See Mother

Medici, Cosimo de’, 159, 203

Medici, Giovanm de’. See Leo X [Pope)

Medict, Lorenzo de', 154, 269

Medici, Piero de’, 15

Medici family, 14, 15, 16, 28, 40, 126,
203, 248, 253

Medicine, 121-22, 125, 163, 274

Medieval family, 20810, 212-14; and
character structure, 9-10, 33, 201;
status of women in, 199201,
204 —7: wet nurses in, 217

Medieval outlook: on autonomy, 9-12,
141-44, 1456, 201, 292; on Church,
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201, 242, 264; on Fortune, 141-44,
146; on God, 9, 140, 252, 292: on
ideals, 19, 43, 292; Renaissance atti-
tude toward, 11, 266: on women,
200-2, 208, 212-13, 218=19, 211

Membership, 6, 28788, 294, 299-304,
316

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, 315

Metamorphoses (Ovid), 113

Method. See Imitation, of method and
character; Technical outlook

Milan, 13, 14, 17, 255

Military concerns: in ancient Rome, 117,
25759, 267; in ancient Tuscany,
256, 259 Art of War, 32=53,
65=74; and barttle, 66, 72, 157; and
Church, 110, 265—66, 322; and dis-
cipline, 52, 67-73, 117, 168, 218-
39, 267, 310; Florentine ineptitude
at, 223, 322; leadership in, 20,
52-53,65-69,71,73=-74,82, 89,
157; and love and sexuality, 25, 72,
112-15; Machiavelli’s preoccuparion
with, 3—4, 254, 285, 305; and man-
liness, 5, 63=73, 265; as model of
citizenship, 71, 305; nobility and,
85, 322; and owning arms, 21, 110,
232, 265 -66; in Renaissance,
15-16, 220-21; and rechnology, 63,
63, 67, 70-73, 269. See also Mili-
tia; War

Miliria, 21, 48, 66, 204, 232, 252, 267

Misogyny, 5, 110, 2045, 221, 266, 286,
2912, 302, 325; and autonomy, 230-
31, 23637, 254, 268, 281, 294,
298, 303-6, 326-127; as contempt
for female, 110-12, 221, 266, 292,
302; as fear of female, 110, 112, 123,
169, 235, 320, 324, 316; as fear of
mythologized matriarch, 120, 123,
128, 131-69, 230-32, 236-40,
244 =45, 249=50, 253, 264-66,
168, 275=-76, 294-96, 302-13; as
fear of sex object, 112, 115, 120-21,
135=37, 230, 248, 292; as fear of
shrew, 119-121, 135=134, 150, 221;
as fear of unreliability, 138, 144,
154, 166-67, 227-128, 231, 2313,
257, 192; Machiavelli’s, 110, 254,
266, 285=86, 292, 302, 304 =5,
325; medieval, 200, 202; Renais-
sance, 220-22, 228-29; republican,
5, 304

Mixed bodies. See Body, “composite™

Moral Basis of a Backward Society, The
(Banfield), 48

Muoses, 20, 55-58, 100, 1023, 276
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Mother: absent at birth of ciry, 54, 237,

241-43, 273-74, 280-812, 318§;
abuse of, 118, 234; Church as, 201,
264~68; in Clrzia, 11%; dangerous,
mythologized, 118-22, 230-33,
235-43, 24950, 253, 257, 264,
29295, 302, 320-21, 323, 326;
“getting away from,” 281, 294; in
Mandragola, 111, 119; nonnurturant,
57=58, 232, 237, 244; nurturant
matrix, 129, 140, 185-87, 192, 231,
233, 240, 244—45, 156; in psycho-
analytic theory, 175-98, 223, 227-
28; role of, in ancient Greece,
179-83, 215-17, 229; role of, me-
dieval, 2001-2; role of, in Renais-
sance Florence, 216=19, 22229,
264-65; Caterina Sforza as, 249 -
50; “tongue,” 281; unreliable,
227=28, 231, 233, See also Child
rearing; Family; Women

Mutuality: autonomy as, 8, 22, 81-83,

156, 192, 230, 232, 236, 239=40,
273, 276, 301-6, 313-16; in Cit-
zen image, 81-83, B6-RB7, 89-92,
J01-6, 313-16, 320; and Founder
image, 279, 194; in international re-
lations, 254, 25859, 261, 267; and
women, 123, 136, 156

Myth of the State, The (Cassirer), 160

Marcissism, 177, 181-82, 196
Mature: and autonomy, 7, 130, 136, 236,

287, 307; and Circe, 124, 128=30,
182, 231, 242; and culrure, 93-95,
233-35, 245, 287, 289, 307,
J10-=11, 313, 316, 318-22, 325,
327; and discipline, &7, 117, 134,
136, 168, 236, 23840, 245; and
fortune, 67, 157, 165—68, 182, 232,
234, 236, 239=40, 242, 274, 291,
311; human, 125, 23435, 238, 253,
28687, 289, 303, 307, 309, 316,
318; as nurturing mother, 129, 131,
240, 245; physical, 9, 141, 143,
147-52, 160-65, 236, 258, 274
75, 307, 310-11; second, 234, 245,
318-19; and women, 67, 124,
128=34, 136, 157, 165-68, 182,
231-32, 234-36, 23942, 274, 291

Mecessity: and fertile site, 244-45; and

fortune, 165, 167—-68; as nonnur-
turant mother, 237, 244; in political
theory, 286, 289-93, 316, 325; and
virtu, 127, 245

Nicia (in Mandragola), 29=31, 136
MNietzsche, Friedrich, 297 -98
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MNobility: ambitious, 8485, 88,
322-23; in Ciompi rebel’s speech,
311, 313; and class conflict, 85, 91,
2y

Nomos, 7, 11, 12, 96, 316

Novelty. See Innovation

Numa Pompilius, 55, 89, 99, 100, 246,
277

MNursing of infants: in psychoanalytic the-
ory, 178, 183, 18588, 190-92, 194,
227, Renaissance image of, 218,
214-26; by Caterina Sforza, 250;
by symbalic figures, 10, 136, 140,
188, 201, 225, 231; by wet nurses,
131-32, 21718, 22428

Murturance: in Art of War, 72-73: by
Church, 201; dangers of, 121-22,
134, 136, 196, 198, 227, 232, 23§,
233, 250, 266, 273, 274, 276, 292,
294, 323-24; as devouring, 133,
136, 145, 185, 191-92, 194, 224
16, 313-14; by Diana figure, 123;
fertility as, 94, 238, 244—45; by for-
tune, 140; Fressern as, 309; as human
capacity, 279; of infants in Renais-
sance, 224; by males, 194, 237, 249,
maother who withholds, 227, 232,
237, 244; mutual, 240; by nature,
129, 231; necessary, 94, 233, 245;
and oral phase, 185, 187, 191-92,
194, 197, 126, 244; by self, 96, 240,
322; and sexualiry, 113, 123, 238,
323, See also Greed; Norsing of in-
fants; Oral aggression; Poison

Object permanence, 185-87

Occasione. See Opportunity

Ocravian, 255

Oedipus complex: and absent father,
177, 18081, 198, 222-24; in “fam-
tly drama,” 237, and famuily size,
£22; in Livy, 247; m Mandragola,
31; in psychoanalytic theory, 175 -
84, 196—98: and wet nurse, 226

Olschki, Leonarda, 161=-62

Opportunity: and fortune, 55-56, 78,
67, 163, 291; personihied, 147, 165,
291; seized, 147, 238, 311

Oral aggression: by biting, 125, 128,
131-32, 136, 188, 231: by devour-
ng, 133, 136, 145, 185, 191-92
194, 22426, 313-14; by fortune,
118, 136, 145; by poison, 121-22,
125, 134, 136, 239, 242, 258, J66,
174; in psychoanalytic theory, 185,
188, 191-92, 194, 196

Orr, Roberr, 161, 163 -64

Index

“Other,” the: in Machiavelli's plays, 46;
mother as, 189; woman as, 109, 230,
2192, 302, 305, 324

Owid, 113

Papacy, 9, 11, 234, 267. Ser also names
of individual popes

Parents. See Childhood; Children; Fam-
ily; Father; Filicide:; Mother:
Parricide

Parricide, 6063, 79, 24849, 160

Parnticipanion. See Citizen image

Paternity. See Father

Patriarchy: in ancient Rome, 4950,
248, 166; in Art of War, 63; and
courtly love, 202; in Florence, 206;
and Founder, 79, 236, 278, 281:
Machiavelli accepts, 321; in Renais-
sance imagery, 10; and republican-
ism, 5, 24041, 276, 281, 294

Patriotism: Dante’s, 31; and fatherland,
243; Florentine, 254-55; of
Founder, 61; humanist, 17— 18; in
Livy, 247; Machiavellis, 4, 37, 257,
272

Paul, Saint, 303
Pazzi, Jacopo de', 126, 159
Pazzi family, 204

Peers. See Equality

People, common: in Ciompi rebellion, 14,
310, 312-14; in class conflict, 86,
F, 277; and knowledge, 83, 87,
190); and freedom, 84, B8; as power
base, 20, 81, 97 —99; and security,
B4, B8, strength of, 81; and virtue, §3

Person. S Humanness

Personal and political. See Public and
private

Personification, 26, 131, 162, 165 —-69,
241-43, 264, 29193

Petrarch, 42, 141

Philip of Macedon, 100

Philosophy, 287=90, 307; as “honorable
laziness,” 103; and Machiavelli, 167,
ZB7—BE. See also Political theory

Piety: false, 273, 295; roward fathers,
65-69, 7273, 79, 229, 235, 151-
31, 154, 259, 267; of Founder, 55,
6l-62, 73, 79; in political theory,
291; wrue, 280, 2935, 299, 15 =16,
318, 315, violations of, 133, 149

Pig, 12830, 133, 134, 232

Pisa, 150

Pistoia, 260

Plato, 70, 103, 202

Plavrus, Titus Maccius, 44, 112-13,
119~
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Plurarch, 44, 130, 152

Pocock, . G. A., 12, 13, 254, 277

Poggio Bracciolini, Gian Francesco, 142

Poison: by dangerous mother, 136, 266;
expansion as, 258; and matrons’
plot, 121-21, 134, 239, 166, 274,
and renovation, 242, 274; speaking
ill as, 125

Political theory: Machiavelli's manner of,
3,29, 35-36, 67, 102-5, 179, 183,
243, 2B85=8E8, 291 =30, 309 =15,
320-27; nature of, 287-91, 296,
301, 307-9, 316

Polybius, 115, 231, 243, 248, 266, 275

Prince, The, 4, 10, 20, 26, 30, 32, 34, 43,
44, 46, 33, 33, 36, 57, 60, 70, 101,
102, 103, 130, 144, 147, 154, 169,
178, 238, 267, 269

Principio, 53, 243—44, 254, 273, 279
80. See also Principle

Principle, 7, 240, 280, 296, 300, 315-16,
See also Principio

Privatization. See Corruption; Public
and private

Prostitution, 116, 199, 204, 212

Prudence: versus boldness, 151, 155, 157,
160, 252, 260, 311; of fox, 37, 42,
228, 238, 269, 271; limits of, 90,
168, 316; and virti, 58, 63, 104,
149-51, 312

Psychoanalysis: danger of reductionism
in, 6, 173=74, 268, 288, 320; and
“dimensions” of political theory,
196, 301, 316; explanatory theory
from, 17398, 223, 227-8, 230,
263, 304, 316—19; on women, 175n

Psychobiography, 6, 17374, 104

Psychohistory. See Psychobiography

Psychology. See Psychoanalysis

Public and private, 5, 314; and ambition,
92-93, 300, 321=22: ancient view
of, 72, 270; and danger of reduc-
tionism, 5—8, 174, 288: and filicide,
250-51; and freedom, 16, 84-85,
270; and gender, 118—19_ 2068,
212-15, 218-19, 323; and greed,
72, 323, 316; and heroism, 326=27;
interrelated, 95, 299-300; and lim-
its, 92, 305, 313, 320-22: and reli-
gion, 89; and truse, 31, 49, 75, 305

Punishment. See Cruelty; Discipline

I:u..,

=

Quintius (Roman general), 73

Realism: and appearance in politics, 102,
270=T1; Art of War lacks, 72; in
Citizen image, 94, 311, 326; Ma-
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chiavelli's pride in, 18=19, 35-39,
45, 60, 94, 105, 213; in political the-
ory, 28586, 188, 290, 308, 315;
about women, 305

“Reason in Beasts™ (Plutarch), 130

Reébirth. See Birth, second; Renovation

Reform. See Renovation

Reification, 276-82, 295-97, 300,
I5=16

Religion: and Citizen image, 88 90,
268; as “composite™ body, 242,
264—-68, 273; founding of, 52-53,
§5, 241; as fraud, 8890, 311; and
kindness, 157; Machiavelli’s view of,
22n, 127, 162, 251, 26467, 275,
292 -93: as necessary, B8, 127, 310;
pagan versus Christian, 89, 100,
239, 246, 25657, 264-67; and
renovation, 96, 241-42, 273, 279,
and women in Florence, 203, 205,
217, 164

Renaissance: astrology in, 161; articude
toward ancient Rome during, 11,
4950, 266, 270; attitude toward
gender during, 199202, 208, 212~
13, 21622, 224129, 242, 150,
264, 292 305; concern for auton-
omy in, 8-11, 16, 324; curiosity in,
178; family in, 10, 174, 182, 198
2219, 249-50, 264, 293; fox in, 33;
legitimation in, 11, 15, 307 -8: view
of fortune, 141-42, 150

Renewal. See Renovation

Renovation: of Church, 264; of “com-
posite” bodies, 241-43, 24649,
273—-82, 294-95; and dependence
on people, 98—99; and Founder,
§3-54, 59, 76-78, 97, 270; and
God, 89; and natre, 235; of Rome,
241=43, 24649, 175=76; as sec-
ond birth, 54, 241-43, 24649,
273-—74, See also Birth, second;
Founder

Repression, 176—78, 192, 236, 240,
316-20, 324

R.l:pul:licani:m. See Cinizen image

Resentment: factional, 298-99, 321-22,
324; woward mothers, 180, 197, 219,
127, 119, and piety, 173, 195; reac-
tive, 29798, 301, 319; of servants,
421; wiping away, 280; roward
women, 2218

Responsibility: in Citizen image, 7, 81—
82,92-93, 96, 27778, 199, 314~
25; for failure of Florentine repub-
lic, 36, 41, 48, 66, 75, 85, 3191,
104, 157, 244, 248-49, 25253,
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Responsibility ( contrmued |
256, 26768, 312; of father, 190,
229, 136, 219, 251-32, 266—47; in
infancy, 18689, 193, 240; for lral-
man weakness, 67, 84, 89, 267-68:
of leaders, 67, 86-89, 239, 252_353,
256, 277, 195; for Prato defeat, 66,
252. from second birth, 8, 28081,
JRS, 289, 31718, 123, 32§

Return to beginnings, See Birth, second;
Renovation

Revenge, See Resentment

Reverence. See Piety

Ridolh, Roberto, 203

River, forrune as, 143, 14752

Roeder, Ralph, 39

Roman Empire: alliances made by, 257-
39; conquers Tuscany, 68, 163,
267—68; emperors in, 63; fall of,
100; and Florence, 1213, 25458,
264

Roman Republic: expansion of, 152; and
Florence, 13, 17, 48, 75, 85, 255-
56; founding of, 43, 47, 55, 59, 98,
152, 243, 24546, 254, 275-77;
freedom of, 48, 70, 75, §5-86, 88,
90-93, 99, 377, 312, 322; virti in,
47-49, 70, 85—#6, 152, 263, 312

Rome, ancient: alliances made by, 257 =
59 and Caesar, 98; concept of for-
tune in, 13839, 141; conguers
Tuscany, 68, 95—-9%a, 256-57,
260—861, 263, 267-68, 273, 276;
cultural ideals of, 13, 4950, 54,
35, 270-72; discipline in, 72,
12122, 134, 238139, 274-75;
family in, 47, 4950, 112, 136, 243,
246 -48; as forefathers, 49=51, 54,
78, 95, 239, 254, 268, 272, 298;
founding of, 3637, 3758, §9, 92,
104, 152, 24248, 251, 253, 254,
264; leadership in, 86, 89, 98, 132;
Machiavelli admires, 3—4, 36-137,
4548 350-51, X57, 263; matrons'
plotin, 121-22, 134, 239, 266, 174,
as model, 63, 6566, 68, 95, 229,
235, 257, 259, 266-=T3, 29495,
and “modern Rome,” 162, 264,
26668, 273 as parent of Florence,
154-56, 262, 164, 26668, 272,
276; public and private in, 270-=71;
and virtie, 47-51, 63, 68, 70, 2,
85=86, 129, 152, 257, 261-62, 263,
270—71; women in, 47, 49=50, 112,
136, 243, 24648, See also Roman
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