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Introduction

1 ‘A question that will never close’

Machiavelli’s The Prince is probably the work that has produced the largest
numberofdiverginginterpretationsinthehistoryoftheWesternliterarytradi-
tion.Suchadiversityofinterpretationshasproducedahistory of effectsfrom
apologytodamnation,withThe Princebeingreducedtoamerehandbookfor
tyrantsononehandorglorifiedasthebibleofrepublicansontheother.Strik-
ingly,sucharadicaldiversityofjudgementsdidnotfadeduringthetwentieth
centurywhenhistoricalknowledge,profitingfrommorerigorouscriteriathan
inthepast,divergedfrominterpretationsmainlydrivenbypoliticalandideo-
logicalconcerns.

ThefirstworkswrittenaccordingtothisapproacharePasqualeVillari’sbi-
ography(threevolumespublishedbetween1877and1882),OresteTommasini’s
biographicalandtheoreticalinterpretation(twovolumespublishedbetween
1883and1911),andAdolfGarber’sinquiry(1912–13)intothemanuscriptsand
earlyeditionsoftheFlorentinesecretary’sworks.Allaregroundedonthepos-
itivisticprincipleoftheprimacyofsourceknowledge.1Yet,asindicatedearlier,
theemergenceofthis‘scientific’approachdidnotpreventthefurthermulti-
plicationofinterpretationsbasedonpoliticalandideologicalconcerns.‘The
debateonMachiavelli,’asBenedettoCrocedeclaredfamouslyin1949,‘maybe
aquestionthatwillneverclose’:Croce’sstatementhasyettobedisproved.2

CroceclaimsthatMachiavellifoundedtheautonomyofpoliticsthatisnot
initselfmoralorimmoral.Atthesametime,Machiavelliappealedtothemere
determinismoffactsinordertojustifyimmoralactions,withtheintentofre-
coveringsomeformofconnectionbetweenmoralityandpolitics.Forthisrea-
son,Machiavellicouldbeaccusedofpraisingevil,whereas,accordingtoCroce,
hehadmerelyconsidereditsub specie politica,initspoliticalform.However,
onceextrapolated fromits rhetoricalappealand fromthephilosophicalau-
thoritythatCroceconferredonit,thisexplanationappearsasnothingmore
thana‘speculativere-translationofthemostimportantoutcomesinDeSanc-
tis’sinterpretation’.3

1 Villari’sinterpretation,however,isstillimbuedwithastrongsenseofmoralism,whichisclose
totheolderanti-Machiavelliansensibility.

2 Croce1952,pp.164–76,176.
3 Paggi1984,p.391.
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InhisHistory of Italian Literature(1870),FrancescoDeSanctisdescribedthe
peculiarityofthepositionoccupiedbyMachiavelliinlateRenaissanceItaly.4
ItisthepositionofamanwhosemainobjectiveistheState’sinternalfreedom
and its external independence from foreign powers. Around this objective,
which potentially implies some contradiction, Machiavelli develops a new
conceptionoftheworld,aconceptionthatisatthesametimeapoliticalsci-
ence(i.e.itteachesthemeansadequatetoreachcertainends)andawideridea
oftheautonomyofthehumanworld,theearthlyworld,vis-à-visanytranscen-
dentalreferenceorpresupposedvalue.DeSanctishasthuspointedtotheori-
gin of Machiavelli’s thought in its entirety, and he places this origin in the
author’spoliticalintention,whichbecomesthecluefordecipheringhisideas.

TheexplanationforMachiavelli’spositionshouldnotbesearched,thus,in
thephilosophicallinkbetweenethicsandpolitics,butratherinthefactthat
thepositionassumedbytheauthorvis-à-vis both ethicsandpoliticsisnotre-
ducibletoanyphilosophicalspeculation.Broadlyspeaking,Machiavellican-
not be reduced to any specific intellectual profile existing in his own time,
whetherthehumanist,thephilosopher,thepractitioner,ortheliteraryauthor.
Butscholarshaveonlyrecentlybeenabletopayattentiontothisconclusion.
In reality, Machiavelli embodied all these profiles while radically changing
theirmeaning,byusing,forexample,differentlanguagesinordertoeffectively
speakindifferentdomainswithanoriginalphilosophicalawarenessappliedto
concretesituations.Seenfromthisperspective,heisapoliticianinthemodern
andinnovativesenseoftheterm.

ThedimensionofpracticalandactiveinterventiondominatesMachiavelli’s
personality.Thusonlybyknowingthecircumstancesofhistimeanditspoliti-
calrealitycanoneunderstandhisthought.Machiavelli’sthoughtexistsinrela-
tiontothesituationsandscenarioswithinwhichheintendstoproduceeffects.
The Prince, intendedbothasapoliticalprojectandaspecificbook,mustbe
contextualisedinthistheoreticalperspective,whichisoneexplanationfornot
only the difficulty of interpretation, but also the diverse, ambivalent, and
sometimesevencontradictorynatureofhisownstyleandconclusions.

2 ‘The Prince as a Battlefield’

ThislastpointbecomesclearerifoneisabletoimagineMachiavelliwithout 
The Prince.TheDiscoursesareanextremelyoriginalbook,breakingwithevery

4 OnDeSanctis’sinterpretationofMachiavelliseeProcacci1995,pp.414–19.
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tradition and completely redefining republican ideology.5 Yet, without The 
Prince,Machiavelli’sthoughtwouldhavenotbeenshockingandappallingin
thewayitwas.Hewouldhavebeenconsideredarepublicanauthor,certainly
originalandradicalbutstillwithintheclassicalschemeofthedefenceoffree-
domintheperiodoftheshift,invonAlbertini’swords,fromtherepublictothe
principality.

Withhis‘opusculeDe Principatibus’,onthecontrary,Machiavellibewilders
hisinterpreters.OnecanthinkofHansBaron’sinterpretationin‘Machiavelli:
TheRepublicanCitizenandtheAuthorof“ThePrince”’,whichbeginsbysay-
ing: ‘Few subjects exist which humble and caution the historical student so
muchasdoesthehistoryoftheinterpretationofMachiavelli’sworks.[…]To
FlorentinesstillneartoMachiavellipersonally,hislifeandworkhadseemedto
havetwofaces.[…]HowcouldthefaithfulsecretaryoftheFlorentinerepublic,
theauthoroftheDiscourses on the First Ten Books of Titus Livy,alsobetheau-
thorofthePrince?’6

BaroncorrectlyillustratesthedifferentthesesonMachiavelli,andcriticises
allofthemfortheirunilateralcharacter,thatistosaytheirincapacitytograsp
Machiavelli’srealidentityandconcretepersonality,thepersonalityofsome-
onewhoisat the same timearepublicancitizenandtheauthorofThe Prince.
Hisconclusionis,however,alsounsatisfactory:‘Machiavelli’,Baronargues,‘al-
waysremainedwaveringbetweenhisawarenessoftheneed,undertheTuscan
conditionsofcivicequality, fora republicandhis lingeringhope that some
newprincipatusintheprovincesofthePapalStatemightcreateapowernucle-
usstrongenoughtomakepossiblesuccessfulItalianresistancetotheforeign
invadersofthepeninsula’.7

AccordingtoBaron,Machiavelliiscaughtinapsychologicalhesitationor
indecision concerning the fate of Italy. We think, on the contrary, that the
questionshouldnotbedevelopedonthepsychologicallevel,butratheronthe
theoretical and political one. The Prince was written, as Machiavelli clearly
says,to‘note’whathehadlearnedin‘theancientcourtsofancientmen’,inan
on-going conversation with the ancients, forgetting ‘every trouble’, without
feeling‘boredom’ordreading‘poverty’and‘death’.The Princeistheoutcomeof
an individualdevelopment,asconfirmedbyMachiavelli’savowal: ‘I feedon
thatwhichonlyismineandwhichIwasbornfor’.8

5 SeeDionisotti1980,pp.258–59.
6 Baron1961,p.217.
7 Baron1961,p.249.
8 Machiavelli1961,p.142(MachiavellitoVettori,10December1513).
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The Princereflectsthewilltoknowthe‘effectualtruth’ofpolitics,andthe
needtorediscoveraconcretelinkwiththepoliticallifethatMachiavellihad
beenforcedtoabandontheyearbefore.Thededicationtoamemberofthe
Medici family isasubsidiaryelement,nota foundationalone.Theidealen-
counterbetweenMachiavelliandGiuliano(andlateronLorenzo)dependson
thenecessityofgoingbacktopublicpoliticallife,andcannotbeconsidered
theultimatereasonforThe Prince.

However,thisultimatereasonisalsonot,asinGennaroSasso’sinterpreta-
tion,tobefoundinthenecessityofMachiavelli’sneedtoclarifyforhimselfthe
lawsofpolitics.The Prince,Sassoargues,issolelya‘“rationalistic”experiment,
conductedonthebodyofsomethingthatischanginganddiversebydefini-
tion, namely “fortuna”’.9 Sasso develops Croce’s classic interpretation here,
combiningitwithFedericoChabod’sreading.ThusSassoarguesthatMachia-
velli opposes to fortuna not somucha concrete force,objectively operating
within the society in crisis, but rather an abstract instrument, namely virtù:
awareoftheimpossibilityofanyconcretesolution,heassumedtheabstractas
ifitwasconcrete.10Reducedtoaspeculativegamemadeofrulesandexcep-
tions,ofabstractandconcrete,The Prince becomesforSassotheoppositeof
whatithasbeentakenasforcenturies:acharmingalthoughineffectualutopia
ratherthantheultimatehandbookofpoliticalrealismvergingoncynicism.

TheinterpretationsbrieflysketchedhereshowthewayinwhichMachia-
velli’sbookisstillabattlefieldfortheoreticalandideologicalconfrontations.A
fewmorenamesshouldsufficetoindicatethebreadthanddepthofwhatisat
stake:Berlin,Strauss,Meinecke,Ritter,Arendt,Lefort,andAlthusser.Fromthe
rootsoftotalitarianismtothenatureofdemocracy,fromtheessenceofpoli-
ticstoitsrelationshiptoethics,religion,etc.;theseareonlyafewoftheques-
tionsMachiavelliandThe Princestillprovoketoday.

3 The Text, the Practice and the Truth

TheinternationalconferenceorganisedatBrunelUniversityon29and30May
2013wasintendedasacollectivereflectionontheimpossibilityofreachingan
overarchingconsensusontheinterpretationofMachiavelli.Suchanimpossi-
bilitywasprogrammaticallyassumed,andisnot,forweorganisers,anembar-
rassment.Ittestifies,onthecontrary,toMachiavelli’speculiarpositionvis-à-vis
the practice of writing and thinking about politics. Antonio Gramsci has

9 Sasso1993,p.383.
10 SeeSasso1993,p.373.
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graspedthispeculiaritybetterthanmost.The Prince,Gramsciargues,mustbe
readstartingfromitsfinalexhortation.Thebook’srealnatureisthatofa‘po-
liticalmanifesto’,orrathera‘partymanifesto’,11thatistosayatextthatdoes
notcontainthepresentstateofthings,butratherapossibleandrealisticmod-
ification of it, a modification determined by the emergence of a ‘collective
will’:

Throughoutthebook,Machiavellidiscusseswhattheprincemustbelike
ifhehastoleadapeopletofoundanewState;theargumentisdeveloped
withrigorouslogicandscientificdetachment.Intheconclusion,Machia-
velli merges with the people, becomes the people; not, however, some
‘generic’people,butthepeoplewhichhe,Machiavelli,hasconvincedby
theprecedingargument‒thepeoplewhoseconsciousnessandexpres-
sionhebecomesandfeelshimselftobe,withwhomhefeelsidentified.
The entire logical argument now appears as nothing other than auto-
reflectiononthepartofthepeople‒aninnerreasoningworkedoutin
the popular consciousness, whose conclusion is a cry of passionate
urgency.Thepassion,fromthediscussionofitself,becomesonceagain
‘emotion’,fever,andfanaticaldesireforaction.Thisiswhytheepilogueof
The Prince is not extrinsic, tacked on, rhetorical, but rather must be
understoodasacrucialelementofthework‒theelementthatgivesthe
entireworkitstruecolour,andmakesitakindof‘politicalmanifesto’.12

This isalsotheapproachtakenbyLouisAlthusserwho,afterhavingquoted
Gramsci’sdefinitionofThe Princeasa‘politicalmanifesto’,arguesthat

In effect, through the examination of a political problem Machiavelli
offersussomethingquitedifferentfromtheexaminationofatheoretical
problem.BythatImeanthathisrelationship[tothepoliticalproblemin
questionisnottheoretical,butpolitical.AndbypoliticalrelationshipI
meannotarelationshipofpoliticaltheory,butoneofpoliticalpractice.
ForMachiavelliitisanecessityofpoliticalpracticeitselfthatthisrela-
tionshipinvolveselementsofpoliticaltheory.Butitistheviewpointof
political practicealonethatfixesthemodalityoftherelationshiptothe
elementsofpoliticaltheory,andthemodalityanddispositiveoftheele-
mentsofpoliticaltheoryitself].

11 Gramsci1971,p.134.
12 Gramsci1971,pp.126–7.
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 Wemustthereforebringtolightanewdetermination,hithertopassed
overinsilence–politicalpractice‒andsaythatthetheoreticalelements
arefocusedonMachiavelli’sconcretepoliticalproblemonly because this 
political problem is itself focused on political practice.Asaresult,political
practicemakesitssuddenappearanceinthetheoreticaluniversewhere
initiallythescienceofpoliticsingeneral,andthenaparticularpolitical
problem,wereatissue.Obviously,itisaquestionofsuddenappearance
in a text.Tobemoreprecise,atheoreticaltextisaffectedinitsmodality
anddispositivebypoliticalpractice.What,concretely,doesthismean?13

Focusingonthepeculiarrelationshipbetweenpoliticsandpractice,insofaras
the latter is defined within a determined conjuncture, leads to a straightfor-
wardquestion:‘what,concretely,doesthismean?’Butthisquestiondoesnot
haveastraightforwardandsimpleanswer.Recognising that suchananswer
doesnotexistisforusthestartingpointofameaningfulinterpretationofThe 
Prince.Theirruptionofpolitical practicewithina‘theoreticaltext,’whichisat
thesametimeapoliticalmanifesto,deeplymodifiesitsstatus,thatistosayits
relationshipwithtruth.

We think that this approach should be extended from The Prince to the
wholeofMachiavelli’soeuvre.Oneofthemainconclusionsofthetextscol-
lectedinthisbook,isthatMachiavelli’sattitudevis-à-visthepracticeisdeci-
sivenotonlyinhis‘politicalmanifesto’,butalsointheFlorentine Histories,in
theDiscourses on Livy,intheArt of WarandevenintheDiscourse or Dialogue 
Concerning our Language. Inalltheseworks, languageandthoughtarecon-
ceivedofasrootedinthepractice,as“tools”whicharefunctionaltotheac-
complishment of a task that emerges as a possible outcome of an ongoing
struggle.Thisrelationshipbetweentherealworldanditstheoreticalorlinguis-
ticexpressionisdecisiveindeterminingMachiavelli’sapproachasaruptureof
everypossible“form”,ifthisisconsideredassomethingstable,whosecentreof
gravityliesoutsidetheconflictualitythatcrossestherealworld.Breakingthe
formof theclassicpoliticalaristotelianism,Machiavellipushes forwardalso
thecrisisofRepublicanism,understoodasthetemporarybalancethesocial
forceshadreachedinRenaissanceItaly.

13 Althusser1999,p.17(originalbrackets).
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4 Language, Text and Context of ‘The Prince’

Oncethispointhasbeenmade,awidehorizonofresearchperspectivesopens
up,reflectingthemultiplicityofpoliticalapproachesthatpractically interact
with and make visible the text’s theoretical framework. These perspectives
roughlycorrespondtothefivesectionsintowhichthisbookisdivided,devot-
edrespectivelytowaranditslanguage,tophilosophy,topoliticsandprophecy,
todemocracyand,finally,toMarxistinterpretationsofMachiavelli’sthought.

Thefirstsection(Language, Text and Context of ‘The Prince’)gatherscontri-
butionsmainlydevotedtoThe Prince andthehistoricalcontextoflateRenais-
sanceItaly.ThepoliticaldimensionofThe Princeemergesfromitslanguage,
whichisdensewiththeexperienceofwarfare,particularlythenewkindofwar
inauguratedbythe1494FrenchinvasionofItaly.

Jean-LouisFournelclaimsthattheextensionofwartothewholesociety,the
more and more violent development of the fighting conditions and the in-
volvementoflargerpopulationsinwarfareaffectslanguageandmanifeststhe
presenceofwarineveryaspectofdailylife,visiblymodifyingtheItalianvo-
cabularyitself.Machiavelli’sintervention,inthissense,canbeinterpretedas
theattempttoestablishanewlinkbetweenwordsandthings,alinkthathad
beenbrokenalongwiththedestructionofthefifteenthcentury’spoliticalbal-
ance.AccordingtoFournel,thislinkonlybecomesconsistentwhenwordsac-
quiremeaningbasedontheirefficacy,i.e.onthedeterminateeffectthatthey
producewithinalexiconandacontext.Onthisground,thenotionoftruthit-
selfiscompletelyredefined.

Jean-Claude Zancarini and Romain Descendre take a similar approach.
WorkingonsixteenthcenturyFrenchtranslationsofThe Prince,Zancarinielu-
cidatestheresultsobtainedbyusinganewdigital tooltostudythe lexicon:
Machiavellitriestosaynewthings,whichimposesonhimthenecessityofgiv-
ingnewmeaningtooldwords.Theresultisthecreationofahaloofmeanings
aroundthekeytermsofpolitics,aswellasatensionaroundthesesameterms,
whichisshownbyaconsiderationoftheambiguitiesandinevitableinaccura-
ciesofearlytranslations.Focusingonchapter9ofThe Prince,Descendresheds
lightontheevolutionoftheconceptof‘civilprince’.Thisevolutionshowsthat
fromtheinitialspecific kindofcivilprincipality,Machiavellimovesontothe
generalrelationshipbetweentheprinceandthepeoplethateithersupportor
abandonhim.ThisalsoshowsacharacteristicofMachiavelli’sthought,name-
lythathe‘chases’therealityofthingsandthelogicalcoherenceofhisthought
isalwaysdefectivevis-à-visthecomplexityofreality.

Giorgio Inglese’spaperalso focusesonMachiavelli’sneed toconfronthis
reality.Inglesemaintainsthatthe‘idea’andthe‘ideology’ofItalyinMachia-
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velli’stimearenotsharedopinions,butinventions,creationsonabattlefield,
alongwith‘adesperate,albeitintellectuallystrong,politicalinitiative,whose
theoreticalcontradictionsdependon itspracticalcontradictions’.UsingThe 
PrinceandtheDiscourses,BookI,chapter12,Ingleserecognisesanewnotion
ofItalyaspoliticalspace:notamerepluralityofbalancedforces,northemere-
lyabstractorrhetoricalideaofa(missing)politicalvirtue,butratheraprecise
ideaofthe‘politicalunityofthecountry’.

AsimilaremphasisemergesinGabrielePedullà’sarticle.Pedullàhighlights
Machiavelli’sawarenessoftheextremelyurgentcharacteroftheItalianpoliti-
calsituationandhisefforttofindasolutionthatwasbothnewandrealistic.
Pedullà advocatesconsideringThe Art of WaralongwithMachiavelli’smajor
books, all under the umbrella of what he names ‘tactical’ works. This term
shouldbeintendedbothintheliteralsense(i.e.alltheseworksdealwithwar
anditsrelationshipwithpolitics)andasthemaincharacteristicofaresponse
to‘thenecessityofalwaysestablishingaconnectionbetweenthegeneralplan
(themovementofthewholearmy)andtheactionsofthesinglecomponent
(theplatoonoreventheman)’.Fromthisperspective,inPedullà’sview,Ma-
chiavellioptsforamilitaryapproach,payingattentiontothe‘microphysics’of
war and a political approach characterised by the ‘primacy accorded to the
problemofbondsandlinks’.

5 Machiavelli and Philosophy

Thesecondsection(Machiavelli and Philosophy)collectsinterventionsfocus-
ingonthequestionofMachiavelli’sphilosophy,thatistosayboththephilo-
sophical consistency of Machiavelli’s thought, and its relationship with a
traditionthatcantentativelybedefinedas ‘philosophy’14.The firstarticle is
AlisonBrown’s‘LucretiannaturalismandtheevolutionofMachiavelli’sethics’.
BrownarguesthatLucretius’spresenceinMachiavelli’sthoughtemergesfrom
aspectssuchastheconceptionoffreedom,‘hardprimitivism’,thefunctionof
Eros, and the idea of a continuity between humanity and animality. And it
emergestoofromaspectsthatarelessapparent,suchasthe livingnatureof
language,whichevolvestogetherwiththethingsitspeaksabout,aconception
that Machiavelli develops in his Discourse or Dialogue Concerning our Lan-
guage.

VittorioMorfinoalsodevelopstheconnectionbetweenlanguageandLucre-
tius.Morfinoarguesthat‘Inanalysingthelifeofalanguage,Machiavellinotes
thatnaturalexchangedoesnotappearonlyasanagentofdisintegration,but

14 OnMachiavelli’sphilosophy,seenowDelLucchese,2015.
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assomethingthatentersconstitutivelyintoitsessence,sothatthepowerofa
languagedoesnotconsist inmaintaining its identitybyrejectingotherness,
butinitscapacitytochangebyincludingotherness’.Justlikeamixedandcom-
posedorganism,whetherorganicorpolitical,languageisconstantlyconnect-
ed with the external reality, namely a changing system of relations and of
relationsofrelationsthatbothnurturesanddestroysit.

The five thesesofMachiavelli’sphilosophy identifiedbyMorfino,namely
thethesisofinvariance,thethesisofuniversalvariability,thethesisofthepri-
macyoftheencounterovertheform,thethesisoftheprimacyoftheinter-
weavingoftimesoverlineartime,andfinallythethesisofthedisarticulation
ofhistoryandmemory,areallconnectedtoLucretius.Thelastthesisinpar-
ticular is,accordingtoMorfino, thegroundfor ‘a theoryofhistory inwhich
memory,farfrombeingthemostpowerfulinstrumentofknowledge,isatstake
inthestrugglesbetweendifferentsects’.Seeninthislight,Machiavelli’sworkis
acontributiontothispolemicalandconflictualdynamic.

BothJacquesLezraandSebastianTorresinvestigatethecontingentcharac-
terofpower’sfoundationandthenatureoftheState.Lezrasuggestsatextual
linkbetweentheimageofFortuneasaragingriverinchapter25ofThe Prince
andapassagefromthefirstbookofLucretius’sDe rerum natura,inwhichthe
existenceofatoms,‘corporacaeca’,isillustratedwithimagesofaragingriver
andofwind.Takingfortuneandnotvirtueasastartingpointfortheinterpre-
tationofThe Prince,Lezraseespowerasa-logicalandnon-unitaryratherthan
‘sovereign’.HealsodevelopsGramsci’sintuitionthattheStateorthepartyim-
pliedbyThe Princearealwaysdependentonthesameradicalcontingencyof
the Epicurean atoms: ‘such sovereignty can be located decidedly in an ele-
ment,wecanemploythegrandarsenalofdefectiveconceptsthatIl Principe
setbeforemodernity,butmodernsovereigntyafterIl Principecanonlybede-
cidedly located ephemerally, retrospectively’. Like the Lucretian poem, The 
Princeisthusanexampleofdiscontinuityalsoinitsliteraryform,aconclusion
thatcomesclosetoDescendre’stextualapproach.

Torres’saimistohighlightMachiavelli’sconceptionofa‘complex’or‘plural’
temporality.Withinsuchatemporality,theopposedmomentsof institution
(foundation)andconstitution(duration),aswellasthetwoelementsofindi-
vidualandmultitude,donotrelatetoeachotherviaatranscendentalcontin-
gencyexistingbeforeandoutsidehistoricaltime.Theyconnecttoeachother,
onthecontrary,byvirtueofanirreducibleconflictandadivisionthatmani-
festsamaterialisticornon-speculativecontingencythatcannotbeconceived
outsideoftheconcretecircumstancesbywhichitisdefined.

ThisideaoftemporalityismainlydevelopedintheDiscourses on Livyand
theFlorentine Histories.AlreadyinThe Prince,however,Machiavellioutlinesits
structure,inparticularthroughtheideaof‘occasion’.Inchapter6ofThe Prince,
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timeappearsasakindof‘matter’,amatterthatisnon-homogeneousbutrath-
er internallystructured.Forthisreason,virtueis justoneofthefactorsthat
determinethenewsocialandpoliticalrelationships.Virtueisneitherwillnor
decision;itneedstheencounterwithoccasionandisalwaysnecessarilydeter-
minedbyacomplexintertwiningofrelations,characterisedbyanon-teleolog-
ical necessity. For this reason the prince’s virtue-power depends on the
encounterwiththepeopleandisnothisowninvention.

TaniaRispolianalysestheimageofthecentaurChironinchapter8of‘The
Prince’,‘half-beast,half-man’,usedbyMachiavelliasanallegoryoftheneces-
sityofusingforceandastuteness.Rispoliconsidersthequestionofwhyone
mustimitateabeastandhowsuchaprojectfitsintoMachiavelli’swiderphilo-
sophical framework.Machiavelli implicitly sharesananthropologicalmodel
that,accordingtoRispoli,isconnectedwithLucretiusratherthanwithCicero,
whoisusuallyreferencedasMachiavelli’smainsourceoftheimageofthecen-
taur.InpointingtoChiron,Machiavellidoesnotsuggestsubjugatingtheani-
mal part to the human part, but rather combining them according to the
circumstances.Rispoliobservesthattheman/beastpaircorresponds,inMa-
chiavelli’sthought,tothelaw/weaponspair.However,subvertingCicero’sposi-
tion,Machiavellitransformstherelationshipbetweenlawandforce.Political
ordercannotbeseenasovercoming‘disorder’,whilelawcannotbedisjoined
fromtheforcesthatproduceit,theideaofconflictthatbecomesasnecessary
astheideaoforderitself.

6 Politics, Religion, and Prophecy

Thearticlescollectedinthethirdsection,onPolitics, Religion, and Prophecy,
focusonthequestionof‘innovation’,thatistosayonhowitispossibletopro-
ducearadicalnoveltywithinhistory.Machiavelli’ssuggestionintheDiscourses
isthatwhoeverwantedtointroduce‘newandunaccustomedorders’and‘ex-
traordinary laws’ inacityneededtoappeal ‘toGod,becauseotherwisethey
wouldnothavebeenaccepted’.15However,inchapter6ofThe Prince,hemain-
tainsthatwhoeverwants ‘to introducenewpoliticalorders’mustbeableto
‘useforce’(forzare),tomakethesubjects‘believebyforce’whattheywouldnot
believeotherwise.Thefamouscontrastbetweenarmedandunarmedproph-
etsemergesfromthis.16

15 Machiavelli1996,p.35.
16 Machiavelli1985,p.24.
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Machiavelli illustrates the contrast through the deep difference between
MosesandSavonarola.Thequestionofinnovationalsoimpliesthatof‘dura-
tion’highlightedbyTorres’sessay.However,thisdichotomyisnowdeveloped
notsomuchthroughthemultiplicityoftimesthatconvergeintheoccasion,
somehowdetermining theoccasion,butratherthroughthespacesofstrategic
interventionandtheconcretepossibilitiesofvirtueitself.Timebecomesnow
thefuture,whichisknowninsofarasitisactivelydetermined,alongwiththe
ideaofprophecyasanessentialelementofsuchdetermination.

ThomasBernsfocusesonthedeep grammarofsuchagenerativestructure
of future times. His starting point is that Machiavelli’s thought is ‘entirely
shapedbyaseriesof“pure”or“raw”relationswhicharelessthanlinksofcause
toeffect,orofameanstoanend,butrathersimplyrelationsthatMachiavelli
endowswithnecessityandthatareasundoableasstrictlyrawrelations.But
thecounterpartofthisrawmaterialityofrelationsisthattheirsenseormean-
ing‘isalwayspostponed,differed.Theconsequenceofthischronologicalshift
betweenthematerialityofrelationsandtheirmeaningisthatnoteverysys-
tematisationof‘disorder’inan‘order’canbeimmediatelyunderstoodbyev-
eryone.Suchashiftisillustrated,accordingtoBerns,inchapter6ofThe Prince,
inwhichtheabilityof‘Moses,Cyrus,Romulus,Theseusandthelike’,thatisto
say men endowed with an outstanding virtue enabling them to recognise
opportunity,17iscontrastedwith‘theincredulityofmen,whodonottrulybe-
lieveinnewthingsunlesstheycometohaveafirmexperienceofthem’.18

Bernsclaimsthatthe‘recognition’of‘opportunity’,ascribedbyMachiavelli
tofewmen,is‘agenuineissueofknowledge,understoodastheexperienceal-
lowingarepresentationofreality’.Theproblemofthenewprinceriseswhen
itbecomesnecessarytogivecontinuitytotheinitialoccasion.Thecapacityto
inducemen‘tobelievebyforce’iswhatconnectstheinitialindividualknowl-
edgetotheeventualcollectiveexperience.Itisnotamatterofobedienceim-
posedbyforce,norofapurequestionof‘faith’(asinthecaseofSavonarola),
butrathersomethingnewandoriginal:amodalityofproductionofthefuture
abletomatchthechallengeofanecessarydisjunctionbetweenthemeaningof
relationshipsandtheirmaterialreality.

Fabio Frosini also focuses on the relationship between Machiavelli and
Savonarola.Hisstartingpointisthedeepnoveltyproducedbythefriar’smoral
hegemonyinFlorenceandthefactthatitsmainoutcomeistheinvolvement
oflargesectionsofthepopulace,includingwomenandchildren,inthecity’s

17 Machiavelli1985,p.23
18 Machiavelli1985,p.24.
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politicallifeattheendofthefifteenthcentury.Machiavelli’sinterestinSavon-
arolaisgroundedonthisnovelty,aswellasontherolereligionplayedinpoli-
tics. The unprecedented political participation of new subjects calls for a
likewiseunprecedenteduseoflanguageabletoengagewiththepeople’smost
elementarypassions,which,inturn,opensupanewspaceforreligion.

FrosiniclaimsthatMachiavelli’spoliticalthoughthastobeinterpretedas
theattempttoanswertothequestionrepresentedbySavonarola,butwiththis
keydifference:Wherethefriarbeginsfromthepeopleasamassmovement
manoeuvredbyachief,Machiavelliseesthepeopleasanautonomousactive
force. Nevertheless, Machiavelli’s starting point is the same as Savonarola’s.
Through the transformation of politics in Florence after 1494, ‘religion, and
prophecyinparticular,hadplayedadecisiverole.Itwasonlyduetoreligion
thatthemassescouldbemobilised,anditwasthisaspectaboveallthatmost
struckthetraditionalmentality.Ineffect[...]SavonarolaappearedtoMachia-
velliassomething“monstrous”but,atthesametime,asarevolutionarybreak
inthetraditionofFlorentinepolitics.Suchnoveltyconsistedpreciselyinthe
prophetic-nationalisticstructureofSavonarola’smessage:thiswasthedecisive
elementinhismobilisationofthemasses’.

MiguelVatteralsodealsextensivelywithSavonarolaandhiscontrastwith
Moses,whileWarrenMontagfocusesontheimageofMosesinchapter6of
The PrinceaswellasinDiscoursesBookIII,chapter30.Bothauthorsconsider
thetheologico-politicalperspectiveofMachiavelli’sthought,withMontagde-
velopingitonontologicalground,inordertodefinetheoriginalityofMachia-
velli’sideaofnecessityasitrelatestooccasion,whileVattermainlydealswith
the strategic-political ground, exploring the peculiar ‘messianic moment in
Machiavelli’sRepublicanism’.

Vatter’s interpretation begins with the notion of ‘armed prophet’ that al-
ludes,heclaims,totheHebrewnotionofdivineprovidenceandthustothe
structuralintertwinementoftheologyandpolitics,aswellasofmilitarycom-
mand and republican order. Vatter thus reads the expression of an ‘almost
kinglypower’(DI.18)throughareferencetothe‘nearlyregal’qualityofMo-
ses’s theocratic regime ‘according to which Moses cannot become king be-
causeGodisalreadyincommandofanarmedpeopleand,forthesamereason,
Mosescannotpermitanymonarchtohaveabsolutepoweroverhispeople’.

InThe Prince’sExhortatio,thus,theprovidenceevokedbyMachiavellican-
notbeaChristianone,inscrutableandalientohumanintervention.Itmust
be,onthecontrary,theHebrewone,whichnotonlyincludesthearmedpeo-
ple’saction,butcanalsobe‘forced’,accordingtosomeschoolsofthought,to
bringontheMessiah’sadvent.Ifthemaincharacterinchapter6isthusMoses,
The Prince’s lastchapter focusesonaredeemer: ‘Machiavelli’sexhortationin
chapter26[...]isaprayerthatwillbefulfilledonlyonconditionthatthetime
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is right, and the criterion of rightness is whether the new prince will have
enoughvirtùtoarmhisownpeople.Machiavellisuggeststhatonlybybecom-
ingcommanderofanarmedandfreepeoplewilltheMediciprincehavemade
himselfintheimageofGod(ascommanderofhispeople)andbedeservingof
God’sfavour’.

Montag’s interpretation concentrates on the use of the Hebrew religious
lexicon,andMoses’sinparticular,tohighlightMachiavelli’sintention‘notonly
tolaysiegetoMedievalChristiantheology,buttoexploititsinternaldivisions
andtherebydiminishitspower’.MontagpointstoMachiavelli’s‘philosophical
trajectory’and‘theprojectofconceivinganecessitywithoutfinality,aneces-
sityoftheinfinitethatarisesfromcontingentencounters,theonlynecessity
thatmattersforpolitics,thenecessitythatdetermineswhetheraprincebybe-
inggoodwillincreaseordecreasehispower’.

ThisphilosophicalperspectiveisalsogroundedonLouisAlthusser’smedi-
tationonthepossibility,‘insteadofthinkingcontingencyasamodalityofne-
cessity,oranexceptiontoit’,to‘thinknecessityasthebecoming-necessaryof
theencounterofcontingencies’.Withthisinmind,MontagworksontheMa-
chiavellianconceptof‘occasion’,occasio,καιρός. Seeninthislight,theoccasion
iscompletelyalientotheideaofamediationbetweenvirtueandfortune,and
becomesinstead‘preciselythealwaysonlytemporaryabsenceofmediation,
anopeningorbreach,whatAlthussercalled“acertainemptyplace,emptyso
thatitmaybefilled,emptysothattheremaybeinsertedtheretheactionofan
individualorgroupofmenwhowilltakeupapositioninitandonthisbasis
collecttheforcescapable, toconstitutetheforcescapableofaccomplishing
thepoliticaltaskhistoryhasassignedthem–emptyforthefuture”’.The‘en-
counter’ispreciselywhattakestheplaceofGod: ‘outofthisencounter,if it
doestakeplace,somethingnewemerges,anewprinceexecutingdecreesthat
do not exist before or outside of their execution, an armed prophet whose
weaponisthepowerofthearmedmultitudeandwhosefortressistheirsup-
port’.

7 Radical Democracy beyond Republicanism

Sectionfourofthebook(Radical Democracy Beyond Republicanism)collectsa
seriesofarticlesdealing,directlyor indirectly,withthequestionofMachia-
velli’sdemocraticthoughtvis-à-visthemorecommonandwidespreadinter-
pretationofMachiavelli’srepublicanism.BeginningwithMachiavelli’scrucial
critique in the Discourses Book II, chapter 10, of the common opinion that
moneyisthesinewofwar,JérémieBarthasreconstructsthemoderngenealogy
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ofthisstatementandconnectsittothedifferentinterpretationsofthenature
ofthemodernState(namelytheWeberianinterpretationofthefunctionof
bureaucracy).BarthasalsoputsMachiavelli’sconclusionintheFlorentinecon-
textoftheendofthefifteenthandthebeginningofsixteenthcentury,which
allowshimtohighlightwhatisatstakeinthediscussionsconcerningmoney,
taxation,andpublicfinance,namelyapoliticalalternativebetweentheforces
ofthe‘grandees’winningovertheinterestofthe‘people’.

BarthassuggeststhatThe PrinceisamanifestoofDemocraticcharacter:‘the
onlypoliticalprojectthatMachiavellipresentstoaprinceisthatofliberating
anoppressedpopulation.HeclearlystatesitinChapter6:theprinces,theex-
cellentones, thosewhodeservetobe imitated,arethe liberators. It isnota
questionofhowtogovern,becauseeventhemostexcellentprincesdonotact
differentlyfromthevillains,asisstressedinChapter8;itisamatterofpolitical
vision, of project, and conception. Now, this is defined at the beginning of
Chapter9:whatisatstakeistheliberationofthepeoplefromtheoppression
ofthegreats’.

YvesWinter’spieceisdevotedtothediscoursethatMachiavelliattributesto
the anonymous leader of the Ciompi in Book III of the Florentine Histories.
Winterseesthisasthetraceof‘adeeplyradicalandegalitarianlineofthought’
thatextendstoThe PrinceandtheDiscourses.Winter,however,alsorecognises
thattheCiompo’sideascannotbeconsideredthoseofMachiavelliandhispo-
liticalprogramme.Hethusclaimsthat ‘summoningarevolutionarypolitical
subjectthatishistoricallyabsent,thespeechhasautopianandphantasmatic
characterandfunctionsasamodeofpoliticalrepresentationthatisnotreduc-
ibletotheimmediacyofapoliticalpresent’.Infact,theCiompo’sspeechin-
sists most of all on violence as a means of government, which could be
associatedtosomeofThe Prince’sarguments.However,unlikeinThe Prince,
violence is here explicitly unveiled as a means of domination, and thus the
Ciompo’sappealisintendednottoexaltviolence,butrathertocriticiseit.

TheCiompodevelopsakindofcriticismofan ideologicalprejudice (the
noble’ssuperiorityovertheplebeians)withacriticismofpowerandtheidea
ofademocraticrevolutioninmind:‘thefirststepintheplebeians’emancipa-
torystruggle is todecolonisetheirminds, toshedtheir fearsandto liberate
themselves fromthepangsofconscience that impede theiractionand that
render themcomplicit in theirownsubjection.Thespeaker, then, is signifi-
cantlymoreconcernedwithaddressingthefearsandapprehensionsofhisfel-
lowlabourersandwithelucidatingtheirconditionthanwithrulingoverthe
elites’.

John McCormick’s essay deals with Machiavelli’s provocative mention of
Agathoclesinchapter8ofThe Prince,asanexample,togetherwithOliverotto
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daFermo,ofawickedprince.McCormick’spolemicaltargetisthehistoriogra-
phyinterpretingMachiavelliwithinthetraditionofrepublicanismandcivic
Humanism.Machiavelli,heclaims,shouldrealisticallybeconsideredademo-
craticthinker.Infact,‘Machiavelliistheonly“republican”whooffersthean-
cient Greek tyrant as a model reformer of corrupt civic orders: figures like
HieroofSyracuse;AgathoclestheSicilian;theSpartans,CleomenesandNabis;
andClearchusofHeraclea’.

‘Ifoneweretodrawanidealtypebasedonhistoricalaccountsofsuchindi-
viduals,andonMachiavelli’sowndescriptionofthem,theperfectrepublican
reformer would do all of the following: crush the nobility and distribute its
wealth to the common people; eliminate all reliance on mercenary arms;
greatlyexpandtheranksofcitizensoldiers–especiallybyfreeingslavestodo
so;and,finally,manipulatediplomaticalliancessoastoreduceexternalthreats
posedbymorepowerfulforeignempires’.Suchamodelofaprince,grounding
hispoweronthepeople,crushingthegreats’resistance,andrestoringthecon-
ditions of egalitarian society, corresponds to what Machiavelli had in mind
writingThe Prince,andimplementinghisconcretereformofthearmy.

BalibarandVisentin,at theendof this section,deal specificallywith the
roleplayedbyconflictinMachiavelli’swritings,aswellaswithitsimplications
forthedemocraticnatureofhisthought.

BalibarbeginsbyanalysingthemetaphorofperspectiveintheDedicatory 
letterofThe Princeanddevelopingitsmultiplemeanings,pointingtowhathe
definesas ‘Machiavelli’sconflictualepistemology’.Machiavelliclaims, in the
Dedicatory letter, that to know the nature of the people well one must be a
prince,andtoknowthenatureofprinceswellonemustbelongtothepeople.
Machiavelliintroducesthisargumentinordertojustifythefactthat‘amanof
lowerandinferiorsocialconditiondarestoexamineandlaydownrulesforthe
governanceofprinces’.Forhimthismeansthattheknowledgeofprinceshas
bothaconcreterealityandan ideologicaldimension.Botharemarkedbya
fundamental inequality,andanyprocessofknowledgeinthis fieldcanonly
attaintruthbyacknowledgingthisinequality.

Balibar’s conclusion is that thepeople’sknowledgeof theprince and the
prince’sknowledgeofthepeoplearehighlighted‘inorderto“teach”thePrince
(butalsothepeople)howtoincorporatetheconsiderationoftheir“other”into
theirownpoliticalstrategy’.TheconflictualepistemologyregulatingThe Prince
isatthesametimeatheoryofothernessandunilateralityofthepoliticalac-
tors,andatheoryoftheinclusionoftheopponentwithinone’sownunilateral
field,inordertoincreaseone’sownpoliticalpower.

ThegroundingroleofconflictisalsounderlinedbyStefanoVisentin,who
shows howMachiavelli’smainaim is to focuson theconditionsofpolitical
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affirmation of people in specific conjunctures and the people’s attempt to
buildapoliticalorderthatis,paradoxically,‘permanentlyunstable’.Thisinsta-
bility,Visentinsays,isduetotheimpossibilityofovercomingpoliticalconflict
bornfromtheunbalancebetweenthegreatsandthepeopleaswellasfromthe
structureofthe‘people’.Thepeople,liketheprince,onlyexistinthedimen-
sionofappearanceandtheeffectsproducedinthepoliticalspace.

Visentinhighlightsthreefiguresofthepeople:theplebs,themultitude,and
theprince’s‘friend’.Heshowshoweachofthesefiguresgoesthroughacrisis
duetothelackofaninternalprinciplethatregulatesitsownpassions.Sucha
principlecanonlybefoundinaprince,whothenbecomesanessentialfunc-
tionofthepeople,onwhichthepeople’spoliticalexistencedepends,precisely
thewaythattheprince’spoliticalexistencedependsonthepeople.Thepeople
areaffectedbythesamepassionsanddesiresthataffectanyotherpoliticalac-
tor.Byvirtueoftheir‘place’inthepoliticaltopography,however,theyplayan
essential function in resisting and neutralising conflict: ‘the only possible
union’,Visentinclaims,‘istheparadoxicalcohabitation–deeplyrootedinthe
institutionsofnon-dominion–oftwooppositedesires,throughwhichthedi-
visionbecomesproductive’.

8 Machiavelli and Marxism

Thebook’sfifthsection(Machiavelli and Marxism)collectsaseriesofarticles
onandaroundMarxistinterpretationsofMachiavelli,oneofthemostinter-
esting and fruitful areas in the historiography of recent decades. Mikko La-
htinen’s interpretation underlines the continuity between Gramsci’s and
Althusser’s readings of Machiavelli vis-à-vis the republican interpretation.
WhereasthisinterpretationhighlightsMachiavelli’sidealasaformofgovern-
mentoraStatewherethelaw(s)wouldhaveahigherstandingthanindividual
personsinpositionsofpower,forGramsciandAlthusseradifferentpriority
emerges:thepriorityofwhattheItalianphilosophercallsthe‘military-dictato-
rial’andtheFrenchphilosophercallsan‘absolutebeginning’or‘foundation’.
Thecollectivemoment,Lahtinenargues,cannotbeprecededbyatrulyfound-
ingmoment.TheroleofthefoundationisthusthemainobjectofThe Prince.

The political question, through Gramsci and Althusser, becomes not so
muchhowtogovernapeople,butratherhowtoproduceit,inaconstantmove-
mentthatAlthussercallsthe‘devenir-peuple’.‘Theprinceandhisnewprinci-
palityarea“tool”orinstrumentbymeansofwhichthepeopleasamultitude 
(molti)canbetakenholdofasadurable“people”–andultimatelya“nation”,
intheformationofnation-Statesinthenineteenthandtwentiethcenturies’.
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Theprimacyofsuchagroundingfunctionalsobecomestheprimacyofcon-
flictoverpeacewithinpolitics.InGramscianterms,thisaspecttakestheform
of the passage from the military-dictatorial moment to the hegemonic mo-
mentthatdoesnotobliteratetheconstitutiveconflictualityofpolitics.

MohamedMoulfi’sessayisspecificallydevotedtotheAlthusserianreading
ofMachiavelli, focusingonthequestionofthefoundation.AccordingtoAl-
thusser, Machiavelli is the philosopher of the absolute beginning whose at-
temptistobuildthespaceforthetheoreticallyimpossible.Moulfiarguesthat
Althusser’sreadinghastobeconsideredalongsideMarx’s,asiftheFrenchphi-
losopherwaslookingatMachiavelli’sthoughttoaddresstheconceptsthatare
problematicinMarx’sthought.AccordingtoMoulfi,Althusserwaslookingfor
theconceptualtoolstodevelopanewinterpretationofthetransition,inade-
quatelydevelopedbytheMarxist tradition,which isunabletoconceivethe
specificityofpoliticswithinthesocialstructure.Politicscannotbeaddressed
ina teleologicalway,buthas tobeconceivedasan interventionwithin ‘the
conjuncture’.Moulfirecognisesapivotalroletotheideaofemptinessinthe
AlthusserianreadingofMachiavelli.Beginningwithanontologyofthevoid,
Machiavellibecomes,inAlthusser’sview,thepoliticalthinkerofthenewness
par excellence.

BanuBargualsoanalysestheAlthusserianreadingofMachiavelliandinter-
pretsitasastrategicmomentofredefinitionofhistoricalmaterialism.Bargu
beginswithAlthusser’sstatementthatMachiavelli’spoliticalthoughtunfolds
anabsolutelyoriginalphilosophicalpositionintheformofaradicalmaterial-
ism.Inthissense,Althusser’sparalleltreatmentofBaruchSpinoza’sphiloso-
phy and Machiavelli’s thought becomes crucial. Between the Spinozist
philosophicalsystemthatobliteratesdialectic,andtheHegelianphilosophical
system that considers dialectic as the development of an inner principle, a
thirdwaymustbefound:thiswayishighlighted,Barguclaims,byMachiavelli.
ThefamousAlthusseriancriticismofHegel’sdialecticmakesitimpossibleto
conceiveofthebreaksinhistory,aswellas‘anyradicalbeginning’.Barguthus
underlinestheimportanceofMachiavelliforAlthusserinadoublesense:asa
theoristofthenewnessandasafounderofanewtheory.Bargusuggestsex-
tendingAlthusser’sinterpretationtotheFlorentine Histories,whichAlthusser
didnotconsider:theopeningtowardthefuturebecomes,inthissense,thekey
toacomprehensiveinterpretationofMachiavelli,with andbeyond Althusser.

Thevolume’slastessay,byPeterThomas,onceagaintakesupGramsci’sin-
terpretation,beginningwithhis1932statementonthe‘ModernPrince’.Thom-
asunderlinesthetheoreticalnoveltyof theGramscianpositionvis-à-vis the
politicalparty:‘Gramsci[…]identifiesthespecificnatureofthetypeofleader-
ship of the Modern Prince, which tends to puts itself out of business,
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progressivelyreducingthedistancebetweenleadersandtheled,inarelation
of“dialecticalpedagogy”.Itisinthisdynamicthatwefindthedistinctiveness
of Gramsci’s theory of hegemony (that is, of leadership) translated into the
termsofatheoryofpoliticalorganisation’.

Gramsci sees The Prince as a new literary style as well as a new style of
thought; not a system, but rather a living book whereby ideology becomes
myth:accordingtoThomas,‘Gramsci’sMachiavellianmetaphoroftheModern
Princeneedstobeunderstoodinasimilarsense[...]theModernPrinceshould
be understood in the first instance as a dramatic development that unfolds
throughout the discourse itself of the Prison Notebooks, alchemically trans-
formingthedispersedandpulverisedlivesofthesubalternsocialgroups’.In
otherwords,ThomasclaimsthattheModernPrinceisnotamererepetitionof
theMachiavelliannewprince,butrathertherepetitionofastrategicmovein
acompletelydifferentpoliticalcontingency,amovethattransformsnotonly
theconceptofpoliticalparty,butalsotheconceptofpoliticsitself.

TheconferenceatBrunelUniversityhasshowntherichnessofthecurrent
Machiavellianhistoriography.Ithasalsoshowntheimpossibilityofacompre-
hensiveapproachthat,inthenameofscientificneutrality,revealsall thedif-
ferentfacesofMachiavelli.Weareawarethatthisbookoffersapartialportrait
oftheFlorentineSecretary.Itispartial,becauseMachiavelli’stheoreticaland
politicaldiscourseisalsopartial.Notonlyinthesenseofbeingpartisan,thatis
tosaythatittakesthesideofonepart,thatofthepeople,againstanotherpart,
thatofthenobles,inthecontextofthelateFlorentineRenaissance.Itisalso
partialinthesensethattherelevanceoftheissuesraisedbyMachiavellidoes
notallowforaneutralandpacifyingapproach.Histhoughtcontinuestodi-
vide,andhisrelevanceandthatofThe Prince meansthatthehistoriansmust
confronttheirresponsibilitiesascontemporarythinkersaswell.Inourglobal
society,withinwhichinequalitiesandconflictscontinuallygrow,suchrespon-
sibilitiesarebothscientificandpolitical.WithMachiavelli,asthepapershere
clearly show, the history of political thought immediately becomes political
theory,againstallclaimsofneutrality,andwithinthemajorconflictsof the
currentera.

9 Note on the citation of Machiavelli’s works

References to Machiavelli’s works are based on the edition, or the editions,
usedbyeachauthorinthisvolume,andtheyaremadeaccordingtothefollow-
ingsystemofabbreviations:
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• A=Arte della guerra/The Art of War;
• D=Discorsi sopra la prima deca di Tito Livio/Discourses on Livy;
• IF=Istorie fiorentine/Florentine Histories;
• P=Il Principe/The Prince.

Theabbreviationsarefollowedbytheindicationofthebook(ifexisting),in
Romannumeralsandofthechapter,inArabicnumerals.
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Chapter1

Il genere e il tempo delle parole: dire la guerra nei 
testi machiavelliani

Jean-Louis Fournel

1 Preambolo: la lingua dello stato di guerra1

Lascritturadellaguerranonèunascritturacomelealtrenellamisuraincui
superalelogichestrettamentecognitiveonarrative,giacchécoinvolgespesso
un’intera visione del mondo, con un tentativo di razionalizzare uno spazio/
tempogiàscombussolatodalconflitto.Soprattutto,essaèanimataperlopiù
daunanecessitàcheportaaconfondereanalisieazione:parlarediguerrasi-
gnifica toccare una forma di radicalità perché si tratta sempre di parlare di
morte,mortediuominiemortediStati.Lacosasicomplicapoiperilfattoche,
nonsenzacontraddizione,ilraccontodellaguerraèsemprelo stessoesempre
lacunoso.Èsempreugualeperchéilraccontodiguerraèlabasedituttiirac-
contiepiciestoricie,inquantotali,tornanofrequentementeglistessicodici,
glistessimoduli,glistessiriferimenti: inquestomodo,ogniguerranarrataè
spessounaripetizioneditutteleguerrenotenelpassato,lequaliservonoda
modelliedafontipercapireedire.Èsemprelacunoso,perchérisultasempre
moltocomplicatomettereinsiemetutteleinformazioninecessarieadunsimi-
leraccontoemoltecosesipossonosolamenteipotizzare:sipensiperesempio
aquantoèdettosulnumerodeimortinellebattaglieapropositodelloscontro
diRavennanellaStoria d’ItaliadiFrancescoGuicciardini(X,13).Maqueirac-
conti sonoancheunici,perchéogniguerra,percertiversi,nonassomigliaa
nessun’altra: laguerra sorprende,distrugge,cancella, trasformaehasempre
unasuacomponenteinauditaedifficiledadescrivere.

1 Ilpresentecontributosiinserisceinunostudiosviluppatosidatempoeperlopiùaquattro
maniconJean-ClaudeZancarininell’ambitodeinostrilavoriditraduzioneedicommentodi
alcunedelleoperemaggioridellaFirenzedelleguerred’Italia.PerquestaFirenzehoconiato
l’espressione‘repubblicadiguerra’(cfr.Fournel2009).Quantoalnostrolavoroditraduzione,
sivedanoGuicciardini 1988,e 1996,e1997,nonchéMachiavelli2000(nuovaedizionerivista:
Machiavelli2015).Questolavoroèancheillustratoultimamentedallevoci‘militari’(‘Armi’,
‘Artiglieria’,‘Cavalleria’,‘Fanteria’,‘Fortezze’,‘Pace/guerra’,‘Nemico’,‘Odio/amore’,‘Tirannide’)
redattedanoidueperSasso2014.SivedaancheFontaineeFournel2014.

© koninklijkebrillnv,leiden,2015 | doi10.1163/9789004287686_003
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Lascritturadellaguerrasiprestaquindiadunprocessodimodellizzazione
sistematico ma variegato, a seconda degli strumenti e delle forme retoriche
predilette,sianoessemonumentaliotestuali,poeticheostoriografiche,fun-
zionalioppureritualizzateecelebrative.Difrontealpericolodellasemplice
ripetizione,unadellesoluzionièquindidiricorrereall’analogia,laqualecon-
sentedidireilnuovosenzastaccarlodeltuttodalpassato.Moduliinterpretati-
vilegatiadunadoxasovrabbondantesimescolanoquindiconlarichiestadi
unaprecisionedel lessicoedelladescrizione: laguerrahaachefareconun
saperecostituitopercapitanieprincipi.EquandoMachiavelliinsistesulfatto
cheessanonèun’arte,l’enunciatosiiscrivenell’ambitodellasua–strutturante
–criticadeimercenari:isoldatinondevonoaverelaguerraperarteinnomedi
motiviquindispessopiùideologiciepolitici–l’elogiodelcittadino-soldatoe
dellearmiproprie–chegnoseologici.2Eciònontoglieche,perilFiorentino,
chidirigel’esercito,ossiailprincipe,‘debbe[…]nonaverealtroobiettonéaltro
pensiero,néprenderecosaalcunapersuaarte,fuoradellaguerraetordinie
disciplinadiessa;perchéquellaèsolaartechesiespettaachicomanda’,come
richiedeilcapitolo14delPrincipe.

Ilraccontodiguerrasicomplicapoiulteriormenteperilfattocheaccade
chespuntiinessol’ammissionedelcarattereparzialmenteindicibiledelcon-
flittoarmato:quandoil28maggio1527,tresettimanedopoilsaccodiRoma,
FrancescoGuicciardiniscrivealdatarioMatteoGiberti‘non ho parole pari ai 
concetti miei’,sottolineaappuntochedifronteadeventisconvolgentimancano
leparoleeilprocessodicomprensioneedirestituzionediunaformadirazio-
nalità scritta impone un’interrogazione complessa sulle parole e le frasi per

2 Comesisa,ètesifondamentalediMachiavellichenessunoprendalaguerrapermestiere
(‘usarelaguerraperarte’),aldifuoridichicomanda,principeorepubblica.PerFabrizio
Colonnanell’Arte della guerra,‘essendoquestaunaartemediantelaqualegliuominid’ogni
tempononpossonovivereonestamente,nonlapuòusareperartesenonunarepublicaouno
regno;el’unoel’altrodiquesti,quandosiabeneordinato,mainonconsentìadalcunosuo
cittadinoosudditousarlaperarte,némaialcunouomobuonol’esercitòpersuaparticolare
arte’(AI).SivedecheMachiavelliprecisasubitochenonc’ècontraddizionenelsuopensiero
tralatesiricordataprimaelanecessitàdiprepararsiallaguerraediesserecapacedifarlaper
difendersioperacquistare,cosachesipotrebbepensareavendoinmenteilcapitolo14del
Principe.LaprecisazionediFabrizio‘nonlapuòusareperartesenonunarepublicaouno
regno’vieneribadita:‘Debbeadunqueunacittàbeneordinatavolerechequestostudiodi
guerrasiusine’tempidipaceperesercizioene’tempidiguerrapernecessitàepergloria,e
alpublicosololasciarlausareperarte,comefeceRoma’(AI).Maipopoli,sianoessicittadini
di‘unarepublica’osudditidi‘unoregno’,devonoavereunmestiereche‘glinutriscenellapace’
inmodoche‘venutalapace,[i]principitorninoagovernareiloropopoli,igentiliuominial
cultodelleloropossessioni,eifantiallaloroparticolarearte:eciascunod’essifacciavolentieri
laguerraperaverepace,enoncerchiturbarelapaceperavereguerra’(AI).
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diregliesitidelconflittoarmato.Elacomprensionediquantosuccedepresup-
ponealloral’individuazionedeimotivipercuituttoècominciato:laguerrava
spiegataanchetramiteciòchelaprecedeechel’accompagna,ossialaricosti-
tuzionedeipiani,degliscopi,delleproiezioniedegliobiettivi.Parlarediguer-
radiventaquindiparlaredipolitica,perchénonsitrattasolodifarelastoria
dellebattaglie,madivedereseessarimettainforsel’esistenzadellacompagi-
nestatale,eperchéquestodiscorsodellaguerraèunarichiestapermanente
della riflessione sul vivere insieme. Machiavelli dice proprio questo nel suo
battibeccoconilcardinalediRoanoalla finedelcapitolo3delPrincipe,ma
anche nel prologo dell’Arte della guerra. Nel primo caso, dire a Roano che i
Francesis’intendonoforsemegliodellaguerramasicuramentemenobenedel-
lostatosignificaricordarelorocheilinguaggidellaguerranonsonosoloquel-
lidellazuffaarmata.Nelsecondocasoproponeunafrasechespiegamegliodi
qualsiasienunciatolacentralitàdeicapitoli12e13sullearminelPrincipe,ela
richiestafattaalprincipenelcapitolo14dipensaresempreallaguerra:

tutte l’artichesiordinano inunaciviltàpercagionedelbenecomune
degli uomini, tutti gli ordini fatti in quella per vivere con timore delle
leggied’Iddio,sarebbonovani,senonfussonopreparateledifeseloro;le
quali,beneordinatemantengonoquegli,ancorachenonbeneordinati.E
così,perilcontrario,ibuoniordini,sanzailmilitareaiuto,nonaltrimenti
sidisordinanochel’abitazionid’unosuperboe regalepalazzo,ancorache
ornate di gemme e d’oro, quando, sanza essere coperte, non avessono
cosachedallapioggialedifendesse.Eseinqualunquealtroordinedelle
cittadiede’regnisiusavaognidiligenzapermanteneregliuominifedeli,
pacificiepienideltimored’Iddionellamiliziasiraddoppiava,perchéin
qualeuomodebbericercarelapatriamaggiorefede,cheincoluicheleha
aprometteredimorireperlei?3

L’ordinedellaguerradiventalozoccolodell’ordinedellarepubblica,learmiil
puntellodelleleggi.Perdipiù,lenuoveformedellaguerra,emerseconlacam-
pagnadiCarloVIIInell’autunnodel1494nutronoedannoformapiùradicalea
questalogicainattonelpensierodelMachiavelli:taliguerresonopiùviolente
epiùrapide,coneffettipiùdirompenti,chealorovoltacondizionanoigover-
ni.Gliesercitivisonopoiprovvistidiarminuovees’ordinanoinmodoinedito
sulcampo.Intaleprospettiva,lapostaingiocoèdiventatainfattilasopravvi-
venzastessadellostato.Imodieleparolericevuteinereditàperpensareque-
sti nuovi conflitti sono in gran parte obsoleti e bisogna proporre nuove

3 Machiavelli2012,p.27(Proemio)
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modalitàperdirelanovitàdiquestitempi‘strani’(secondoleparoleusatedal
GuicciardininellasuaConsolatoriaperqualificarelacongiunturabellica),del-
leguerre‘insolite’(secondoleparoledelSavonarolanellesuePredichesopra 
Aggeo,perparlaredellacalatadiCarloVIII).

Lasituazioneinduceneilinguaggidellaguerraunadupliceporosità,lingui-
sticaesocio-politica.Unaporositàlinguisticanellamisuraincuinonsiposso-
nonétrascurareglieffettidellavarietàdegliidiomiusatiinesercitichesono
tuttitransnazionali,nél’influenzadellatinosullalinguavolgarepredilettaor-
mainellalinguadellaguerra,giacchéitestidiriferimentoperdirelaguerra
sonoscrittiingrecoeinlatino(sonoiveteres scriptores de re militari, iquali
sonopochimastampatieristampatidecinedivolteintuttoilCinquecento).
Malaporositàèanche socio-politica:perviadellosconfinamentodellalingua
delloscontroarmatoinquelladellapolitica,leparoledelraccontodellaguerra
esternasonosuscettibilidipassarenelladescrizionedeiconflittiinterni.Ilpri-
moassuntoricordachelalinguadellaguerraèsempreunalinguaparzialmen-
teibrida;ilsecondo,chelalinguadellaguerranonèsololalinguamilitare.Non
bastanoquindiidizionarieiglossariperstudiarequestalinguadellaguerra
(ancheserisultanoovviamentedigrandeutilità!).4

2 La lingua di Machiavelli come lingua di guerra

LalinguadiMachiavelli(echiedoscusaperquestaevidenza)èunalinguadel-
laguerraprimaditutto,unalinguacheimponecomeassemaggioredellacom-
prensionedelmondounsistemaguerra/pace.5Edèd’altronde,neifatti,una
linguachesiècostruitadurantegliannidellacancelleria,quando,trail1498e
il1512,NiccolòlavoravaperilconsigliodeiDieci,incaricatoappuntodellecose
dellaguerra,escrissequindidiguerraindecinedilettereredattequotidiana-
mentepercomunicareordiniedareavvisi,parerioinformazioni.6Ora,lacri-
ticahaassuntochiaramenteilfattochequestocarteggioèlafucinadellalingua
delPrincipe.7Talelinguadeveadattarsiallecaratteristichedelleguerrenuove:
l’enunciatonondeveperdersiincirconlocuzioni,nonpuòammetterelapoca

4 Sianoessidizionariantichioglossaricontemporanei,comequellodiMichaux2008.Siveda
ancheBusetto2004.

5 Perunadescrizionediquestosistemarimandoallanostravoce‘Pace/guerra’inSasso2014.
6 Perun’analisidiquelmodellodiscritturasivedaFournel2006.
7 SonostaticapitaliinquestaprospettivailavoridiFrediChiappelli(1952e1969)nonacaso

fondatisullaprimaedizionediunapartedellecommissariee legazionipresso l’editore
Laterza.TalestudiopuòoggiessereripresoedapprofonditograzieaisettevolumidiLegazioni, 
commissarie e scritti di governorecentementepubblicatinell’ambitodell’edizionenazionale
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chiarezza, leambiguitàe leambivalenze,devecancellareognitentazionedi
sottigliezzeedimediazionieccessive,perpuntaredirettamentealbersaglio.
Frasi brevi, bilanciate, che ritagliano la realtà con distinzioni rigide e senza
sfumatureapparenti (sipensial famosoprocederedilemmatico).8Sintesidi
questaconvinzioneèilrifiutodiunaretoricaasiana,illustratadaquellafamo-
safrasedellaletteradedicatorianellaqualel’autoredichiara:‘nonhoornatané
ripienadiclausuleample,odiparoleampulloseemagnifiche,odiqualunque
altrolenociniooornamentoestrinsecoconliqualimoltisoglionolelorocose
descrivereetornare’.L’unicalinguachevalgadeverispettare lagravitàdella
materia,unagravitàchenonèpuramenteastrattaenonsiricollegaalsempli-
cetóposretoricoclassicodellagravitas,machehalaconcretezzadelloscontro
armatopermanente.Lamisuraditalelinguaèlasuaefficacia.Sidevesempre
provare a scartare le esitazioni e le approssimazioni. Si scrive e si parla per
agire,e si scrivee siparlamoltoconmodalitàvariegate.Machiavelli ricorre
d’altronde, per narrare i tempi di guerra, alle forme di scrittura più diverse,
comesefossesempreincercadellaformameglioadattaadireunaverità effet-
tuale difficile da afferrare.Trattato, discorso, lettera, storiografia, commedia,
poesiadidascalica,novellistica;comuniatuttequesteformesonoperò,daun
parte,unritmoeuntonorecisi,nonché,dall’altra,unacapacitàdiinterrogare
lecaratteristichedellanovitàelavaliditàdell’ereditàsemanticatradizionale,
ossiaquelleparolechesonolepietremiliaridiunatradizionerepubblicana
nienteaffattopacifica(legge,libertà,equalità,giustizia,sapienza,arti…).9

Ciònonsignificaminimamente,per iFiorentinidel tempo,che le parole
dellapoliticadebbanocambiare,masolocheconvienerisemantizzarleeride-
finirle,omeglioridescriverle(giacchés’imponeunacertasfiducianeiconfron-
tididefinizioniastratteechiuse)infunzionedegliimperatividelmomento.
Nonsignificaneppurechesidebbarigettarequalsiasienunciatotroppolargoe
qualsiasiparoladistampogenerico–anzi,èproprioilcontrario,comesivedrà
dopo.

(Machiavelli2002–10).SullegametralascritturadicancelleriaequelladelPrincipesiveda
Cutinelli-Rèndina2008.

8 Manonvatuttaviaesageratalarigiditàditaleproceduradilemmaticaesidevonoancormeno
nutrireillusionisullanostracapacitàdirenderecontoinmodoesaustivodellarealtà,grazie
aquellestrutturebinariedipensiero.

9 SivedaaquestopropositoFournel2014.
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3 Il lessico della guerra nel testo machiavelliano: distinzioni e 
composizioni

InfattinellalinguadellaguerradelMachiavelli(quellachevastudiatanonsolo
nell’Arte della guerramaancheneiDiscorsi,nelPrincipe,nelleIstorie fiorentine
enegliscrittiecarteggidicancelleria)nondominasempreesoltantoilfeno-
menoditecnificazioneprogressiva,néquellodicontaminazionetraambitie
registridiversi(secondoun’articolazionelinguacomunevs.linguaspecializza-
ta).Lalinguamilitarevieneinvecesegnatadaduefenomenichedipendonoda
temporalitàopposte:daunlato,lamodellizzazioneancoratanelpassato(dia-
cronica)conilruoloassuntodailatinismideitestidiriferimento(soprattutto
VegezioeFrontinocomeesempimaggioridiquellicheformanoiveteres scrip-
tores de re militari,cheoffronounserbatoiodiparoleediesempi)10ed’altra
partelacontemporaneitàradicatanelpresente(sincronica),conlacircolazione
delleparoletralevarielinguevolgari(spagnolo,italiano,francese,tedesco,in-
glese)otralevariecomponentidellakoinévolgareitaliana.Inquestomodo,ad
unastratificazione temporale (conparolenuovechesiaggiungonoaparole
vecchiesenza farlescomparire) fa pendantunastratificazionespaziale (con
parolechediconolastessacosamavengonodaterritoridifferenziati).Talesi-
tuazione,induceavolteunsopravventopresodalleparolechehannounacer-
taorigineeappartengonoadundatopatrimoniolessicalequandodominano
inuncampospecificoitecniciditaleotalealtramadrelingua–saràilcasoper
gli ingegneri e gli architetti militari italiani nel secondo Cinquecento, così
comeerailcasopericanonnierifrancesineltardoQuattrocentoenelprimo
Cinquecento.Lalinguadellaguerraèinfattialcontempounlascitodell’eredità
classicaeilprodottodiunfenomenostoricomultinazionalee,perl’Italia,mul-
tiregionale(conunposto,limitatomapresente,lasciatoperesempioadalcuni
toscanismi).

Prendiamounesempiodiquell’ultimacomponentedellinguaggiomilitare
di Machiavelli. In un passo di D II.17, quando si parla delle ‘zuffe campali’,

10 UntalecorpusèunanovitàneiconfrontidelladiffusionedelsoloVegezionelMedioevo.
LaprimaedizionecollettivachecomprendeitestidiVegezio,Frontino,Eliano(tradotto
dalgrecoinlatino)edellopseudo-Modestocomparenel1487(acuradiGiovanniAntonio
SulpiziodaVeroli‒Roma,EuchariusSiller–ilqualeristampaillavoroallafinedell’anno
1494…). Un’altra importante edizione di questi testi viene curata nel 1496 da Filippo
Beroaldo il Vecchio (ristampata poi nel 1505 da Giovanni Antonio de Benedictis). La
primaedizionefrancesecollettivarisaleal1515(Parigi,GuyBreslay–ristampatoaLione
presso G. Huyon nel 1523), in Germania al 1524 (Colonia, ristampata nel 1532). I primi
commentiinvecesonopubblicatisoloallafinedelCinquecentoeportanoadunapros-
pettivaumanistica,menotecnica.SivedaRichardot1998eAllmand2011.
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Machiavelliscrivecheessesono‘chiamatene’nostritempi,convocabolofran-
cioso,giornate,e,dagliItaliani,fattid’arme’.Allaparolazuffadioriginescono-
sciuta(probabilmentegermanica),machevieneconsideratacomefiorentina,
corrispondonodueparole,laparolagiornata(cheMachiavelliconsidera‘fran-
cese’poichégiornatavienesecondoluidajournée–sebbenequilalogicadegli
andirivienilinguisticisembrimostrareche‘journée’infranceses’imponeap-
puntosolograzieadun‘ritorno’oltr’Alpedell’italiano‘giornata’avvenutoap-
punto con le guerre d’Italia…) ed un’altra qualificata come ‘italiana’ con
l’espressionefatto d’arme.Aquestoproposito,sinoteràchesitrattadell’unica
occorrenzadifatto d’armeneiDiscorsi,unaespressionechenoncomparené
nell’Arte della guerra,nénelleIstoriefiorentine,nénelPrincipe,mentregiorna-
taezuffasidividonoequamenteleoccorrenzepernominarelabattaglia(la
primaparolapiuttostoperlebattagliecampali,lasecondapiuttostopericon-
flitti interni – infatti l’aggettivo campale viene raramente associato a zuffa).
Machiavellinonsembraricorrereadunaespressione(‘fattod’arme’)cheegli
lasciaagli‘italiani’,mentretaleparolaèinvecemoltofrequenteinCornazzano,
maancheinGuicciardini,soprattuttoneiprimilibridellaStoria d’Italia(dove
sitrovasolounavoltalaparolazuffa).

NelMachiavellilastratificazionespazialeètuttavianettamentemenopre-
sentediquellatemporale:ladialetticapiùfecondaneltestomachiavellianoè
quellatralatinoevolgare,nonquellatraidiversivolgariitalianiedeuropei.11
Inquestaprospettiva,ilproblemamaggioredellalinguamilitaremachiavellia-
naèquellodell’articolazionetral’ereditàlessicalelatina,lavivacitàel’innova-
zione lessicale contemporanea in campo militare e, infine, la porosità della
frontieratraconflitto internoeguerraesterna.Sipuòdireche,per il lessico
dellaguerraneitestimachiavelliani,siamodifronte–schematicamente–ad
una triplice fonte con la tripartizione lingua generica/latinismi/lingua d’uso
contemporaneo(prevalentementetecnica).Masivedràanchecome,purenel-

11 IpochistudisinteticisullalinguaitalianadellaguerranelRinascimento,comequellidi
PierodelNegro,hannomostratocheilCinquecentoèilmomentodiunbalzoquantita-
tivoequalitativonellessicodellaguerra:tuttoaumenta,ilnumerodeineologismi,quello
delletraduzioni(conunusodell’italianocome‘linguamaieutica’),quellodeipassaggida
una lingua all’altra, specialmente tra le tre lingue romanze maggiori ma anche con il
tedescoel’inglese.Lapoliglossiaèdiregolanegliesercitimercenari,tantopiùquantole
giovani lingue volgari non sono ancora stabili. Inoltre, come si ricordava già sopra,
lenuoveguerresonounmomentodiinvenzionieinnovazionitecnicheetattiche,fosse
soloperilpesocheviassumonolearmidafuoco:oralalinguadellaguerranondipende
maisoltantodaunatrasmissionepassivaedeveintegrarequellenovità.Inunasituazione
simile,iparadigmidell’influenza(diunalinguasullealtre),dellarivalitàtralelingue,o
dellagerarchiadegliidiominonbastano.SivedaDelNegro1997e2002.
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la lingua tecnica e nei latinismi, esista un ricorso alla logica generica che è
moltoproduttivo.Riprendiamooraquestivaripunti.

4 Lingua generica: il caso-Principe

Essanonappartiene,ononsolo,almondodellaguerraguerreggiataeciricor-
da che Machiavelli (ma anche Guicciardini) non sono ‘professionisti’ della
guerra,anzihannosempreconsideratochelamiliziamodernaèsolol’ombra
dell’anticaechenonavevanogranchédaimpararedaicapitanidelpresente.
Nellalinguaperlaguerradeifiorentinideltempo,nonsolonelMachiavelli,si
notainfattiunusomassicciodiunlessicogenericodellaguerrachenonèan-
corato inun lessico tecnico.Taleusovieneillustratodaparolecome amore,
armi(ovviamente),cose di dentro e cose di fuora,disciplina,esercizio(ilpiùdel-
levolteadoperatoinuncontestomilitare–P10,14,21),esercito,fianco,genti,
giustizia,milizia,12necessità,odio,ordine,terraetantealtreparole.

Lospaziospecificodiquellalinguagenerica(laqualeèpresenteintuttii
testi),ègiust’appuntoIl Principe.Infattinell’opuscololearmisonosemprepre-
sentiesonoalcuoredelragionamento,mataleragionamentosicristalizzaat-
tornoaquattroquestionimaggiori,nessunadellequalivienetrattataconun
lessicoprevalentementetecnico:imercenaricomequestionepolitica-econo-
mica-morale;lacapacitàmilitaredelprincipenuovo;l’articolazionetraleggie
armi;infine,ilsopravventodellapoliticaesterasuquellainternaconl’emer-
genzadelterzo umoredeisoldati.13

Il Principedicequindi,infindeiconti,pocoattornoallaquestionemilitare
comecomponentestrettamentetecnicadellepratichemilitari.Sipensanoin-
vecenelPrincipeladisciplinadell’esercito,l’inimicizastrutturantedellerelazio-
nipolitico-militari(bisognasapereessereveroamicooveroinimico,secondo
quanto viene enunciato nel capitolo 20),14 la necessità di una forza minima

12 Laparolamiliziavieneusataabbastanzaspesso,ossiaunaquarantinadivoltenell’Arte 
della guerraeunaventinaneiDiscorsi,maduevoltesoltantonelleIstorie fiorentine.La
parolamilitièusatasolounavoltaneiDiscorsieun’altranell’Arte della guerra:Machiavelli
sceglieaccuratamenteisuoilatinismi.

13 Nonèuncasosequell’introduzionedeisoldaticometerzo umorecomparealquantotardi
neltesto,nelcapitolo19,comeunadellemaggioritraccedell’autogenerazionedeltesto
delPrincipe,ossiadellacapacitàdell’autoredifarenasceredaltestostessoalcunimomenti
dell’argomentazionesenzacheessisianostatipreventivatiepensatinelloschemainiz-
ialedellavoro.

14 La cosa era stata chiaramente messa a fuoco per Machiavelli durante le sue legazioni,
comedimostral’usodellacoppiaamico/nemiconellesueletteremandatedallacortedi
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(nelcapitolo10),laforzadellareligione(nelcapitolo11)maanchelaforzache
toglielareligione(capitolo12),lacomposizionedelletruppe,laneutralitàoil
sistemadellealleanze,ilsapere,lavirtùelafortunadeicapitaniedeiprincipi,
laconoscenzadeisiti,l’amoredeisoldatiperillorocapo,lamancanzadivirtù
militareinquesti nostri corrotti tempi,lagiustiziaeiltempodellearmi.

Manoncisisoffermamolto–traaltrequestionimaggiori–sulreclutamen-
to(ilfamoso‘deletto’dell’Arte della guerraeilnodocrucialedell’ordinanzanel
1506),sull’artiglieria(nonalludeunasolavoltaadessaneltesto),opiùgeneral-
mente sulle armi da fuoco (quale il famoso scoppietto di cui tesse l’elogio
nell’Arte della guerra),sullanominazionedellearmi,sugliordinidell’esercito
primadellabattaglia,sullefortificazionicampali,eneanchesull’organizzazio-
nepraticadell’economiadelmercenariatoecc.

Èverochecisonoanchepochemadecisiveeccezioni,maognivoltaesse
vengonoridimensionatenonappenasonostateespresse.Prendiamonealcuni
esempi.Ilriferimentorapidoallacreazionediunamiliziadifantiearcierida
partedelrediFranciaCarloVIInelcapitolo13,servesoloacondannarel’ab-
bandono,dapartedellaFrancia,dellastradagiustadiunesercitonazionale.Il
trattamentodellaquestionedellefortezzenelcapitolo20risultaunennesimo
modoperribadire lanecessitàdiavere ilpopoloamicoe, in findeiconti, il
temadella fortezzarisultaquialquantostrumentale.L’opposizione fanteria/
cavalleria,checomparedapprimanellagenealogiaschematicadellecompa-
gniediventuraitalianenelcapitolo13,èilcasoforsepiùinteressante,perché
vieneripresasolonelleultimepaginedellibro,nell’Exhortatiodell’ultimoca-
pitoloconilragionamentosulterzo ordinedellafanteriaingradodiresistere
siaallacavalleriacheadun’altrafanteria;ciononostante,Machiavellinonin-
tendeentrarequineldiscorsosulla‘generazionedellearmeelavariazione del-
li ordini’ (P26),ossiasullanaturadegliarmamenti (picca,spada,scoppietto
ecc.)esull’ordinamentodellefiledicombattentisulcampo(quantoverràde-
scrittonelterzolibrodell’Arte della guerra perfiloepersegno).Sipuòpresu-
merechel’autorevogliainfattirimandareadun’altraopera‘quellecoseche,di
nuovoordinate,dannoreputazioneegrandezzaaunoprincipenuovo’(P26).

CesareBorgiaodaquelladiLuigiXII.Così,il18lugliodel1510,inunsualetteraaiDieci,
MachiavelliraccontacomeLuigiXIIglidichiarò:‘iovogliosaperechièmioamicoomio
inimico’(Machiavelli1999,p.1257).
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5 Il tempo delle parole: il confronto con il latino

Ciononostante, l’articolazione del sapere tratto dall’esperienza diretta della
guerraconlaconvinzionechelamiliziamodernasiainferioreaquellaantica
spingeMachiavelli(soprattuttonell’Arte della guerra –equasimainelPrinci-
pe)alasciareunospaziopeculiareallessicodellaguerradioriginelatinaea
pensareilpostodiessoneiconfrontidiunlessicopiùcontemporaneo(siaesso
genericootecnicoespecializzato).Ilcomplessosistemadeivolgarimoderni,
che nello stesso momento storico s’instaura appunto in articolazione con il
latino,conferisced’altrondeailatinismiunpostospecifico,specialmentenella
redazionedellastoriaodeidialoghiotrattatididattico-morali.

Machiavellisviluppaunsuousopeculiaredellatinismo,comesivedràcon
l’esempiodidelettoodiasta).Ilatinismivengonomessiquindiaconfrontocon
unalinguatecnicasemprepiùcopiosa,creataperdescriverelerealtàinedite
degliarmamentiedellecampagneopratichemilitari,conformedimediazioni
edinegoziatispontaneiperalcuneparoledellalinguad’uso,contraduzioni-
adattamentiimmediatiditerminichediventanoneologisminell’altralingua,
nellalinguad’arrivo,maconsensibilecolorestraniero:Machiavellièprofonda-
menteconsapevolediquelfattorediulteriorecomplessitàsortoconilpassag-
giogeneralizzatodallatinoalvolgare.Rispondeaiproblemipostiadoperando,
asecondadeitestiedeicontestiargomentativi,variesoluzionicompatibilie
complementari.Lostudiodella linguadellaguerraedella linguamilitare in
Machiavellinonpuòesserefattosoloallalucediunadellesueoperemaggiori:
èimportantetentaredidirequalisianoledifferenzeaquestopropositotrale
opere(ivicompresiqueitestichenonsonovereeproprieopere,comelelega-
zioniocommissarie).Noncisipuòneancheaccontentaredidatiquantitativi
(per esempio l’abbondanza numerica dei latinismi lessicali nell’Arte della 
guerra e il loronumero limitatoneglialtri testi):bisogna infattiprendere in
considerazioneunusoqualitativodeilatinismi.

Il posto dei latinismi militari nell’Arte della guerra può essere illustrato
dall’esempiodelterminedeletto,trattodallatinomilitare,ilqualerimandaal
reclutamentodeifantipercostituireunamilizia(proposta,sisa,moltocaraal
Machiavelli dall’ideazione dell’ordinanza fiorentina del 1506, e proposta che
nutreanchelariflessionetatticamilitaredeicapitoli12–13e26delPrincipe).
Ora, deletto nell’Arte della guerra non compare né come il solito latinismo
(comemodificalimitatadiunaparolalatinatrasferitainvolgaremadestinata
adusocomune),nécomeuncalco(cometrascrizionepassiva),masiconfigura
come una ripresa dinamica e singolare di una parola che ha un peso tale
danonpotereessere trasmessadaunsempliceattodi traduzione(vieneri-
mandataesplicitamenteaiRomaniconl’espressione‘ildelettodiessi,checosì
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lochiamavanogliantichi’).Laparola,percristallizzareunaforzaedunsignifi-
cato maggiori, appare addirittura come ‘bruciata’ non appena viene usata:
dopo una trentina di occorrenze, quasi tutte nel primo libro dell’Arte della 
guerra,quandosi tratta laquestionepoliticadellearmi proprie,vi si ricorre
soloun’altravoltaneldialogo,eduevolteneiDiscorsi(DIII.30e33).Intuttele
altreoperediMachiavellienelleoperemilitarideltempochehopotutocon-
sultarel’usodidelettononcompare.

Lastessaanalisipotrebbeesserefattaattornoaduntermineancorapiùtec-
nico,l’asta(cheappareanch’essosolonell’Arte della guerra),eallealtreparole
cherinvianoaquestotipodiarmi.Machiavelliscriveaquestopropositointre
momentidiversideldialogo:primaricordacheiRomani‘avevanounodardoin
mano,ilqualechiamavono pilo,enelloappiccarelazuffalolanciavanoalnimi-
co’ (AII); poi in un altro passo (A II) dichiara che ‘le falangi di Macedonia,
portavanoastechechiamavonosarisse,lunghebenediecibraccia,conlequali
eglinoaprivono lestierenimichee tenevanogliordininelle loro falangi’; in
fine,ancorapiùinlà,quantoal ‘mododelloarmarepresente’,afferma(AII)
che‘hannoifanti,perlorodifesa,unopettodiferroe,peroffesa,unalancia
novebraccialunga,laqualechiamanopicca,conunaspadaalfiancopiuttosto
tondanellapuntacheacuta’.Sinotaquindiognivoltaun’esitazionetradue
termini(unogenericoeunotecnicoestoricamentedeterminato;dardo/pilo;
asta/sarissa; lancia/picca)conlachiaraconsapevolezzacheesistonoadogni
epoca problemi di nominazione (come dimostra la ricorrenza del verbo
chiamare).15

L’Arte della guerraèdunqueilluogospecificodiusodeilatinismivivaci,ma
ilMachiavellièconsapevoledifarneunusocheglièproprio,lasciandouno
spaziolinguisticoallessicolatinotecnico(comesevolesseridarevitaaqueste
parolelatine),maanchelimitandoilatinismiadalcunicasiemomentispeci-
fici.Inquestomodoilatinismisonoillustrazionidellatemporalitàmutevole
delleparole,delfattocheessehannounavitaloro,oinvecedelfattocheesse
possonorinchiudersi inunamorta testualitàpuramente libresca.Nonbasta
riprendereleparolesenonsicapiscelanaturadelcollegamentotraquesteela
storiadeltempopresente;leparole,quandononcorrispondonopiùanessuna
realtà,possonomorireodiventaresemplicitraccedeimortidelpassatolonta-
no,suscettibilidiinteressaresoloquegliantiquaricriticatinelproemiodeiDi-
scorsi. Così nella lingua militare di Machiavelli non esistono sempre parole

15 NellibroIIIMachiavelliriprenderàdipassaggioquestoesempio,scrivendo:‘lelorolance,
lequalichiamavanosarisseeranosìlunghechelasestafilapassavaconlapuntadellasua
lancia fuora della prima fila’ (A III), ciò che mostra una vera esitazione per il termine
genericotralanciaeasta.
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corrispondentipertutteleparoledegliantichie,simmetricamente,eglinon
ammettelefalsecorrispondenzedeimoderni.16

Ladimostrazionepiùchiaradellespecificitàdellalinguamilitaremachia-
velliana nell’Arte della guerra e nei Discorsi o nel Principe sta, a contrario,
nell’esame che si può fare del lessico militare delle lettere di cancelleria. In
quellelettereMachiavellinonesitaadadoperareunlessicopiùtecnico.Nelle
letteredicancelleriaèanchemoltopresenteovviamenteillessicodellacondot-
ta(ilqualestranamentenoncomparenellepiùacerrimedenuncedeimerce-
narinelPrincipe):dicondottaocondottieresitrovavaunasolaoccorrenzanel
PrincipeesolounaquindicinanelleIstorie fiorentine,mentrenelle letteredi
cancelleriasenetrovanopiùdi300.Similiconsiderazionipotrebberoessere
fatteapropositoditerminicomelancia,rivellino,tagliata,ripari,bastione.In-
vece,comecisipotevaaspettare,Machiavellinonusamainelleletteredican-
celleria il lessico tecnico direttamente preso in prestito dal latino, che sarà
invece molto frequente nell’Arte della guerra (penso per esempio a parole
comedardo,pilo e sarissa;nelcarteggioapparesolounavolta asta,mai caterva 
e legione).Mal’esempiopiùlampantedellacapacitàdiMachiavelliditirarein
balloillessicotecnicodelpropriotempo,stanelparlarechefadiartiglieriao
diarmidafuoco:nelcarteggiodicancelleriadistinguetraarchibuso,bombarde 
grosse,bombardelle,cannone,cortaldo,falconetto,passavolante,spingarda.17In
quelleletteresipuòperòanchedarealterminediartiglieriaunsignificatoge-
nerico(ancorapiùgenericodiquellocheglièconferitonell’Arte della guerra,
doveilterminevieneusatoperognitipodicannone,eancheperogniarmada
fuococonl’eufemismodiartiglieria minuta,asostituirelasfilzadeinomitec-
nicideicannoniearmidafuoco):18questosignificatoultragenerico(dovearti-
glieriadesignatuttociòcheènecessarioperl’usodellearmidafuoco)silegge
nellafrase:‘Leartiglieriecheieriestamaniabbiamoinviateacotestavoltason

16 Perragionidispaziorimando,perunulterioresviluppodiquestotema,adunaltrolavoro
incorso.

17 NiccolòMachiavellialcapitanoecommissariodiLivorno,12luglio1503,inMachiavelli
2002–10,vol.3,p.187.Vedianchelavoce‘Artiglieria’cheabbiamoredattoperSasso2014.

18 Unavoltasolacannonevieneusatonell’Arte della guerra(AIII)insensopiùtecnico,con
precisazionisulcalibro,laportataedilpeso:‘L’artiglieriedell’esercito,bastanodiecican-
noniperlaespugnazionedelleterre,chenonpassasserocinquantalibbrediportata;de’
qualiincampagnamiservireipiùperladifesadeglialloggiamenticheperfaregiornata;
l’altraartiglieriatuttafussepiuttostodidiecichediquindicilibbrediportata.Questapor-
reiinnanziallafrontedituttol’esercito,segiàilpaesenonstesseinmodocheiolapotessi
collocareperfiancoinluogosecuro,dov’ellanonpotessedalnimicoessereurtata’.
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queste:10archibusi,3barilidipolvere,391libbradipiombo,5cassedipassatoi,
3codedispingarde,einoltreunasomadipiombo’.19

Simmetricamente,iltrattamentodeltermineartiglierianell’Arte della guer-
ra,cosìcomeèstatoricordatoprima,edeiterminicollegaticonillessicodelle
armidagettoedafuoco,propone,conlasceltadiusareun’unicaparolaper
tuttiitipidicannoniequasituttiitipidiarmidafuoco,unesempiointeres-
santedelmododisvilupparelalogicagenerica.Aquestaonnipresenzadelter-
mine artiglieria fa eccezione – e pendant – nell’Arte della guerra la parola
scoppietto,secondounamodalitàcheaiutaalanciarepontitralogicatecnicae
logicagenericaaldi làdellaquestionedei tempi(edelconfrontotra lingua
anticaemoderna).L’usodiscoppiettopotrebbesembrarecontradditorioconil
tropismogenericodicuisiparlavasopra.Manonloè,giacché,periFiorentini,
laparolavienespessoadoperataperadditaretuttelearmidafuocoportatili.
Questospiegaanchel’assenzanell’Arte della guerradiunterminecomearchi-
bugiooarchibuso:Machiavellinonnehabisogno,nonrifiutadiusaretaliter-
mini ma preferisce a loro una parola più naturale che è immediatamente
disponibile,quelladiscoppiettogiust’appunto.E,aulterioredimostrazionedi
ciò,nellasuatraduzionefrancesedell’Arte della guerraJeanCharrier‘ristabili-
sce’laparolaarquebusepertradurrescoppietto.20Inoltrequandousaleparole
scoppiettoescoppiettieri(unadiecinadivoltenell’Arte della guerra),Machia-
velli insistesull’importanzadiquell’armamodernachiamandola ‘istrumento
nuovo–comevoisapete[èquindiunadóxaammessadatutti]–enecessario’
(AII).Sipotrebbetornareinmodoproficuo,aquestoproposito,sulletroppo
frettolosecondannediMachiavellidapartedeglispecialistidellacosamilitare,
comeunochenoncapìnientedellearmimoderne:FabrizioColonnavuole
infattinellefiledelsuoesercitounnumerocospicuodiscoppiettieri(1000ogni
6000),iqualisulcamposonopiùutilidelleartiglieriepesanti.21L’inserzione
delle armi da fuoco nella fanteria trasforma in questo modo lo scoppietto –

19 MachiavelliaiCommissaridiPoppi,6–17novembre1498(Machiavelli2002–10,vol.1,pp.
125–6).

20 Machiavelli1546,p.18vep.24r.
21 AIII,p.134:‘veroècheassaipiùnuoconogliscoppiettiel’artiglierieminute,chequelle’.

VediancheArte della guerraI,pp.68–9:‘dicochePompeoeCesare,equasituttiquegli
capitanichefuronoaRomadopol’ultimaguerracartaginese,acquistaronofamacome
valenti uomini, non come buoni; e quegli che erano vivuti avanti a loro, acquistarono
gloriacomevalentiebuoni.Ilchenacqueperchéquestinonpreseroloeserciziodella
guerraperloroarte,equeglicheionominaiprima,comeloroartelausarono’;siveda
ancheDIII.25eAI:‘ImieiRomani,comehodetto,mentrechefuronosaviebuoni,mai
nonpermesserocheilorocittadinipigliassonoquestoesercizioperloroarte’.
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comelapicca–inun’armadeipopolipoverieliberi,checombattonoinobilia
cavallo.22

Losfoggiodiconoscenzadellemacchinedagettoedellessicodellapolior-
ceticainusopressoiRomanivaletto,a contrario,comeun’ulterioreillustrazio-
ne della stessa articolazione sofisticata tra lingua generica e lingua tecnica.
Machiavelliscrivenell’Arte della guerra,VII:‘Gliinstrumentico’qualiglianti-
chidifendevanoleterreeranomolti,comebaliste,onagri,scorpioni,arcubali-
ste,fustibali,funde;edancoraeranomoltiqueglico’qualileassaltavano,come
arieti, torri, musculi, plutei, vinee, falci, testudini. In cambio delle quali cose
sonooggil’artiglierie,lequaliservonoachioffendeeachisidifende;eperòio
nonneparleròaltrimenti’,elencocheriprendeparipariquellodiVegezio(A
IV), e che mostra che Machiavelli cita queste macchine più per mostrare di
conoscerlecheperadattarlealmondomoderno.Questolessicoanticoèmor-
to, interessantesoloperquegliantiquariderisinelprologodeiDiscorsi.Una
solaparolabastaperquestetrediciparole:artiglieria.D’altrondeMachiavelli
nonintendetornarresutaleelenco(‘e però io non ne parlerò altrimenti’)ene-
ancheesplicitareisignificatidiparolenonchiarissimeperunochenonabbia
lettoVegezio–sololaparolatorri,permotiviovvi,siritrovaadoperatanelle
altreoperedelSegretariofiorentinoeneanchelaparolaariete,diusocomune,
loè.

Daquell’esempiopossiamoinferirecheillessicogenericononèportatore
d’approssimazioni, ma può condurre a precisare parole, usi e tattiche. Se le
cosevannocosì,losipuòricondurreallaconvinzionesemplicericordataso-
pra,secondolaqualeseilmilitareeilcivilesonoindissociabili(comericorda-
noicapitoli12–14delPrincipeeilprologodell’Arte della guerra),nonsignifica
chevadanoconfusi,giacchél’eserciziodellaguerranondeveesserepericitta-
dinioisudditi(nonècosìpericapitanieiprincipi)un’arte,unmestiere(è
quelchericordaFabriziofindall’iniziodeldialogo).InsommaMachiavelli,in
questaprospettiva,nontrascuralaprecisionedelleparolequandooccorre,ma
nonnefaunacondizionedell’enunciatosempreecomunque.L’unicacosache
contaèl’effettodell’enunciatonellasituazionespecificaedessopresupponea
volteunalinguanonpropriadelsolocampomilitare,unalinguaapparente-
mentepiùgenericaochesagiocareconlagenericitàdeglielementidilessico
adoperato(sianoessitecnici,latineggiantiodialtrotipo),macheèmoltosem-
plicementelalinguadellostatocomespaziodidispiegamentodellapolitica
come conflitto. In questo modo le soluzioni proposte da Machiavelli sono

22 Sinoteràen passantchel’inserzionedellearmidafuoconellefiledifantivienequiattri-
buitaaiTedeschieagliSvizzeripiùcheagliSpagnoli,contrariamenteaquantovieneper
lopiùsostenutonellastoriografiamilitare.
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diverseasecondadeimomentiedelleopere,conformediequilibriosofistica-
totraivarilessici.L’unicocriteriodiquell’artedellalinguachesimettealser-
vizio dell’arte dello stato è l’efficacia. La situazione d’emergenza e di guerra
permanentenoninduceilsopravventodellecosesulleparole(contrariamente
aquantovieneavoltefrettolosamenteopinato),marichiedeunnuovotipodi
collegamentotraesse.Lasceltafondamentaledellearmi proprienonsignifica
soloricorrereatruppenonmercenarie,maancheadarmichesianoproprie
dell’ordinerepubblicano,diuncertotipodicomunitàpolitica;eaquellearmi
propriecorrispondonoparoleproprie.
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Chapter2

‘Uno piccolo dono’: A Software Tool for Comparing 
the First Edition of Machiavelli’s The Prince to Its 
Sixteenth Century French Translations

Jean-Claude Zancarini

1 Travelling Texts

My starting point concerns the importance of translations in the western
world.Thehistoryoftranslationsseemstobeanimportantpartofthehistory
of western thinking, literature, philosophy and political thought, insofar as
textstravelandhaveaneffectinthecountriesandculturesintowhichtheyare
introduced by means of translations. Recent research into translation (An-
toineBerman,HenriMeschonnic)1hasstressedtheroleplayedbytranslations
intheconstructionofthelanguageandliteratureofthetranslatingcountries.
Bermanhasunderlinedtheroleof‘greattranslations’inthisprocessandthe
foundingroleofNicoleOresmeandJacquesAmyotinFrance.Attheverymo-
mentwhenMeschonnicwasasserting that ‘Europe isborn fromtranslation
andintranslation’,healsowarnedagainstwhathecalledthe‘erasingtransla-
tions’whichtendtomakepeopleforgettheprocessofthemodificationofthe
targetlanguagebymeansoftheintroductionofelementsfromothercultures.2
Placingtheconceptof‘rhythm’atthecentreofhisreflection,hedefendeda
formoftheactoftranslationthatprivilegedthetranslationofatextbyan-
othertextthatdoesinthetranslatingcountrywhattheoriginaltextdoesinits
countryoforigin.Healsoarguedagainsttranslationchoicesthatfavouredthe
signanditsdistinctionbetweensignifiantandsignifié,whichbringsinitswake
eitherthetranslationofthemeaningorliteralism.

TheFrenchtranslationsofThe Princeareanintegralpartofthisnecessary
historyoftranslation.Theyhavebeennumerous:fourinthesixteenthcentury

* TranslatedbyNigelBriggs,ENSdeLyon
1 Meschonnic1999,and2007;Berman1984,1995,and2012.
2 Meschonnic1999,p.32:‘L’Europenes’estfondéequesurdestraductions.Etellenes’estcon-

stituéequedel’effacementdecetteoriginetoutedetraduction’.(Europehasbeenfounded
solelyupontranslations.Andithasbeenconstitutedonlythroughtheerasingofthisorigin
[made]entirelyoftranslations).

© koninklijkebrillnv,leiden,2015 | doi10.1163/9789004287686_004



40 Zancarini

(Jacques de Vintimille, unpublished until the twentieth century, Guillaume
Cappel,1553,Gaspardd’Auvergne,1553andJacquesGohory,1571),threeinthe
seventeenthcentury(Amelotde laHoussaye, le sieurdeBriencourandTes-
tard),oneintheeighteenthcentury(Guiraudet)andthreeinthenineteenth
century(J.-V.Périès,L.H.HalévyandC.Ferrari).3Someofthesetranslations
play an important long-term role in the diffusion of Machiavelli’s ideas: the
translationbyGaspardd’Auvergnewaspresentthroughoutthesecondhalfof
thesixteenthcenturyandthebeginningoftheseventeenthcentury.Jacques
Gohory’stranslationdisappearedforseveralcenturiesonlytore-appear,ina
moreor lessmodified form, inthePléiadeeditionof thesecondhalfof the
twentiethcentury.AmelotdelaHoussaye’stranslation,whichwaspublished
in1683,1684,1686(‘Revüe,corrigée,etaugmentéeparleTraducteur’)and1694,
servedas thestartingpoint for theAnti-MachiavelofFrederickIIofPrussia
andVoltaireandwas,asaconsequence,re-publishedeighteentimes,between
1740and1793.Toputtheseversionsinparallelandtoanalysethewayinwhich
eachofthetranslatorstranslatesor‘naturalises’Machiavelli’stextistostudy
anactivityandtoaccountforthewayinwhichMachiavellienteredtheFrench
heritage.4

2 Coherence of the Act of Translation

WithinourareaofresearchintopoliticaltextsJean-LouisFournelandmyself
haveundertakentranslationsandhavereflecteduponthispractise.Wehave
established‘partialrules’fromthisreflectionthatweconsidertobeinharmo-
nywithMeschonnic’sinvitationtotranslatethetextwhiletakinggoodcareof
‘what it does’. In the Dialogo del reggimento di Firenze, a text by Francesco
Guicciardini,thereisanexchangebetweenBernardodelNero,anexperienced
man,who,asheconfesses,‘isnotwell-read’,andPieroGuicciardini.Inanswer

3 Therehavebeenmorethantwentytranslationsinthetwentiethcenturyandthelistgets
continuallylonger!Withoutattemptingtobeexhaustive,thetwentiethcenturytranslators
include:Brion,T’Serstevens,Colonnad’Istria,Bec,Lévy,Luciani,MarieGaille,Ménissier,
Larivaille,FournelandZancarini,andJacquelineRisset.

4 Meschonnic1999,p.11:‘C’estsurlesgrandstextesanciensques’accumulentlestraductions.
C’estlàqu’onpeutconfronteruninvariantetsesvariations.Leurpourquoi,leurcomment.Le
seulterraind’expérimentationdulangage:oùpeuventindéfinimentrecommencerdesexpéri-
ences.Là,traduireestunepoétiqueexpérimentale’(Translationsaccumulateuponthegreat
ancienttexts.Thatiswhereonecanconfrontaninvariantwithitsvariations:theirwhyand
theirhow.Theonlyterrainforlanguageexperimentation:whereexperimentscanbeindefi-
nitelyrecommenced.There,theactoftranslationisexperimentalpoetics).
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toaquestionaskedbyPieroGuicciardini,whoissurprisedatthe‘knowledgeof
the affairs of the Romans and the Greeks’ which he has demonstrated, Ber-
nardodelNerosaysthathehashad‘thepleasuretoreadallthebookstrans-
latedintothevulgarlanguage’butnuancestheimportanceofhisreadingby
addingthathedoesnotbelieve‘thatthesetranslatedbookshaveasmuchsap
astheLatinworks’(né credo che questi libri tradotti abbino quello sugo che han-
no e’ latini).5Iftherewereonegeneralrulethatshouldbefollowed,itwouldbe
expressedthus:letFrenchtranslationshave‘asmuchsap’astheoriginaltexts.
Inwhatwaydoouraspirationsastranslatorsappeartoberelatedtothoseof
Meschonnic?ThedesiretoprovideinFrenchatextwhichhas‘asmuchsap’as
a sixteenth century Italian text closely resembles the idea that a translator
mustknowwhattheoriginaltextdoesinitslanguageandattempttoproduce
a French text which has the same effects, which retains the same semantic
fields,whichalludestoothertextsandwhichbreatheswiththesamebreath.
Obviously–andthisisperhapswhereourclosenesstoMeschonnicendssince
heismoreradicalthanusonthispoint–wethinkthatthisisbasicallyanaim
whichwearefarfromsureofachieving.But,inouropinion,thisaimhasat
leastthenotinconsiderablemeritofdefiningadirectiontobefollowedanda
goaltobereached.Italsoremindsusthatouractsastranslatorsarenotfunda-
mentallysituatedinatranslationtheorydebateaboutwhetherpropertransla-
tion practise chooses to favour either the ‘source language’ or the ‘target
language’.6

Moreoverwhenoneexamineswhathasbeenwrittenabouttranslation–
fromCicero,Horace,SaintJerome,Bruni,LutherandDolettoSchleiermacher
andBenjaminorthenumerousandmajorcontemporarycontributions7–one

5 Guicciardini1994,p.188.
6 Meschonnic1999,p.23,considersthat‘cetterépartitionn’estautrequeladivisiondusigne,

selonsanotionclassique,l’allianced’unsignifiant,phoniqueougraphique,laforme,etd’un
signifié,lesens’(thisdistributionisnoneotherthanthedivisionofthesign,accordingtoits
classicnotion,theallianceofaphonicorgraphicsignifiant,theform,andasignifié,the
meaning).

7 WithoutreturningtothepreviouslymentionedworkofBermanandMeschonnic,forFrance
wehaveinmindtheworksofMounin1955,and1963;Cary1986;Ladmiral1979,andthecol-
lectiveworkundertakensince1984,ontheinitiativeoftheATLFandtheATLAS,duringthe
AssisesannuellesdelatraductionlittéraireenArles(theActsareregularlypublishedbythe
EditionsActesSud/Atlas).Onthehistoryoftranslation,seetheforthcomingpublicationby
theVerdierpublishinghouseoftheworksdirectedbyJean-YvesMassonandYvesChevrel,
Histoire des traductions en langue française,ofwhichthevolumedevotedtothenineteenth
centuryappearedin2012.Onthespecificissueofthetranslationofphilosophicalworks,see:
MoutauxandBloch(eds.)2000.
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realisesthatnothingcanbetakenforgrantedintheoppositionswhichprovide
structuretothedebatesolongasonedoesnotembarkupontheactualactof
translating,thatis,thewaypeoplereallytranslate.Howtranslationsaredone
cannotbeexplainedbythechoicebetweenthealternativesinpairssuchasad 
sensum/ad verbum,accuracy/inaccuracy,beauty/awkwardness,but,rather,by
theanalysisofthetranslationsthemselves.Fromourpointofview,apassage
by Saint Jerome8 seems to reveal the relative nature of these great opposi-
tions.9SaintJeromearguesinfavourofad sensumtranslation:‘Ideclarethatin
mytranslationsfromGreekintoLatin[…]Idonotintendtorenderwordfor
wordbuttoreproducethemeaning’(non verbum de verbo reddere sed sensum 
exprimere de sensu).Butthen,inthesameclause,headdsthatwhenitisasa-
credtext,‘eventheorderofthewordsispartofthemystery’(et verborum ordo 
mysteriumest).Thisclearlyletsitbeunderstoodthatthereisatleastonetext
forwhich‘theveryorderofwords’,theirrecurrences,theirechoesandthenet-
worksthattheyweaveamongstthemselvescanbedecisive.

AgreattranslatorofcontemporaryItalianpoetry,BernardSimeone,would
insistontheneedtodetachthetranslationfromthe‘fantasyoftransparency,
ofaccuracy,ofpassage,evenofpuretransmission’.Heexplainedthatatransla-
tion‘isnotapurepassage,butalwaysa[pieceof]workonone’sownlanguage,
achancegiventothe latter tocall intoquestion itscertitudesand its limits
throughtheirruptionintoitsspaceofforeignworksand[piecesof]writing.In
that,itdoesnotcontentitselfwithreflectinganorigin,itenlargesthefieldof
expressionofthetargetlanguage’.10ForSimeone,‘translationonlyreferstothe
radicalityofwriting’.11Wesharethispointofviewthatweconsidertohavea
majorconsequence:beyondinstancesofpetitio principiiand‘generalrules’,a
translationestablishesitselfbymeansofitscoherence.Wedefinethiscoher-
encebymeansofbothaseriesof‘partialrules’andaseriesofprohibitionsthat
onesetsoneselfandfromwhichonedoesnotdeviate.12Wehaveadoptedthis
conceptionoftheactivityoftranslation,particularlyinourowntranslationof

8 Hieronymus1980,p.13.
9 MaywebeexcusedforhavingpreviouslyquotedhiminFournelandZancarini2002;see

also:Zancarini2002.
10 Simeone1998.
11 Simeone2002;thistextwaspresentedatacolloquiumontransmissionorganisedbythe

‘Espaceanalytique’associationandhasbeenpublishedseveral times inFrenchandin
ItalianintributetoBernardSimeonesincehisdeath.SeealsoSimeone2014.

12 Wehavepreviouslyexplainedour ‘partialrules’ inFournelandZancarini2002.Onthe
‘prohibitions’, see the ‘four forms of teratology in translation’ (deletion, addition, dis-
placement, non-agreement and anti-agreement) mentioned by Meschonnic 1999,
pp.27,45,164.
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The Prince.Itisdefinitelythepractiseoftranslationthatinterestsuswhenwe
put theoriginal textandtheFrenchtranslations inparallelusingHyperMa-
chiavel.

3 An Approach to the Texts: Political Philology13

We combine the strictly historical reading with studies on the language, its
construction,itsshadesofmeaninganditsevolutions,studiesthatenableus
tocheckindetailthecommonpractisesofwritingandtheverisimilitudeof
ourhistoricalreconstructions.Fromourperspective,thelanguageusedbyour
authorsisacentralissueasisthewayinwhichtheyuseit.Thetermsusedare
indeedtobeinterpretedaccordingtothepoliticalcircumstances(whatMa-
chiavellicalls‘thequalityofthetimes’)andaccordingtothestakesdetermined
bythepoliticalactors;whichsignifiesthattheirmeaningsmaybedifferentto
whattheywereearlierorwhattheywillbecomelater.Thewayinwhichthese
termsareused,withacertainsyntax,withmodesofparticularargumentation,
withtonalities,borrowings,quotationsandallusions,alsohasitsimportance.
Terminologicalusecannotbedissociatedfromthepoliticalorhistoricalanaly-
sesthatprovidewritingwithmeaning.Thediscoursemustbeconsideredsince
thisiswhereadialecticofthe‘names’andthe‘things’isperpetuallyatwork.
Thisdoubleapproachtotheprecisemeaningtobegiventothelexiconandthe
modesofwriting,thisapproachtothetextsthatintendstotakeintoconsider-
ation‘thequalityofthetimes’iswhatwecall‘politicalphilology’.Itsstarting
pointistheloveoflanguage–intruth,theloveofbothlanguagesinvolvedin
theworkoftranslationandinterpretation.Itsdeploymentrevivesthephilo-
logicaltraditioninitsradicalandutopianaspects.Thehopetoreproducethe
textasitsauthorhad‘really’conceivedit,torestoreittoitsfullforceandits
entiremeaning,isonethatisneverrealised,aswewellknow.Butthefunction
ofthishopeistointroduceatensiontowardsanunattainablestateofperfec-
tion,theveryexistenceofwhichisopentodoubt.Realisedinawork,thisten-
siontowardstheelucidationofthemaximumpossiblemeaningofthetexts
under consideration is at the heart of the work of every philologist. But for
whosoeverdefinesher/himselfasa‘politicalphilologist’,itisalsoimportantto
neverforgetthatthemeaningandthestrengthoftextsactuallyderivefrom
theirinsertionintoagivenhistoricalmoment.Itisalsoimportanttobearin
mindthefunctionofthesetexts,which,whentheywerewritten,aimedatun-

13 WerefertoZancarini2007.Thisparagraphsummarisessomeofthehypothesesthatare
developedthere.



44 Zancarini

derstanding and provoking understanding, for action and for provoking ac-
tion.Wemightaswellsaythatthepoliticalphilologistisinextricablylinkedto
historicalanalysisandthatthepairingofthesetwomethodologiesisthenec-
essaryprerequisitetotheinsertionoftheworksofMachiavelli,Guicciardinior
Savonarola into thehistoryof ideasorpoliticalphilosophy.Savonarola,Ma-
chiavelliandGuicciardiniwroteduringtheperiodofthewarsinItaly,afterthe
arrivalofthetroopsofCharlesVIII,KingofFrance,in1494.Iftheupheavals
whichwethinkweseeatworkintherelationshiptotheCityortowardonot
appearintheverysubstanceofthelanguageusedbytheseauthors,ifthelan-
guagewasnotmarkedbythis,thenourhypothesesforhistoricalreconstruc-
tionwouldobviouslyhavetoberevised.Conversely,thesehistoricalhypotheses
areneeded,attheoutset,todefinethequestionsthatwillbeappliedtothe
languageandthewaytheseauthorswrote.

If these hypotheses and reflections are well founded, then their validity
mustbetested.Inacertainwayourresearchintothelanguageofpoliticsof
Guicciardini14 and Machiavelli15 support these initial tests. However, before
advancingfurther, inordertobetterunderstandtheactoftranslationinac-
tion,itseemedusefultohaveatourdisposalatooltoprovide,foratext,avi-
sionofhowthetranslatorstriedtorender‘whatitdid’,avisionoftheeffectsof
the act of translation in the target culture and, in return, its effects on the
knowledge(andquestioning)oftheoriginaltext.ThechoiceofThe Princefor
thistrialseemedself-evidentforthefollowingreasons:theimportanceofthe
text,whichhasbeenpresentintheentireworldforthelastfivecenturies;the
accumulationoftranslationsnotedbyMeschonnic;itsbrevitywhichmadethe
experimentmorereasonable(itis,initsauthor’swords,an‘opuscule’);andour
own‘intimacy’withthetextanditseffects.Thesereasonsledtothedecisionto
constructthissoftwaretoolwiththefundamentalassistanceofSéverineGed-
zelman,aninformationtechnologyengineerattheTriangleresearchlabora-
tory, and to use it, first of all, to compare the editio princeps of the Principe
(Rome,Blado,1532)withthesixteenthcenturyFrenchtranslations,towhich
AmelotdelaHoussaye’stranslationwouldberapidlyadded.

14 FournelandZancarini2009.
15 See, inparticular, thesectionswhichwehavewrittenoncertainMachiavellikeywords

(‘Armi’,‘Artiglieria’,‘Cavalleria’,‘Fanteria’,‘Fortezze’,‘Guerra/pace’,‘Nemico’,‘Parte’,‘Amore/
odio’,‘Pietà/crudeltà’,‘Ruina’,‘Tirannide’)forSassoandInglese2014.
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4 Stato and Its Translations: Polysemy, ‘Interference’, and ‘Tension in 
Meaning’

Thelevel1graphoftheHMsoftwaretoolprovidestheentiresetoftranslations
usedforaword(here:stato)bythewholegroupoftranslators.Italsogenerates
atableforthenumberofoccurrencesofthewordsusedtotranslatetheterm
underinvestigation,providingaclearvisionofthemostfrequenttranslations
andthosethatareexceptionallyrare.Apartfromthetranslationsoftheword
envisaged,a level2graphprovidestheotherItalianwordswhichhavebeen
translatedbytheFrenchwordsusedtotranslatestato.Thegraphswillbepre-
sentedsuccessively,firstthelevel1graphofstato,thenthelevel2graph,before
returningtotheprincipalFrenchtranslationsofstato(état, seigneurie, pays).

Abroadpolysemyofthetermcanbenoted,withmorethanfortyFrench
terms. There are, however, three main translations of stato: état, seigneurie,
pays(SeeFigures2.1and2.2).

Anexampleofthispolysemycanbeclearlyseeninthetranslationsofpara-
graphXX,25(SeeFigure2.3).

ThemovementfromItaliantoFrenchandbacktoItalianrevealsalinkin
meaningbetweenthemajorityofthesewordsthatbelongtothevocabularyof
politicalinstitutions.Toavoidbiaseswhichmighthavebeenprovokedbyrare-
ly-usedFrenchwords,evenexceptionally,totranslatestato,thispresentation
willfocusonthethreewordswhicharethemostfrequentlyemployedbythe
translatorstorenderstato(état, seigneurie, pays)andinvestigatewhichother
Italianwordstheyservetotranslate.

Etatservestotranslatestatoaswellasimperio, dominio, principato, governo 
and principe(SeeFigure2.4).

Pays is above all used to translate stato and provincia but also paese, do-
minio,regnoandpatria(SeeFigure2.5).

Seigneurie translatesstatobutalsoprincipato, dominio, imperio and regno
(SeeFigure2.6).

ThisverificationcanbecontinuedbyreturningtotheItalianasastarting
pointandexaminingtheFrenchtranslationsofthreeofthewords(dominio,
imperio, principato) which have been translated by the three French words
mostoftenusedtotranslatestato.

Seigneurie,domination,règne,pays and domaine mainlytranslateDominio.
Imperioisrenderedinthevastmajorityofcasesbyempireorempereurbutalso
byseigneurie,puissance,gouvernementandétat.Principatoisgenerallytrans-
latedbyprincipautéorprince,butalsobymonarchie,seigneurie,état,empereur,
empire,souveraineté,seigneurandroyaume(SeeFigures2.7–2.9).
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Figure2.1 Stato level 1

Figure2.2 Stato level 2
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Figure2.4 État level 1

Figure2.5 Pays level 1
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Figure2.6 Seigneurie level 1 

Figure2.7 Dominio
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Figure2.8 Imperio

Figure2.9 Principato
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ItisthuspossibletostateathesisaboutthelanguageofThe Princeandthe
effectsoftranslationsofthevocabularyofpolitics.Machiavelliexpressesand
seekstoexplaintheworkingsof‘newthings’thatarecomplex.Their‘semantic
territories’ crisscross and overlap. There is interference at the origin in the
analysisoftheworkingsofpolitics.Theeffectsoftranslationreinforcethisin-
terference(aseriesoftermstendingtobecomeequivalentandtogloballydes-
ignate the place and the forms of power: état, empire, puissance, seigneurie,
principaulté, gouvernement, domination…). Obviously this does not prevent
therealsobeingprincipalmeanings,whichcanbetracedinthefrequencyof
recurringtranslations.

TheuseoftheHMsoftwaretoolhasthusenabledthestatingandverifica-
tionofthehypothesisofaconstanttensioninmeaningandofthepolysemyof
thetermsemployed.ThispolysemyarisesoutofthewayinwhichMachiavelli,
usingthesametermswithmeaningsthataresometimesdifferent,carvesout
thenewobjectsortheformsofpoliticalactioninordertounderstandthem
andtohavehisreadersunderstandtheirworkings.Thishypothesisoftheten-
sioninmeaningleadstoaspecificreadingofThe Prince.Itacceptsfromthe
outset that thereco-existdifferentmeaningsof the terms,which, therefore,
mustnotbeconsideredstricto sensuasconcepts,inordertoavoidtheneces-
sityoftalkingofincoherencesorcontradictions,ortodecidetoforciblyrecon-
structacoherencetothedetrimentoftensions.Thetensioninmeaningisan
intrinsicelementoftheverydescriptionofthenewobjectsthatMachiavelli
setouttodescribe,withthemeansoflanguageathisdisposal,withthedesire
ofunderstandinghowtheywork.

5 Reflections on the Act of Translation

TheHMtoolenablesustounderstandthedifferentapproachesofthetransla-
torsandclearlyseetheirlexicalandsyntacticchoices.Severalexamplesofthis
useoftheHMsoftwarefollowbelow.Thesewillenvisagesomesignificantas-
pectsofhowVintimille,Cappel,GohoryandGaspardd’Auvergne translated
The Prince.

Thecharacteristic thatstrikes thereaderof the translationby Jacquesde
Vintimilleistheverysystematicpresenceofadditions,whichareelucidations
orevencommentariesofthetextthathetranslates.16Nevertheless,andthisis

16 Afewexamplesaresufficienttodemonstratethis(theadditionsareinitalics).PIII,42:
accreulapuissanced’ungrandseigneur,qui estoit l’Eglise,misenicelleunestrangiertrès
puissant,qui estoit le roy d’Hespaigne;PIII,43:Lesquellescinqfaultespouvoientdurantsa
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not initially apparent, Vintimille often respects more scrupulously than the
othersthepolysemyofthewordsusedbyMachiavelli.Thus,hegenerallytrans-
latesstatoasestat(estatisusedbyhim89timesagainst49–8forCappel-Go-
horyand36forGaspardd’Auvergne)andthischoiceofessentiallyretaining
thesametranslationshowsaformofunderstandingofthefactthatthepoly-
semyofthetermcanmakesensefordesignatingacomplexrealitysuchasthe
Machiavellianstato.

CappelandGaspardd’Auvergne, theauthorsof thetwo1553translations,
translateinverydifferentwaysfromeachother.Gaspardd’Auvergne,likeVin-
timille,tendstomakeadditionsandcommentariesunlikeCappelwhostays
much closer to the text. Contrary to Vintimille, both tend to disrespect the
polysemyandthetensioninmeaningpresentinMachiavelli’stext.Theytrans-
late the same words with numerous different French words with Gaspard
d’AuvergnedoingthismuchmoreoftenthanCappel.Gohory’s1571translation
waspublishedatthesametimeashistranslationoftheDiscourses on Livy.Itis
practically–giveortakeawordhereandthere–thesameasCappel’s(anda
parallelreadingconstantlyprovesthis).Itscharacteristicsarethereforeexactly
the same as those of the Cappel translation: no additions, explanations or
commentaries but a relative respect for the polysemy (greater than in the
d’AuvergnetranslationbutmuchlessthanintheVintimille).Implicitly,byim-
plyingthatCappeldidnotknowawordofItalian,Gohoryleavesonetounder-
stand that he did not ‘copy’ the translation of Cappel but, as it were, he
recoveredhisownpossession.Similarly,herepublishedinhisnametheDis-
courses(whichhehadpublishedwithoutthenameofthetranslatorin1544for
bookIand1548forbooksIIandIII)atthesametimeasHierosmedeMarnef
and Guillaume Cavellat published a joint edition of the Discourses and The 
Prince(thelatterintheGaspardd’Auvergnetranslationandtheformerinthe
un-named translation which was in fact by Gohory).17 It is quite difficult to
decide between the two hypotheses since, although there is undoubtedly

vieneluyredonderàdommaige,pour la grande puissance et réputation qu’il avoit,s’iln’y
eustadjouxtélasixiesmequifutquandilseruasurlesVénitienspourlespriverdeleur
estat;PIV,17:Cenéantmoinslesdictzsuccesseursmaintindrentpaisiblement la monar-
chie de toute l’Asie qui auparavant avoit esté dominée par les Perses et dernièrement par 
Darius;PVI,6:Voilà donc la première facilité qu’il y a à maintenir telz estatz. C’est que cha-
cun redoubte la vertu ou la fortune de ce nouveau prince.

17 ‘Pareillement sur le livre du Prince retombant n’agueres entre mes mains nonobstant
deuxtraductionsd’icelluyiapubliéespardeuxpersonnesdiverses:dontl’unaestémon
familieretdomestique,quin’avoitjamaismisunpiedàcentlieuesdel’Italie,del’autreie
n’ensuispaspluscertain,lequelonm’arapportéavoirvoulun’agueresusurperlelabeur
dematraductionanciennedesdiscoursdontestquestion,soubsombrequeien’yavoys
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plagiarism,onecannotbecertainwhotheplagiaristis.However,itiscertain
thatGohorydefinesalineoftranslationthatisdefinitelythatof‘Cappel-Go-
hory’ and is opposed to that of Gaspard d’Auvergne: ‘Or a il [i.e. Gaspard
d’Auvergne]tenuunevoyecontraireàlamiennedeiugertousiourssonstyle
meilleur,d’autantqueils’eslongneroitplusdesonauteur,lequelavoitpremier
anticipé lesmotzpropresetnaturelz,et les termesd’estat’ (Howeverhe fol-
lowedaroutecontrarytomineinalwaysjudginghisstylebetter,allthemore
soashestrayedfurtherfromhisauthor,whohadfirstanticipatedtheproper
andnaturalwords,andthetermsofState).Thecommentaryonthestyleofthe
translation by Gaspard d’Auvergne is perfectly appropriate and it should be
sufficient toprovideanexample thatwillenable thereader tocompare the
stylesofthetranslators(PIV,15)(SeeFigure2.10).18

6 Some Differences and Their Consequences: The Example of  
Il Principe XXI, 24

Blado (then Giunta) reads, ‘Ma la prudentia consiste in saper’ conoscer’ le
qualitatidegliinconvenientietprendere il modo tristo per buono’.Yetthetrans-
lationsofthelastclausesofthesentencearedifferentandgivetheimpression

inseré mon nom, comme en un aprentissage qu’il se vouloit bien attribuer pour chef
d’œuvre’(Gohory1571).

18 In the translation by Gaspard d’Auvergne; the additions are: ‘en cest endroit, la race et, 
tousiours, a un besoing, il faut necessairement que tu en lasches la prise et soie dechassé,  qui 
s’offriront contre toi.’

Figure2.10 Prince, IV, 15
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thatVintimillehadadifferentsourcetexttothethreeothers.Vintimilletrans-
latescoherentlyrelativetothetextofBladoandGiunta,‘prendrelemauvais
partypourbon’(totakethebaddecisionforgood),thethreeothersseemto
haveatextwhichsaysthatonemusttakethe‘moinsmauvaispourbon’(the
leastbadforgood)(D’Auvergne:‘prendrelemoinsmauvaispourlebon’;Cap-
pel: ‘choisir le moins mauvais pour le meilleur’; Gohory: ‘choisir le moindre
pourlemeilleur’).However,thetextthatsays‘prendrelemoinsmauvaispour
bon’isthetextofthemanuscriptsusedinthevarioussuccessivecriticaledi-
tions,fromLisioin1899toInglesein2013:‘pigliareelmentristoperbuono’.A
verificationofthepost-1532editionsshowsthatfrom1535(s.l)., theeditions
includethevariant‘prendereilmanchotristoperbuono’andthattheyexist
simultaneously with editions that continue to reproduce the Blado-Giunta
text.Isthisanad sensumcorrectionordidtheeditorswhochosethe‘manco
tristo’varianthaveaccesstomanuscripts?Thiscannotbeknownwithcertain-
ty,but itdoesseemnecessarytorelativise(evenif it isgloballycorrect) the
ideaaccordingtowhichtheBladoeditionisthestartingpointforalltheItalian
editionsuntiltheendoftheeighteenthcentury(whenthemanuscriptsstarted
tobeusedtoestablishthetext,thefirstcriticaltextbeingthe1899Lisioedi-
tion).Nevertheless,while thevastmajorityof theseeditionsdependon the
tradition of the editio princeps, they introduce minor differences, which are
thenrepeatedandcanhaveinterpretativeconsequences.19Inordertoobtain
anexactideaofthetextsofThe Princethatreaderscouldhaveheldintheir
hands,itwouldbeusefultoundertakesystematicresearchintotheseancient
editionsincludingbothcomparisonandhistory.

Ientitledthiscontributionuno piccolo dono.TheHMsoftwaretoolandits
web version HyperMachiavel are indeed dedicated to the community of re-
searcherswhoareinterestedinMachiavelliaswellasthetheoreticalandprac-
ticalissuesoftranslation.Thewebversionisalreadyavailableonline;theHM
softwaretoolcanbesharedwiththosewhowouldliketouseit.Inparticular,it
is possible to envisage the comparison of translations in other languages. I
hopethattheinitialresultsthatIhavejustpresentedwillservetoconvince
researchersthatthisisauseful‘littlegift’indeed.

Bibliography

Barthas,Jérémie2013,‘Unlapsusmachiavélien:tenuto/temutodanslechapitreXVIdu
Prince’,inRenaissance Studies in Honor of Joseph Connors,2vol.,editedbyMachtelt

19 ConcerningPXVI,JérémieBarthashasalreadydemonstratedthisinthetemutovs.tenuto 
variant(Barthas2013).IhavealsonotedthisinPXXV,inthemiserabilevs.mirabile variant.



55‘Uno picolo dono’

IsraëlsandLouisA.Waldman,Florence,VillaITatti(TheHarvardUniversityCenter
forItalianRenaissanceStudies):83-90.

Berman,Antoine1984,L’Epreuve de l’étranger,Paris:Gallimard.
———1995, Pour une critique des traductions: John Donne,Paris:Gallimard.
———2012,Jacques Amyot, traducteur français: Essai sur les origines de la traduction 

en France,Paris:Belin.
Cary,Edmond1986[1958],Comment faut-il traduire?,Lille:PressesUniversitairesde

Lille.
Fournel,Jean-LouisandJean-ClaudeZancarini2002,‘Lesenjeuxdelatraduction’,Actes 

dela recherche en sciences sociales,145:84–94.
———2009,La grammaire de la République. Langages de la politique chez Francesco 

Guicciardini (1483–1540),Geneva:Droz.
Gedzelman,SéverineandJean-ClaudeZancarini2012,‘HyperMachiavel:atranslation

comparison tool’, in Digital Humanities 2012 conference abstracts, edited by Jan
ChristophMeister,Hamburg:HamburgUniversityPress.

Gohory,Jacques1571,‘Epistre au magnifique seigneur Ian Francisque delli Affaytadi…’in
DiscourssuivisduPrince,Paris:RobertleMangnier.

Guicciardini,Francesco1994,Dialogo del reggimento di Firenze,editedbyGianMario
AnselmiandCarloVarotti,Turin:BollatiBoringhieri.

Hieronymus1980,Liber de optimo genere interpretandi, epistula 57,editedbyGerardus
J.M.Bartelink,Leiden:Brill.

Ladmiral,Jean-René1979,Traduire: théorèmes pour la traduction,Paris,Payot.
Machiavelli,Niccolò2000,De principatibus ‒ Le Prince,traductionetcommentairede

Jean-LouisFourneletJean-ClaudeZancarini;texteitalienétabliparGiorgioInglese,
Paris:PUF.

Meschonnic,Henri1999,Poétique du traduire,Lagrasse:Verdier.
———2007,Ethique et politique du traduire,Lagrasse:Verdier.
Mounin,Georges1955,Les Belles infidèles,Paris:CahiersduSud.
———1963,LesProblèmes théoriques de la traduction,Paris:Gallimard.
Moutaux, Jacques and Olivier Bloch (eds.) 2000, Traduire les philosophes, Paris:

PublicationsdelaSorbonne.
Sasso,GennaroandGiorgioInglese(ed.)2014,Enciclopedia machiavelliana,Rome:

Treccani.
Simeone,Bernard1998,‘Aufeudelacontroverse’,TransLittérature,16:32–40.
———2002,‘Ecrire,traduire,enmétamorphose’,EUtropia,2:39–44.
———2014,Écrire, traduire, en métamorphose. L’Atelier infini,Paris:Verdier.
Zancarini,Jean-Claude2002,‘Lemétierdelatraduction’,EUtropia,2:25–32
———2007,‘Unephilologiepolitique:Lestempsetlesenjeuxdesmots:Florence,

1494–1530’,Laboratoire italien,7:61–74.
Zancarini,Jean-ClaudeandSéverineGedzelman2011, ‘HyperMachiavel:unoutilde

comparaisondetraductions’,Lingua e stile,46:247–64.



56 Descendre

Chapter3

Of ‘Extravagant’ Writing: The Prince, Chapter IX

Romain Descendre 

Thedifficultyofinterpretingchapter9ofThe Prince(‘De principatu civili’)is
wellknown.1Itisattributableequallyto1)theintrinsicdifficultiesoftheno-
tionoftheprincipe civile(the‘civilprince’),2)theproblematicalnatureofthe
constructionofthewholechapterand3)theveryunusualabsence, forMa-
chiavelli,ofanyconvincinghistoricalexampleenablingabetterunderstand-
ing of the subject-matter. Moreover, this last point has often led critics to
proposeavery‘Florentine’interpretationoftheprincipe civile:someidentify-
ingthisprinceastheoldand/ornewMedici,othersasPieroSoderinioreven
GirolamoSavonarola.2Certainanalystshavedevelopedaverypro-Mediciin-
terpretation of Machiavelli (a ‘Machiavelli pallesco’) whereas others see the
expressionofhisrepublicanloyalty.3Nevertheless,thereadingofthegenerally
contradictoryandindecisivemaininterpretationsofthechapterleadsmeto
theconvictionthatalthoughtheapproacheslinkingMachiavellitothepoliti-
calsituationinFlorencearebothnecessaryandlegitimate,ultimatelytheydo
notfacilitatetheclarificationofthetext;someoftheseinterpretationsevengo
sofarastoblurevenfurthertheunderstandingofthetext.Frommyperspec-
tive,itdoesnotseemconceivablethattheabsenceofanymentionofa‘mod-
ern’caseoftheprincipe civilecorrespondstoakindoffearonthepartofthe

1 Sasso1976;Cadoni1971;Sasso1974;Cadoni1974;Larivaille1982;Sasso1988;Inglese1992;
Larivaille1998;Martelli1999;FournelandZancarini2000a;Frosini2005;Inglese2006;Martelli
2006.

2 Forthesetworespectiveinterpretativelines,see,aboveall,theworkofGiorgioIngleseand
theworkofMarioMartelli.ItgoeswithoutsayingthattheFrenchreference,proposedby
Cadoni,haslittlesupportthesedays.Quiterightly,Ifeel,inthespecificcaseofchapter9even
ifitistruethatthedifferentanalysesoftheFrenchmonarchyproposedbyMachiavellifrom
hisRitratto di cose di FranciatotheDiscorsiconstituteanimportantelementfortheunder-
standingofwhathemeansbyciviltàwhenheappliesthetermtoanareawhichisnotstrictly
republican(concerningthis,IwouldliketoreferreaderstoDescendre2014aandtheforthcom-
ingarticleDescendre2015).Butifonehastomakeadecision,itseems,inanycase,more
plausibletoseeinthefigureofthecivilprinceareferencetotheMediciratherthanacriticism
oftherecentrepublicanperiod.

3 See,respectively,Martelli2006and,foranoppositebutmoreprudentinterpretation,Fournel
andZancarini2000a.

© koninklijkebrillnv,leiden,2015 | doi10.1163/9789004287686_005
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author–evenifhewroteshortlyafterundergoingthestrappado.Itseemsto
me,however, that thisabsenceofanycontemporaryexemplificationshould
encourageustoaccountforthespecificdynamicsofthereflection,initsde-
ploymentwithinthechapter,byfavouringatextualanalysisandaninternal
approach.Attheriskofappearingrash,Iwouldliketoattemptsuchananaly-
sisinthehopethatitmightcontributetountanglingcertainknots.Thisread-
ingwillfirstexaminethesemanticaspectsoftheexpressionprincipe civileas
Machiavellidefinesitatthebeginningofthechapterandwillthenturntothe
twofollowingmomentsofthetextinwhichthediscourseisdisplaced.

1 Civil Prince and Roman Law

Is the expression principe civile an oxymoron, a contradiction in terms, or a
paradox?InthecontextoffifteenthandearlysixteenthcenturyFlorenceitcan
indeedappeartobeincontradictionwiththetypicallyFlorentinepoliticalno-
tionofcivilità.Ifoneassociatescivilewiththeword‘republican’theexpression
isall themoreproblematic.What ismore, this isahápax inthewritingsof
Machiavelli:hedidnotemployitagaineitherbecausehedidnothavetheop-
portunity–butthecontentoftheDiscursus florentinarum rerumcouldhave
ledhimtodoso–orbecauseherecognisedthenon-functionalnatureofthe
expressionoutsideThe Prince.However,intheantiqueRomanhistoriography
thevery ideaofa ‘civilprince’hada longtradition,consubstantialwith the
birthoftheprincipate.Theinventionoftheprincipe civileisindeedwrongly
attributedtoMachiavelli:inthesourcesoftheimperialperiod,theprincepsis
saidcivilis–‘citizen’–tosignifythatheisnotbreakingwiththetraditionofthe
res publica.Buttheidealofcivilitasdoesnotbelongtotherepublicanperiod:
itrisespreciselywhentheRepublicfalls,toemphasisethelegalityofthenew
imperium,thesubmissionoftheprincetothelaw,hisrespectforsenate,peo-
pleandmagistrates.4Citizeninacommunityofcitizenswhoserightsheguar-
antees, the Roman princeps is civilis, in Pliny the Younger, Tacitus and
Suetonius, fromthemomentthathedoesnotbehavelikeanabsolutemon-
arch.AsforLivy–thefriendofAugustus–healreadyusesthewordcivileto
qualifytherespectpatriciansshowtothelawsortothetribunes,ortheshort
termoftheexerciseofamagistracy (Ab urbe condita,XXXIIIxlvi3;VIIv2;XX-
VIIvi4).

4 Lana1972;Wallace-Hadrill1982;Pisapia1997.
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TheRomanidealofcivilitassurvivedintheFlorentinevivere civile andeven
more intheDiscorsi sopra la prima deca di Tito Livio.5 It remains implicit in
thePrince:hereintoothelanguageofRomanpoliticallawischosentodefine
theprincipe civile,butnotintheantiqueRomanway,asthisdefinitiondoes
notdealwiththeexerciseoftheprince’spowerbutwithitsorigin.Theprince
iscivilebecausethe‘favour’ofthecitizenselevateshimtotheprincipate.

Whatspecificallydefinestheprincipecivileistheagreementamongtheciti-
zenstobringhimtosupremepower.6Yetthiscompletelyexplicitdefinitionis
innowayunusualorparadoxicalforsuchanexpertinthe‘istorie’asMachia-
velli. For whosoever assiduously reads the early books of Livy and is accus-
tomed to asking the Ancients the ‘reasons’ for their actions, this genesis of
princelypowermustappearperfectly‘ordinary’inthespecificallyMachiavel-
lianmeaningofthewordsincethisgenesiscorrespondstotheordiniofRome.

Accordingtotheancientsources,howdoesonebecomekingduringtheRo-
manmonarchy?Bytheoriginallegalactthatisthecommandofthepeopleby
meansofwhichthepeopleimpartsanobligatorynaturetotheorderitgives:
namely the iussum populi.7 In several passages, both Livy and Dionysius of
Halicarnassusdevoteparticularattentiontothecrucialmomentwheneachof
thekingsisconstitutedassuchbythepeople.Inhisfirstbook,Livyparticu-
larlyemphasisesthelegallyproblematiccaseinwhichthefavourofthepeople
wasnotgrantedinaccordancewiththecorrectforms: inparticular,thefact
thattheyoungTarquiniuscontestedthelegitimacyofthereignofServiusTul-
liusbyinsinuatingthathereignedwithoutauthorisationfromthecommand
ofthepeople,‘seiniussupopuliregnare’(Ab urbe conditaIxlvi1).Livyexplains
thatthisiswhy,oncehehadgainedthefavouroftheplebs(‘conciliataprius
voluntateplebis’),Serviusaskedthepeopleif itwantedhimaskingandob-
tained greater agreement than anyone else before him (‘tantoque consensu
quantohaudquisquamaliusanterexestdeclaratus’).

Anotherpassage,however,isofevengreaterinterestforus.InitLivyindi-
catesthatafterthedeathofAncusMarciustheRomanpeoplehadmadeTar-
quin the Elder king with unanimous approval: ‘eum […] ingenti consensu
populus Romanus regnare iussit’ (Ab urbe condita, I xxxv 6). Machiavelli

5 Descendre2014b.
6 Machiavelli1995(P9,1):‘…quandounoprivatocittadino[…]conilfavoredellialtrisuacit-

tadinidiventaprincipedellasuapatria,–ilqualesipuòchiamareprincipatocivile’.Formy
commentaryitisnecessarytoquoteIl PrincipeusingGiorgioInglese’scriticaleditionwhich
identifiessegmentsaswellaschapters:thefirstnumberindicatesthechapter,thesecond
indicatesthesegment.ThesamegoesfortheDiscorsi:theRomannumeralindicatesthebook,
thesecondthechapterandthethirdthesegment(seeMachiavelli1984).

7 Ab urbe condita,IXVII9.
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happenstoalludetothisphraseinchapter4ofthethirdbookoftheDiscorsi
whenheassertsthatTarquintheElderbelievedthathedidindeedlegallypos-
sesshiskingdom,sinceithadbeengiventohimbythepeopleandconfirmed
bytheSenate([glipareva]possedere quel regno giuridicamente, essendogli sta-
to dato dal popolo e confermato dal senato).8ItissignificantthatMachiavelli
shouldhavetakenevenmorecarethanhissourcetoemphasisethelegalna-
tureofthedelegationofpower:boththroughtheuseoftheadverbgiuridica-
menteandthroughthementionofratificationbytheSenate.Thelegalnature
oftheconstituentpowerofthepeople,thatisoftheactbywhichthepeople
delegatesitspowertotheprince,appearedinthefactthatthisiussumwasre-
alisedinalaw,thelex curiata de imperio(laterimproperlyrenamedlex regia),
throughwhichtheimperiumwasconferred(firstuponthekingandlaterupon
theprincepsoremperor).9Ontheotherhand,thisactoriginallyhadnoneed
forconfirmationbytheSenate.ThisdetailprovidedbyMachiavelli isthusa
form of hypercorrection; Livy only indicated the iussum of the people.This
hypercorrection specifically contributes to increasing the legal character of
thisaccessiontopower:itindeedbecamethecustomthattheSenateshould
ratifythedecisionofthepeopleincomitiatakenbyvirtueofthede imperio
law.Onecanalsothink,however,thatthiserroneousmentionoftheSenate
camenaturallytoMachiavelligiventhat,tohiseyes,therelationshipbetween
theprinceandthecitizenswhohavechosenhimisalwaysarelationshipbe-
tweentheprinceandthe‘duaumoridiversi’composingthecity,namely,the
peopleandthegreats(thatis,theSenatorsinRome).

Inallevents,usingtheDiscorsitoclarifychapter9ofThe Princeseemstobe
justifiedonseveralcounts.Firstlybecausetheprincipe civileisneverdefined
by any other means than through his mode of accession to power, that is,
throughthespecificfactthatheisvoluntarilybroughttopowerbythecitizens.
Thepointismadetwice,atthebeginningofchapters8and9:thecaseofthe
principe civileissolelythatofthe‘privatocittadino’who‘conilfavoredellialtri
suacittadinidiventaprincipedellasuapatria’(Il Principe,8,2and9,1).There
isnomajordifferencebetweenthisaccessiontotheprincipatebymeansofthe
favourof themembersof thecityandtheaccessionofTarquinto theroyal
dignitybymeansoftheiussumandtheconsensusofthepeople.Accordingto
thetermsofthedefinitionprovidedbyMachiavelli,theprincipe civilecorre-
sponds to thecentral institutionofsovereignpower inRome.At theriskof
wandering away from strictly Machiavellian sources, that is, from the texts

8 Machiavelli1984(DIII.4,3).
9 Foracompletepanoramaconcerningtheleges regiae,theactivityofthecomitia curiataand,

inparticular,thecuriatelaws,seeBujuklic1998.
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writtenandcommentedbyhim,wecouldperhapsgosofarastowonderif,
morewidely,thereisnotinthisideaoftheprincipe civilethedistantechoof
thelivelydebatesonthelex regiawhichwereomnipresentinthepre-modern
legaltradition.This‘Ancientlaw’bywhichtheRomanpeoplegrantedtothe
princepsallitspotestasanditsimperium,wastheverysourceofhislegitimacy
(Codex1,17,1,7;Digesta1,4,1pr.;Institutes1,2,6).ForeveryinterpreterofRo-
manlaworjuristintheserviceofprinces,therewasnodoubtingthattheprin-
ceps heldhislegitimacyfromalegalactinwhichthepeoplehadentrustedits
powertooneoftheirnumber.10Thepeoplehadconferredthispower.Inreiter-
atingthesedata,Idonotintendtosuggestthattheprincipe civileshouldbe
givena legal interpretation:whereas juristsexamine the transferofpopular
sovereigntyinordertoemphasiseitslegitimacyaswellastheextentandthe
limits of the potestas of the prince, Machiavelli is interested in the political
forcewhichthistransferdoesordoesnotconferontheprince.Nevertheless,
theveryideaoftheprincipe civile,farfromconstitutinginitselfanoxymoron
oraparadox,waspresentattheverycoreofthelex de imperio,thepracticeof
which,intheeraofthekings,isendlesslydescribedinLivy’sfirstbook.Itwas
presentinthelex de imperio,thatistosayalsopresentinthelex regia,accord-
ingtothenameusedtorefertothisideainthelegaltextsoftheimperialpe-
riodwhenitwasappliedtotheprinceps.

2 ‘Avere il populo amico’

InthethirdbookoftheDiscorsi,Machiavelli’sevocationofthelegalnature(i.e.
sanctionedbythepeople)ofthepowerofTarquintheElder isenlightening
regardingthecomprehensionoftheprincipe civile:thiseffectisalsoattribut-
abletothespecificdiscursivelogicofthepassageinquestionwhichbearsa
certainresemblanceintermsofitsbroaderargumentativestructuretothefirst
partofchapter9ofThe Prince.Tocountertheideathattheoriginallegalityof
thereignofTarquincouldhavesufficedtoensureitscontinuity,Machiavelli
assertsthat,onthecontrary,itdeceivedhimandledhimtocommitapolitical
error:‘TarquinioPriscofuingannatodaparerglipossederequelregnogiuridi-
camente,essendoglistatodatodalPopoloeconfermatodalSenato’.Itisnot
sufficienttohavebeenbroughttopowerbythepeopleoreventohavebeen

10 Fortheglossersandcommentators,thewholeissuewastoknowifthetransferpertained
toanalienationoradelegation(Cortese1964,vol.2,p.171etseq.);fortheimperial,royal
orcurial jurists,theissuewasthedeterminationoftheextenttowhichlawreinforced
monarchicpowerorlimiteditinfavourofpopularcontrol(Kantorowicz1961).
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confirmedbytheSenate, it isaboveallnecessarytoconservethispower. In
otherwords,alegallyestablishedprincipatedoesnotconstituteapolitically
secureprincipate.Whatmatters isnotsomuchtheoriginofpowerbut the
conditionsofitsexercise.ThewarningillustratedbytheexampleofTarquin
theElderisdirectlyaddressedtotheprince:itdealswiththeexerciseofhis
powerandassertsthat‘noprince’–includingonewhohasbeenlegallychosen
bytheiussumofthepeople–‘caneverbeassuredofhisprincipatewhilethose
whohavebeendispossessedofitlive’.11Inadifferentvein,inchapter9ofThe 
Prince, the political warning asserts that no matter whether the prince was
broughttopowerbythegreatsorthepeoplegrantinghimitsfavour,hemust
relyuponthesupportofthepeople.Inbothcases,however,theimportanceof
theoriginofpowerdiminishesincomparisonwiththeconditionsofitsexer-
cise: only these conditions are determining in the conservation of princely
power.InThe Prince,theoppositionbetweenthetwotypesofprincipe civile–
‘coluichevienealprincipatoconloaiutode’grandi’and ‘coluichearrivaal
principatoconilfavorepopolare’(P9,4–5)–countsratherlessthanthesec-
ondaryopposition,inwhichitseemstoberesolved(P9,8),thatis,theopposi-
tionbetweentheprince‘whohasthepeopleforenemy’andtheprincewho
hasthegreatsashisenemies.However,thisoppositionconcernsnotonlythe
principe civilebutalsoallnewprincesandeveneveryprince.Asearlyasseg-
ment6andcontinuingthroughsegment13,Machiavellidevelopsalineofar-
gumentationthatextendsfarbeyondthesoleissueoftheprincipe civile(whose
genesisiscivile).Hereturnstothisinitialissueinsegments14to17becauseof
thefirstdoubleconclusion:theprincewhoisbroughttopowerbythepeople
mustconserveitsfriendship;theprincewhoisbroughttopowerbythegreats
must befriend the people. This first conclusion is, however, explicitly sub-
sumedwithinageneralconclusionwhichforMachiavelliconstitutesarulefor
everynewprincewhoeverhemightbe:‘Concluderòsolocheaunoprincipeè
necessarioavereilpopuloamico,altrimentinonha,nelleavversità,remedio’
(P 9, 18). Consequently, there is no reason to be surprised that Machiavelli
should immediately provide the example of Nabis. All the ancient sources
paintaparticularlyblackpictureofNabis.12Machiavellitookhisexamplefrom
LivywhoremindedhisreadersthatNabishadusurpedthethroneofSparta
andasatyrantinorigin,likeothertyrantsofthiscity,hewastheveryopposite
oftheprincipe civile(LivyXXXIV322).Whymentionanexampleofanotorious
tyrant ex defectu tituli in a chapter supposedly entirely devoted to the most

11 Machiavelli1984,DIII.4,5:‘sipuòavvertireogniprincipechenonvivamaisicurodelsuo
principato,finchévivonocolorochenesonostatispogliati’.

12 Birgalias2005.
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perfectopposite,theprincecalled‘civil’giventhefactthathehasbeenbrought
topowerbythewillofthepeople?Itismoststrikingthatwhilenocontempo-
rarycaseismentioned,theonlyexamplegiveninthischapterillustratesthe
issueoftheprincecapableofbasinghispoweronthepeoplewhilebeinga
notorioususurper.

Facts must be faced: Machiavelli quite simply no longer talks of the civil
princeinalargeportionofthechapterthatheclaimstodevotetothissubject.
Apparentlybornealongbythevelocityofhisreflectionandwriting,hepasses
withoutasolutionofcontinuityfromtheissueoftheprincebroughttopower
by his fellow citizens (and we can hardly insist enough that this is the only
definitionhegivesoftheprincipe civile)totheissueoftheprincewhorein-
forces his power by relying on the support of the people; this prince is not
necessarily a principe civile in the Machiavellian sense but can equally be a
princesuchasNabiswhoaccededtotheprincipate‘perqualcheviascelerata
enefaria’,likethoseheevokesintheprecedingchapter(P8,2).

Moreover,attentionpaidtothestructureofchapter8providesabetterun-
derstandingofthestructureofchapter9,giventheextenttowhichtheyfunc-
tionasparallels.Afterdevelopingtheissueoftheaccessiontotheprincipateof
wickedmen(bymeansoftwoexamples:AgathoclesandOliverottodaFermo),
Machiavelliposesthequestionofwhysomeofthemconservetheirpowerun-
perturbed.Heanswersthatthisarisesfromthefactthatcrueltiescanbe‘male
usateobeneusate’(P8,23);instancesof‘beneusate’crueltiesareonlyusedin
thetakingofpowersothattheprincecanthen‘fondarsisoprae’suasudditi’(P
8,28).Thustheissueofthetakingofpowerismerelythepointofentryfora
reflectionthefundamentalstakeofwhichistofindameansof‘founding’pow-
eronthe‘subjects’.Thisfoundingisindeedessentialforthepassagefromthe
phaseofaccessiontotheprincipatetothephaseofconservingthisprincipate.
Already,themostimportantelementhereistheexerciseofapowerensuring
thesolidityofthelinkbetweentheprinceandhissubjects.Itistruethatin
chapter8Machiavellidoesnotyetdistinguishbetweenthetwo‘humours’be-
tween which the subjects or citizens are shared. However, he does indicate
wherethetrue‘foundation’oftheprince’spowerlies:notintheoriginofhis
power,butinitsexerciseandintherelationshipbetweentheprinceandthose
uponwhomheexercisesthispower.

Inallevents,thisparallelwithchapter8and,morewidely,inMachiavelli’s
texts, the recurrentandpersistentnatureof thenecessary linkbetweenthe
princeandthepeoplecanreinforceourideathattheexpressionprincipato ci-
viledoesnothaveadoublemeaning,contrarytothepositionheldbyGennaro
Sasso.13 In his analysis of chapter 9, Sasso distinguishes between a formal

13 Sasso1988,p.360etseq.
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meaningregardingthegenesisofpowerandasubstantialmeaningregarding
the exercise of this power. He goes so far as to assert: ‘la vera ed autentica
“civiltà”,quellache,neifatti,garantisceforzaedefficienza,deveandarsiaricer-
carenonsolonellagenesi,maanche,epiù,nellaqualitàenelconcretoeser-
ciziodelpotere: ilquale,dunque,tantopiù, inquestosensopregnante,sarà
“civile”quantopiùvengaesercitatoinfavoredelpopolo’.14Ibelievethisisforc-
inganover-interpretationuponthetextandburdeningitwithaconsequential
andconceptuallogicthatitsimplydoesnotcontain.Machiavellisimplydoes
notusetheterm‘civil’todefinetheprincewhoexerciseshispowerinfavourof
thepeople.

Letussynthesise:civiltàisneveratanymomentdeterminedasthatwhich
‘guaranteesforceandefficacy’,nomoresoinchapter9ofThe Princethanelse-
whereinMachiavelli’swritings;inchapter9,thecivileprinceisnotdefinedby
hisexerciseofpowerbutonlybythepathfollowedtoacquirethispower;the
necessity of the philo-popular exercise of power does not concern the civil
princeinparticularbuttheprinceingeneral.Wemightaddthatalltheusesof
thewordcivileintheothertextsbyMachiavelliunderminetheratherrashidea
thatthere‘canbenodoubt’that‘CesareBorgia,FrancescoSforza,Nabisand
Agathoclesare“civil”princes’.15Letustakeasastartingpointtheuseofthe
adjectivetobe foundinatextwhich,chronologically, isclosetoThe Prince:
thatis,thefragmentofalettertoFrancescoVettorifromFebruary-March1514,
inwhichMachiavellirelatestohisfriendtheactionsofLorenzode’Medici.He
emphasisesthat‘l’ordinedellasuacasaècosiordinato,cheancoravisivegga
assaimagnificenzae liberalità,nondimenononsiparteda lavitacivile; tal-
mentecheintuttieprogressisuoiestrinsecieintrinsecinonvisivedecosache
offenda, o che sia reprensibile; di che ciascuno pare ne resti contentissimo’.
GiorgioInglese’sperfectlyconvincingcommentaryinsiststhat,inthispassage,
‘civillife’indicates‘unostilerispettosodelleconsuetudinicittadineealienoda
atteggiamentisignorilio“tiranneschi”’.16Thismeaningisthusveryclosetothe
significationofthisexpressionintheDiscorsi,orinthewritingsofGuicciardi-
ni.17 It isameaningcertainlydistinct fromtheoneassignedbytheonlyex-
plicit definition of the principe civile (‘civil’ through its genesis), but most
similartothecivilitasgrantedtotheprincepsbytheRomanhistorians,which
rendersuntenabletheinterpretationaccordingtowhichthetruecivilprinceis

14 Sasso1988,p.360.
15 Sasso1988,p.361.
16 Inglese2006,p.238,note101.
17 FournelandZancarini2009,pp.99–124.
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theprincewhoiscapableoffoundinghispoweruponapeoplewhichhefa-
vours,includingthoseprinceswhodosobycruelandtyrannicalmeans.

3 ‘Dall’ordine civile allo assoluto’

Westillhavetodealwiththemostdifficultquestionposedbythelastpara-
graph of chapter 9 that begins with the assertion: ‘Sogliono questi principi
periclitare quando sono per salire dall’ordine civile allo assoluto’ (P 9, 23). I
have adopted the lesson of the Munich manuscript now chosen by Giorgio
Inglese: ‘questiprincipi’not ‘questiprincipati’. Itseemstomethatboththis
lessonandmyprecedingdevelopmentenableustocorroboratePaulLarivaille’s
interpretation,whichhasbeenadoptedandreinforcedbyJean-LouisFournel
andJean-ClaudeZancarini:18thatis,theexpression‘questiprincipi’designates
newprincesingeneral,not‘civilprinces’.Tobespecific:theexpressiondoes
notrefertocivilprincesnomatterwhatmeaningmightbegiventotheterm:
whetherthisisthemeaningexplicitlygivenbyMachiavelli,i.e.thosewhohave
beenbroughttotheprincipatebythecitizens,orthesecondarymeaninggen-
erallyattributedtoitbythecommentators,i.e.thosewhoexercisetheirpower
byrelyinguponthepeople.Indeed,whatMachiavellievokesfromthispoint
onisnolongerthemodalityofaccessiontopower(scelerataorcivile),northe
socialgroupsfortheadvantageofwhichandwiththehelpofwhichtheprince
canormustexercisehispower(thegreatsorthepeople),buttheordineofthis
power:‘ordinecivile’or‘[ordine]assoluto’.Thisistheexerciseofpowerinits
institutional dimension (an institutional dimension which massively corre-
spondstothedifferentusesofthesingularformofthewordordineinthefirst
bookoftheDiscorsi).19Morespecifically,thisistheissueofsovereignty,wheth-
eritissharedornotbytheprinceintheexerciseofhispower,or,moreexactly,
thesharingofthe‘command’(P9,24–5)–thatisalsooftheimperiumwhich,
inRome,wassharedbetweenvariousmagistratures,underboththekingsand

18 Machiavel2000,p.333.
19 Theuseofordine,inthesingular,todesignateaninstitutionorameasureofaninstitu-

tionalorderisverifiedinmostofthechaptersofbookIoftheDiscorsi(thisislesstrueof
booksIIandIII;whichcanundoubtedlybeexplainedbythepreponderanceofpolitical
and/ormilitarythemes,contrarytobookIinwhichlegalinstitutionalissuesareofgreater
importance).Buttheexpressionordine civile,inthesingular,doesnotappearthere.On
theotherhand,itappearsintheplural,inchapter11,inthephrase‘ordiniciviliemilitari’,
referringtotheveryinstitutionoftheSenatewhichconfirmsouranalysis:‘Esivedechea
Romolo,perordinareilSenato,eperfarealtriordiniciviliemilitari,nonglifunecessario
dell’autoritàdiDio…’.
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therepublic,butwhichtendednottobesharedundertheprincipateandthe
empire.

Therefore, Machiavelli makes clear the meaning of the prince ‘elevating
himself ’(salire)tothe ‘absolute’orderwhenheindicatesthattheprincere-
sortstobe‘seizingabsoluteauthority’,‘pigliarel’autoritàassoluta’(P9,25).In
thespecificcontextofthispassage,thismeansrefusingtosharehispowerof
command(hisimperium),refusingtocommand‘throughtheinterventionof
magistratures’(‘permezzode’magistrati’)and,bythis,refusingtoallowcer-
taincitizensto‘receivefrommagistratures’apowerofcommand(‘averee’co-
mandamenti da’ magistrati’, P 9, 24–5). The ‘ordine assoluto’ should be
understoodastheoppositeofthe‘ordinecivile’(intheDiscorsi,theworkin
which he uses the adjectives ‘civile’ and ‘assoluto’ the most often, they also
clearly function as antonyms, no matter how precise a meaning is given to
them).Givenhismeaningofthe‘ordineassoluto’,Ibelievethat,here,theor-
dine civile does indeed correspond to the case in which princes ‘command
throughtheinterventionofmagistratures’andthattheordine assolutocorre-
spondstothecase inwhichthey ‘commandinperson’.That ishowIwould
specify the meaning of segment 23 and the first proposition of segment 24:
‘Questiprincipi[nuovi]soglionopericlitarequandosonopersaliredalloor-
dinecivilealloassoluto.Perchéquestiprincipi[nuovi]ocomandanoperloro
medesimi[esonocioènell’ordineassoluto],opermezzodeimagistrati[esono
cioènell’ordinecivile]’.Thecontinuationofsegment24alreadyprovidesthe
beginningoftheexplanationofwhyprincesendangerthemselveswhenthey
attempttopassfromthecivilordertotheabsoluteorder:becausewhenthey
command through the intervention of magistratures, that is when they are
withinthecivilorder,theyaremadealltheweakerastheysharepowerwith
other citizens. Let us now return to segment 23: once a prince who has fol-
lowedthecivilorder,thatisaprincewhohasgovernedthroughtheinterven-
tionofmagistratures,decidestoexercisesolecommandandprepareshimself
forthis,he‘experiencesdanger’and‘heimperilshimself ’.Suchis,indeed,the
meaningof theLatinismpericlitare,whichrefers topericulum, that is, in its
primemeaning,toexperienceandtrial,and,initssecondmeaning,toriskand
danger.ThesetwomeaningsarepresentinMachiavelli’swritingandarecon-
densed,ascanbeseenintheconcludingsentenceofthechapter,inwhich,in
ordertobetterdesignatetheactionevokedinthefirstsentenceofthepara-
graph,thatisthepassagefromcivilordertoabsoluteorder,hesummarisesit
inthesinglephrase:‘questaesperienzapericolosa’(P9,27).Whyisthisadan-
gerous experience? Because citizens who have possessed power by holding
thesemagistraturesquitesimplyhavenointentionofrenouncingthem,a for-
tioriincontraryoruncertaintimes.Timeswhich,ontheonehand,areofthe
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utmostinteresttoMachiavelli:itmightseemobviousbutitcannotbesaidtoo
oftenwheninterpretingthistextwhichdealsnotwith‘theprince’ingeneral
butwiththenewprincipatesintimeofwar;atextwritteninthethickofthe
Italian Wars and above all under the influence of these wars which trans-
formedthestateofemergencyintoapermanentcharacteristicofItalianpo-
liticallife.Ontheotherhand,suchtimesprovideopportunitiesforboththe
princeandthe‘citizensandthesubjects’to‘variare’or‘mutare’governments.

Wecancertainlypresumequitealotofthings.Forexample,thatMachia-
velli isthinkingofthegreatswhenheevokesthecitizenswho‘receivefrom
magistraturestheircommands’,andthusthathedistruststheordine civileand
evenadoptsaperfectlypro-Mediciposition20(eventhepositionofanultra
pallesco!21)whichconsistsofrecommendingthattheMedicishouldmakethe
change towards ‘absolute’ government as quickly as possible before it is too
late.Conversely,itcanbethoughtthattheantithesisformedbythetwoadjec-
tivescivileandassolutoshouldbeunderstoodashavingameaningidenticalto
thatfoundintheDiscorsi.IntheDiscorsithecivilegovernmentcannotbere-
duced to republican regimes alone but corresponds to any supreme power
whichsubjectsitselftothelaws(theKingofFrance,forexample),whereasas-
solutogovernmentisnotonlylegibus solutusbutisevenexplicitlyassimilated
totyrannicalgovernment.Giventhis,wecouldinterpretthe‘ordinecivile’as
theregimefollowedbyprinceswhorespectthelawsandsubmittothem.That
indeedisthesemanticcoreofthe‘viverecivile’asMachiavelliexpoundsitin
theDiscorsi,which,moreover,contributestoplacingitmuchclosertolegalist
aspirationsthanhadlongbeenbelieved,aspirationsthat,withinthemedieval
legaltradition,werenourishedbythenumerouscommentariesontheDigna 
voxlawoftheJustinianCode.22Butthisreferencetothelawand,evenmore
significantly,totheprincewhovoluntarilysubmitstoitisnowheretobefound
inchapter9.Ifthisreferenceispresentanddecisiveinothertexts,itwouldbe
outofplaceinthegeneralcontextofThe Prince.ThisexplainswhyIdonot
supportthishypothesisanymorethanitsopposite.Idonotsupportthehy-
pothesis that consists in believing that, for republican political reasons, the
intentbehindchapter9wastoencouragetheMedicinotto‘saliredall’ordine
civilealloassoluto’.Itistruethatthesetwomutuallyincompatiblehypotheses
–therepublicanandthepallesca–arenotindividuallyentirelyincompatible
withwhatMachiavelliwritesintheparagraph.Butthisisnotwhat he wrote,
neitherisittheexplicit message which he conveyed.

20 Larivaille1982,and1998.
21 Martelli2006.
22 Descendre2015.Moreextensively:Quaglioni2011.
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However,thismessageisclearandcanbeformulatedintwopoints:1)when
theprincesharescommandwithseveralmagistratures,heisexposedtoavery
greatdangerwhenhedecidestoexercisesolecommand,inhisownperson;2)
whateverthemodeofcommand(whetherthecivil‘order’,sharedwithseveral
magistratures,ortheabsolute‘order’,exercisedbyhimalone),theprincemust
actinsuchawaythat‘thecitizensneedtheStateandhim’(P9,27).

In the case of shared command, the first point clarifies and specifies the
generalconclusionoftheprecedingchapter:‘Edebbesoprattuttounoprinci-
pevivereinmodo,cone’suoisudditi,cheverunoaccidenteodimaleodibene
loabbiaafarevariare:perché,venendoperlitempiavversilenecessità,tunon
se’atempoalmale,eilbenechetufainontigiova,perchéèiudicatoforzato,
enonten’èsaputogradoalcuno’(P8,30).Thisisasentencewhich,already,
dealswiththegeneralcaseofthenewprincealbeitwithinachapterdevoted
totheparticularcaseoftheprincewho‘perqualcheviascelerataenefaria’el-
evateshimselftotheprincipate:wehavealreadynotedthereproductionofthe
samedynamicsinchapter9.Thisveryclearcondemnationofthe‘variare’of
theprince,inasituationmarkedbyurgencyandadversity,thusappearsasone
ofthestrongpoliticalmessagesofthetreatise,whetherthischangeconcerns
thewayinwhichtheprinceactsortheinstitutionalconfigurationofhispower.
Moreover, inaspecularmanner, inacompletelydifferentplace,Machiavelli
enjoinsrepublicanstonot‘variarel’ordine’oftheiractionswhentheydecide
to take power by means of a conspiracy.We find similar vocabulary to that
usedinchapters8and9ofThe PrinceandinthelongchapteroftheDiscorsi
devotedtoconspiracies,morespecificallywhendealingwiththe‘pericoli’to
whichoneisexposedwhenputtingthemintoexecution(DIII.6,100).Inchap-
ters8and9thecondemnationofthevariareextendsbeyondtheparticular
casesof‘wicked’and‘civil’princes,so,similarly,inthispassageofbookIIIof
the Discorsi, which is significantly illustrated by the conspiracy of the Pazzi
againstLorenzoandGiulianode’Medici,thissamecondemnationisexpressed
inageneralrulewhichextendsbeyondthesingleissueofconspiracies:‘Dico
adunquecomee’nonècosaalcunachefacciatantosturbooimpedimentoa
tutteleazionidegliuomini,quantoèinunoinstante,sanzaaveretempo,avere
avariareunordineeapervertirlodaquellochesieraordinatoprima’(DIII.6,
101).Despitethedifferencebetweenthetwocontextsandthedifferentmean-
ingsoftheword‘ordine’inthesecontexts,thepoliticalmessageisexpressedin
thesametermsandis,inthefinalanalysis,identical.Toexpressthismeaning
innauticalterms:atthecriticalmomentoneshouldneverchangetack.

Thesecondpoint,whichisexpressedintheverylastparagraphofchapter
9,27,restatesdifferentlythethesisdevelopedinthelongcentralportionofthe
chapter8,4–22:the‘modo’whichallowsthatcitizensshould‘sempreetinogni
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qualitàditempo’needtheprinceandthe‘stato’consistsinbasingpowerupon
thegreatmajorityofthem,thatisthepeople,andinprotectingthemfromthe
greats.Butinrestatingthispointafterdevelopingtheotherthesisrelatingto
thetwo‘orders’ofprincelygovernmentandthedangersconsistinginpassing
fromoneordertotheother,Machiavelliletsitbeunderstoodthatbothofthese
ordersarecompatiblewithanexerciseofpower‘based’uponthepeople.This
isthecaseoftheprincewhogovernsalone,ofcourse,sincehecanmoreeasily
capturetheaffectionsofthepeople.Itis,however,alsonecessarilythecasein
the ‘civil order’, when the prince shares his power within an institutional
frameworkincludingmagistratureswithinitsstructure.For,howwoulditbe
possibletoreconcilethefactthatMachiavelliqualifiestheintentionofpassing
fromthecivilordertotheabsoluteorderasa‘dangerousexperience’withthe
idea,defendedbyPaulLarivailleorMarioMartelli,thatthepassagetowards
the absolute order would be that ‘modo’ which allows that citizens should
needtheprinceandthestato?Rather,weshouldacceptthatattheendofthe
chapter‘therangeofpossibilitiesismoreopenthanitappears’.23

4 Broken Lines

The specialists of Italian literature and language and, more specifically, the
specialists of the language and literature of Florence in Machiavelli’s time
knowhowfreetheFlorentineswerewhenitcametosyntax.Thelanguageof
the fifteenth and sixteenth century Tuscan authors often even seems quite
chaoticwhenjudgedfromspecificallymodernlinguisticperspectivesmarked
by the regulation of rule-based usage and the diffusion of normative gram-
mars. In theareaof the questione della linguadebated during theperiod in
whichhewaswritinghismajorworks,Machiavelliwasdiametricallyopposed
tothesolutionsadvocatedbyPietroBembo.Thesesolutionsconsistedmainly
inimitatingthewrittenlanguageusedacenturyandahalfbeforebytheTus-
can authors, Boccaccio and Petrarch, so that the written vulgar language
shouldbecomenoble,asitwere,bymeansofastablelexiconandanelevated
register, regular and normed morphology and coherent and solemn syntax.
Thesewerejudgedtobetheessentialconditionsforthevulgarlanguagetobe
abletoaccedetothestatusofaliterarylanguagesharedbyallmenoflettersin
Italy. Machiavelli flatly refused this, preferring, on the contrary, a living lan-
guage,inbetteragreementwitheverydaylifeandtheorality;helikedtoiden-
tifywiththelanguageinuseinFlorence–likeasignificantproportionofhis

23 FournelandZancarini2000a,p.334.



69Of‘Extravagant’Writing

compatriotsfromtheprecedingcenturyandothersafterhim,moreparticu-
larlythosewhoattemptedtopreservethelink,whichissostronginFlorentine
culture,betweenthehumanitiesandthepopularandbourgeoisworldofarti-
sans and merchants. But in matters of syntax these authors cared little for
aligningtheirpropositionswiththerulesandevenlessforputtingthemintoa
hierarchicalorderwithinarigidandimposinghypotaxis,quiteunlikeanau-
thor such as Bembo who shielded himself with the regularity of Boccaccio
while actually seeking to rival the classical rigour of Cicero.The ad sensum
constructions,substitutionsofsubjects,syllepses,anacolutha,inshort,theen-
tirephenomenonofsyntacticdisruption,werenotabnormal:farfromit,they
werethenorm.

ApartfromthefactthatinMachiavelli’swritings–The Princeaswellashis
otherworks–thedisruptedconstructionwasaperfectlyordinaryoccurrence,
howcanthishaveanyrelationwhatsoevertotheinterpretationofchapter9of
The Prince?Frommypointofview,thelinkcanbefoundinthefactthatdis-
ruptionorbreaksseemtocharacterisenotonlythesyntaxofhislanguagebut
alsothatofhis thinking.Notbecausethisreflectionis lacking inrigour,but
becauseitdoesnotcomplywithrationalistmethodologicalnormswhichim-
posethesequentialreconstitutionofthesuccessivestagesofreflection.The
textisoftenwrittenaccordingtotherhythmofalineofthoughtthatproceeds
likelightning,byanauthorwhoisnotpreoccupiedbyfollowingapre-estab-
lishedplan.Evenifthedevelopmentswhichhefollowsleadhimtochangethe
veryobjectofhisdiscourse,hedoesnotbothertoinformthereader:oneafter
theother,hepursuestheideaswhichseemtobethemostimportanttohim,
eveniftheydonotcorrespondtothetitleofthechapteroriftheyleadunex-
pectedlytoadifferentunderstandingofitsmeaning.Hestartsbydeveloping
thesubjectthathestatedinhistitle,thatis,thecivilprince,thatprivatecitizen
broughttopowerbyhisfellowcitizens.Thisthenleadshimtotacklinganother
issue, admittedly linked to the previous one, but nevertheless quite distinct
fromit,andaboveallmoreimportantthanit:namely,theprivilegetheprince
shouldgranttothepeopleforthemaintenanceofhispower.Thissecondissue
thenleadshimtodealwithathird,onceagaindifferenttotheprevioustwo,
butlexicallylinkedtothefirstbythetermcivilità:theissueoftheprincewho,
althoughheshareshispowerwithinaninstitutionallyregulatedframework,is
abouttoexercisesolecommand.Itappearstobeillusorytoclaimtoarticulate
andunitethesethreeissuesunderthesinglenotionofthe‘civilprince’orthe
‘civilprincipate’.Eachmovementfromonetotheotherofthesethreeissuesis
realisedbymeansofadisruptioninconstruction.Justasinhisuseoflanguage,
thisdoesnotpreventthesedifferentpropositionsfrombeingpresentedwithin
the same syntax, within the same reflection. But during this long sentence
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constitutingchapter9,the‘civilprince’isonlythefirstsubject;theonlysubject
tobepreciselydefined;andtheactionofwhichheisthesubject–thisbirthby
thewillofthecitizens–istheonlyactionwhichisimputedtohimasa‘civil
prince’.Twoothersubjectsfollowandtakeongreaterimportancethanthefirst
andforpreciselythisreasontheyreplacehim:theprincewhofoundshispow-
eruponthepeople;andtheprincewhosharescommandwithothermagistra-
tures.Thediscoursehasbeenself-engenderedand,togobeyondtheconfines
ofchapter9,theentiretreatisepresentscoherencewithinblocksratherthana
linear logic, as other scholars have already indicated.24 This has definitely
nothingtodowiththinkingwhichwouldbestructurallyandprofoundlycon-
tradictory.Rather,itistheresultofthespeedofthereflectionandtherapidity
ofaquilldippedintheinkof‘adversetimes’.

Inaletterfrom1521,Machiavelliwasdefinedas‘utplurimumextravagante
diopinionedallecommuneet inventoredicosenuoveet insolite’.Weknow
whatthismeantforhisfriendthejurist,Guicciardini:Machiavelliwastheman
whostrayedfurthestfromthecommunis opinioofthedoctors,fromwhatcon-
stituted, forthelegaldoctrine,theguaranteeofauthorityandscientificity.25
ButMachiavelliwasnotonlyextravaganteinhisnewandunusualideas,but
alsointheveryprocessoftheirdiscursivepresentation.Inchapter9asinoth-
erpassagesofThe Princeandseveralothertexts–theDiscorsi,attheforefront
–thisextravagantedisruptedthewiselinesofthetreatiseinordertobetter
leadtheprincetowardsthepoliticalandstrategicchoiceswhichMachiavelli
thoughtwerecrucial.Inthisinstance,thefunctionofhisextravagantwriting
hastheaimofreaching,asquicklyaspossibleasifinanemergency,theas-
signedgoal.
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Chapter4

‘Italia’ come spazio politico in Machiavelli 

Giorgio Inglese

Quandoprendiamoaconsiderarelesfideconcretecuiilpensieromachiavel-
lianocercòdirispondere,civieneincontrounasituazioneaduefacce:sulla
scalaeuropea,ilineamentigrandiosidellanascitadiunnuovomondo;suquel-
laitaliana,itrattiinequivocabilidellacatastrofe.1Nonusoilterminenellamo-
derna accezione epistemologica, ma nel suo valore antico di ‘scioglimento
luttuosodiunavicendatragica’.Nel1527–30,lavicendadeiprìncipiedellere-
pubblicheitalianesiconcludecomesiconcludel’Amleto–conunastragee
conicolpidicannonefattispararedauninvasorestraniero.

Machiavelliviveestudiaappuntolacatastrofe,ladissoluzionenelsangue,
delsistemapoliticoalcuiserviziohapuremilitatofinoalpenultimogiornodi
vita:unmosaicodisignoriesemifeudalierepubblichemunicipali,leuneele
altreincapacidifarfronteanuoveentitàstatuali,centralizzateearmate,come
FranciaeSpagna.

L’orizzontedelrealismopoliticoèlaruina,ossialacrisidiunastabilitàsu-
perficiale,chemetteanudolaviolenzamagmaticadellaveritàeffettuale.L’Ita-
lia,‘sanzacapo,sanzaordine,battuta,spogliata,lacera,corsa’,èlascenadella
ruina.L’indispensabileconfrontoconun’ideaeconunaideologiadello“spa-
zio”italianoeradunquelamatricedelnuovorealismo.

Un’ideaeun’ideologia.L’ideadi‘Italia’elaboratadallecancelleriedeglistati
regionalieraquelladelbilanciamentodipotenze.ConleparolediMachiavelli:
‘AvanticheCarlorediFranciapassassiinItalia,eraquestaprovinciasottolo
imperiodelpapa,viniziani, rediNapoli,ducadiMilanoe fiorentini.Questi
potentatiavevanoadavereduacureprincipali: l’una,cheunoforestierinon
entrassi in Italia con le arme; l’altra, che veruno di loro occupassi più stato.
Quegliachisiavevapiùcuraeranopapaeviniziani:eatenereindietroe’vini-
ziani,bisognavalaunionedituttilialtri[…]eatenerebassoilpapa,siservivo-
node’baronidiRoma’.2

1 SivedaAsorRosa2009(vol.1,capitolovii:Il Rinascimento e la grande catastrofe italiana).–
Riprendoesviluppo,inquestointervento,spuntigiàpropostinelmiointerventoallagiornata
distudiUnità d’Italiae Istituto storico italiano(Inglese2013,pp.73–80)enell’Introduzionea
Machiavelli2013,pp.ix–xix,dovesitroverannoancheiriferimentibibliografici. 

2 Machiavelli2013,pp.74–75(P11).
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L’ideologia legittimante, in cui repubbliche e principati italiani potevano
riconoscere sé stesse, come individui e come membri di una ‘comunità’, era
vecchiadisecoli,ederaimperniatasulmitodell’ItaliafigliuoladiRoma.Potrei
citareuncronistamunicipalecomeGiovanniVillani(IX36),oungrandissimo
retoredell’umanesimopoliticocomeilPetrarca,–che,unavoltasradicatoda
vincolimunicipali,potéformulareuna‘visionepanitaliana’proiettatasullare-
staurazionediRomaanticainforzadelsuoprimatocivileeculturale.Petrarca,
adesempio,perstigmatizzarelealleanzestranieredeipotentatiitalianileas-
simila,comelororeplica,agliantichierovinosicompromessideiCesariconi
barbari.3PerPetrarca,noisiamoiRomani;e‘noicademmogiustamentenelle
miseriechetardieinvanolamentiamo,dopocheiportonilevatieserratidalla
divinaprovvidenza,leAlpieimarideiqualiinluogodimuralanaturavolle
cingerci,conlechiavidell’odio,dell’aviditàedellasuperbiaspalancammoai
CimbrieagliUnni,aiPannonieaiGalli,aiTedeschieaiVandali’.

Perquantodeclinataaboriginecomeconfrontopolemicofrailpassatoglo-
riosoeilpresentemiserabile(eperciòriutilizzatadalmedesimoMachiavelli
anche nella chiusa del Principe), l’ideologia del ‘latin sangue gentile’ aveva
un’inderogabilenaturacontinuisticaeconsolatoria.Lanuovaideamachiavel-
liana dell’Italia come spazio politico si genera, invece, a partire dalla con-
statazione che, tra Roma antica e il mondo moderno, è intervenuta una
discontinuità profonda. Una discontinuità che, se non arriva a cancellare la
possibilità dell’imitazione, conferisce però all’imitazione stessa i caratteri di
un’aspraesevera‘riforma’dellostatopresente.

La differenza radicale tra mondo antico e mondo moderno è colta da
Machiavellinell’influenzadelCristianesimo.IlCristianesimo,sipuòdire,plas-
ma il tratto essenziale di ciò che Machiavelli chiama ‘moderno’, o ‘presenti
tempi’(eche,dalnostropuntodivista,è‘medioevo’prolungatoaincluderegli
annidellacrisi).Questotrattoessenzialeè ladissociazionedivalori travita
moraleeartedellostato,fratensioneoltremondanaeazionemondana.

Pensando dunque donde possa nascere che in quegli tempi antichi i
popoli fossero più amatori della libertà che in questi, credo nasca da
quella medesima cagione che fa ora gli uomini manco forti: la quale
credo sia la diversità della educazione nostra dall’antica, fondata dalla
diversità della religione nostra dalla antica. Perché avendoci la nostra
religione mostro la verità e la vera via, ci fa stimare meno l’onore del

3 Petrarca,1933–42,XIviii,aldogediVenezia,AndreaDandolo.
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mondo:ondeigentili,stimandoloassaieavendopostoinquelloilsommo
bene,eranonelleazioniloropiùferoci.4

Epiùaspramente:‘Questomododivivere[secondolanormacristiana]adun-
queparecheabbirendutoilmondodeboleedatoloinpredaagliuominisce-
lerati,iqualisicuramentelopossonomaneggiareveggendocomel’università
degliuomini,perandarneinparadiso,pensapiùasopportarelesuebattiture
cheavendicarle’.5

Taleèilcaratteregeneraledelmondomodernorispettoall’antico.Mal’Ita-
lia,isuoiprìncipielesuerepubbliche,vivonoilgradoestremodelcorrompi-
mentoetico-politico,istituzionaleeideologico.

L’occasionedelPrincipehaquestocaratteredimassimamiseria(ciònonè
compreso da chi, ad es., va cercando situazioni ‘più favorevoli’, alla Dedica
dell’opuscolo,diquantononfossel’invernodel1513/14).AgliocchidiMachia-
velli,l’Italiaconoscevaallorailpuntopiùbassodellapropriastoria.Sitrovava
inunacondizionepeggiorerispettoallaschiavitùd’IsraeleinEgitto,allaservi-
tùdeipersianisottoimedi,alladispersionedegliateniesiprimadiTeseo.

EcosìMachiavellicogliel’identitàitaliana,fissandolainunnon-esseredella
virtù,e,insomma,inunadimensionenegativa.(Nonmancano,all’Exhortatio,
unaretoricaparadossaleeunaveradifficoltàdellaproposta:perchérestada
scopriredovesitroviinveceil‘positivo’,cioèlaforzanuovadellariorganizza-
zioneerifondazione).Macomeilmondomodernoèquellocheèperchéla
vocazione‘spiritualistica’easceticadelCristianesimolohasegnato,cosìl’Ita-
liaèquellacheèperchéunacagione,piùd’ognialtra,nehasegnatoildestino:
lapresenzadellaChiesaromana.

SiriprendailcapitolododicesimodelprimolibrodeiDiscorsi,findaltitolo
cheaddiritturacontrapponelareligione(paganao ‘cristiana’)allaChiesa: ‘Di 
quanta importanza sia tenere conto della religione; e come la Italia, per esserne 
mancata mediante la Chiesa romana, è rovinata’.6

Lanecessitàdellasintesinonportiasmussareglispigoli,leasperitàdeldi-
scorsomachiavelliano.Interminigenerali,lanegativitàpoliticadelCristiane-
simo è posta nella sua tensione verso un mondo diverso da quello in cui si
sviluppanolelottefragliuominiefraglistati.Ma,inspecifico,allaChiesadi
Roma si rimproverano gli esempli rei, di conclamata immoralità, per i quali
‘abbiamo[…]conlaChiesaeconipretinoi italianiquestoprimoobligo,di
esserediventatisanzareligioneecattivi’(DI.12).

4 Machiavelli1984,pp.298–99(DII.2).
5 Machiavelli1984,p.299(DII.2).
6 Machiavelli1984,p.94.
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Ilrimproveroètradizionale(mibastacitarenuovamenteilPetrarca)eonni-
presente(bastipensareallebattutediGuicciardini).Difattilaveranovitàdel
dodicesimocapitoloèinunaltroargomento,chepiùprecisamentedetermina,
nelcasoconcreto, lasingolarissimaproprietàdelCristianesimodiesserenel
mondosenzaesseredel mondo.

Per Machiavelli, con la Chiesa e i suoi preti noi italiani abbiamo un altro
obligo,‘maggiore[delprimo],ilqualeèlasecondacagionedellarovinanostra:
questoèche laChiesaha tenutoe tienequestaprovinciadivisa’.LaChiesa,
comeentitàtemporale,nonèstataabbastanzafortedaoccuparetuttal’Italia
e farsene principe; ma lo è stata abbastanza da impedire a qualunque altro
potentatodirealizzarequell’obiettivo.

Inquestavalutazione,siripresentala‘formula’dell’equilibrioitaliano.Mail
ruolodelpapatovièdistintodaquellodiVenezia,odiNapoli–dicuipuresi
potrebbedireche,nonessendoabbastanzafortidaunificarel’Italia,lofurono
tantodaimpedirechealtrilaunificasse.Adifferenzadiqueipotentati,Roma
fagiocarenellospazioitalianounastraordinariacapacitàdiattrarrealleanze
‘esterne’–capacitàderivatadall’autoritàspiritualedellaChiesa,cheèuniver-
sale ma viene giocata sul piano temporale e in dimensione locale. Sì che la
funzionenegativadellaChiesaconsistenell’avereimpeditoogniprocessod’ag-
gregazionefavorendo,periproprifinidisopravvivenza,l’ingressoinItaliadi
potenzestraniere–daitempidiCarloMagnoaquellidiAgnadello.

Veramente alcuna provincia non fu mai unita o felice, se non la viene
tuttaallaubbidienzad’unarepublicaod’unoprincipe,comeèavvenuto
alla Francia e alla Spagna. E la cagione che la Italia non sia in quel
medesimotermine,néabbiaanch’ellaounarepublicaounoprincipeche
lagoverni,èsolamentelaChiesa.7

PerquantosiprendanolegiustedistanzedalMachiavelli‘nazionale’delnostro
Ottocento,sarebbeunerroredisconoscereoattenuarelanovitàdiunparagra-
focomequesto.Nonc’èdubbiocheMachiavellicontrapponga,aunacaratte-
rizzazione dello spazio politico italiano come spazio della pluralità e della
difettivitàistituzionale,unmodelloprogettualechevalorizzal’unitàpolitico-
statuale(nonpiùideologica!)delpaese.

Disconoscerelanovitàdell’impostazioneèimpossibile.Mabisognaaggiun-
gerechel’ideadell’unitàsipresentainterminicosìlimpidisoloquando,come
avvieneinDiscorsi I.12,larovina nostraètemadiconsiderazionelargamente
prospettica.Quando invece lapaginamachiavellianaèorientatadaunapiù

7 Machiavelli1984,p.96(DI.12).
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stringenteintenzionepropositiva,lafiguraunitariasiattenua,oadessasiri-
nunciadeltutto.

NelPrincipe,lanegativitàdelpolicentrismoitalicosileggetuttanelladifet-
tivitàpolitico-militarediciascunodeisoggetti: ‘sesiconsideraquellisignori
cheinItaliahannoperdutolostatone’nostritempi,comeelrediNapoli,duca
di Milano e altri, si troverrà in loro, prima, uno comune difetto quanto alle
arme[…]dipoisivedràalcunidiloroochearàavutoinimicie’populi,o,searà
avuto il populo amico, non si sarà saputo assicurare de’ grandi’.8 L’opuscolo
raccoglie infatti le ‘regole’ che, virtuosamente applicate, consentirebbero di
dar vita a un organismo politicamente nuovo e vitale, ma circoscritto in un
territoriotutt’alpiùregionale.

Il ventiseiesimo e ultimo capitolo presenta questo nuovo principe come
possibile‘redentore’d’Italia–cioècomepromotore(nel1513–14)diunareazio-
neantispagnolaeantielvetica–eforsecomesuo‘federatore’:‘vedesi[l’Italia]
tuttaprontaedispostaaseguireunabandiera,purchecisiaunochelapigli’.
Nonperòcome‘unificatore’.

Il modello unitario, cui allude Discorsi I.12, si trova poi, non negato in sé
(vediilparagrafo8),macertoallontanatodalcasoitalianoinDiscorsiI.55–un
capitolochemisembratrascriverepensierimachiavellianidel1517o1518.Lì,il
temadelrapportopopolo-grandinellevarierealtàitalianevieneapprofondito
erimodulatoinrelazioneallainequalitàoequalità,cioèallapresenzaoassen-
zadiunanobiltàdi tipo feudale (gentiluominichehannorendite,castellie
sudditipropri).Larelazionetrasituazionesocialeeformadigoverno,repub-
blicanaomonarchica,èpresentatainmodoschematico,macomunquerigido.
Inalcuneregionid’Italiavièinequalità,inaltre(anzituttoinToscana,maan-
cheaVenezia)equalità. ‘Costituiscaadunqueunarepublicacoluidoveèoè
fatta una grande equalità, e all’incontro ordini un principato dove è grande
inequalità;altrimentifaràcosasanzaproporzioneepocodurabile’.9Laconse-
guenzaimplicita,manecessaria,ècheimporreunaformapoliticaunitariaa
un’Italiacosìdifformeinséstessa,sarebbe‘cosasanzaproporzioneepocodu-
rabile’.Amenochenonsifacesseavantiunsoggettocapacedi‘spegneretuttii
gentiluomini’,perfareunarepubblica–odicrearlidovenoncifossero,affin-
chéloaiutinoa‘fare’emantenereunregno.Inquestosecondocaso,adirela
verità,sirovescerebbelalogicastessadelprincipatocivile.Mainquestocome
inquellolamateriarichiederebbe‘unouomochepercervelloeperautoritàsia
raro’.EMachiavellinonconosce,fraisuoicontemporanei,uomoditalestatu-
ra.

8 Machiavelli2013,p.160(P24).
9 Machiavelli1984,p.177(DI.55).
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NellesuechioseaiDiscorsi machiavellianisuLivio,compostenel1530,Guic-
ciardininonhacommentatoil‘discorso’ I.55.Sisoffermaalungo,invece,sul
capitolododicesimodelprimolibro.

Dopo aver approvato la tesi storiografica di Machiavelli – secondo cui la
Chiesaromanahaimpeditoilformarsidiuna‘monarchia’d’Italia‒Guicciardi-
nirovesciailsegnodelgiudizio,conunamossainterrogativaedubitativatipi-
ca del suo stile: ‘Ma non so già se el non venire in una monarchia sia stata
felicitàoinfelicitàdiquestaprovincia’.Proprioincontrastocolcalamitososta-
topresente,Francescovedenelpassatoprossimoun’Italiamunicipalericcae
fiorente.L’Italiadivisa,epoliticamentefragile,hapure‘avutoalriscontrotante
cittàfloridechenonarebbeavutosottounarepublica[=sottoildominiodi
unarepubblica],cheioreputocheunamonarchia[=unostatounico]glisa-
rebbestatapiùinfelicechefelice’.

LapiegadeldiscorsorivelacheGuicciardini,comepensolostessoMachia-
velli,ancoranonriescea immaginareuna ‘monarchia’ italianasenoncome
soggettaaunasolacittàdominante(cometale,o,nelcasodiunostatoprinci-
pesco,comeprivilegiatoretroterradiunadinastia).Inognicaso,Guicciardini
non mostra di condividere l’analisi machiavelliana della disformità italiana,
troppocondizionatada‘regole’dicausalitàstoricacuiegliintimamentenon
crede.L’analisisuasirifà,piuttosto,amotiviprofondiesfuggenti,senoninson-
dabili: lanaturadegliuomini,oaddirittura il fato. ‘Osiaperqualchefatodi
Italia,operlacomplessionedegliuomini(temperatainmodochehannoinge-
gnoeforze),nonèmaiquestaprovinciastatafacilearidursisottounimperio
[…]anzisemprenaturalmentehaappetitolalibertà,nécredocisiamemoria
dialtroimperiochel’abbiapossedutatuttachede’romani,e’qualilasoggioga-
ronocongrandevirtùegrandeviolenzia[…]’.

Dataquestapremessa,ilgiudiziosullarovinadelpaesevienelogicamente
scollegato(comecertononaccadevanelMachiavellidelPrincipeedeiprimi
Discorsi) da una qualsiasi caratterizzazione dello ‘spazio politico’ italiano.
Quando,terminatalapropriavitapubblica,sivolgeindietroariguardareide-
cennitrascorsi,Guicciardinisipersuadechelarovinad’Italianonvadaspiega-
taricorrendoaquestaoaquellaformulapolitico-strutturale.Il‘giudizio’sulla
catastrofesirisolveperinteronellanarrazioneattentissimadellevarieambi-
zioni ed errori umani che, sottilmente intrecciati ai casi di fortuna, l’hanno
prodotta.Lagrandenarrazionestoricache intitoliamoStoria d’Italianonha
infattil’Italiacomeveroepropriooggetto,masolocomearengo(lohannoben
notatoancheFourneleZancarini);enonhanientedadimostraresenon ‘a
quantainstabilità,néaltrimenticheunomareconcitatoda’venti,sianosotto-
postelecoseumane[…]’.
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Checosaintercorrefral’ordineperduto(erimpianto)eildisordinepresen-
te? Solo un atto di forza: ‘entrò [Carlo VIII] in Asti il dì nono di settembre
dell’anno1494,conducendosecoinItaliaisemidiinnumerevolicalamità[…]
esidisordinoronodimanieragliinstrumentidellaquieteeconcordiaitaliana
che,nonsiessendomaipoipotutariordinare,hannoavutofacoltàaltrenazio-
ni straniere e eserciti barbari di conculcarla miserabilmente e devastarla’.
Guicciardininonricercaneglieventidiierila‘cagione’deglieventidioggi–se
nonnellaconcatenazioneecoincidenza,voltaavolta,delleirrazionalipauree
ambizionidiprincipiemaggiorenti.Nontrova inveceragionistrutturaliper
sostenerechelacatastrofedioggisianecessariamente,oanchesoloprobabil-
mente,uneffettodei‘peccati’diieri,dei‘cattiviordini’.

Un’idea di ‘Italia’ come spazio politico nasce in Machiavelli, insieme con
unadisperata,maintellettualmenteforte,iniziativapolitica–dallecuiprati-
checontraddizioniderivalesuestesseincoerenzeteoriche.Regredisceesidis-
solve già sotto la penna di Guicciardini, dopo che la sconfitta è venuta a
separare,per ilpresenteeperogniplausibile futuro,grandepensieroearte
dellostato.
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Chapter5

Machiavelli the Tactician: Math, Graphs, and Knots 
in The Art of War

Gabriele Pedullà

The Art of War is the most difficult of Machiavelli’s political works, and the
leastreadbycontemporarypoliticalthinkersandscholars.Ofcoursethereare
somebeautifulpassages,suchasthefamousfinalinvectiveagainsttheItalian
princes,invariablypresentinalltheanthologiesoftheFlorentinesecretary’s
works;andyet,asawhole,thebookhassufferedfromitshighdegreeoftech-
nicalityforatleast200yearsnow.NotonlydoesMachiavellispeakofsome-
thingthatweknowlittleaboutandthatdoesnotconcernusanymore(classical
andearlysixteenth-centurymilitarypractices),butheasksustofollowhim
throughveryminutediscussionsabouttheshapeofweapons,thedisposition
ofthearmyduringabattle,orthelayoutofthecamp.AndwhilereadersofThe
PrincecanoftendrawbroaderconclusionsfromMachiavelli’sanalysisofpo-
liticalcompetitioninRenaissanceItaly,hereanysimilarattemptfailsinstantly,
asTheArt of Warposesnumerousobstaclestothenon-specialist.

Themainbarriertounderstandingandappreciatingthetractisparadoxi-
callythatwhichmakesitsodifferentfromclassicalandhumanisticmilitary
theory: itswillingnesstodiscussthetiniestaspectsofthewarexperiencein
greatdetail.Thus,whenscholarsusewordsliketechnicalortechnicality,these
carrywiththemanegativeconnotation,wheretechniqueseemstobethene-
gationofpolitics. Inthisreading,afterthereturnoftheMedicitoFlorence,
Machiavellichoseamoreprudentsubject inorder toavoid irritatingthede 
factolordsofthecity–hisdecisiontowriteamilitarytreatisehasbeenseenas
avoluntarystepbackwardfromexplicitpoliticalengagement.1

AccordingtoFedericoChabod,forinstance,TheArt of War’sprincipalscope
wastheovercomingofthedivisionintocivilandmilitary life, typicalofthe
ItalianStatesthatdependedonmercenaries.Machiavelli’swork,forChabod,
wasnothingmorethananattempttoreconnectwhatshouldneverhavebeen
separated.Similarly,thoughhehadnotreadChabod,AntonioGramsciappre-
ciatedTheArt of War becausehesawinMachiavelli’smilitaryreformawilling-

1 See,forexample,Sasso1980,p.581(whotakestoextremesathesisalreadypresentinChabod
1964,pp.221–2),andBausi2005,pp.230–45.
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ness to involve the countryside in urban political conflict, exactly as the
Jacobinswoulddoalmost300yearslater,atthetimeoftheFrenchRevolution.
InClass Struggle in France,KarlMarxhadattributedthedefeatoftheJune1848
revolutiontotheinabilitytoforgeabondbetweenpeasantsandurbanlabour-
ers;and,followinghim,GramscifoundinMachiavellithefirstinsightsregard-
ingtheneedtoovercometheseparationoftownandcountryside,centreand
periphery,industryandagriculture.Fromthispointofview,Machiavelliwould
havebeennothinglessthan‘thefirstItalianJacobin’(‘ilprimogiacobinoital-
iano’),aswereadintheLetters from prison.2

Althoughdifferent,theinfluentialreadingsofThe Art of WarbyChabodand
Gramscihaveincommonatendencytoconcentrateonthepremisesalready
containedinMachiavelli’spreviousworks–thatis,hispreferenceforacon-
scriptedarmy–whileessentiallyignoringthatwhichmakesthe1521dialogue
sodifferentfromeverythingtheFlorentinehadwrittenuntilthen.ButIthink
itistimewetakeamorepositiveviewofthetechnicalityofThe Art of War,
whichentailedahugeeffortbyMachiavelli toclarify,correctandassimilate
theinsightscontainedinThePrinceandtheDiscourses.Severaloftheargu-
ments inthosetreatises look likemeredeclarationsofprinciplewhencom-
paredtothediscussionsinTheArt of War,whereeverydetailisfinallysubject
toamercilessanalysis.Evenifinmanywayswearefollowingthepathopened
byThePrinceandtheDiscourses,thechoicetofocusonlyonmilitaryproblems
neednotbeconsideredastepbackward.Onthecontrary,itshouldbeappreci-
atedasanattempttoreinforceoneofthekeypointsofMachiavelli’spolitical
project:thecompleteRomanisationofthemodernworld.

Two examples will suffice. The first is more radical. In chapter 12 of The
Prince,Machiavellicriticisesthemercenariesbecausetheyrefusetofightdur-
ing the winter; however, in The Art of War, reconsidering the problem in a
broader context, the winter interruption – which was perfectly normal and
sensibleformilitarypracticeintheRenaissance–isdeemedacceptable.More
importantly,discussingtheorganisationoftheinfantryinthelastchapterof
The Prince,Machiavellicloseshisexhortationdreamingofahypothetical‘third
order’(ordine terzo),capableofwinningagainstboththeSwisspikesandthe
Spanishswordsmen;butinTheArt of War this‘ordineterzo’disappears,leav-
ing room for a simpler combination of the types already described in The
Prince(asortofneo-Romanlegionwith3000swordsmen,2000pikes,and1000
musketeers).

Of course, from The Prince and the Discourses to The Art of War, the key
questions do not change: first of all, the prudent politician must recognise

2 Gramsci-Schucht1997,pp.791–792.
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what really counts, according to the method of evaluation of the actual
strengths(vires)describedinchapter10ofThePrince.Buttheanswerdoesnot
changeeither.Theonlycertainfoundationsarethe‘armiproprie’(thatis,one’s
ownforces)–andthisiswhyMachiavellidecidestoimprovehisstudyofmili-
tarytechniques:

Alloftheartsthatareorganisedinarepublicforthecommongood,allof
themeasuresprescribedforlivingwithfearofthelawandofGod,would
be useless if their defence were not prepared […] And similarly, good
orders,withoutmilitaryaid,losetheirorder,likeasuperbandregalpal-
acedoes,evenornatewithgemsandgold, if itdoesnothavearoofto
defenditfromtherain.3

Abeautifulimage,wheretherooffunctionsasabarrieragainstthedestructive
furyofwater,justastheriverbankdoesinThePrince(chapter25).

Tobeagoodpoliticalthinker,politicsisnotenough,becauseyouhaveto
becomeamilitaryexpertaswell:thisisMachiavelli’sfundamentalbelief.From
thispointofview,hisdecisiontoimprovehismilitaryanalysisresemblesthe
youngKarlMarx’schoicetodevotehimself,aphilosopher,tothestudyofeco-
nomics:anecessarystepfromthemomentinwhichheunderstoodthat,oth-
erwise,overturningHegel’sphilosophywouldbeineffectual.TheArt of Waris
atechnicalworkbecauseanyonewhosaysthatthemainpoliticalproblemis
tobeabletofightintheopenfieldmustdiscusseventhesmallestdetailsifhe
hopestoprovetheeffectivenessofhistheory.

Myargumenthereisthat,ifwereallywanttounderstandMachiavelli’spo-
liticalthought,weneedtotakeTheArt of Warmoreseriously.Theparticular
kind of technical knowledge its author so ardently sought gives us precious
cluesabouthisworkingmethodthatarepotentiallyvalidforhispoliticaltrea-
tises as well. Moreover, we might think that Machiavelli’s project, minus its
technical analysis of Renaissance warfare, would look a little bit like a Das 
Kapi tal thatfailedtoprovideeconomicanalysis.

ThebiggestinnovationofTheArt of Warinthehistoryofmilitarytheoryis
probablytheextraordinaryrolegiventothetacticaldimension,namelytroop

3 ‘Tuttel’artichesiordinanoinunaciviltàpercagionedelbenecomunedegliuomini,tuttigli
ordinifattiinquellaperviverecontimoredelleleggied’Iddio,sarebbonovanisenonfussono
preparateledifeseloro;lequali,beneordinate,mantengonoquegliancorachenonbene
ordinati.Ecosìperilcontrarioibuoniordini,sanzailmilitareaiuto,nonaltrimentisidisor-
dinanochel’abitazionid’unosuperboeregalepalazzo,ancoracheornatedigemmeed’oro,
quandosanzaesserecopertenonavessonocosachedallapioggialedifendesse’.
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deploymentandmovements.4Buttactics–beyondetymology–meansfirst
of all a different operational scale, more attentive to the ways in which the
smallerunitsreactandhowtheirabilitytorespondandcoordinateaffectsthe
outcomeofthebattle.

Machiavelli’s interest in this narrower dimension of combat may be the
mostoriginalaspectofhismilitarywork,whethercomparedtotheclassical
authorities(VegetiusandFrontinus)ortotheirmedievalandhumanistimita-
tors(RobertoValturioandAntonioCornazzano).IntheEpitoma rei militarisby
Vegetiuswefindboththebrainofthegeneralandthearmofthesoldiers,the
molecular unit and the set, whereas in the Stratagemmata by Frontinus we
havenoneofthis,asitstopicisthecunningofthegeneralwhodeceiveshis
enemiesandanticipatestheirplans.JustaquickglanceatVegetius’worksuf-
ficestoshowthecleardualismofhisapproach.Ontheonehand,ittellsushow
tochoosetherecruit,howtotrainhim,withwhatweaponsofoffenseandde-
fencehemustbeprovided,howtokeepuphismoraleandensurehisdisci-
plineeveninthemostdifficultmoments.Ontheother,itteachesusthegreat
breakthroughandencirclementmanoeuvresorthestratagemsthatallowthe
general to reverse the fate of the battle.The connection between these two
levels,however,remainsveryweak:asifsomegeneralprinciplesonmilitary
disciplineorasimplelistofofficerswereenoughtoensure–wearenottold
how–theessentialcommunicationbetweencommanderandindividualsol-
dier.

ReadingVegetius’schaptersonthemovementsof thetroops(Epitoma rei 
militarisIII,19–20)ortheirhumanisticversionbyRobertoValturio(De re mili-
tariVI, 12),we immediately see that in theirworks there isnoroomfor the
middlegrades:thediscourseiskeptatthelevelofthestrategicdirectionofthe
entirearmy.Withtheexceptionofafewpatterns–the‘cuneus’,the‘caputpor-
cinum’,the‘serra’,the‘globus’–Vegetiushasnointerestinthemovementsof
singleplatoons.Helookstothearmyasawholebody,oratmostasasetof
threepartsstrictly joined:thecentreandtwowings, followingaconception
thatremainedinvoguethroughouttheMiddleAges.5Thesevenelementary
modelsofcombatthateverybattleintheopenfieldcanhave,accordingtothe
Epitoma,areprecisely identifiedonlythankstothemovementsof thethree
elements–the‘cornusdextrum’,the‘mediaacies’andthe‘cornussinistrum’–
occasionallyassistedbycavalryandlighttroops.Smallermilitaryunitssimply

4 Onhumanisticmilitarytheory,seeVerrier1997,andSettia2008,pp.35–65.
5 OntheimportanceofVegetiusduringtheMiddleAges,seeContamine1984,pp.210–12,

Richardot1998,andAllmand2011.
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donotexist.Norwouldanyoriginalcontributiononthispointcomefromthe
ItalianfifteenthcenturymilitarytheoreticianValturio.

It is in this space that Machiavelli builds his military theory.The scale is
smaller,butthekeyproblemisstillthemovementofthemilitarybody.Devel-
opingaverycommonmetaphortoalludetothearmy,onecouldsaythatMa-
chiavelli tries to offer his readers a full theory of the nervous system of his
legion.Orwemayadaptawell-knownformulabyMichelFoucaulttosuggest
thatinTheArt of Warasortof‘microphysics’ofthewarappears.A‘microphys-
ics’thatisabsentfromthemilitarysectionsofThePrinceandtheDiscourses.

Infact,aconsiderablepartofTheArt of War isdedicatedtointermediate
figuresthatmustensurethecohesionofthearmy:

becauseinarmiestwoordersaretobefollowed:oneisthatwhichmenin
eachbattalionmustdo,andtheotheristhatwhichthebattalionmustdo
whenit iswithothersinanarmy;andthosemenwhodothefirstone
well,easilyobservethesecond,butwithoutknowingthat,onecannever
achievethedisciplineofthesecond.6

It isnosmall task,but it isabsolutelynecessary thatamilitarycommander
startfromhere,for‘abravearmyisnotbravebecauseitsmenarebrave,but
because it is well ordered’.7 Indeed, according to Machiavelli, the ability to
manoeuvreismuchmoreimportantthanindividualcourageandexperience.
Ashewrites,

thesoldierswhodothiswellareexperienced,andevenbeforetheyhave
lookedanenemyintheface,canbecalledoldsoldiers.Andonthecon-
trarythosewhodonotknowhowtokeeptheirpositions,eveniftheyhad
fought in a thousand wars, would still need to be considered new sol-
diers.8

6 ‘Perchénegliesercitisiosservadueordini:l’unoquellochedeonofaregliuominiinciascuna
battaglia,el’altroquellochedipoidebbefarelabattagliaquandoècoll’altreinunoesercito;
equelliuominichefannobeneilprimo,facilmenteosservanoilsecondo,masenzasapere
quello,nonsipuòmaialladisciplinadelsecondopervenire’.

7 ‘Perchéloesercitoanimosononlofaperessereinquellouominianimosi,maloesserciordini
beneordinati’.

8 ‘Isoldatichesannofarequestobene,sonosoldatipratichi,etancorachenonavesseromai
vedutinimiciinvisosipossonochiamarresoldativecchi.Etalcontrarioqueglichenonsanno
tenerequestiordini,sesifusserotrovatiinmilleguerre,sideonosempreistimaresoldati
nuovi’.
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Andagain:

Norismilitarydisciplineotherthanknowinghowtocommand,andto
follow;norisadisciplinedarmyotherthananarmythatisexpertinthese
manoeuvres; nor would it be possible for one who in these times uses
suchdisciplinetobebeaten.9

WiththeabundanceofquotationsIintendtosignaltheimportanceofdisci-
plineinTheArt of War.Machiavellichangesthescaleofthediscussion,shift-
ingfromgeneralquestionsaboutthedisciplineofsoldierstotheirabilityto
perform movements: turn, bend to one side, or even retreat without losing
theirbattleposition.Theintermediateofficers(neglectedbyVegetiusandVal-
turio)hereassumeadecisiverole.Withouttrainingthemandtheirsoldiers–
assumesMachiavelli–anyattempttoeffectivelymanoeuvrethebodyofthe
armywillsimplybeinvain.

Predicting,understanding,inventingnewstratagemsiscompletelyuseless
ifthearmydoesnotfollowthegeneral’sinstructions.Buttohaveaperfectre-
sponsetotheimpulsecomingfromthetop,alongtrainingperiodisnecessary.
Thisiswhy

onemustputthemtogetherintheseformationsasoftenaspossible,so
the officers learn to keep these battalions in these formations. In fact,
simplesoldiersmustkeeptheirpositioninthebattalion,whiletheoffi-
cersmustkeepthebattalions inorderandobey thecommandsof the
general.10

Alsothegreatdealofattentiongiventotheroleofthecapodieci(theRoman
Decurion)dependsontheneedtotightlyconnectthegeneralandthesingle
unit.InTheArt of WartheDecurionisnothingbutthemostexperiencedsol-
dier,who–asacornerstone–standsattheendofaten-manline,themost

9 ‘Néèaltroladisciplinamilitarechesaperebenecomandareetesseguirequestecose,né
altrounoesercitodisciplinatocheunoesercitochesiabenepraticoinsuquestiordini;né
sarebbepossibilechechiinquestitempiusassebenesimiledisciplinafussemairotto’.

10 ‘Sideepiùvoltechesipuòmettergliinsiemeinquesteforme,perchéicapiimparinoa
tenerelelorobattaglieinquestiordini.Perchéa’soldatiparticolaris’appartienetenere
benegliordinidiciascunabattaglia,a’capis’appartienetenerebenequelleinciascuno
ordinediesercitoechesappianoubbidirealcomandamentodelcapitanogenerale:con-
vienepertantochesappianocongiungerel’unabattagliaconl’altra,sappianopigliareil
loroluogoinuntratto’.
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difficultpositionbecausenoothersoldieristheretoprotecttherightsideof
hisbody.Needlesstosay,wedonotfindanythinglikethisinVegetius.

EvenMachiavelli’s insistenceonbattlesignals isadirect resultofhisun-
precedentedattentiontotactics.Inorderthatthearmywillnotcomeapart,
thesignalsmustbeunequivocalandsoldierstrainedtounderstandthemim-
mediately.Anyuncertainty,anydelay,canbefataloncethebattlebegins,and
soTheArt of War frequentlyadvisesthatmisunderstandingsaretobeavoided:
thearmyneedsmuchtraining;trumpetsanddrumsaretobepreferredtoall
othermusicalinstruments;anyunnecessarynoisehastobeavoided,soasnot
toincreasetheconfusion;ordersmustalwaysbeclear.11

ThefourthandlastaspectofMachiavelli’sfocusonconnectionsisfarmore
striking:theuseofnumerousgraphicstoshowwherethemenshouldstand
dependingontheneedsofthemoment(duringthemarch,onthebattlefield,
inthecamp).ThevisualaidisadirecteffectoftheevolutionofMachiavelli’s
militarytheorytowardtechnique,anevolutionthat,again,takesplaceaswe
movefromThePrinceandtheDiscoursestoTheArt of War.Graphicshelpthe
authortoverypreciselydescribetheformationstobemadesothatthearmy
cantakepositionexactlyasthegeneralimagines.Butgraphicsareespecially
valuable for not leaving anything to chance, according to the principle that
eventhemostinsignificantdetailsare‘veryimportant’(‘digranmomento’)in
war.Machiavelligetstactical,andinfacttheplatesofTheArt of Warshowthe
positionofunitsofabout500men(includingvelites),whichisnotevenvery
manyifweconsiderthatMachiavelli’swholearmyshouldcountaroundtwelve
thousandmenorganisedintotwolegions.

Scholars have not given these images the attention they deserve. Yet the
questionislegitimate:sinceneitherVegetiusnorFrontinus,noranymedieval
or humanist military theorist, used graphics like these, how did Machiavelli
realise thatdiagramscouldbesohelpful indescribing (andunderstanding)
thedispositionofthetroops?Theanswerliesinoneoftheancientmilitary
treatisesincludedattheendofthecollectededitionwhereMachiavelliread
VegetiusandFrontinus:theDe instruendis aciebuswrittenbytheGreekAelia-
nusandpublishedinRomebyEuchariusSilber,in1487,inTheodorusGaza’s
Latintranslation.12

11 Fora‘rhetorical’readingofThe Art of War,seeSpackman1993.
12 Surprisingly enough, no Machiavelli scholar has tried to understand how Machiavelli

cametotheconclusionthata fullseriesof tableswasnecessarytohisArt of War.But
Aelianus’presence iseverywhere inMachiavelli’smilitarydialogue,andrecognitionof
this factnecessitatesanewcommentaryonthework.OnlyHale(1988)recognisesthe
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Aelianus’briefworkstakesupjustthirtyofourpagesintheLatintransla-
tion,butitwouldenjoygreatsuccessduringthesixteenthcenturyandbeakey
reading for Maurice Nassau’s military reform in the Netherlands.13 Aelianus
departsfromthebeliefthatthesecretofwarliesinmathematicsandaimsto
teachhis readershowtodisplayaphalanxof soldiersandalsohowtopass
fromonefiguretoanotheraccordingtotheunpredictableneedsofthebattle.
ForAelianus,thegreattheoreticalweaknessoftheauthorswhoprecededhim
istheunsurprisingresultoftheirignoranceinmathematics.Soldiersmustbe
arrangedaccordingtothepoweroftwo(2,4,8,16,32,64,128,256,512,1024…),
sothateverylinecanalwaysbedivisiblebytwo(soastodoubletheirfaceor
theirranks)accordingtotheneedofthehour.Infact,abynomeansnegligible
part of the De instruendis aciebus focuses precisely on the different ways in
whichmenmustnotonlytakeuppositionbutalso‘turn’(thetechnicalterm
usedbythesixteenthcenturyItaliantranslatorisvolteggiare).Thatistosay,to
advance,goback,orslidetothesidetofightaparticulartypeofenemyona
giventerrain.

Aelianusleadsustoaseriesofissuesentirelydifferentfromthoseraisedby
VegetiusandFrontinus.Thepurelystrategiclevel–thatistheconductingof
thebattleorevenoftheentirecampaign–isheresupersededbyashifttoin-
dividual units (in only one case a diagram of De instruendis aciebus shows
morethan200armedmen,whileinthemajorityofcasestheyarejustafew
dozen).Fromthispointofview,thenicknameof‘Tactical’usedtodistinguish
ourAelianus fromtheGreekhistorianClaudiusAelianusseemsparticularly
appropriate.Betweenthegeneralandthesoldierthereisaspacetobefilled,
firstatthetheoreticallevel;otherwisethephalanxwillcollapse.

Infact,theGreekarmydescribedbyAelianustakesitsstrengthfromitsper-
fectorganisation.IfaRomanlegionnairecansurviveoutsidetheplatoon,be-
causeheisequippedwithheavyarmourandhandlesbothswordandshield,
Macedonian pikesmen are much more vulnerable when the formation col-
lapsesbecausetheirlongsarissa (asixmeterpike)iseffectiveonlyinagroup.
Indeed,preciselybecausethephalanxrequiresarigidcollectivedisciplineno
detailcanbelefttochance.

InTheArt of WarMachiavellistillfollowshisdreamofgivingbirthtoaneo-
Romanlegion.Thisiswhy,ratherthansolutions,heseemstohavetakenfrom

importanceoftheGreektheorist’slessonforthegraphicsintroducedinsixteenthcentury
militarytheory(startingwithMachiavelli).

13 OnMauriceofOrange,seeDelbrük1990,vol.4,pp. 155–71,Roberts 1955,pp.7–10,and
Parker 1988, pp. 18–22. On his classical culture (including Machiavelli), see Puype and
Wiekart1998.
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theDe instruendis aciebusaworkingmethodandaseriesofquestions,apply-
ingthemtohisprojectinanoriginalway.Someofhiskeyideasontactics,like
theroleofthecapodieciortheinsistenceonunequivocalsignals,infactcome
directlyfromAelianus,inlightoftheimportancegiventothearmy’scohesion.
ButevenwhenTheArt of WardiffersfromitsGreeksource(forinstancewith
theshiftfrom16-to10-menlines),themodelisstillclearlyrecognisable.

Machiavelli’sinterestinAelianusisnotcasual.Onthecontrary,wemight
saythattheevolutionofmilitarytechnologyandartatthebeginningofthe
sixteenthcenturycreatedaveryfavourablecontextfortherediscoveryofthe
De instruendis aciebus.14Thenewtechniquesspreadbytheintroductionofthe
Swisssquareofpikes,atleastfromthe1470s,requiredspecialdisciplinefrom
soldiers and could be interpreted as a revival of ancient Macedonian tech-
niques.15All theirstrengthwasput intoholdingtheformationandraisinga
sortofironwallmadeofpikesagainsttheenemy.Allofasudden,individual

14 ForageneralportraitofmilitarytechniquesandtacticsatthetimeoftheItalianWars,see
Pieri1952,Hale1985,pp.46–74,andMallet2012,pp.177–97.

15 OntheSwissmilitaryrevolution,seeDelbrük1990,vol.3,pp.545–633,andvol.4,pp.3–21,
Pieri1952,pp.235–49,Hall1997,pp.32–8,andRogers2010,pp.204–8.

Figure1 Eliano, De’nomiedegliordinimilitari, 
translatedbyDiegoCarani,Firenze,
Firenze,LorenzoTorrentino,1522

Figure5.1 
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courageandenergyinthefraylosttheirimportancecomparedtotheskillof
maintainingthecohesionofthesquarewhateverhappened.16But,toholdthe
formationeveninthemidstofthebattle,specialtrainingandaspecialunder-
standingbetweenthecommandersandsoldiersareneeded.17

16 ‘Pikemenhadtobepreparedtosacrificepartoftheirformationinordertomaintainthe
integrityofthewhole,andanyfailureontheirpartusuallyresultedinthebreakingupof
theentiremass.Howwasawillingnesstobeinculcatedinthecommonsoldiertosacrifice
himself, not on the traditional altar of the eponymous heroic valor, but anonymously,
ingloriously,andinthenameofthecompany’?(Hall1997,p.32).

17 ‘Pikemenwereterriblyvulnerableoncetheyhadlosttheirorder[…]Goodorderwasnot
anideal.Itwascruelnecessity[…]Inthesixteenthcenturycollectivetrainingbecameas
importantasindividualprowess,andthemostdisciplinedhadadecisiveedge[…]Roman
calls for intensive training and strict, almost obsessive maintenance of order spoke
directlytothemodernisers’(Eltis1998,pp.49–60).

Figure5.2 
Figure2 Eliano, De’nomiedegliordinimilitari, 

translatedbyDiegoCarani,
Firenze,LorenzoTorrentino,1522
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It is no coincidence that Machiavelli was not the only one to turn to the
Greektheoreticianinthoseyears. Inthatsame1521thatsawTheArt of War 
published, infact,anothermilitarytreatisethattriedtoapplyAelianus’dia-
gramstocontemporarymilitarytechniquewaspublished:BattistaDellaValle’s
Vallo. The author had served for many years as infantry commander under
Francesco Maria della Rovere, Duke of Urbino, and therefore had extensive
first-handexperiencethatsurelycontributedtothegreatsuccessofhisbook
(teneditionsby1564,plustranslationsinFrenchandGermanandaplagiarised
Spanishpublication).Forthemostpart,DellaValle’sisatreatiseontheartof
defendingandconqueringlands(terre),meaning,accordingtomedievalter-
minology,fortresses.Thefirsttwobooksfocusonthistopic,wherethetech-
niquesillustratedbyVegetiusandValturioareofferedtoreaderswithamarked
practicalinterestinthematter,inananythingbutimpeccablesyntax;andthe
fourthbook(afterabriefparenthesesagainstmenofletters)concernsitself
with regulations for duels (in the footsteps of jurist treatises like Paride dal
Pozzo’sTractatus elegans de re militari).

Butitisthethirdbookthatinterestsus.HereDellaVallealsoturnstoAelia-
nus(withoutexplicitlynaminghim),usinghisdiagramstoshowtheforma-
tions intowhichan infantrycommandershouldplacehispikesquares.The
Vallo movesfromthesimplesttomorecomplicatedsituations:the‘battaglione
atriangolo’,the‘battaglioneapunta’,the‘battaglioneaforbice’,andthe‘batta-
glioneafronte’(from100to1000pikes).Thefinalimagesstagearealfightbe-
tweenpikesmen,arranged inunusualshapes inordertocontaintheenemy
assaultortostrikethedecisiveblow.ThankstothesharedreferencetoAelia-
nus,theVallo isaprecioustoolforevaluatingtheoriginalityofTheArt of War
with respect to the Greek source.The few scholars who have examined the
works of Machiavelli and DellaValle in parallel tend to underscore the dis-
tancebetweentheelegantproseofthehumanist–expertinlettersandcon-
cernedwithgivingperfectformtohiswriting–andthemorelimitedandin
anycasepracticalobjectivesofthewarprofessionalwhogainedhisknowledge
throughexperienceandwithgreatsacrifice.18Andyetifweleaveasidethebi-
ographiesofthetwoauthorsforamomentandinsteadconcentrateonthetwo
works,weseequiteeasilythatsuchacontrastisinsufficient.Thesuperiorityof
TheArt of War certainlyhassomethingtodowiththestyleandliteraryambi-
tionsofitsauthor,butitisnotlimitedtothese,andinfactitwouldbeunfairto
attributeittowritingalone.Indeed,Machiavellishowshimselftobesuperior
aboveallfromaconceptualpointofview.Havingreadthesameauthors(cer-
tainlyVegetiusandAelianus),Machiavellielaboratesathoroughreflectionon

18 SeeforinstanceVerrier1998,p.240,andLong2001,pp.193–94.
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thewayinwhichacomplexorganismlikeanarmyofseveralthousandunits
canfirstbebuiltandthenledtoperform.Anditisformosteffectivelyresolv-
ingtheproblemsconnectedtosuchanorganism’smovementsthattheDe in-
struendis aciebus offersMachiavellianextraordinaryanalyticaltool.

DellaValle, on the other hand, conceives of something quite similar to a
self-helpmanualandoffersaseriesofsuggestions,largelydisconnectedfrom
oneanother,thatmayproveusefultoaninfantrycommanderwhofindshim-
selfinthesamesituations.Inhiscase,Aelianusservesonlytorepresentinan
immediately comprehensible manner complex figures, which Della Valle
wouldnotbeabletodescribesowellwithwords(theaccompanyingtext is

Figure5.3 
Figure3 Battista Della Valle, Vallo,

Venezia,EredidiPieroRavano,
1543
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almostinexistent).Thustheimagesfillalacunaintheliteraryeducationofthe
authorand,quitelikely,hisreaders.

WithrespecttoAelianusandMachiavelli,whoseeinthemathematisation
andthegraphicisationoftacticapowerfulaidforresolvingconflictsintheir
favour,DellaValle’sambitionsarealsomuchmorelimited.Heissimplycon-
cerned with completing – with fewer difficulties – the traditional exercises,
never losingsightof the fact that theoutcomeof thebattle ‘dependea’cor
magnanimi,einpettodellafortuna’,thatis,‘dependsoncourageandfortune’
(Vallo, III,40).Thediagramsarenotanoccasion for theorising troopplace-
mentbutareessentiallyaconvenienttachygraphicinstrumentforputtingon
paperwhattheoldcommanderhadlearnedwhileintheserviceofFrancesco
MariadellaRovere.DellaValle’sAelianusisforallpracticalpurposesatrivi-
alisedAelianus.

Atthesametime,though,anyonewhoreadsthetwoworkssidebysidecan-
nothelpbutbestruckbyanotheraspect.Amilitarymanwithlittlereading
behindhim,DellaValleseeksrecognitiononanotherlevelandinhispolemic
againstthehumaniststriestoobtainasociallegitimationdeniedtocommand-
ersofinferiorrank;forthisreasonhistreatisecombinesstrictlypracticalcon-
siderationswithpraiseofthemilitiaandconcludeswithadiscussionofthe
principlesoftheduelthatseekstoconnectwarfarebacktothethemeofhon-
ourand tocivil life. In The Art of War,however,we findno interest insuch
questions, which had enjoyed great popularity among the humanists of the
previous century. Machiavelli uses Aelianus because he wishes above all to
theorisethepracticeofwarandemployshisschemesinordertogetcloserto
the‘effectiverealityofthething’(la verità effettuale della cosa).

DellaValle’sbookdoesmorethanjustshow,bycomparison,thequalityof
TheArt of War;itsuggeststhatMachiavelliwasnotaloneinhisconcerns.Itis
not, then, just about the extraordinary flourishing of a work like Aelianus’,
whichoffereditsreadersnewquestions,butaboutarealneedtriggeredbythe
mostrecentchangesinmilitarytechnique.Inshort,whenDellaVallewrites,at
theverybeginningofhiswork,thattheprincipalqualityofthecaptainmust
betoknowhowtoplacehis troops(Vallo I, 1), thismerelyreflectsaprecise
convictionofhisepoch.

ThefortunesofAelianus’MacedonianphalanxinRenaissancemilitarythe-
orydependdirectlyonthespreadingoftheSwissmodelacrossthecontinent.
ThoughstillconvincedofthesuperiorityoftheRomanarmy,intheDe instru-
endis aciebusMachiavellifoundanumberofinsightsusefultohisproject.His
obsessionwithsmallunitsandintermediateofficers,hisattentiontoaneffec-
tivetransmissionoforders,andhisinsistenceonthecentralityofperfectcoor-
dination all come from the Greek theorist. Most importantly, the absolute
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centralityaccordedtotacticsisatthesametimetheprincipalinnovationof
TheArt of WarandthegreatestlegacyleftbyAelianustotheFlorentine.Thanks
tohisunprecedentedattentiontothe‘microphysics’ofthebattle,Machiavelli
isthefirsttheoristofoneofthegreatshiftsinsixteenthcenturymilitarydoc-
trine:namely,thetendencytoconsiderthearmynotasasingleentityorasthe
combinationofonlythreeelements(thecentreandthetwowings),butrather
asanunstablemixtureofalargenumberofbattalionsandbrigadescooperat-
ingwitheachotherbuttacticallyindependent.

Curiously,nineteenthandearlytwentiethcenturymilitaryhistoriography
wasespeciallyharshwiththeinnovationsthatmadeTheArt of Wararealturn-
ingpoint inWesternmilitary theory.Fromtimeto timeMachiavelliwas re-
proached:1)thelackofattentiontotheofficers(HansDelbrük);2)thenaive
credulityintheLiviandescription(Ab urbe conditaVIII,8)ofthemovements

Figure5.4 
Figure4 Battista Della Valle, Vallo,

Venezia,EredidiPiero
Rauano,1543
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performedbytheRomanarmytoneatlyfoldtheranksinordertoreceivefresh
forces(DelbrükandMartinHobohm);3)theexcessiveconfidenceintheabil-
ityofahypotheticalneo-Romanarmyarrangedintoonlyfivelinestoresista
Swisssquarewithafrontofonehundredmensixtyorseventylinesdeep(Max
Jaehns);4)theinabilitytoreallygrasptheprofoundconnectionbetweenthe
particularweaponsofthesoldiersandtheirplacementonthebattlefield(Pie-
roPieri).OtherwiseMachiavelliwassimplyaccusedofnotunderstandingthe
militarytechnologyoftheancientsaswellasmodernphilologydid.Buthewas
alsoreprimandedforfalsifyinghistory,asfortheBattleofRavenna,where–ac-
cordingtoMachiavelli’switnessingalone–theSpanishsoldiersfightingwith
swordandshield revealed theweaknessof theFrenchpikes (thenumerous
sourcesthatrepeatthisversionofeventsareinfactallsubsequenttohiswrit-
ings).

Without new documentary evidence the Ravenna question of course re-
mainsopen.19Intheothercases,themilitaryhistorians’objectionsareeven
moresurprising,astheyblameMachiavellifornotdoingenoughofwhathe
wasthefirsttodo.Takeforinstancetheproblemoftheconnections.Before
Machiavelli,notheorist insistedonthe importanceof theDecurion,butbe-
causetheycompareMachiavelli’sneo-Romanlegionwithlatesixteenthand
seventeenthcenturyarmies,militaryhistoriansaccusehimofunderestimat-
ingthefundamentalroleoftheofficers.Fromateleologicalperspectivethat
takes the professional troops of the Ancien Régime as the standard and the
model,Machiavelli’sorganisationseemstothemstilltoomedieval.Andthis
makesthemforgetthatTheArt of Warpreciselymarkstheturningpoint.

It is not impossible that the neo-Roman legion described by Machiavelli
wouldhavefailedonthebattlefield;however,intheabsenceofanexperiment
thatnobodyconducted,wecanonlycompareMachiavelliantheorytoother
abstractspeculations.Assoonaswechoosetodoso,andstartreadingTheArt 
of WaralongwithCatoneSacco,RobertoValturio,FrancescoPatrizidaSienaor
AntonioCornazzano(tomentiononlythemostimportantpredecessors),we
realisethatMachiavelli’sworkeasilyprevailsoverhumanistictheoryincom-
pletenessofinformation,inpassionfordetail,andintheabilitytograspthe
hiddenrelationshipsthattietogetherdifferentfieldsofmilitarydoctrine.And

19 HereBaldini2012isoflittlehelp.ThescholarswhodonottrustMachiavellishouldatleast
thinkthatThe PrincewasaddressedtoLorenzode’Mediciand,throughhim,tohisuncle,
popeLeoX,who–atthattimeonlyacardinal–waspresentatthebattleofRavennaas
Pontificallegate.MachiavelliseemstohaveknownlessofthebattlesfoughtinSouthern
ItalybetweentheFrenchandSpaniards,butforarecentreconsiderationoftheproblem,
seeFournel2011.
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aboveall–inthewakeofAelianus–itshowsaspecialattentiontoapurely
tacticaldimensionthatwashithertounknowntoRenaissancemilitaryspecu-
lationandwouldbecomeessentialinthesubsequentyears.20

Aworkoftheory,evenoneconceivedtoinfluencethepracticeofthebattle,
canonlybecomparedtootherworksoftheory(atleastuntilsomeonetriesto
makeitreal).FromthisperspectivethereisnodoubtthatTheArt of Warisno
lessinnovativeasamilitarytreatisethanThePrinceortheDiscoursesareas
political ones. And the reactions of Machiavelli’s contemporaries, among
whomtheadmirationalwaysgoeshandinhandwithastonishmentandscepti-
cism and sometimes turns into open mockery, sufficiently demonstrate the
extenttowhichhispagesposednewkindsofquestions.21

Somedidnotlikeit.Inafamousnovella,forinstance,MatteoBandelloridi-
culesthedistancebetweenMachiavelli’stheoryandhisabsoluteinabilityto
putitintopracticewhenthe‘condottiero’(commander)GiovannidalleBande
Neregavehimtheopportunitytodisposetheactualtroopsinarealparade.‘It
becameclearthenhowbigthedifferenceisbetweenhewhoknowsandnever
appliedwhatheknows,andhewho–besidestheknowledge–getshishands
dirty,as it iscustomarytosay’ (Novelle I,40).22Forcenturies, thisanecdote,
forever reworked innewforms,hasservedas thebasis forbuildingananti-
Machiavelliantraditionthatderidestheoreticalknowledgedevoidofanyreal-
worldexperience.23

Butthingsareperhapsmorecomplicated.WeknowforinstancethatBan-
dellowasre-enhancinganoldliterarytopos,thatcomesfromtheDe oratoreby
Cicero(II,76),wherewecanreadthestoryofHannibalironizingagainstthe
PeripateticphilosopherPhormio,whoclaimedtodiscusstheartofwar ina
purelyacademicway–and,moreover,inHannibal’spresence.Yetthefactthat
Bandello chose Machiavelli as a target tells us something interesting all the
same.IfMachiavellirepresentstheidealcandidatetoplaytheroleofthemili-

20 ‘Theevolutionoftheincreasinglycomplexinfantrytacticsledtotheemergenceofanew
militaryrank,thatofthesergeantmajor,whohadaparticularrolebothintrainingthe
infantry,andinpositioningthemreadyforbattle.Ahierarchyofcommandwasemerging
withinthecompanies;acorporalforeverytenmenbecamethestandarddistributionof
non-commissionedofficers’(Mallet2012,p.190).

21 AfullhistoryofTheArt of War’sreceptionstillawaitsitsauthor.AfirstoverviewisinDe
Mattei 1969,pp.265–331; for thesixteenthcenturyseeAnglo2005,pp.477–572(rather
unreliableinhisjudgement,forinstance,theideathatMachiavelliwas‘irrelevanttothe
practicalevolutionoftheartofwar’,p.552).

22 ‘Siconobbealoraquantadifferenzasiadachisaenonhamessoinoperaciòchesa,da
quellocheoltrailsaperehapiùvoltemesselemani,comedirsisuole,inpasta’.

23 OnMachiavelli’spracticalexperiencewearenowwellinformedbyGuidi2009.



97MachiavellitheTactician

tarytheoristpar excellence,itwasnotmerelybecause,justafewyearsafterhis
death,healreadyhadanextraordinaryreputationasamilitaryexpert,butin-
steadbecauseThe Art of Warcontainedparticularsuggestionsand–especially
–unprecedentedattentiontotactics.

BandelloattacksMachiavellinotonlyforhisgeneraltendencytoabstract
speculationbutalsobecauseheisthefirstmodernmilitarythinkerwhobe-
lievesitpossibletoprovideanexactscienceofsomethingthat–untilhistime
–theoryhadrefusedtotakeintoaccount:thatis,thesmalleraspectsofmili-
taryconflict.Inotherwords,itispreciselyMachiavelli’sattempttoabstractly
legislatethemovementofindividualplatoonsthatlooksalittlebitridiculous:
exactlyas too-ambitiousprojectsoften look.So,comiccorrection isused to
punishthecrazypresumptionoftheformerFlorentinesecretaryconvertedto
mathematicsbyAelianus.

ToproperlyunderstandBandello’sresistancetoMachiavelli’stheorisation
ofthetacticalscaleoftheconflict,wemustputitinabroadercontext.Both
BandelloandMachiavelligrewupinanAristoteleancosmos,andforbothof
them,asforalltheircontemporaries,realitywasmadeofsubstancesandac-
cidents.Substanceswerestable,andthatmade itpossible tohavescientific
knowledgeofthem;accidents,onthecontrary,werecloselyrelatedtochance,
andcouldnotbestudiedwiththesameprecision.Intheircaseyoucouldonly
havepracticalknowledge– inpolitics,whatwascalledprudence.Thesame
limitwastrueformilitarytheory,whichtendedtoconfrontonlygeneralprob-
lemsofthebiggestscalebecausesmaller-scaleproblemsweresoparticularas
to have solutions that worked only case by case. It is quite likely, then, that
Machiavelli’sefforttosopreciselylegislatethetacticaldimensionwouldseem
anabsurdattempttocross thereasonable limitsof theoryandto takeacci-
dentsforsubstances,forgettingthatscientificknowledge(asaknowledgeof
theuniversals)ispossibleonlywithrecurrent,reliablephenomena.Assuch,
according to Bandello, Machiavelli’s fault would have been his tendency to
denythe importanceofchanceandunpredictableeventsonthebattlefield,
justasamateurandarmchairtheoristsdo.Fromthisperspective,therecourse
tomathematicsforreducingthepoweroftheunforeseenwouldmerelybea
sinofintellectualprideandnaïveté.

OfcourseBandellowouldnotbealoneinthispolemic.Manylatesixteenth
centuryopponentsofMachiavelli, suchas theFrenchantiquarian Blaise de
Vigènere,eventuallyaccusedhimofhavingtakensomethingasimportantas
theartofwarforthegameofchess.Atthesametime,intheverysameyears,
thediagramsandthedrawingsintroducedbyMachiavellibecameastandard
instrumentofexplanationformilitarytheoriststhroughoutEurope.
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Bandello’sshortstorieswerefirstprintedin1556;andacoupleofgenera-
tionslater,inaworkofmilitarytheorydeeplyinfluencedbyTheArt of War,the
Paralleli militaribythePlatonicphilosopherFrancescoPatrizifromCres(1594),
wefindananecdotethatseemstobeareplytoBandello’saccusation.Here,in
order to persuade the reader of the importance of military theory, Patrizi
claimstwicetohaveseenthegreatarchitectAndreaPalladio‘ordering500in-
fantrymenwithgreateaseandrepeatingallAelianus’figures’,24andspecifies
thatPalladiohadnopreviouspracticeofwarfare,exceptforhisreadingofCae-
sar,AelianusandtheByzantineEmperorLeoVI.

The mirror effect of the two stories is too perfect to be coincidence. Of
coursePatriziwasnotinterestedindefendingthegoodnameofMachiavelli,
whoatthatpointwasalreadybannedbytheIndex.Atthesametime,though,
hewasnotwillingtosecondBandello’smockeryofmodernmilitarytheory,
perhapsinpartbecauseofhisownadmirationformathematics,nourishedby
hisreadingsofPlato.Andso,morethanasahistoricalrecord,Patrizi’stesti-
monymustbereadasanattempttocounteravoicethatcouldharmhisplan
foramilitarysciencebyreferringtoagreatfigurelikePalladio,atthatmoment
nolessfamousthantheauthorofThePrinceandtheDiscourses.

Bandello’s Machiavelli and Patrizi’s Palladio obtain opposite results, but
theyshareabeliefinthepossibilityofbuildingatheoryofthetacticaldimen-
sionofcombat,justastheysharethesamemodel:Aelianus.Notonemodern
commentaryonTheArt of WarregistersthenameoftheGreekauthorinthe
footnotes,butallthesameitisnotpossibletooveremphasisetheimportance
of the De instruendis aciebus in Machiavelli’s military thought.The decisive
ideathatmigratesfromAelianustoMachiavelliisthatmilitarytheorydoesnot
havetodoonlywithweapons,grades,machines,drills,discipline,andrewards
andpunishment,fortherealcoreofthebattleislocatedsomewhereelse.In
otherwords,militarytheoryhastodealprimarilywiththemovementofthe
troops.

ForbothMachiavelliandAelianus,tacticsarejustthis.Ofcourse,the‘tacti-
caldrive’hasbroaderconsequences,andThePrince’sreaderscouldeasilytieit
tothenumerouspassageswhereMachiavelliexplainsthatmen’sactionsmust
bejudgedintheircontext,avoidinganyabstractmoralrule(theprincipleof
necessitas).Itisonlyinconnectionandmovement–notconsideredabstractly,
notobservedfromafar–thatthedifferentelementspossiblyshowtheirvirtue,
orrathertheirflaws.

Thisisnotamereupgradeofthestandardmilitarytheoryoftheday:thisis
aconceptualrevolutionfullofconsequencesinMachiavelli’swork.Fromthis

24 ‘Farfarea500fanticongrandeordineefacilitàtuttiimotidiEliano’.
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pointofview,thelongmisunderstoodArt of Warputsusinabetterpositionto
judgeThePrince andtheDiscoursesand,indeed,becomesadecisivepiecein
theMachiavellianpuzzle.Onthelevelofscale,infact,Machiavelli’spolitical
thoughtismoretacticalthanstrategic.Ofcourse,thisdoesnotmeanthathe
lacksabroaderperspectiveorthatagreaterpoliticalprojectisabsentfromhis
work;onthecontrary,ifthereisatheoristofBigPolitics,itiscertainlyMachia-
velli.Hisworkdeservestobedescribedastacticalbecauseitemphasisesthe
necessityofalwaysestablishingaconnectionbetweenthegeneralplan(the
movementofthewholearmy)andtheactionsofthesinglecomponent(the
platoonoreventheman).

Inpolitics,theprimacyaccordedtotheproblemofbondsandlinkswillgo
togetherwiththecondemnationofthe‘republicsandprincipalitiesthathave
neverbeenseenorknowntobetrue’(P15).25ForMachiavelli,makingsome-
thingpossible isto findthewaytotietogetheranambitiousprojectandits
reluctant contingencies.26 So, one of the possible definitions (and not the
worst)ofthemuch-celebratedrealismofMachiavellicouldbepreciselythis:
theabilitytoreconnectthebraintothearm.Thatis–tokeepthebodymeta-
phorthatMachiavellisooftenuses–toputthemoredistantbranchesofthe
politicalandmilitarybodyinmotionthroughacomplicatedsystemofnerves.
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Chapter6

Lucretian Naturalism and the Evolution of 
Machiavelli’s Ethics

Alison Brown

Introduction

TheinfluenceoftheEpicureanrevivalwasnotfullyfeltuntiltheseventeenth
century,butwithinItaly,andespeciallyinFlorence,itcontributedtoamuch
earliershiftinthinking.1Bythemiddleofthefifteenthcentury,Lucretius’s De 
rerum naturaandDiogenesLaertius’snewlytranslatedLife of Epicuruswere
circulatinginFlorenceandtheybothencouragednew,transgressivethinking
there, especially Machiavelli’s.2 Although Machiavelli never cited Lucretius
openly,histranscriptionofDe rerum natura,nowintheVaticanLibrary,clear-
lyleftanindelibleimpressiononhim,whichisreflectednotonlyinhisearly
politicalandphilosophicalwritingsbutalsoinhispoetryandinthecanzonihe
wrotealmostattheendofhislife.3Inwhatfollows,Ishallarguethattheclose
parallels between the writings of these two men demonstrate the extent of
Machiavelli’s debt to Lucretius and his naturalistic ethics. According to the
marginaliainbookIIofhistranscription,hisinterestwasinitiallyarousedby
therevolutionaryimplicationsofLucretius’sswerveofatoms,whichthenin-
fluencedhisthinkingonaseriesofinterrelatedtopicsthatbetrayhisradical-
ism.IshallcentremyargumentontheinfluenceofLucretiusandEpicurus’s
‘hardprimitivism’,sinceithelpstoexplainMachiavelli’smoralityanditsrela-
tionshiptolatersocialcontracttheories.4Butinordertounderstanditsplace
inMachiavelli’swideroutlook,IbeginbyexaminingLucretius’satomismand
hispsychologicalinterpretationoftheroleofhumanpassions,whichalsoin-

* TheauthorisverygratefultoDavidNorbrookandtheOxfordUniversityPressforpermission
torepublishinthisvolumethepaperthattheyarepublishingasalongerversionofhercon-
tributiontotheproceedingsoftheconferenceonThe Early Modern Lucretius,heldinCorpus
ChristiCollege,Oxford,inMay2012.

1 SeeWilson2009;JohnsonandWilson2007;Palmer2012.
2 Brown2010a,pp.1–2,68–97.OntransgressivisminFlorenceanditsinfluenceonMachiavelli,

seeFubini2009,pp.282–3.
3 Brown2010a,pp.68–87and113–22,see2010b,2013.
4 SeeLovejoyandBoas1935,pp.222–42.

© koninklijkebrillnv,leiden,2015 | doi10.1163/9789004287686_008
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fluencedMachiavelliinimportantways–especiallyhisemphasisonfreewill
asthementalfreedomtoactasautonomousagents,andontheinfluenceof
fearanddesireasmotivatingforcesinourlives.Becausetheyhelptoexplain
Machiavelli’sapparentinconsistencies,theyalsohelptodemonstratetheco-
herenceofhispoliticalandethicalthinkingasawhole.

ThepuzzleaboutMachiavelli iswherehestands inthedebateaboutthe
cosmos,sinceheapparentlybelievesbothinfreewillandinastrologicalfatal-
ism, in thesameway inwhichheapparentlyadvocatesbothrepublicanism
andprincelyrule.5HereLucretiusmayofferasolution,forasanEpicureanhe
combinedtheelementsoffreedomanddeterminismintheworlddifferently
fromotherancientphilosophersandfromChristianscholastics.Incontrastto
theprovidentialcreationismofthePlatonistsandtheChristiansandthetele-
ologyofAristotle, theEpicureansbelievedtheworldwasneitherdivinenor
purposeful:‘innowayhasthenatureoftheworldbeenmadeforusbydivine
power’,Lucretiuswrote inthesecondbookof De rerum natura. Instead, the
Epicurean world was one of many mortal worlds which were created in an
eternaluniversebytherandomcollisionofswervingatomsinspaceandwould
die,‘wornoutbyoldage’,withnoprospectofimmortalityforitsinhabitants
norafinalendbeyondthislife.Despitethephilosophy’smaterialismandab-
senceofanafter-life,however,itofferedfreedomofadifferentsort.Thanksto
theswerve,itescapedrigiddeterminism(‘thedecreesoffate’)andallowedus
freedomtofollowourdesiresandgo ‘whereeverourmindhastakenus’.Be-
causeourworldeventuallydevelopedregularcyclesofdevelopmentaccord-
ingtonecessitatinglawsofcauseandeffect(foedera naturae),itwaspossible
for Epicurus to explain that some things happened of necessity, others by
chance,andothers‘throughourownagency’,forwhereas‘necessitydestroys
responsibilityandchanceorfortuneisinconstant’,‘ourownactionsarefree’.
This tripartite balance of forces has interesting resonance in Machiavelli in
balancingchanceandnecessarylawswithfreedom,perhaps–asIhavesug-
gestedelsewhere–representingtheearlymodernoutlookbetterthantradi-
tional creationism or Aristotelian teleology.6 For although, according to
Lucretius,‘natureisalwaysfree’,‘ithasnoproudmastersanddoeseverything

5 SeeParel1992.Oncontrastingancientviews,seeSedley2007.
6 Vitae (a),10,§133;Vitae (b),fol.179r(citingTraversari’stranslationthatMachiavelliwouldhave

used,inkfoliation[1480]inBL167.d.6):‘partimveroafortunapartimanobisquodnecessitas
obnoxianonsitinstabilisquefortuna.Quodautemanobisest,dominatucaret’.Onnecessity
describingthemechanicalsequenceofcauseandeffectratherthanaworldmadebyintelli-
gentdesignseeSedley2007,pp.181–86.SeealsoBrown2014,andforanimportantdiscussion
ofnecessity,fortuneandfreedominMachiavelliseeDelLucchese2002,pp.45–57.
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freely(sponte)byitselfwithoutthehelpofgods’,atomsnevertheless‘fellinto
their present arrangement’ after their initial buffeting about by establishing
regularcyclesofdevelopmentthatpreservedthespeciesaftertheearlyfearful
struggleforsurvivalinprimitivenature.Solionsandfoxessurvivedthrough
theirferocityandguilethatovertimebecameinheritedtraits,andalthough
humansacquiredadditionalpolishthrougheducation(doctrina politos consti-
tuat),theytooretainedintheirgenestheoriginaltracesoftheseanimalpas-
sions thathadbeenresponsible for their survival.7Underlying thesemotive
forceswastheemotionoffear,thedominantthemeofDe rerum natura,which
Lucretiuswroteinordertodispelsuperstitiousfearsofdeathandtheunknown
withtruescientificunderstanding,believingashedid– incontrasttoPlato
andAristotle–thatemotionsanddesireswereintermingledwithreasoninthe
psycheandcouldbechangedbybeliefsandreasoning.8

InMachiavelli’sworld,too,thepassionsformanintegralpartofthepsyche,
and animals like lions and foxes explain human traits. More than that, his
world is also governed by the same mixture of continuity (necessity), flux
(change)andindividualfreedom(self-agency)astheEpicureans.Firstofthe
buildingblocks isauniversethat isunchanging.Closely followingLucretius
whobelievedthat‘everythingisalwaysthesame’andthat‘atomswillbehave
nowastheydidinthepast,andwilldointhefuture’,Machiavellitoobelieved
that‘theworldhasalwaysbeeninthesamecondition’,and‘inallcitiesandin
allpeoplestherearealwaysthesamedesiresandthesamehumoursasthere
alwayswere’,so(followingLucretius’srhythm)‘itis,andalwayshasbeen,and
always will be, that evil follows after good, good after evil’.9Within this un-
changinguniverseofspaceandatoms,thereisneverthelessconstantmove-
ment,thesecondbuildingblock.‘Thingsgoonwithincessantmotioninevery
part’,causingspeciestoincreaseanddiminishinrepetitivecyclesofchangeas
atomscomeandgo,accordingtoLucretius,andMachiavelliagreesthat ‘hu-
manaffairsarealwaysinastateofflux,theymoveeitherupwardsordown-
wards’, and since ‘worldly things are not allowed by nature to stand still’,
provincesgofromordertodisorderandbackagain,withvaryingdegreesof
success,‘men’sdeeds’being‘sometimesmoreeffectiveinthiscountryorthat

7 De rerum naturaII.vv.1090–92;I.vv.1021–27,II.vv.300–2;III.vv.307–9(seenote18below),
741–53;V.vv.855–77.

8 OntheEpicureanpsyche,seeGill2009,pp.126–28,129,140–41.
9 SeeBrown2010a,p.76,citingDe rerum naturaII.vv.294–303;Machiavelli1971,pp.145,122,

250,and1989(citedhereandsubsequentlyforitspagereferences,notusuallyfollowingits
translation),vol.1,pp.322,278,521,citingDII.Preface,DI.39,DIII.43(‘dinecessità’).
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accordingtothetypeofeducationfromwhichtheirinhabitantshavederived
theirwayoflife’.10

Andthethirdbuildingblockisfreedom,whichforLucretiuswasprovided
bytheswerve,enabling‘livingcreaturesallovertheearthtogofreelywhere
pleasureleadsus,swervingourmotionsjustwhereourmindhastakenus’.This
isthemostcontroversialelementinMachiavelli’stripartiteworld,inviewof
hisreputationasafatalistwhobelieved–accordingtoAnthonyParel–inas-
tral determinism. However, Machiavelli’s marginal comment on Lucretius’s
passageonfreedomquotedabove–thatthankstotheswerve,‘wehaveafree
mind’ (motum varium esse & ex eo nos liberam habere mentem) –shows the
importanceheattributedto it.11Read inconjunctionwithMachiavelli’s two
referencestofreewillintheearly1500s(onemisinterpreted,theotheromitted
byParel),itseemsclearthathewasrethinkingtheproblemoffreewillatthis
timeandnowagreedwithLucretiusthatmenandanimalsdidenjoyfreevoli-
tion.Inthefirstofthese,theFlorentineastrologerBartolomeoVespucci’sreply
in1504toMachiavelli’snolongerextantletter,Vespucciagreeswithhimthat
althoughthestarsareunchanging,thewisemancanadapthimselftochang-
ingcircumstances‘andchangehimself ’.Andinthesecond,Machiavelli’sghiri-
bizzi or musings to Giovan Battista Soderini in 1506, Machiavelli adds, in a
contrapuntal marginal comment, that ‘each man must do what his mind
promptshimandtryhisluckwithdaring,regainingtheinitiativewhenfortune
slackensoffbybehavingdifferentlyfromusual’.Thisinturnisentirelyconsis-
tentwithwhathesaysaboutfreewillinThe Prince,chapter25,wherehere-
placesthetraditionalviewofaworldgoverned‘byfortuneandbyGod’,witha
worldinwhichpowerissharedbetweenfortuneandmen,‘inordertokeepour
freewillalive’,therebyeffectivelyexcludingtheprovidentialroleofGod,who
hetellsusinthefollowingchapter,‘doesn’twanttodoeverythinginordernot
todepriveusoffreewill’.12

10 De rerum natura I.v.995,II.vv.71–9;Machiavelli1971,pp.145,250,738,and1989,vol.1,
pp.322,521,vol.3,p.1232(DII.Preface;DIII.43;IFV.1).

11 De rerum naturaII.vv.250–55,inMS.Vat.Rossi884,fol.25r,discussedbyBrown2010a,
p.74andnote16.SeeParel1992,pp.75–7.

12 On Vespucci’s letter and the Ghiribizzi, see Sasso 1987–88, vol. 2, pp. 42–56, especially
pp.43,52–3;Brown2010a,pp.73–4.TheformerismistranslatedbyParel1992,p.76,while
themarginaladditiontotheGhiribizziisnotmentioned.TheGhiribizzi(13–21September
1506:‘cheognunfacciquellochelidettal’animoetconaudacia’)areinMachiavelli1984,
p.242(b),and2004,p.134;seeP25:‘perchéelnostroliberoarbitriononsiaspento’and
chapter26:‘Diononvuolefareognicosa,pernoncitorreelliberoarbitrio’(Machiavelli
1971,pp.295,297,and1989,vol.1,pp.90,94).OnMachiavelli’sfreewillandthehendiadys
‘fortuneandGod’,seeDeCaro2013,especiallypp.122–23.Seeinfra.
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ReadingMachiavellithroughthelensofLucretius,itseemsclearthatfree-
dommeantforhimfreevolition,suggestingthatinpracticehebelievedawise
andenergeticmancould‘changestep’andthinkoutsidethebox(aswemight
putittoday).IthadlittleornothingtodowiththemoralfreedomofChristians
tochoosebetweengoodandevil,asscholarslikeCaryNedermansuggest.Ma-
chiavelliapparentlyrejectedtheideaofindividualsouls,translating animaas
imaginationratherthanassoulorspirit,andhewasconsideredbyhisfriends
nottobeanorthodoxChristian.13Moreover,heevidentlysharedLucretius’s
beliefthatthismentalfreedomwasanaturalattributeof‘alllivingcreatures’,
animals as well as men. Lucretius illustrates this with two examples, by a
horse’smomentofdelayinmovingafterthegatesareraisedandbyman’sabil-
itytoresistpressuretomove.ForMachiavelli,man’sfreedomconsistsinhis
abilitytochangestep,andanimals’freedomisrepresentedbytheupstanding
boar’srefusaltoreturntobeingahumanin The Golden Ass–aswellasbythe
adviceMachiavelligavetohissonGuidoin1527,tolettheirmadmulegofree
soitcould‘regainitsownwayoflife’.14ThissuggeststhatEpicureannaturalism
exercisedapowerfulinfluenceonMachiavelli’soutlook,replacingGreek-Ara-
bic fatalismandChristianprovidentialismwithabalanceofthesamethree
forces,freewill,necessityandchance,whichEpicurushaddescribed.15Itpro-
videsthecontextforunderstandingthecoherenceofthepoliticalandethical
ideasthatdevelopedfromtheseearlybuildingblocks.

1 Hard Primitivism and the Growth of Expedient Justice and Religion

Machiavelli’saccountofman’searlydevelopmentisrestrictedtoafewlinesin
hisDiscourses on the First Decade of Titus Livy,bookI,chapter2,wherehede-
scribeshow,‘atthebeginningoftheworld,whentherewerefewinhabitants,
menlivedforatimescatteredlikeanimals’–or,asLucretiusputit,‘intherov-
ingmannerofwildbeasts’.16Hereferstothisearlystageoflifeinchapter16,in
whichhecomparedpeoplerestoredtofreedomafterlivingunderaprinceto‘a

13 OnNedermanseeBrown2010a,p.71,note11;onMachiavelli’sreligionseeBrown2010a,
pp.80–3.

14 De rerum naturaII.vv.263–71,272–83,discussedbyO’Keefe2009,p.144;Machiavelli1971,
pp.973,1248–49,and1989,vol.2,p.770,and2004,p.413;seeBrown2010a,p.84.

15 Seenote6above.AlthoughLucretiusisthemostobvioussourceofMachiavelli’sEpicure-
anism,heusedtheVitaeofDiogenesLaertiusforhisLife of Castruccio Castracaniandis
likelytohaveknownitearlier(seeGarin1970,pp.55–6;Sasso1987–88,vol.1,pp.202–3;
Rahe2008,pp.34–5).

16 Machiavelli1971,p.79,and1989,vol.1,p.197;seeDe rerum naturaV.v.932.
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brutishanimal[…]bynaturefierceandsilvanbutbroughtupentirelyinpris-
onandinservitude’;both,hesaid,wouldfallpreytothefirstpersonwhotried
torecapturethemifreleasedintofreedombecausetheywouldhavelosttheir
primitivesurvivalskills.17This ‘natural instinct’ forself-survivalwoulddirect
our ‘movements and passions’ if not restrained by law or force, Machiavelli
wroteinhispoemOn ambition,where(likeLucretius)healsoreferredtoedu-
cationpolishingor‘supplementing’nature.18

FlorentineswerealreadyfamiliarwithLucretius’s‘hardprimitivist’account
ofearlyman,whichcontrastedwithwhatLovejoyandBoascallthe‘softprim-
itivism’ofOvid’s‘goldenfirstage’inhispopularMetamorphoses.19Bartolomeo
ScalawasoneofthefirstFlorentinestouseLucretiuswhendescribingtoCosi-
mode’Mediciin1463(probablyusingCosimo’sownearlycopyofLucretius)
howprimitivemenwere:

at first rough and uncouth, scattered about in woods, without culture,
withoutshrines,withoutasettledhome.Theyusedtreetrunkstoshelter
fromtheforceandturbulenceofwinds,andtheycameforthasnaked
andshaggycreatures.

AlthoughScalaprofessedthiswasnomorethanamyth,Lucretius’sprimitiv-
ismwaspickedupbyotherearlyreadersofDe rerum natura–suchasBartolo-
meoFonzio,whowroteinthemarginofFrancescoSassetti’scopy,‘onthefirst
kindofmanandhowwildanduncultivatedhewas’.InNovember1495,ayear
aftertheFrenchinvasionofItalyandthedownfalloftheMediciregime,four
linesofLucretius’saccountoflifeante legemwerequotedopenlyinMarcello
Adriani’spublicinauguraluniversitylectureoftheyeartodescribethestatein
whichFlorencethenfounditself,where,hesaid,quotingDe rerum naturaV.
958–61,men‘couldn’tlooktothecommongood,knewnocustomsandusedno
laws;eachmancarriedoffthebootythatfortunegavehim,learningtosurvive
andliveoffhisownbat’–astateofprimitivismconfirmedtwoyearslaterby
oneofAdriani’sstudentswhenhetoldhisformerteacherthat‘weliveaswe

17 Machiavelli1971,p.99,and1989,vol.1.p.235: ‘unanimalebruto[…]dinaturaferocee
silvestre[…]nutritosempreincarcereedinservitù’(DI.16).

18 Machiavelli 1971,p.985,and1989,vol.2,p.737,citingDell’ambizione,vv.79–81(‘istinto
natural’, ‘per proprio moto e propria passione’) and 113–14 (‘perché può supplire
l’educaziondovenaturamanca’);seealsoDIII.43andDe rerum naturaIII.vv.307–9:‘qua-
mvisdoctrinapolitosconstituat[…]tamenillarelinquitnaturaecuiusqueanimivestigia
prima’.Seesupra.

19 LovejoyandBoas1935,pp.10–1,onpp.43–7citingOvid,MetamorphosesI.vv.76–215(89:
‘aureaprimasataestaetas’).SeealsoGambino-Longo2011.
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please’.20LucretianprimitivismwouldhavebeenentirelyfamiliartoMachia-
velliaswell,sincehewasalsooneofAdriani’sstudentsandhisfatherafriend
ofScala’s.Sodespitedealingsobrieflywithearlymaninthischapterofthe
Discourses,hisviewofman’snaturewasconsistentwiththeideathatsurvival
andself-defence,notCiceronianmoralimprovement,wasearlymen’sobjec-
tiveinfirstbandingtogether.21Theseweretheutilitarianoriginsofnaturaljus-
ticeandreligion.

AccordingtoMachiavelli,justicedevelopedafterprimitivemenhadgath-
eredtogetherastheirnumbersincreased,choosingthestrongestandbravest
manastheirleader(capo)todefendthemselves:

Itwasthusthatmenlearnttodistinguishwhatishonestandgoodfrom
what is pernicious and wicked, for the sight of someone injuring his
benefactorevokedinthemhatredandsympathy[…]wellawarethatthe
sameinjuriesmighthavebeendonetothemselves.

To prevent this happening, they began to make laws and punish those who
brokethem,‘andsothenotionofjusticecameintobeing’.22Thisaccountcom-
presseswhatisatwo-partprocessinEpicurusandLucretius,firstacovenant
oragreementnottoharmorbeharmedbyanother,andthenthecreationof
lawswhichestablishedtheconceptofjustice.Thefirststage,summarisedby
Epicurusinmaxim31(‘naturaljusticeisasymbolorexpressionofexpediency,
topreventonemanfromharmingorbeingharmedbyanother’),wasexpand-
edbyLucretiusintoadescriptionofhowmenweresoftenedbymatingand
havingchildrenandjoinedupwithneighboursforself-protection;eager‘not
tohurtnorsufferviolence’(nec laedere nec violari),theyformedagreements
(foedera)thatmostpeopleobservedinordertopreservethehumanrace.23It
wasafterkingshadbeenappointedandoverthrownthat ‘statutesandstrict
rules of law’ (and punishments) were established. This is the second stage,
onlyafterwhichisitpossibletotalkofjustice,accordingtoEpicurus,buteven
sojusticewasnotbasedonabsolutestandards(‘thereneverwasanabsolute
justice’, ‘injustice in itself isnotanevil’),norwas ituniversal likeAristotle’s

20 Scala1997,p.276,and2008,pp.72–5(Dialogus de consolatione);Brown2010a,pp.26,30
(onFonzio),p.44andnote5.

21 OnthecontrastbetweenLucretius’sandCicero’sprimitivism,seeLovejoyandBoas1935,
pp.243–59;andSchiesaro2007,pp.46,51–2.

22 Machiavelli1971,pp.79–80(‘dondevennelacognizionedellagiustizia’),and1989,vol.1,
p.197,and1950,vol.1,pp.212–13.

23 Vitae (a),10,§150–54,maxims31–40,Vitae (b),fol.181r:‘naturaeiusutilitatisestsignum,ut
nequeseinvicemlaedantnequelaedantur’;De rerum naturaV.vv.1011–27at1020,1025.
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naturallaw,butinsteaditwasbasedonwhatwasagreedtobeexpedientby
differentcommunitiesofmen.24Thisisitsnovelty,andalthoughMachiavelli’s
accountofjusticeisverysummary,itadoptsthekeyfeaturesofEpicureanjus-
ticethatmakeitdistinctive,inbeingexpedient,basedonagreement,andde-
finedbylawsmadeeffectivebypunishment.

Thesetwostagesintheestablishmentofjusticehelptoexplaintheappar-
entcontrastbetweenwhatwemightcallthe‘soft’andthe‘hard’aspectsoflaw
inMachiavelli.Thefirststage,whenmenagreed‘itwasrightforalltopitythe
weak’,asLucretiusputit,isbasedonthepreceptofnotdoingtoanotherwhat
youdonotwantdonetoyourself,or,asMachiavelliputsit,feeling‘hatredand
sympathy’atthesightofsomeoneinjuringone’sbenefactor,wellawarethat
wemightsufferthesameinjuries.This‘signofexpediency’(signum utilitatis),
was identical to the Golden Rule preached by Christ in his Sermon of the
Mount–asBartolomeoScalaacknowledgedinhis1483 Dialogue on laws and 
legal judgments,aworkthatMachiavellicertainlywouldhaveknown,sincehis
fatherfiguredinit.ItisalsothesamepreceptofreciprocitythatHobbesde-
scribesashissecond‘lawofnature’inThe Leviathan,whichhe,too,compares
to‘thatlawoftheGospel;whatsoever you require others should do to you, you 
should do the same to them’.25

Thecontrastbetweenthisfirststageofestablishingjusticeandthesecond
liesintheintroductionofharsher–andtouspost-Freudiansmorealarming
–lawsthatreliedonthepsychologyoffeartobeeffective.Thehiddenfearof
punishment,metus poenarum,stalksLucretius’spoem,whereitisdescribedas
‘taintingtheprizesoflife’,assailingwrongdoersintheirsleep,and,inorderto
propitiatethewrathofthegods,‘fillingthecitieswithaltarsandperformances
ofsacredrites’.26Fearofpunishmentasbothapoliticalandareligioussanc-
tionisalsoomnipresentinMachiavelli’swritings.Asheoftentoldhisfriend
FrancescoVettori,fearis‘thegreatestmasterthereis’,andinthePrincechapter
17hesaiditwasbettertobefearedthanloved,because‘fearissustainedbya

24 Vitae(a),10,§152,maxim37,Vitae (b),fol.181r:‘Iustitianihilperseesset,verumincon-
tractibusmutuisquibuslibetlocisidfoedusiniturutnonlaedamusnequelaedamur.Iniu-
riapersemalumnonest’;fol.181v:‘quodexpediatinusumutuaesocietatiseorumquae
iusta putantur esse’, etc. On the distinctivness of Epicurean justice and its two stages,
Alberti1995,especiallypp.166,186–87.

25 Scala1997,p.344,and2008,pp.174–75,citingMatthew22:37;seeBrown2010a,pp.29,85;
Hobbes1946,p.85.

26 De rerum naturaV.vv.1151–68;seeAlberti1995,p.173,citingtheEpicureanHermarchuson
‘fearofthepenaltylaiddownbythelaw’beingtheonlyremedyagainst‘ignoranceofthe
useful’.



113LucretianNaturalism

dreadofpunishmentthatneverleavesyou’.27Fearbecamearecurrentwordin
Machiavelli’spoliticallexiconandakeyconceptforhispsychologicalanalyses
ofRomanhistory, inthewaythatGabrielePedullàhasrecentlydescribed.28
Norwasitonlyaninstrumentofcontrolsinceitalsoservedtounderminecon-
tractedobligations,aswecanseefromMachiavelli’spoem Ingratitude,where
theprince’sconfidenceinhissupportersisundermined,because ‘hisfearof
youismorepotentthantheobligationincurred’.29

The use of fear as a religious weapon of control had been expounded by
MarcelloAdriani,Machiavelli’steacher,inhisLucretian1497inaugurallecture
Nil admirari(‘FearNothing’),whichexplainedtohisstudentshowpropitiatory
religionexploitedtheirfearoftheunknownbyholdingtheminitsthrallin-
steadofliberatingthem–thatis,bymakingthemwaituntiltheLastJudgment
tosettletheirdebtsinordertoextortfromthemmoregifts(indulgences),as
thoughGodwasapawnbroker,hesaid,notahealer.30Adriani’sapproachto
religion was anthropological in using the example of the ancient Egyptians
andtheRomanstoexplaintheoriginsofpropitiatoryreligion,butitwasalso
politicalinaimingitsattackatSavonarolaforwhatAdrianisawashisabuseof
power.ThesameistrueofMachiavelli,forwhomtheanthropologicalfunction
ofreligionlayinkeepingpeoplehappyandunitedthroughprayersandcere-
monies,whereasitspoliticalfunctionwastocontrolthem–asSavonaroladid,
inclaimingthatheenjoyedMoses’divinepropheticauthorityandthenusing
ittofrightenthepeoplethattheycouldonlybesavedbyplacatingGodwith
‘fasting,almsandprayers’.AsMachiavelliwroteinthe Discourses,1.11:

Thereneverwaslawgiverwhodidn’tseekGod’shelpwhenintroducing
extraordinary laws, for otherwise they would not have been accepted.
[Even]theFlorentineswerepersuadedbyfraGirolamoSavonarolathat
hetalkedwithGod.31

27 Machiavelli1971,pp.1238,282,and2004,p.395,and1989,vol.1,p.62.
28 SeePedullà2011,chapter2,especiallypp.242–46,referringtohisspecialdebttoLucretius

onp.245.
29 Machiavelli1971,pp.983,110–12,and1989,vol.2,p.744,vol.1,pp.257–58(Dell’ingratitudine,

vv.172–76:‘perchélièpiùpotentelapaurach’eglihadite,chel’obligocontratto’;DI.29).
30 Brown2010a,pp.53–5,andonthetitleofhislecture,Nil admirari,pp.51–2.
31 Machiavelli1971,pp.94–5,and1989,vol.1,pp.225–26.Seealsochapter6ofThePrince,and

L’asino, V.vv. 106–11 (‘digiuni, limosine,orazione’), inMachiavelli 1971,pp.264–65,967,
and1989,vol.1,pp.26–7,vol.2,p.763;Brown2010a,pp.78–9,alsop.29onScaladescribing
howMinosandMosesusedfablestomakepeoplemoreobedient‘byinvokingtheauthor-
ityofthegods’(Scala1997,p.357,and2008,pp.210–11).OnthetwofacetsofMachiavelli’s
approachtoreligion,Najemy1999,especiallyp.663.
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AlthoughMachiavelliwasclearlyinfluencedbyhisexperienceofSavonarola,
aswellasbyhistorianslikePolybius,itishispsychologicalunderstandingof
theroleoffearinreligionandpoliticsthatmakeshisviewdistinctivelyLucre-
tian.

AccordingtoLucretius,itwasonlyinthefourthstageofsocialevolution,
introducedbythediscoveryofgold,thatlawsandthefearofpunishmentbe-
ganto‘tainttheprizesoflife’.Thisfollowedthefirststateofnature,inwhich
men and animals fought each other as equals, then the second stage, when
primitivecommunitiesagreed,or‘contracted’,nottohurteachother(sinceit
wasnotconsideredwrongtopitytheweak),andthethirdstage,whenanal-
pha-groupofnaturalleadersemergedtotransformprimitivelifeinnewways,
headedbykingsdistinguishedby‘beauty,strengthandgenius’,whofounded
cities protected by citadels.32 Although the order of Machiavelli’s cycle of
changeisslightlydifferentfromLucretius’sandmoreinfluencedbytheGreek
historiansPolybiusandDionysiusofHalicarnassusinadvocatingmixedgov-
ernmentasthesolutiontocorruption,heneverthelessadoptedkeyfeaturesof
Lucretius’saccountofsocialevolutionandespeciallyitsemphasisonpsycho-
logicalfactors.33

ThedestructiveroleofambitionisarecurrentthemeinbothLucretiusand
Machiavelli. Lucretius’s attack on the folly of ‘sweating blood in struggling
alongthenarrowpathofambition’inbook5isanticipatedinearlierbooksby
hisdescriptionofthepleasureforanEpicureanofgazingfromthesafetyofthe
shoreatothers’tribulations,astheytryto‘climbthepinnacleofrichesandlay
holdonpower’,orastheyvainlypushrocksupahilllikeSisyphus,‘tosollicit
powerthatisnevergranted’.34ThisdesolateimagewasusedbyMachiavellito
describehisownsituationtoFrancescoVettoriinDecember1513,invainlyof-
feringtorollstonesfortheMediciinordertogetajobthatwasnotgranted.35
Lesspersonally,thefollyofambitionisthethemenotonlyofhispoemtoLuigi
GuicciardiniOn ambitionandhisautobiographicalpoemThe Golden Assbutit
runsthroughoutthefirstbookoftheDiscoursesasthedrivingforceofpolitical
unrestandchange.36InDiscourses,I,5Machiavellidescribedhowthewealthy’s

32 De rerum naturaV.vv.925–1160(1151and1111:‘profaciecuiusqueetviribusingenioque’),
this‘innovativefive-stageaccount’ofevolutionisdescribedbySchiesaro2007,pp.43–5.

33 Onthecycleofchangeandthe ‘gradualist’orevolutionaryapproachofDionysiusand
MachiavelliseePedullà2011,especiallypp.437–41.

34 De rerum naturaV.vv.1131–32;II.vv.12–3;III.vv.62–3,995–1002(998:‘nampetereimpe-
riumquodinanestnecdaturunquam’).

35 Machiavelli1971,p.1160,and1989,vol.2,p.930,and2004,p.265;onSisyphus,seeRaimondi
1998,pp.37–43.

36 SeeNajemy2010,pp.102–10,andnote38below.
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fear of losing their possessions made them acquire more, which stimulated
thosewithoutpossessionsorpowertoemulatethem.Thisinturnledtothe
degenerationhehaddescribedinchapter2, foroncepowerbecameheredi-
tary, ‘heirs began to degenerate from their ancestors’, provoking a Budden-
brookscycleofdeclineastheyspentthemoneytheirfathershadcreatedand
devotedthemselvestolivesofluxury.37

Thenoveltyofthispsychologicalexplanationofacquisitionanddegenera-
tiondistinguishesLucretiusandMachiavellifromwriterslikeCiceroandSal-
lustandtheirhumanistfollowersinFlorence,whoattackedambitionandthe
loveofrichesfromamoralstance,forunderminingthetraditionalRomanvir-
tuesofpiety,nobilityandhonour.38Bycontrast,insteadofattemptingtoerad-
icatethesepassions,Machiavelli,likeLucretius,acceptedthattheywerepart
ofhumannatureandneededtobecontrolled,notdestroyed,whichforMa-
chiavellimeantincorporatingconflictanddissentwithinthepoliticalsystem.39
Novel though this was, it was in fact Machiavelli’s naturalistic ethics that
provedmoresubversive,aswecanseefromhispoemThe Golden Ass.Written
around1517,afterMachiavelli’slossofoffice,thepoem’suseofanimalstocriti-
cisemen’s‘civilized’behaviouroffersanotherroutetounderstandingtheinflu-
enceofLucretianprimitivismonhisexpedientmorality.

2 Men and Animals

AsMachiavellispellsoutinThe Golden Ass,animalsarenotonlybornstronger
andbetterequippedforlifethanman,whomhedescribes,asLucretiusdid,as
awailingpuer nudusatbirth,buttheyalsoretainedthenaturalvirtuesofpru-
dence,temperanceandcourage,fromwhichmenwerede-routedbytheiram-
bition.ThepoemdescribesMachiavelli’searlylifeofincessantactivity–not
evenChristcouldstophimrunningupthewideViaLarga,wheretheMedici
hadtheirpalace–untilhislossofofficeledtoaDantesquemid-lifecrisisfrom
whichabeautifulhandmaidofCirceeventuallyrescuedhim.Asguardianof
Circe’sflocksofmentransformedintoanimals,sheofferedhimthechanceof

37 Machiavelli1971,pp.84,80;Machiavelli1989,vol.1,pp.206,197–98(D1.5and1.2‘subito
cominciarono li eredi a degenerare dai loro antichi’). See supra, and Guicciardini 1951,
pp.39–40,note33.

38 Schiesaro2007,pp.45–51;andPedullà2011,pp.325–33.Thoughwrittenwithoutreference
toeachother,bothmakethesamepointaboutthenoveltyrespectivelyofLucretiusand
Machiavelliintheirapproachtoambition.

39 Pedullà2011,especiallypp.123–33,196–98,333–36(citingDI.4,6–7,37,46;IFIII.1,VII.1).
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talkingtooneofthem,theboar,whoafterrefusingthechanceofbeingchanged
backintoahuman,setouttodestroyMachiavelli’s‘self-love’bydemonstrating
thatanimalsaremuchmoremoralthanhumans.Theyaremoreprudentthan
meninchoosingforthemselvestheappropriateclimateinwhichtoliveand
theappropriate foodtoeat,whereasmenmovetorestlessly toseekwealth,
oftentounhealthyclimatesandpollutedatmospheres.Animalsarestronger
thanmenandactvalorouslywithoutthespurofglory.Theyarealsomoretem-
perate,spendinglittletimeonlove-makingoronsearchingforrarefoods.And
theyare‘closerfriendstoNature’,fullycladandsharperinallthesensesexcept
fortouch,whereasmanisbornweepingandunprotectedexceptbyhishands
andspeech,whichheusesonlytofeedhisambitionandavariceandtokill,
crucifyandplunderothers.40Sincethevirtuesofprudence,courageandtem-
peranceconstitute(withjustice)thefourcardinalvirtuesinclassicalandme-
dievalmoralschema–asintheGood GovernmentfrescoesinSiena,forexample
– Machiavelli is making the point that, far from enjoying an a priori status,
they,likejustice,allhaveanatural,utilitarianorigin.41

The Golden AsscanbereadasasatireinwhichMachiavellilampoonshis
contemporariesasanimals,orasanAesopianfablethatusesanimalsasmoral
exempla–likethe Prince,whichwearetold‘turnsCiceroupsidedown’inrec-
ommending thebeastly foxand lionasmodels foraprince.42But ifweap-
proachbothworksfromtheviewpointofMachiavelli’sprimitivism,weread
themnotassatiresbutasevidenceofhisnature-basedmorality,accordingto
whichanimalsexemplifythenecessaryself-survivalskillsthatLucretiushad
described.Subversivethoughthismoralitywasinnarrowingthegapbetween
humansandanimals,itwasbasedonahistoricalunderstandingofhowani-
malshadsurvivedinprimitivenatureandwhichtraitshadensuredtheirsur-
vival. Since the same traits had left traces in human genes as well, animal
behaviour was more relevant to humans than classical moralists like Cicero
suggested.

Thereisanothernaturalqualitysharedbymenandanimals,thatis,thefree
willtogo‘wherepleasureleadsus’and‘whereourmindhastakenus’,asLucre-
tiusdescribeditinthepassagepickedoutbyMachiavelliinhistranscription.43

40 Machiavelli1971,pp.973–76,and1989,vol.2,pp.750–72(L’asino,especiallybookVIII);see
Sasso1991–94;andBrown1210a,pp.83–4.

41 Skinner1986,pp.46–55;Donato2001,p.66.
42 SkinnerinMachiavelli1988,pp.xix–xx;seeDe officiis,I,xiii,41(pp.44–5).OnL’asinoas

satire,seeAnselmiandFazion1984;Inglese1985,andnote44below.
43 IntranscribingPomponioLeto’sreadingof2,line262,Machiavelliwrotethat‘men’are

‘ruled’ by their will through their limbs, rather than that the will conveys movement
throughthelimbs(Brown2010,p.74).



117LucretianNaturalism

InThe Golden Assfreewillisexemplifiedbytheboar’srefusaltobeturnedback
intoamanafterhistransformationbyCirce,sincehebelievesheisbetteroff
asananimal,moreindependentandmoremoralthanhumans.AlthoughMa-
chiavelli borrowed this episode from Plutarch’s Gryllus, the boar’s defiant
words,asherisesuprightonhisfeet,‘Idon’twanttolivewithyouandIrefuse’
areMachiavelli’sownandrepresenttheargumentthatanimalsaswellasmen
–‘alllivingcreatures’–havetheabilitytomoveindependentlyinresponseto
theirownfreewill.44Inthe Prince,thisabilityenablesanexceptionalleaderto
buckthetrendandbreakthedownwardcycleofpoliticaldeclineinthespace
lefttohimbyGodandfortune.Foraswehaveseeninthepassagesinchapters
25and26alreadydescribed,Machiavellitransformedthetraditionalviewthat
fortuneandGodwerejointlyresponsibleforwhathappenedintheworldby
suggestingthatfortuneshareswithus,notwithGod,halfoftheresponsibility
forevents,inordertopreventourfreewillfrombeingextinguished.45

InreferringtobothfortuneandGod,Machiavellimakesitclearthatheis
assertingtheindividual’sfreedomofactioninthefaceoftraditionaltheories
ofChristianprovidenceandGreco-Arabastrologicalfatalism.Theextentofhis
challengetothesetraditionsisshownbyhisroleinLuigiGuicciardini’sdraft
dialogueOn Man’s Free Will.46Init,thecharacter‘Niccolò’wantstohearfrom
‘someseriousandlearnedman’how‘divineprovidence,theinfluxoftheheav-
ensandthefreedesiresofhumans’canbereconciled.Despitethedifficulty
(wearetold)ofreconcilingtheevilsintheworldwithdivineProvidence,and
moralresponsibilitywithnaturaldeterminism,thetwootherdisputants,‘Ce-
sare’and‘Girolamo’bothspeakasChristiansforwhomfreewillcannevercon-
tradictreligion,leavingMachiavelliexposedasadoubteroragnostic,who‘ifI
didn’tdoubt,wouldn’thaveanintellect,norwouldImeritmoreforbelieving
thetruththansomeonewhohadneverthoughtaboutit’.Equallytransgressive
ishisnaturalmorality,whichthedialoguegoesontocontrastwithGirolamo’s
conventional morality that draws a clear distinction between men and ani-
mals.ForwhereasthelivesofanimalsareorderedbyNature,Girolamosays,
menordertheirownlives,usinglegislationtopromotevirtue(especiallypov-
erty,‘thetruemotherandoriginofallvirtuousdeeds’)andcondemnitsenemy,
leisure.To this, ‘Niccolò’ immediately objects that since men strive all their

44 Machiavelli1971,p.973,and1989,vol.2,pp.769–72at770(VIII.v.28:‘Viverconvoiionon
voglio,erifiuto’);seeBrown2010a,p.84;Rahe2008,p.35;Moralia§985–92,especially986
F–988E;onitsambivalentreadingsseeWarner1997.

45 Seenote12above.
46 SeeGuicciardini(Luigi),Del Libero Arbitrio,partlyeditedanddiscussedbyGilbert1938.

ForMachiavelli’spoemDe ambizionetoLuigi,seenote18above.
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livestoescapepovertyandenjoyleisure,‘Naturewouldhavebeentooharmful
tohumanstohavegiventhemappetitessocontraryand–accordingtoyou–
injurioustotheirhealth’.47

Thedialogue isunfinishedandpostdatesMachiavelli’sdeath in 1527.The
roleitassignsto‘Niccolò’neverthelessusefullyhighlightsthenoveltyofMa-
chiavelli’s naturalistic ethics in suggesting – contrary to what Girolamo had
said – thatmenand animals share thesamepassionsand thesame love of
freedom.ThisviewisentirelyconsistentwiththerealMachiavelli’semphasis
onman’sacquisitiveandambitiousnature,whichhe thoughtshouldbeac-
knowledgedandcontrolledratherthaneradicated.Sointhe Princehewarns
theprincenotto‘touchthepropertyofcitizensandsubjects’,for‘mensooner
forgetthedeathoftheirfatherthanthelossoftheirpatrimony’,andinlater
chapters, commenting that ‘most men live happily provided they’re not de-
privedoftheirpropertyortheirhonour’,heanticipatestheDiscoursesinwrit-
ingthatcitizensmustbeencouragedtopractisetheirtradesandprofessions
freelywithoutfearoflosingtheirpossessionsorhavingthemovertaxed.48As
wesaw,thefearoflosingone’spossessionsprovidesthedynamicthatdrives
thosewhoalreadyownpropertytowantmore,inordernottolosewhatthey
have,andthehave-notstoemulatethem,partlyforrevengeandpartlytobe-
comerichandpowerfulthemselves.49Butinsteadofcondemningthisvicious
cycle,Machiavellisuggeststhattheforceofitsdrivingpassionsshouldbeused
buildaprosperousandcompetitiveState,whetherit isaprincelyStateor–
better–arepublic,since:

alltownsandallcountriesthatareinallrespectsfreeprofitbythisenor-
mously.Forpopulationsincreasewheremarriagesaremadefreely,since
everyoneishappytohavechildrenifheissurethathecanraisethemand
thathispatrimonywon’tbetakenaway,andthatnotonlyaretheyborn
free and not slaves, but through their ability they can become rulers.

47 Del libero arbitrio, citing fols. 65v (‘lungo tempo ho bramato udire da qualche grave et
doctissimo huomo discorrere […] come insieme unitamente concorrino […] la divina
providentia, l’influxoceleste,con le liberevolontàhumane’),63v(‘Se ionondubitassi,
nonhareiintellecto,némeritereipiùnelcrederedipoielverochecolorochenonmaici
pensorono’),67r(‘laveramadreetlapropriaorigined’ognivirtuosissimaopera’),67v(‘Per
certo,laNaturaharebbecontroppodannode’mortaliintroductonelanimodiciascuno
appetititantocontrariiettantoinimicisecondalaopinionevostradellasalutedellihom-
ini’).Thistextisunpublished,hencethefol.references.

48 Machiavelli 1971,pp.282,284,292–93;230–31,658–59,and1989,vol. 1,pp.62–3,67,84;
vol.3,p.1080(P 17,19,21,alsoDIII.23andIF II.1).

49 Machiavelli1971,p.84,and1989,vol.1,p.206(DI.5).Seesupra.
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Richesmultiply[…]foreveryonetriestoacquirepossessionsthatthey
thinktheycanenjoyoncethey’veacquiredthem.Soitcomesaboutthat
competing with one another, men look to their own and the public
advantage,sothatbothmakewonderfulprogress.50

ThelessonoftheDiscourses,thatlawsandinstitutionsarenecessarytocontrol
men’sambitionanddesireformaterialprosperity,isalsothemorallessonof
Epicurus.‘Whenwehaveachievedtolerablesecurityagainstourfellow-men’,
hewritesinoneofhisMaxims,‘withenoughpowertobemateriallyprosper-
ous,thenweachievethegenuinefreedomfromcarethatisprovidedbyaquiet
privatelife’.51Bothmenbelievedthatmaterialprosperitydependedonbeing
safe from assault – the first concern of early societies – and free enough to
pursueourdesires,whichformostpeoplewasmoreimportantthanexercising
power.For‘inallrepublics...therearenevermorethanfortyorfiftycitizens
capableofholdingpower,alltherest,forwhomit’senoughtoliveinsecurity,
caneasilybesatisfiedbylawswhichprovidegeneralsecurityaswellasprotect-
ingtheruler’.52

Conclusion

It ispossibletotracetheinfluenceofEpicurusandLucretius inotherfields
thatarelessdirectlyconnectedwithMachiavelli’s‘hardprimitivism’butwhich
neverthelessrevealtheinfluenceofEpicureannaturalismandexpedienteth-
icsonhisthinking.Forinstance,hesharedtheirargumentthatlanguage–like
lawandjustice–developsnaturallyfromanimal-likesoundsandnotfrompre-
existingconcepts,sincelikethemitsystematisesusefulpracticesthatarenot
basedonsuchconceptsornormsbutdevelopspontaneouslyfortheirpractical
utility.53MachiavelliagreedwithLucretiusthatweneedtouse‘newwords’to
describe new concepts, and also to incorporate words from other countries
and cultures in order to enrich our own expanding culture and record it
for posterity, developing this double argument in his Discourse or Dialogue 

50 Machiavelli1971,p.150,and1989,vol.1,p.332(DII.2).
51 Vitae (a),10,§143,maxim14,Vitae(b),fol.180v: ‘cumhumanasecuritasfueritusquead

aliquidvirtusqueinnixaetpurissimafecunditassit,quaeexquieteetquaeamultisrece-
dendosecuritasprovenit’.

52 DI.16,seeIFII.1,onthesecurityprovidedbynewtownsinconqueredterritories(Machia-
velli1971,pp.100–1,658–59,and1989,vol.1,p.237;vol.3,pp.1080–81.

53 ThisanalogyisdiscussedbyAlberti1995,pp.170–71.
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Concerning our LanguageandinhisFlorentine Histories.54ButwhereasforLu-
cretiusitwasthedearthofLatinwordsinwhichtodescribe‘theobscurecon-
ceptsoftheGreeks’thatrequirednewwords,forMachiavellinewwordswere
requiredtodescribenotonlynewscientificconceptsbutalsohisownnovel
political ideas.The analogy between language and law suggests his political
vocabularymayhavebenefitedfromhisnaturalistictheoryofjusticeandmo-
ralityinenablinghimtousenew,value-freewordsthatnolongercarriedtradi-
tionalmoralovertones–inordertoachievewhathasrecentlybeencalledthe
‘technificationofhislexicon’.55

WecanalsoseeLucretiusexertinghissubtleinfluenceonMachiavelliinthe
canzoneMachiavelliwroteforhisbelovedmistress,thesingerBarberaSalutati
Raffacani,towardstheendofhislifein1525–26:‘Howsweetisthedeception
[…]thatdeprivesanotherofdistressandsweetenseverybittertaste.Osublime
andrareremedythatshowsthestraightpathtowanderingsouls,you,OLove
[…]’.Thesongplaysonthefamouslines‘Suave, mari magno’thatopenbook2:
‘How sweet it is when the sea is rough to watch another’s distress from the
shore’,andthen,frombook6,onLucretius’sequallyfamouspraiseofEpicurus,
who‘showedusthestraightandnarrowpathtowhichweshouldrunwithout
turning’.56 Written with other songs as intermezzi for Machiavelli’s plays La 
MandragolaandLa Clizia,itisnotsurprisingthatthecanzonealludestotheir
themes of deception and remedy – as well as to the theme of pleasure, the
Epicureans’‘highestgood’and‘guideoflife’.Satiricalthoughtheplaysmaybe,
thepresenceofDe rerum naturainthesongremindsusonceagainofthehold
thatLucretiusstillexercisedoverMachiavelli,whowittilycelebratesinhisplay
theanimaltraitsofguileanddeceptionandeventheyoungman’sfreedomto
‘changestep’inordertoovercomeold-fashionedsuperstition.57

Pulling these threads together, we can see how much Lucretius and the
Epicureans contributed to Machiavelli’s transgression and to his morality,
whichRiccardoFubinidescribesashisuniqueandparadoxicalcombination

54 De rerum naturaI.vv.138–39,831–32;III.v.260;V.vv.1028–32,1041–43,1440–57;Machia-
velli1982,pp.28–33,and1971,p.926(D),and1971,p.637,and1989,vol.3,p.1040(IFI.5).
SeeBrown2013,pp.9–10.OntheoriginalityofthisdoubleEpicureanargument,Atherton
2009,pp.208–9.

55 ByPedullà2011,pp.148–49.
56 PhilipHardie(personalcommunication)alsosuggeststhepossibleinfluenceonthiscan-

zoneofLucretius I.vv.938,940–1(onsweeteningwithmellis dulci flavoque liquore the
amarum absinthi laticem).

57 Machiavelli1971,pp.882,909,and1989,vol.2,pp.804,857;seeBrown2013,pp.9–10.On
Mandragolaasa‘playaboutFlorentinepolitics’,seeMartinez2010,pp.212–19,andonthe
intermezzi,Bruni2005,especiallypp.382–84,390–92.



121LucretianNaturalism

of‘brutalnaturalismandpassionatemoralism’.58ByfollowingonlytheEpicu-
reans’ influenceonMachiavelliandnotthatofotherancientwriters, Ihave
hopedtoshowhowconsistentlytheirphilosophicaloutlookinfluencedMa-
chiavelli’s,imposingcoherenceonthewiderangeoftopicshewroteaboutand
makinghimbreakasopenlyastheydidwiththeacceptedorthodoxiesofthe
day–hencehis ‘transgression’.Ininsistingonthefreedomofall livingcrea-
tures to act independently, despite the constraints of necessity and chance,
MachiavelliwasadoptingtheEpicureanbalanceofforcesthatrancounterto
ChristianprovidentialismandAristoteleanteleology.59So,too,didhisempha-
sisontheimportanceofthepassionsandanimaltraitsinman’spsyche,which
similarlycontrastedwiththeviewsofclassicalmoralistsandChristians.This
inturnencouragedtheimportanceMachiavelliattributedtopsychologicalex-
planationsofhumanbehaviour,especiallytheforceoffearandambitionon
man’sdevelopment,whichthenbecamethebasisofhisnaturalisticorexpedi-
entethics–dotootherswhatyouwouldlikethemtodotoyou,andiftheydo
not,thenpunishthem.

Translatedintopoliticalcounsel,asrealisticadvicetotheprincetoruleby
fearandforce,tobreakhisword,and,ifnecessaryforhissurvival,evenadopt
theappearanceinsteadofthepractiseofvirtue,hisapparentrelativismhas
encouragedhisposthumousreputationforimmoralityandwickedness.60Yet
ifweassesshimby lookingbackwardstohisEpicureanroots,which judged
good and evil by ‘sober reasoning’, ‘measuring one against the other and by
lookingattheconveniencesandinconveniences’,wefindthisisexactlywhat
Machiavellidoes.UnlikepopeJuliusII,whomheaccusedofbehavingrashlyin
having‘noscalesormeasuringstickinhishouse’,Machiavellievaluatesgood
andbadoutcomesandbaseshisjudgementonthem,writingfamouslyinthe
Princethat‘intheactionsofallmen,andespeciallyofprinces(wherethereis
noappeal toahigher judgement),one lookstotheend’–andif theendor
outcomeisgood,themeanstoitwillbejudgedfavourably.61Andifinsteadof
lookingbackwardswelookforward,wefindthatThomasHobbes,too,shares
thesameEpicureanapproachinjudginggoodandevilbymeasuringtheirad-
vantages and disadvantages, or what he calls ‘reckoning, that is adding and

58 Fubini2009,p.288:‘paradossalecombinazione,chesolumèsua,dinaturalismobrutalee
diappassionatomoralismo’.

59 Seeaboveatnote6.
60 SeeAnglo2005,especiallypp.17–8,andchapters4,9,etc.;Kahn2010,pp.244–47.
61 LettertoMenoeceus, Vitae (a),10,§130,Vitae(b),fol.178v:‘Commensioneitaqueetutil-

iuminutiliumquediscretionediligentihaecomniaiudicareconvenit’;Machiavelli1984,
pp.242–43,and2004,p.135(Ghiribizzi to Soderini:‘questopapa,chenonhanéstadera,né
cannaincasa’),1971,pp.1082,284,and1989,vol.1,p.67(P18).
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subtractingoftheconsequences[…]’.Accordingly,hisfirst‘preceptorgeneral
ruleofreason’is‘that every man ought to endeavour peace’.62Thesecondpre-
ceptofhis‘lawofnature’–aswehavealreadyseen–wasidenticaltoMachia-
velli’s(andEpicurus’s)naturallawofexpedientself-interest,‘Dountoothers’,
andsincehealsosharedMachiavelli’sviewofmen’sambitiousandacquisitive
naturethatcreatedanendlessfightforpower–whatHobbescalls‘astateof
war’ – he too concluded that the most expedient solution was to provide a
governmentwhoselawswouldprovidesecurityforitscitizenstoenjoytheir
possessionsinpeace.63Hissocialcontractisalsoatwo-stageprocess,thesec-
ondstageimposinglawswithpunishmentsafteraninitialagreement,or‘con-
tract’,nottodotootherswhatyoudonotwantdonetoyourself–andsince
verbalconsenttotheinitialagreementwastooweaktobereliedon,‘thepas-
siontobereckonedupon’,asheputsit,‘isfear’.64Sofearwasasimportanta
weaponofpoliticalcontrolforHobbesasitwasforMachiavelli.

Themostsignificantdifferencebetweenthemconcernedfreewill.InMa-
chiavelli’scosmos,theplayofchanceandthenecessarylawsofcauseandef-
fect left space for the individual to act ‘through his own agency’ that was
lackinginHobbes.65Nevertheless,inthecontextofhisdiscussionwithBram-
hallabout‘QuestionsconcerningLiberty,NecessityandChance’,Hobbes–as
his title suggests – was much closer to Machiavelli and the Epicureans in
adopting their tripartite, naturalistic approach to what had previously been
definedintermsoftheologyorfatalisticdeterminism.Likethem,hethought
freedomwascompatiblewithnecessityandchance–notbecauseheshared
theirviewthat freewillconsists inacting ‘throughourownagency’,butbe-
causeheagreedwiththemthatfreedomtopursueourpleasureconsistedin
evaluating,orweighing-up,outcomesandadoptingone’s‘lastopinionofthe
goodnessorevilness’oftheobject,‘betheopiniontrueorfalse’,whichhe,too,
believedanimalswereascapableofdoingasmen(asamaterialist,forwhom
‘willisappetite’,Hobbesdefinedlibertyasbeingabletochoosewhethertoeat

62 Hobbes1946,pp.25–6,85(Leviathan,5and14),1991,p.123(De cive,2.1–2).OnHobbes’
Epicureanism,seePacchi1978,andRahe2008,pp.291–320,especiallynote3, listingat
lengththeworksinwhichitisunmentioned.

63 Hobbes1946,pp.85,80–2(Leviathan, 14and13);see1991,pp.148,117–18(De cive,3,26;
1,12).

64 Hobbes 1946 p. 92 (Leviathan, 14); see 1991, p. 113 (De cive, 1, 3); Pacchi 1978, especially
pp.68–9.

65 Hobbes1946,pp.136–45 especiallyp.137(Leviathan,21),1991,pp.228–9(De cive,10,8).On
Hobbes’progressivedistancinghimself fromthevoid,simulacra,atomsandman’sfree
will, despitehis similarapproach to language, lawand mortalism, seePacchi 1978, pp.
62–6,69;seealsopp.68,70–1,andnote63above.
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or not when hungry, but not whether to be hungry or not, which lay in the
realmofnecessity).66AlthoughtheLeviathanallowedlesspolitical freedom
to itscitizens thanMachiavelli’s free republicanState,Hobbes, like Machia-
velli,recognisedthatformostcitizenswhatmatteredwastheState’sabilityto
providesecurityandpeace,sotheycouldenjoy‘thelibertytobuy,andsell,and
otherwise contract with one another, to choose their own abode, their own
diet, their own trade of life, and institute their children as they themselves
thinkfit;andthelike’.67Machiavelli,forhispart,pragmaticallyrecommended
that, after the death of Lorenzo di Piero de’ Medici in 1519, the Florentines
shouldadoptagovernmentthathecalled‘amonarchy’duringthelifetimesof
theMedicipopesbeforeitrevertedtobeingarepublicwhentheydied.68

ByfollowingthetrailofwhatGerardPassannantehasaptlycalledthe‘ab-
sentpresence’ofLucretiusinmanyearly-modernwritings,wecanidentifythe
extentofhiscumulativeinfluenceonbothMachiavelliandHobbes,andespe-
cially on Machiavelli.69 For thirty years, Lucretius provided an explanatory
threadthatrunsthroughallMachiavelli’swritings,givingthemcoherenceand
explainingtheirnovelty.AstransgressiveasLucretiusandtheEpicureansin
breakingtaboosbyhisnaturalism,Machiavelliwasalsoasforward-lookingas
theywereingraspingman’spsychologyandbasinghisexpedientmoralityand
politicsonit.
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Chapter7

Corpora Caeca: Discontinuous Sovereignty in  
The Prince

Jacques Lezra

Gramsci’sargumentsregardingthecompositionofIl Principe arewellknown.
Hereisthewaytheyopen,inoutline:Machiavelli’stext,Gramscisays,renders
thefigureofthe‘prince’ ‘anthropomorphically’, ‘plastically’,evenartistically.1
ThisstrategymakesMachiavelli’s‘shortbook’partofthe‘modernage’,asdif-
ferentinitsargumentativeprocedureasinitscontentfrommedievalorearly
moderntreatisesontheeducationofprinces,onthevirtuesofthegoodmon-
arch,etc.The Modern Prince proceeds,inconsequence,onthreelevels,which
Gramsci understands to correspond to three levels on which Machiavelli’s
work also operates: Gramsci describes, with respect to Il Principe, a historic
shiftfrompre-modernitytomodernity;hetracksinMachiavelli’sbookashift
from a scholastic logic to a mythography or a rhetoric; and finally, he takes
fromIl Principe the‘modern’requirementtopass,andthemeansforpassing,
fromthefigureofthemyth-princeconceivedasanindividualtoaconception
ofsovereigntyimaginedasan‘organism’,whosefirst‘cell’isthepoliticalparty.

It is my intention to focus on the relation between these three levels or
modesofargumentinIl Principe, onthethoroughlyirresponsiblebasisofan
overlydetailedreadingofonesymptomaticanalogyfromthelastsectionsofIl 
Principe. TheselevelsormodesofargumentinIl Principe are,ofcourse,imbri-
catedwithoneanother,andformasetofmutually-enforcingrelays,historyto
rhetoric,rhetorictologic,logictohistory,andsoon,inaseriesofpermutations
ofsurprisingcoherence.IthinkitisfairlycontroversialtosuggestthatGramsci
draws the ‘organic’ or cellular conception of sovereignty characterising the
modern Princefromtheformalcoherenceorcontinuity,thesystematicrelay-
form,amonghistory,rhetoricandlogic,thathefindsinIl Principe–andnot
fromthethematicsofMachiavelli’swork.2Howeverconsequentialitmaybe

1 Gramsci1967,pp.135–37.Italiancitationsarefromthe‘NoterellesullapoliticadelMachiavelli’
(Gramsci1975,pp.1555–1652).

2 ThereaderofGramsci’sMachiavelliwhocomesclosesttomakingthisargumentis,Ithink,
LouisAlthusser,inMachiavelli et ‘Nous’(Althusser2009).Iamthinkinginparticularofhis
remarksonthefirstofthe‘conditions’underwhichthe‘adventure’ofpassingfromprivate
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–anditishighlyconsequential,sinceonthisdescriptionofthe‘continuism’of
Gramsci’smodeltheconceptofhegemonywillturnouttobealogicalfunction
rather than, or before becoming, a political one – however consequential it
may be, though, this principle of continuity does not obtain universally, or
continuously,inthetextofIl Principe, whereadifferent,disruptivesetofef-
fectsisatworkaswell.Onemightbetemptedtoclustertheseeffectstogether,
andsaythattheyareevidencethatacompanionprincipleofdis-continuity
rules Il Principe, and the prince himself as well – but the symmetry of this
structurewouldbedeceptiveintheextreme.Theprincipleofdiscontinuityin
Machiavelliisnotaprinciple;itdoesnotgatheritseffectsintoasetorganised
axiomaticallyaroundatermorafunctiongoverningtheclassofeffectsand
designatingtheirconcept.DiscontinuitiesinIl Principe workinsteadlikecon-
tingentindices,oractsofostension,orofreference,orofdesignation–they
aredisorganisingstrokesoffortune,eventa.Theyaremorelikefloodsorearth-
quakesthanlikereasoneddecisions.

So if the thought that is at work in Il Principe does not represent the dy-
namicconflictbetweensymmetricalprinciples,whatdoes itrepresent?

Letmefirstbeclearonmyterminology.Iintendthenotionofcontinuityin
afairlytechnicalsense.ItwouldseemnonsensicaltoclaimforMachiavellia
proto-Leibnizianposition:natura non facit saltus meshesbadlywiththecata-
strophism we find in Il Principe, where nature jumps about, society does as
well,andthePrincemustsomehowreacttothepredictableoccurringofun-
foreseeneffectsinbothdomains.3Butneithernaturalnorsocialphenomena
–whichincludeunexpectedearthquakes,plagues,floods,thewhimsyofabad
prince,thespontaneousrevoltofapeople,andsoon–areprincipallywhere
Machiavelli’scontinuismcanbemarked–orso,atanyrate,Gramsciwillsug-
gest.ItisratherthecoherencewithwhichMachiavelli’sargumentisconduct-
edthatinterestsGramsci–thehighestexampleofwhich,The Modern Prince 
suggests, is to be found at the conclusion of Il Principe, where ‘Machiavelli
makes himself the people, merges himself with the people (si confonde col 
popolo)...whom[he]hasconvincedwiththeprecedingtract,whoseconscious
expressionhebecomesandfeelshimself tobe,withwhomhe feelshimself

persontoPrince,fromageographicallocationtoanationalstate,canoccur:thecondition
thatthefortunate,orhappy,heureuse,encounterbetweenFortuna(objectiveconditionsof
aconjuncture,inagivenregion)andvirtù (subjectivedispositionofanindividualinthat
conjuncture)haveaform,whethertheformofacorrespondence,non-correspondence,or
deferredcorrespondence(seeAlthusser2009,pp.133–35).

3 IamofferingaveryschematicversionofLeibniz’sprinciple,whichisnot,ornotentirely,or
notconsistently,treatedas aprinciplebyLeibnizhimself,andwhichdependsinanyevent
onquiteadifferentnotionofwhat‘nature’isthanwefindinMachiavelli.
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identified(medesimezza):itseemsthatthewholeofthe“logical”workisonly
areflectionofthepeople(un’autoriflessione del popolo),aninternalreasoning
whichtakesplaceinsidethepopularconsciousnessandhasitsconclusionsin
animpassioned,urgentcry’(un grido appassionato, immediato).4Thisautopo-
etic,orreflexive,autoriflessivo, ‘merging’ofMachiavelliwitha‘people’thatIl 
Principe hasconvincedofitstheses,andproducedinconsequenceas apeople,
thisautopoiesisinvolves–orsoGramsci’sastutereadingsuggests–whatwe
shouldcallastrongcontinuity,signalledbythestressonidentity,medesimez-
za,andonimmediacy,un grido […] immediato,badlytranslatedbyLouisMarks
as‘urgent’.Machiavelli,hisreaders,andhisworkachieveanorganicidentityin
andbymeansofIl Principe – orifwedonotwishtomakethepointquiteso
strong,wemaysaythattheyarebroughtintosimilitudewithoneanother,on
thebasisofwhichtheymay‘feel’themselvestobereflectionsofoneanother,
con-fusedwithoneanother,identicaltooneanother.Onthisdescription,the
functional differences between author, work and reader are displaced or
erased;animmediate,impassioned‘cry’istheresult,theaffectiveexpression
ofself-thinking,andweunderstandthiscrytoissuefromreader,writerand
workaswell.

Say,then,thatMachiavelli’stextisbuiltontwonotentirelycompatiblebas-
es.Wewillfirstdescribethemaccordingtoaseriesofthematicandargumen-
tative disjunctures. On one hand, we find a structural or formal continuity
tendingtodistributesovereignpoweracrossabroadfieldofpotentialpolitical
agents;andontheotherhandwefindtheanthropomorphicfiguregathering
that dispersed sovereignty into one mythopoetic, individual form. On one
hand,sovereigntyinvestedinan-archicrelationsanddivisiblefigures;onthe
other,aformofSorelian,mythicsovereignty,conceivedasanindivisiblefigure
oramask,aprosoponofanorganism,inwhichthepowertodistributepower
isarrested,concentrated,andembodied.Ononeside,whatGramscirefersto
as‘ascattered[…]infinityoffreewillswhichforthepositivephasefollowdif-
ferentandcontrastingdirections’;ontheother,whathecalls‘anorganism;a
complexelementofsocietyinwhichthecementingofacollectivewill[…]has
alreadybegun’.5Themultitudeononehand;thehegemonontheother.

Tothinkthroughthesetwobases,thesedisjuncts,istosketchoutthecon-
ceptoftheirworking-together,andtheconceptoftherelationbetweencon-
tinuouslydistributedsovereigntyandeffectivesovereignty.Whenwebeginto
sketchouttheseconceptswenoticethattheprovisionaldistinctionbetweena
principleofcontinuityandeffectsofdiscontinuityinIl Principe tendstobe-

4 Gramsci1967,p.136;Gramsci1975,p.1556.
5 Gramsci1967,p.137;Gramsci1975,p.1557.
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comeverymessyaswemoveamongtherhetorical,historicalandlogicallevels
onwhich,inprinciple,Il Principe operates.Thisdis-organisationispervasivein
Il Principe,andMachiavelliseeksthroughouttoturnittohisadvantage,rhe-
toricallyaswellaslogically,bygivingitarecognisable,seductiveandeffective
shape.

The strong continuity that Gramsci describes in Machiavelli – a reflexive
‘medesimezza’ obtaining among the levels of the argument and among its
modesofdiscourse–wouldseem,onfirstglance,tosquarebadlywithatleast
oneprincipalthesisofMachiavelli’sargument:thefamiliarargumentthatFor-
tunaiscapricious,heractionsunforeseeable,herdomainofactionuncircum-
scribable.6 There is, of course, no requirement, beyond a vague sense that
decorum would prefer it so, that the formal characteristics of an argument
bearanyrelationtothesubjectorcontentsofthatargument(forinstance,one
canargueindialogueagainsttheprimacyofvoiceinphilosophy,orproposi-
tionallyforthesuperiorityofpoeticdictionasawayofconveyinggeneralhu-
man truths) so this ‘lack of squaring’ between the formal principle of
continuitythatGramscifindsinIl Principe andthedisruptionsofFortunaat
work in Machiavelli’s treatise is perhaps trivial. I am inclined to think not,
though–mostlybecauseinIl Principe Fortunaisthreethingsatleast.Sheisof
coursefirstananthropomorphism,oranallegory,ofnaturalcontingency–her
purview,thefieldsofnaturalphenomenaandofhumanhistory.ButwhatFor-
tuna designates with respect to our everyday existence, with respect to the
everydayworld inwhichtheprince,hisnarratorandhissubjectswork,Ma-
chiavelli’sargumentalsoregistersasunmotivateddiscontinuitiesintheratio-
nalscheme,inthecontinuity,ofIl Principe.Fortunaisthus,inthesecondplace,
the recognisable, seductive and effective shape that Il Principe furnishes, as
cause,emblem,andinstanceofthesediscontinuitiesinthework’sconceptual
scheme.Finally,andincontrast,FortunaisstillagainthenamethatMachia-
velligivestothesetoflogicalandrhetoricaloperations(likestipulation,order-
ing,analogy,andsoon)atworkthroughoutIl Principe,whosefunctionitisto
create‘medesimezza’,similitudeorcontinuitywithintheargument,andamong
itsdiscursive modesand levels.Fortuna, thegreat leveller, thegoddesswho
producesnaturalandsocialhorizontalitiesandliesbehindtheephemeralver-
ticalitiesofthesocio-politicalsphereandofnaturalspace,thefigurewhodis-
tributessovereigntyarbitrarilyacrosstheirregularfieldofhumanendeavours
asanoverflowingriverdistributesdebrisacrossaplain,Fortunaisalsotobe
‘seized’, tobeseduced, forced, turnedtoadvantage.Shesimultaneously falls
withoutandwithinthepurviewofheroperations;sheisentirelysimilarto,but

6 FortheclassictreatmentseePitkin1984.
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alsoutterlydissimilarfrom,thenaturalanddiscursiveelementsthatshedis-
tributes.IntheconceptuallandscapethatMachiavellidescribes,theoperation
ofFortunaintheaffairsoftheworldistheanalogue,themythopoeticavatar,
forthedynamicsofcontinuityinIl Principe;sheisalsotheanalogueforthe
effectsofdiscontinuityinMachiavelli’stext;andforthedefectiveconceptof
therelationbetweenthetwo,betweenprincipleandeffect.

ThelinesinwhichFortuna’sroleistreatedmostthoroughlyinIl Principe are
tobefoundinchapter25,whichtreatstheinfluenceofFortunainhumanaf-
fairs, and describes how that influence is to be resisted.You recall how the
narratingorarguing‘I’says–afterafamous,andfamouslypersonalised,de-
scriptionoftheproportionofinfluencethatFortunahasintheaffairsofhu-
mans – that ‘I compare fortune to one of those dangerous rivers […]’. ‘[A]
ssimiglio[fortuna]aunodiquestifiumirovinosiche,quandosiadirano,alla-
ganoe’piani,rovinanoliarborieliedifizi,lievandodaquestaparteterreno,
pongonodaquellaaltra:ciascunofuggelorodinanzi,ognunocedeall’impeto
loro sanza potervi in alcuna parte ostare’.7 What seems at stake here is the
relationbetweenthepossibilityofplanningforadisaster,liketheflood,and
thecapacitytoconfrontitonceithasoccurred,andtoprofitfromthedisaster.
Astopredictingwhendisasterwillstrike–hereweareforcedintoparadoxical
formulations:wecanforeseethatFortunawillact,butnottheconditionsun-
derwhichthatwilloccur,itstimeorquality.Nothingcanwithstandtheflood
onceitisunderway,andno-onecantellwhenorwhereitwillstrike–buta
properlyforesightedpeoplewillbuildchannelsprospectivelyacrossthecoun-
tryside,setupdamsanddykes,reinforcebridgesandsoon,sothatwhenthe
floodoccurs itseffectsareminimised.Theproperlyvirtuousman–andthe
princea fortiori –istheonewho,whenthecatastrophestrikes,isabletotake
advantageofthedesolationtorecognise,orproduce,effectsoforder:fromthe
nonexistence, or the destruction, of the cultivated landscape, the virtuous
princewillbuildapoliticallystructured, fortifiedconceptual landscapethat
installsandprotectshissovereignty–adwelling.Thisis,inshort,thedefinitive
spotonwhichthehumanisticreadingofIl Principerests–thecanonicalread-
ing, advanced by Skinner among many others, that argues that the prince’s
virtùcomesfrom,andismanifestin,hiscapacitytoprofitfromFortuna’sun-
foreseeableoutrages.Thischaracterologicalargumenthasacompanion,struc-
tural shape. Machiavelli describes two moments: the preparedness of the
princeandthepeoplefortheunexpected–aswellastheprince’scapacityto
actdecisivelyinreactiontoit.Thesemomentsareheldtogetherchronologi-
callyandconceptuallybythenarrativepersonathatMachiavelliemploys–a

7 Machiavelli1988,p.85,and1995,p.163.
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narratorfurnishedwiththecapacitytopointoutthisorthatevent,recollected
or anticipated, and to draw analogies to it from which the reader, prince or
commoner,canderivepracticallessons.Betweentheprince,whosevirtù con-
sistsinpartinseizingtheopportunityaffordedbytheunforeseenbutpredict-
abledisaster,andthenarrator,whosepersonacoherespreciselyinasmuchas
hecanseizefromhistoryandcircumstancecasestotransformintoexamples,
fromwhichhecanprovidecontinuousanalogiesthatcutacrosstimeandcon-
ditions,betweenthesetwofiguressomething likeasecond-order likeness is
established.Unstated,thissecond-orderlikenessunderwritesthestrange,or-
ganicmimetismattheheartofpoliticalpatronage:theprincetowhomIl Prin-
cipe isdirecteddrawshisauthorityfromthelessonsprovidedbythesecretary,
whointurndrawshislivelihoodandauthorityfromtheprincehecounsels.

It isacompellingaccount,as itspersistencesuggests–ononehand, the
prince-as-individual,ontheother,thenarrator-as-prince.Eachisafigurefor
theother;eachguardstheother,eachservesasthebaseonwhichtheother
stands, his suppositum. This topologically invaginated structure provides a
powerfulcounterargument,avant la lettre,tothechargesofinconstancyandof
logicalincoherencelodgedagainstIl Principe byanti-MachiavellianslikeGen-
tillet,whointhe1576Discours sur les moyens de bien gouverner […] contre Ma-
chiavelwritesmarvellouslythat‘Wesayusuallythatthemonarchistheliving
law of his subjects, and that the prince must serve as a rule for his people.
Woundnotitthenbeabsurdtomaintainthatthelawshouldbeinconstant,
shiftingwiththewind?Tothecontrary:thelawmustbefirm,constant,perma-
nent,inviolableandunvaryinglyandunviolablyobserved.Otherwise,itisnot
thelaw’(Il faut que la loi soit ferme, constante, permanente, inviolable, et invio-
lablement observee, autrement ce n’est point loy).8Lawislaw,andthesovereign
is sovereign, and as sovereign the sovereign is the living and regulative law,
onlyinasmuchasthelawisconstantlyitself.Machiavelli’scontinuistlogic in
thechapteronFortunaisquitedifferent–thesovereignishimselfinasmuchas
heissupported,againstFortuna’suncertainties,bythecontinuitythenarrat-
inginstanceofIl Principe provides;thenarratorofIl Principe ishimself,iscon-
stanttohimself,inasmuchasheisinturnprotectedfromFortuna’shandby
thegraceofthesovereign,whounderwritesandpatroniseshisproject.Here
Gramsci’s autoriflessione works to the extent that a distinction is drawn be-
tweentheidentityoftheprinceandhisnarrator,andtheirmeresimilarity.Itis
nota tautologousmedesimezza that Il Principe installshereandthroughout,
butarelationofmediatesimilaritybetweenprinceandnarrator,amutualde-
termination-by-Fortuna from which each takes the other’s vulnerability-to-

8 Gentillet1968,p.512.
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Fortuna as the suppositum guaranteeing his identity. It is this defective
self-reflection,thissecond-orderlikeness,thatanti-Machiavellianismreactsto
tautologously,foreclosingpsychoticallythestructureofmutual,defectivede-
terminationthatMachiavellihassetinplaceinIl Principe.

Hencetheimportanceoftheverbassimigliare andofthefunction,rhetori-
calaswellas logical,ofsimilitudeandanalogy– throughoutIl Principe,but
principallyhere,whereFortunastepsontothepage.Ofcourse,thefunctionof
similitudeisclassicallytoprovideacomprehensible,pedagogical,evendoxo-
logical,mythopoeticshapetoaconcept.Thenatureofthistransferenceofat-
tributes–fromthenaturalphenomenontotheabstractconcept,fromopinion
toproposition,fromdoxa tologos –isnotwithoutcontroversy,inpartbecause
oftherelationitproposesbetweenindividualexperienceandgeneraltruths. 
Canitindeedbethattheopinionthatmultitudesderivefromexperiencebe-
comesnaturally,gradually,continuously,thetruthofpropositions,asifthere
werenodiscontinuitybetweenstatementsmadeinonemodeandinanother?9
But inIl Principe,andinparticularwhereFortunaisconcerned,mattersare
eventrickier.ForFortunaisalwaysmostlikeherselfwhensheisunpredictable,
inconstant,constantlyinconstant,asGentilletcallsher,‘muableatousvents’
– inshort,Fortunaismost like herselfwhensheis least like anythingweal-
readyknow,oranythingwecanforesee.Shemarkstheverylimitofsimilitude
–anditisonthisgroundthatthenarrator’srelation-to-Fortunacanbesaidto
belike theprince’srelation-to-Fortuna:thefortuneofeachstandsinasimilar,
thoughspecificallynot identical, relationof similarity-to-that-which-has-no-
similitude,theeffectsofFortuna.Thenarratorandhisprincearealike,they
cansup-poseoneanother, inbeing likewhathasno likeness.Thecontinuist
logicofIl Principe turnsonthismoment:thelimitofsimilitudelieswithin,but
alsodesignatesandregulatesfromwithout,thecontinuousfieldofsimilitude.

Butjustwhat isFortuna‘like’,inthiscase?‘Icomparefortunetooneofthose
dangerous rivers […]’, writes Machiavelli’s narrator, ‘[A]ssimiglio [fortuna] a
unodiquestifiumirovinosiche,quandosiadirano,allaganoe’piani,rovinano
liarborieliedifizi,lievandodaquestaparteterreno,pongonodaquellaaltra:
ciascunofuggelorodinanzi,ognunocedeall’impetolorosanzapoterviinal-
cunaparteostare’.10Letustakethelibertyofaskingwhetherthisfamousanal-
ogytoFortunahasthefortunethatIsuggestedearlier–letusaskwhetherthis
analoguetoFortunaregisters,asFortunaherselfdoes,boththeunmotivated

9 The stakes become clearer if one recalls the necessarily mixed way in which Aquinas
speaksofthefunctionofanalogyinSumma Theologica I.13.5–wherenamingGod’sattri-
butesbyanalogytothoseofmortalbeingsisatoncenecessaryandinsufficient.

10 Machiavelli1988,p.85,and1995,p.163.
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discontinuitiesintherationalscheme,inthecontinuity,ofIl Principe,and also
isoneofthesetoflogicalandrhetoricaloperations(likestipulation,ordering,
analogy,andsoon)atworkthroughoutIl Principe,whosefunctionitistocre-
ate‘medesimezza’,similitudeorcontinuitywithin theargument,andamongits
discursivemodesand levels.Doesournarrator’s simile reasonablyandcon-
tinuously flow, like a strange river, between the decorous banks formed by
commonlyaccepted,recognised,doxologicaltraditionsofexegesesandcom-
parisons–ordoesitoverflowthosebanksunpredictablyandcatastrophically?
Canthevirtuousreader,princeornarratorseizetheopportunityofthiscatas-
trophe?Canweforeseeit,planoutinadvancethelandscapeofoureventual
interpretations,andsecureapositionof relativeauthorityover thedesolate
landscape?

Machiavelli’snarrator isclearlydoinghisbesttotiehissimileto justthis
sortofdoxologicaldecorum:thisiswhattheindexicalexclamation‘questifiu-
mirovinosi[…]’intends,anostensivegesturethatlinksIl Principe’sdescription
of Fortuna to a well-known hydrography. But the simile works, rhetorically,
logically,notonlybecauseeveryoneislikelytohaveencounteredanimpetu-
ousriver,butalsobecausetheimpetuosityofthefloodingwatersisanaturalas
wellasahumancharacter–ahumanisingattributeofthevolumeofwaters,an
attributebothofthephysicalvolumeofthewaterandofthewrathoftheriver
asanaturalobject.Placingthesimileundertheaspectofostensionwhileat
thesametimepersonifyingithastheeffect,paradoxically,ofuniversalisingby
meansofthespecific:everyoneknows‘questifiumi’,wehaveallseenoneof
them; we have all seen these furious rivers, and can distinguish them from
thosequietonesoverthere,theArnoonmostdays,theriversweseeeveryday
calmlyflowing,untilFortuna’shandturnsthewheelandtheyrageacrossthe
land.Andsimilarlyallofushaveencounteredimpetuousneighbours,orheard
ofimpetuousmonarchs,orhavedonethisorthatimpetuouslyourselves.Ma-
chiavelli’sostensionthus links the ‘io’of thenarrative,already linkedto the
figureoftheprinceinthesecond-orderanalogywehaveseen,totheexperi-
enceofthereader–aconsideredrhetoricalstrategywithnotnegligiblephilo-
sophicalimport,sinceitspeakstothewayinwhichacollectivityiscreated,
ostensibly,ostensively,ontermsthatbridgethenaturalandthehumanworlds
–includingthemastertermfornarrativecontinuityinIl Principe,theostensive
index‘io’,I,thefirst-personnarrativeinstance.

RiversrunthroughoutMachiavelli’swork–notablyintheArt of War,where,
asmightbeimagined,riversposeclassic,strategicproblemstoarmies.11Here

11 Machiavelli1997: ‘Molti,nelpassareifiumi,sonostatirottidaunoloronimicoaccorto,il
qualehaaspettatochesienomezzidaognibandae,dipoi,glihaassaltati;comefece
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theirperilsarethoseofbeingcaughtinthemiddle,withanarmyontheother
bank;orwhereafacingarmy,ashappenstoCesarinGaul,isfacedwithaforce
ontheotherbank,makingitimpossibleforthearmytocross.Whentheyflood
disastrously,Machiavelli’s riversbecomesomethingmorestill,as in theDis-
corsi,wherethedeluge,the‘inondazione’,becomesthemostimportantofthe
causes that ‘come from heaven’ to ‘erase the memory of things’.12 Its impor-
tanceiscapital,Machiavellisays,bothbecauseitisthemost‘universal’ofthese
actsofGod,andbecausethosewhoaresparedbythefloodare‘uominitutti
montanarierozzi’,who,havingnoknowledgeofanypast, ‘alcunaantichità’,
cannotleaveittotheirfollowers,toposterity.Theflood,theoverflowingofriv-
ers,becomesalsoamodelforhistoricalcaesura,forthebreakbetweenantiq-
uityandthepresent.InThe Prince,too,thisnormalisedfigureofthewell-known
river–questo fiume –worksbothasastrategicfigureandasafigureofchrono-
logicalcatastrophe.ThisisalsothenusedasawayofcharacterisingFortuna–
whoisalsobothanthropomorphisedandnaturalised;andalsotogivewhat
one could call the rules of the dynamics of surfaces on which The Prince is
based:thepolitical/logicalsurfaceoftheworkiscontinuousbutirregular,like
ageologicalbody–withmountainousverticalitiesrisingagainstaplain.The
figureoftheragingstreamisalsoafigureforthepolitico-logicalstructureof
the argument, where verticalisations, relations of subsumption, abstraction,
andgeneralisation,existasthemountainsdointhedistance,theirdestructive
effectsonlyrevealedwhenFortunaintervenesandmakesmanifestthedynam-
ic difference between levels. But do these hydro-logical rules, these hydro-
politico-logical rules, provide us with a way of determining the didactic
content of Machiavelli’s figure? Of establishing on what conditions each of
thesediscursivedomainsbecomessovereignover theothers–becomes the
semanticallyexplanatoryprinciplefortheothers–andthusforthesimileit-
self?

Thisquestionseemslocal,butitisinfactstructuringforthewholeenter-
priseofThe Prince,inasmuchasitbearsuponIl Principe’sprincipleofosten-
sion: it bears on the way in which Machiavelli’s treatise does or does not
succeed inreferring,determinately, toastateofaffairs fromwhichaprince
readingitwouldderiveaconcretehistoricalanalogueforthemattershefaces
inearlymodernity. Itbearsalsoonthequestionwhether Il Principe doesor
doesnotdesignateanindexicalpositionforthewriter,the‘I’whostandsbe-
forethisprince,fromwhomandasthesecretarial,continuousresponsibilityof

Cesare a’ svizzeri, che consumò la quarta parte di loro, per essere tramezzati da uno
fiume’(AIV).

12 Machiavelli1997b(DII.5).ForEnglishtranslationseeMachiavelli1970,p.288.
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whomthediscourseofThe Prince,Il Principe,emerges,andwhosenarrative
instancemightthenbesaidtodetermineorsuturethenatureoftheanalogic
register.Finally–and,aswewillsee,mostconsequentially–itbearsonthe
wayIl Principe imaginestherelationbetweensimilitudeandcontinuity.This
entirelylocalproblem,whichconcernsnothingbutthisclusteroffamous,rag-
ingrivers,liesattheheartofIl Principe, andofthePrincewhoisthetreatise’s
subject.What‘fiumirovinosi’is‘io’designatingwhenheturnstothem?

Oneofthem,asithappens,isariverthatno-onehasseen,thoughmanyof
Machiavelli’sreaderswouldhaveencounteredit.ItflowsthroughBookOneof
Lucretius’sDe rerum natura.13ThelinesIhaveinmind–thelovelyversesbe-
ginning ‘Principioventivisverberat incitacorpus/ ingentisqueruitnaviset
nubiladiffert’,–wereprofoundlyinfluentialinearlymodernity;Montaigne’s
rivers–andtherearemanyof themin theEssais – flowfromthissource.14

13 Machiavellihadusedthefigureoftheriveralready(Machiavelli2005,vv.151–59):‘Come
untorrenterapido,ch’altutto/superboèfatto,ognicosafracassa,/dovunqueaggiugneil
suocorsopertutto;/equestaparteaccresceequellaabbassa,/varialeripe,variailletto
e’lfondo/efatremarlaterradondepassa;/cosìFortuna,colsuofuribondo/impeto,
moltevolteorquiorquivi/vatramutandolecosedelmondo’.ThetextofDe rerum natura 
circulatedinFlorencebeforeitsfirstpublication,inBrescia,in1473,fromtheeditio prin-
ceps. Therewereeditions inVerona(1486)andVenice(1495). In 1500, the twoeditions
wereprintedbyAldusManutius(Venice);thefirstcommentededitionwasthatofGiovan
BattistaPio,1511;in1512,wefindaneditionprintedbyFilippoGiunta,editedbyPierCan-
dido,anddedicatedtoTommasoSoderini.Machiavelli’sknowledgeofLucretiusisinpart
the subject of Alison Brown’s decisive The Return of Lucretius to Renaissance Florence
(Brown2010),byfarthemostcompellingaccountoftheinfluenceofLucretius’spoemin
Machiavelli’stime(seeBrown 2010,pp.113ff.forhercommentsonMachiavelli’sannotated
copyofDe rerum natura,MS.Vat.Rossi884).

14 De rerum naturaI.vv.271–98:‘Principioventivisverberatincitacorpus/ingentisqueruit
navisetnubiladiffert,/interdumrapidopercurrensturbinecampos/arboribusmagnis
sternitmontisquesupremos/silvifragisvexatflabris:itaperfuritacri/cumfremitusae-
vitqueminacimurmurepontus./suntigiturventinimirumcorporacaeca,/quaemare,
quaeterras,quaedeniquenubilacaeli/verruntacsubitovexantiaturbineraptant,/nec
rationefluuntaliastragemquepropagant/etcummollisaquaeferturnaturarepente/
flumine abundanti, quam largis imbribus auget / montibus ex altis magnus decursus
aquai/fragminaconicienssilvarumarbustaquetota,/necvalidipossuntpontesvenien-
tisaquai/vimsubitamtolerare:itamagnoturbidusimbri/molibusincurritvalidiscum
viribusamnis,/datsonitumagnostragemvolvitquesubundis/grandiasaxa,ruitqua
quidquid fluctibus obstat. / sic igitur debent venti quoque flamina ferri, / quae vel uti
validum cum flumen procubuere / quam libet in partem, trudunt res ante ruuntque /
impetibuscrebris,interdumverticetorto/corripiuntrapidiquerotantiturbineportant./
quare etiam atque etiam sunt venti corpora caeca, / quandoquidem factis et moribus
aemulamagnis/amnibusinveniuntur,apertocorporequisunt’.ConcerningMontaigne’s



138 Lezra

Lucretius’sargumenttothispointinDe rerum natura concernsthenatureof
matter–itscomposition,itsprincipalattributes:whetheritoriginatesandifso
how and under what conditions; whether matter can be said to pass out of
existence,andifsohow,andunderwhatconditions.Weareonthevergeofthe
atomicandalphabeticalparadigms, introducedback-to-backsomehundred
linesearlier,butnotyetfullydiscussed.Here,wherehisragingriverflowsinto
thepoem,Lucretiuswishestoestablishtherhetoricalandlogicalgroundon
whichhewillproceed,inanexpositionthatwillconcernthosethingsinna-
turethatarein-visible.Hewill,inshort,benotonlyarguingforadefinitionof
thenatureofmatter,butarguingthatwecanknow,byanalogy,thecomponent
elements–theindivisibleelementsthatliebeyondthesensible–byanalogy
tootherphenomenaandelements,apparentlyormanifestlyinvisible,whose
effectsrevealthem,orwhicharerevealedwhentheyarelookedat,forinstance,
intheslantlightofarayofsun.Theimpetusofatomicmotioncannotbeper-
ceivedbythesenses,norcanthebeginningsofachainofmaterialcauses,but
awind,too,cannotbeseen,norcanitselementsbeidentified–theelements
thatmakeupair,whichwhenatrestcannotbeperceived–andyetitseffects,
theeffectsoftheseinvisibleelements,aremanifestwhenthewindblowsvio-
lently. We should imagine the wind to be composed of elements, Lucretius
writes,inpreciselythewaythataplacidstreamiscomposedoftheelementsof
water,whosenatureisgentle(mollis natura),butwhosemassandmomentum
becomepatentwhentheriverburstsitsbounds,and, inRouse’stranslation,
‘suddenlyrolls inoverwellingstreamwhenagreatdelugeofwater fromthe
highmountainsswellsthefloodwithtorrentsofrain,dashingtogetherwreck-
ageof forestsandwholetrees,norcanstrongbridgeswithstandthesudden
force(vim subitam tolerare)ofthecomingwater,withsomightyaforcedoes
theriver,boilingwithraintorrents,rushagainstthepiers;itworksdevastation

Lucretianrivers,IamthinkinginparticularofMontaigne’scommentsatthebeginningof
theessayDes Cannibales,totheeffectthat‘Ilsemblequ’ilyaitdesmouvements,naturels
lesuns,lesautresfiévreux,encesgrandscorpscommeauxnôtres.Quandjeconsidère
l’impression que ma rivière de Dordogne fait de mon temps vers la rive droite de sa
descente,etqu’envingtanselleatantgagné,etdérobélefondementàplusieursbâti-
ments,jevoisbienquec’estuneagitationextraordinaire;car,siellefûttoujoursalléeàce
train;oudûtalleràl’avenir, lafiguredumondeseraitrenversée.Maisil leurprenddes
changements:tantôtelless’épandentd’uncôté,tantôtd’unautre;tantôtellessecontien-
nent.Jeneparlepasdessoudainesinondationsdequoinousmanionslescauses’(Mon-
taigne 1998,vol. 1,p.341).Screechreports thatMontaignemarked thispassagewith ‘a
seriesoffirmbrokenpen-strokes[…]Inadditionthelasttwowords[corpora caeca]are
underlined’(seeScreech1998,p.214).
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withlouduproarandrollshugerocksunderitswaves,andsweepsawaywhat-
everstandsinitspath’.15

FortunaallowsthearrowofMachiavelli’s ‘questifiumi’tofalljusthere,in
BookOneofDe rerum natura, soletusgrant thatMachiavelli’sriveranalogy
worksatleastinpartbyreferringto,orbyechoing,orbydesignatingLucreti-
us’sfamouslines.InDe rerum naturatheriverisacomplicatedthingalready
–andMachiavelli’sreferencetoit,ifthatiswhatitis,isdoublyso.InLucreti-
us’spoem,theriverisnotjustariver,butalsoananaloguetothewind–which
isnotjustthewind,butananaloguetotheatoms.Theprincipleofsimilarityis
now manifestly cosmological: it crosses chronological periods, media, even
substantial differences, atoms being indivisible, and water not so. A strong,
naturalised version of the principle of continuity is manifestly in place. Ac-
cordingly,forIl Principe’snarrator,Fortunaislikearagingriver,andthisriverin
turnissufficientlylikeLucretius’srivertocallittothemindofFlorentineread-
erscontemporarywithMachiavelli,andthisLucretianriverinturnislikethe
wind,whichisliketheinvisibleatomsthatconstitutematter.Thatthischainof
similitudesisincreasinglyfar-fetchedmaynotmakeanypracticaldifferenceto
Il Principe’sargument:questi fiumicanrefertobothaphysicalriver(ortomany
rivers)designatedindexically,doxologically,bytheexpressionquesti fiumi; and
toLucretius’sriver(orrivers)ofwindandatoms.Ifoneflowsintotheother,or
onetakestheplaceoftheother,thefunctionandthelogicalcoherenceofthe
argumentaremaintained.

ButMachiavelli’sindicesdonotquitecohere:designatingaphysical,recog-
nisableriverturnsouttobequitedifferentfromdesignatingatropicriverin
Lucretius’s poem, a river whose analogy to the variable and overwhelming
forceofatomicflowdependspreciselyuponasuspension,ifnotanoutright
destruction,ofthesemanticsofdesignation.Foralongside,andasaconstant
simileforthechainofnaturalsimilitudesthatheofferstoatomicmotion,Lu-
cretiusunrollsthealphabeticalparadigmthatmakeshispoemitself,theliteral
compositionofhispoemitself,thehighestexampleofatomiccomposition–
as in Book I, verses 195–99, ‘ut potius multis communia corpora rebus multa 
putes esse, ut verbis elementa videmus, quam sine principiis ullam rem exsistere 
posset’.Whatmattershere,toLucretiusastohisreaderMachiavelli,isthedis-
tinctionbetweenthesemanticlevelonwhichDe rerum natura proceedsand
theelemental,literallevel.Letters,elementa verbis,donotsignify;indeed,itis
ontheconditionthattheynotsignifythattheycanbere-usedinotherwords.
Thelettersofthepoemare,intheambiguouswaythatLucretius’slinesfavour,
corpora caeca,invisiblebodieswhicharealsoblindtooneanother,tothem-

15 Passanante2011,p.35brieflycommentsonMachiavelli’suseofthisLucretianpassage.



140 Lezra

selves,toallthings.We‘see’,videmus,lettersdifferentlyfromthewayinwhich
we‘see’withoursenses:lettersarenotphenomenallylikethewaterortheef-
fectsofwaterandwind.Butsincewearemanifestlyseeing,videmus andaudi-
mus, Lucretius’s letters, it is their mutual blindness, the way in which their
entering-into-relationisindependentoftheirphenomenalqualitiesasitisof
theirreferentialfunction,thatDe rerum natura intends.TheelementsofLu-
cretius’swordsblindlyrefertothemselves–butnotonthebasisofwhatthe
wordsmean,orofwhattheelementsresemble:neitheraprincipleofsimili-
tude, nor a semantic principle, governs the aleatory coming-into-relation of
Lucretius’sletters,ortheeffectsoftheserelationsinthepoemandforitscos-
mos.

Thisbearsonthesecondwayinwhichthesetworiversworkdifferently.The
hydraulicsofthesystemareidenticalinbothstories, inMachiavelli’sandin
Lucretius’s–theimpetuousmovementofwatersfromtheheighttothevalley,
with disastrous consequences. But this hydrogeography can be maintained
onlyinthedomainofphysicalsurfaces.IntheLucretiantexttheverticalityof
therelationbetweentheelementsofthename,thenameitselfinwhichthese
literalelementsarecollected,andthephenomenonnamedisconstantly,but
notpredictably,notcontinuously,disturbed.InDe rerum natura,thetorrential
currentinLucretius’sanalogyatomisesthepoem,anddispersestheconstitu-
ent letters of the verse across the poem: the semantic register is simultane-
ously confirmed and destroyed by the acting-out, by the instance, of the
turbulent decomposition that the work momentarily names. Verticalisation
maythenbeaprinciple,ascontinuityisaprinciple(thesearenotcontradic-
tory),butforLucretiusitproducescontingentrelations,aswellasmomentary
andreversibleones–anditisalwaysandalreadyaccompaniedbyeffectsof
deverticalisationatworkintheactsofreadingandwritingthatbringletters
togethertoformsemanticunits,andtakethemapartinwaysthatmakeopera-
tional,semanticallyaswellasnon-semantically,theirrelationtoothers:natura 
facit declinationes.

ThisiswhatmakesMachiavelli’ssimilesoextraordinary,asareadingofLu-
cretius.InIl Principe,justhere,itappears,theanthropomorphicfigureofFor-
tuna is not herself subject to fortune. Fortuna presides over the contingent
world,withoutherselfbeinganexampleof,orsubjectto,thatcontingency:her
mythopoeticstatusistheguaranteethatFortunawillalwaysactintheworld,
butthatguaranteeisitselfimpervious,materially,tothealeatoryatomisation
ofLucretius’spoem.Fortuna’snameiswritteninviolably;hernamecannotbe
unwritten,orspelledout,orunspelled;Fortunahasnoelements;sheisherself
theelementary,indivisible,atomicformofmatter. 
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Wemightconclude,then,thatGramsci’sinitialinsightswithrespecttoMa-
chiavelli’s treatise were profound, but misplaced. It is not the prince whose
mythopoietic,incorporatedintegritybecomes,inmodernity,thepoliticalpar-
ty–butelementalFortuna.Shegoverns,inparticular,thetopologyofIl Prin-
cipe: the narrative instance, the first-person narrative on which Il Principe 
stands,isnolongerindexicallydefinitivewithrespecttothefieldofitsnarra-
tive–ortoputitmoresimply,thattheinstanceofnarrationdoesnotprovide
aprincipleofcontinuityforIl Principe,becauseitisneverthesubject,exclu-
sively or determinably, of its enunciation – but is always and unpredictably
slippingintobecomingtheobjectofnarrationthroughtheactofFortuna.And
thesameobtains,ofcourse,asconcernstheobjectofthediscourse,theprince
– who flickers from standing outside Il Principe, as its addressee, to finding
himself one of the elements of the discourse. Discontinuity in Il Principe is
thusastructuraleffect,oraneffectofstructure,aconsequenceofthework’s
constantrecoursetowhatwecancall,notanthropomorphismsormyths,but
defectiveconcepts.AlistofIl Principe’sdefectiveconceptsmightincludethe
terms ‘impeto’, which Skinner and Price translate as ‘force’; ‘ordine’ and the
derived verb ‘ordinare’, which is translated into English almost invariably as
‘organisation’and‘toorganise’;anyandallusesoftheostensiveregister,toin-
dicatethisorthathistoricalsimilitudeoroneoranotherclassicalanalogue;as
wellasthepersonalpronoun‘io’.Eachofthesedefectiveconceptshasthepe-
culiarlogicalfunctionofbeingamemberoftheclassofdefectiveconcepts,
butalsoadefinitiveorsuppositive term,evenonemightsayaregulativeor
orderingprinciple,withrespecttothisclassofdefectiveconcepts.Indeed,one
ofthethingsthatmakestheseconceptsdefectiveisthisdoublefunction–of
beingmembersorelementsoftheclassofconceptsthataredefective,butalso
regulativewithrespecttothem,ordefinitiveofthisclass.Horizontal,vertical
–axesintranslation,underthehandofFortuna.Itisasifwhatonemightcall
logical sovereignty had been split, and each defective concept is simultane-
ously ‘prince’, definitive, ordering or suppositive with respect to the other
membersof theclass,andasubject,anelement,amemberof theclassde-
fined,sup-posedandorderedbythesovereign-term.Whatisdistinctlyandir-
reparably disruptive of the continuity principle in Machiavelli, of efforts to
constitute Il Principe’s discontinuity effects as a principled and continuous
field,andofeffortstoconceptualisetherelationbetweentheprincipleofcon-
tinuityandthework’sdiscontinuityeffects,isnotthatdifferentelementscan
occupydifferentpositions,asregulativewithrespecttoafieldorelementsof
thatfield–butthatthemechanismdeterminingwhatfunctiontheseconcepts
serveisitselfnotonlyamemberofneitherfield,butnotaconceptatall.For-
tuna,elementalFortuna,istheirreducible,indivisibleandeffectivenamewe
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give to the force constituting this class of defective concepts. She works
throughoutIl Principe indexically,ostensively.Shenotonlyprovidesawayof
understandingthecontroversialrelationbetweenmultitudeandhegemonyin
Gramsci,butalsoawayofthinkingtheconceptofmodernsovereigntymore
broadly.ForFortunadistributessovereigntyasaragingriverdepositstheruins
ofthecities,bridgesandfieldsitoverruns.Thepoliticalpartyisnotdecidedly
locatedinaninstance,an‘io’oranorganicrepresentative,inacelloranele-
mentwhich,qua element,wouldbesimilartoorcontinuouswithanyother
element,orwhichcouldclaimtohavearepresentativerelationtoelements
whichresembleoneanother(inhavingsimilarclassoreconomicinterests,for
example).Orrather,suchsovereigntycan belocateddecidedlyinanelement,
wecan employthegrandarsenalofdefectiveconceptsthatIl Principe setbe-
foremodernity,butmodernsovereigntyafterIl Principe canonlybedecidedly
locatedephemerally,retrospectively,asonepointsforinstancetotheeffectsof
aragingriverwhichisnot(just)aflowingriver,butisalsoanexample,ora
wind,anatom,aword:questi sovrani, questo sovrano, questo popolo, questo par-
tito sovrano.
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Chapter8

The Five Theses of Machiavelli’s ‘Philosophy’

Vittorio Morfino

InhispaperattheSpinozaconferenceof2002,inUrbino,EtienneBalibarpro-
posedthreepossibleinterpretationsofthefamouspassageinchapter15ofThe 
Princeonthe‘effectualtruthofthething(verità effettuale della cosa)’andon
thesignificanceofitsoppositiontothe‘imaginationofit(immaginazione di 
essa)’.

Balibar’sfirstreadingisbasedonthephilosophyofSpinoza:theopposition
between‘effectualtruth’and‘imagination’isinterpretedinthelightofSpino-
za’soppositionbetweenreasonandtheillusionoffinality.Thisreadingispos-
sibletotheextentthatpolitics,understoodinMachiavelli’ssense,constitutes
anotherstandardoftruthinadditiontothatofmathematics‘thatprecludes
theimagination’.1However, this interpretationdoesnot leadtoasimpleop-
positionbetweenreasonandimagination,becausethematerialofreason,in
reality,istheimaginationitself,andthereforereasontendsto‘reducethecom-
plexityofopinionsand[…]toregulatetheemotionalconflictsthatembody
theimagination’;ultimatelywecanspeakof‘engendering reason,asanobjec-
tive-subjectivefaculty,orasthefacultyofadequatingsubjectivitytoobjectiv-
ity (d’instituer l’adequation de la subjectivité à l’objetivité)’.2 An interpretation
ofthiskindbringstolighttheambivalenceofthesubjective/objectivegenitive
inMachiavelli’sexpression‘theeffectualtruthofthething’:

[…]thediscourseoftruthcannotbethoughtaboutonlyinrelationtothe
mode of reflection, representation, and the subject-object division. It
refers instead to a production, to a retroactive effectiveness, or in less
abstracttermsifyouprefer,tothenotionthatitsowneffectsareinvolved
in practiceintheconstitutionsofitsagents,oritsbearers(porteurs).3

ThesecondreadingistheoneAlthusserputforwardinMachiavelli and Usin
whichBalibarsees‘bothanoriginalinterpretationofMachiavelli,andaproto-

* TranslatedbyZakiyaHanafi
1 Balibar2007,p.202.
2 Balibar2007,p.205.
3 Balibar2007,p.206.
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colthatalsotransformstheconceptionoftruthinAlthusser,causingittoshift
froma“Spinozist”modeloftheoppositionbetweencausalrationalityandthe
finalist or ideological imagination to […] a Machiavellian model’.4This Ma-
chiavellianmodeloftruthwouldresideinaconceptionofknowledgebased
onthedivisionoronthedisjunctivesynthesisofopposingstatements,since
knowledgeisimplicatedinitsobjectand,whatismore,thenatureofthisob-
jectisconflictual:

However–addsBalibar–itwouldbecompletelywrongtointerpretitas
afailureofrationalityandofitsprojectofuniversality:itmustbeseen
ratherasaconflictualconstruction,immanenttotheobject,withoutthe
possibilityofanyneutralandneutralizing‘metalanguage’,ofuniversality
itself.5

Finally,thethirdreadingisbasedonthethoughtofJohnAustin;that is,ac-
cordingtoBalibar’sclarification, ‘apossibilityofconfrontation[…]between
theMachiavelliantheoryontheeffectivecharacteroftruthandcertainprop-
erties of the notion of performativity’.6 From this Austinian perspective, it
shouldbeemphasisedthatMachiavelliviewedhisowndiscourseasonethatis
statedinasituation,which‘byitsveryutteranceiscapableoftransformingthe
situationin whichandout of which it arises’.7Thismakesit,atleastmetaphori-
cally,comparabletoagigantic,complex,performativeutterance(acompari-
son made possible because ‘it is uttered in the first person, an essential
characteristicofAustin’snotionoftheperformative’).However, thisreading
wouldhavetheeffectofcorrectingthesubjectivismoftheperformative:

[…]itwouldprobablybepossible–writesBalibar–toshowthatMachia-
vellicontinuestoquestionthe ideathattheeffectivenessofdiscourse,
especiallytheeffectivenessofthediscourseontruth,proceedsfromits
author,orfromits‘manifest’(i.e.,personal)author,necessarilysituatedin
aunivocal fashion in thepolitical topographyof theconflictsbetween
opinions(‘betweenhumors’)andbetweendifferencesinsocialposition,
eventhoughatdifferenttimesitmayfictitiouslyoccupymorethanone
place;forexample,thepositionofthe‘Prince’orthe‘Grandi’orthe‘peo-
ple’.Theeffectivenessofdiscourse,orthespringboardofperformativity,

4 Balibar2007,p.207.
5 Balibar2007,pp.207–8.
6 Balibar2007,p.208.
7 Ibid.
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tendstoretreattowardsomethingmoreimpersonal,whichistheinstance
ofconflictitself,ortheviolenceofpoliticalclashesreflectedattheheart
ofdiscourse–towardthe‘thing’wemightsay,inthatwhichisintracta-
ble,evenungraspable,aboutit.AndIthinkitisalsothatwhichcontains
theseedsofaprofoundcorrectionofthe‘subjectivist’themeintheper-
formative,whichwecanhear inandthroughtheverità effettuale della 
cosa.8

Inallthreecases,Balibarappealstotheoreticalmodelsthatprovideaframe-
workfortheMachiavellianexpression‘tosearchaftertheeffectualtruthofthe
thing’andofitsoppositionto‘theimaginationofit’.Ineffect,thispassagedoes
notappeartobeself-explanatory.Orrather,itsobviousnessismoreblinding
thanilluminating.Ithasbeenreadasthefoundationofmodernpoliticalsci-
ence(MaxHorkheimer),asaproclamationofimmorality(LeoStrauss),ofpo-
liticalrealism(RaymondAron),asthefoundationofaphilosophyofpolitical
action in contingency and conflict (Claude Lefort), and so on and so forth.
However, each of these interpretations imposes (surreptitiously, contrary to
Balibar’s explicit manoeuvre) a theoretical framework that is extraneous to
Machiavelli’sthought,withouttakingintoconsiderationthetheoreticalprob-
lemsthatthisimpositionmayimply.

WhatIproposeinthisessayistoexplaintheMachiavellianexpression‘the
effectualtruthofthething’anditsoppositionto‘theimaginationofit’iuxta 
propria principia, thatis,startingfromatheoreticalframeworkcontainedin
Machiavelli’sownphilosophyratherthanfromoneexternaltoit.Inaprevious
workIattemptedtolocatethephilosophyofMachiavellibetweenahypothet-
icalLucretianoriginandanequallyhypotheticalSpinozistcontinuation,9but
onthisoccasionIwillbringoutthephilosophyneededtomakethisexpression
andthisoppositionintelligiblepurelyfromMachiavelli’sowntexts.

Whatisthemeaningofthe‘effectualtruthofthething’?Ontheonehand,
wehavetheterm‘truth’,whosehistoryforcesusbackthroughtheentirehis-
toryofphilosophy,firstintheformoftheGreekalétheiaandthenoftheLatin
veritas,untilappearingasveritàinMachiavelli’sFlorentinevernacular.Onthe
otherhand,thereisatermwithoutahistory,aneologisminventedbyMachia-
velli,onethatonlyappearedinItalianinthatonepassageand,later,intwenti-
eth century translations of Hegel, to differentiate between Realität and
Wirklichkeit, rendering the latter as ‘realtà effettuale (effectual reality)’. Of
course,intheterm‘effettuale’thereistheLatinrootofeffectus,facere,factum,

8 Balibar2007,pp.208–9.
9 SeeMorfino2006,pp.67–110.
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butthereislittlemoretobedrawnfromthem.Moreover,theydonothelpus
to penetrate its meaning in other contexts, since the syntagm is a hápax 
legómenon,appearingonlyonceinMachiavelli’swork.

AphilologicalanalysisofMachiavelli’ssyntagmwillnothelptoelucidate
hisphilosophy,then. ‘Effectualtruth’ isthesymbolofthisphilosophy,but it
doesnotcontainitsmeaning:inotherwords,‘effectualtruth’isthenameofa
wayofdoingtheory,butitdoesnotcontainthemeaningofthistheory,name-
ly,thespecificpositionthatitoccupiesinthephilosophicalbattlefield(Kampf-
platz).

Thisspecificpositionliesinthetheoreticalfieldopenedupbyfivephilo-
sophicalthesesthatappearinMachiavelli’sworkinapracticalstate.Inother
words,althoughtheyfunctioninthetextwithouteverbeingstatedopenlyas
philosophicaltheses,withoutthem, it is impossibleto identifytheobjectof
Machiavelli’stheory,the‘thing’aboutwhichhespeaks(politicalindividuality
in fieri):

1. thethesisofinvariance;
2. thethesisofuniversalvariability;
3. thethesisoftheprimacyoftheencounterovertheform;
4. thethesisoftheprimacyoftheinterweavingoftimesoveralineartime;
5. thethesisofthedisarticulationofhistoryandmemory.

1 The Thesis of Invariance

Machiavelli’sfirstphilosophicalthesisissetoutintheprefacetotheDiscourses
on Livy and constitutes the methodological premise of the entire theory. In
ordertoestablishaknowledgeofhistorythatcanbetranslatedintopractice,
Machiavelliassertstheimmutabilityofthenaturalorder,whichunderliesthe
continuouschangeofevents:

Considering thus how much honor is awarded to antiquity, and how
many times – letting pass infinite other examples – a fragment of an
ancientstatuehasbeenboughtatahighpricebecausesomeonewantsto
haveitnearoneself,tohonorhishousewithit,andtobeabletohaveit
imitatedbythosewhodelightinthatart,andhowthelatterthenstrive
withallindustrytorepresentitinalltheirworks;andseeing,ontheother
hand, that the most virtuous works the histories show us, which have
beendonebyancientkingdomsandrepublics,bykings,captains,citi-
zens, legislators, and others who have labored for their fatherland, are



148 Morfino

rather admired than imitated – indeed they are so much shunned by
everyoneineveryleastthingthatnosignofthatancientvirtueremains
with us – I can do no other than marvel and grieve. And so much the
morewhenIseethatinthedifferencesthatarisebetweencitizensincivil
affairsorinthesicknessesthanmenincur,theyalwayshaverecourseto
thosejudgmentsorthoseremediesthatwerejudgedororderedbythe
ancients. For the civil laws are nothing other than verdicts given by
ancientjurists,which,reducedtoorder,teachourpresentjuriststojudge.
Norismedicineotherthantheexperimentsperformedbyancientphysi-
cians,onwhichpresentphysiciansfoundtheirjudgments.Nonetheless,
inorderingrepublics,maintainingStates,governingkingdoms,ordering
the military and administering war, judging subjects, and increasing
empire,neitherprincenorrepublicmaybefoundthathasrecourseto
theexamplesoftheancients.Thisarises,Ibelieve,notsomuchfromthe
weaknessintowhichthepresentreligionhasledtheworld,orfromthe
evilthatanambitiousidlenesshasdonetomanyChristianprovincesand
cities,asfromnothavingatrueknowledgeofhistories,throughnotget-
tingfromreadingthemthatsensenortastingthatflavorthattheyhavein
themselves.Fromthisitarisesthattheinfinitenumberwhoreadthem
takepleasure inhearingof thevarietyofaccidents contained in them
without thinking of imitating them, judging that imitation is not only
difficultbut impossible–as if heaven, sun, elements, men had varied in 
motion, order, and power from what they were in antiquity.10

Other passages in the Discourses refer to the same invariance thesis. In Dis-
courses,BookI,chapter11Machiavelliwrites: ‘foraswassaidinourpreface,
menareborn,live,anddiealwaysinoneandthesameorder’.11

IntheDiscourses,BookI,chapter39:

Whoeverconsiderspresentandancient thingseasily knows that inall
citiesandinallpeoplestherearethesame desires and the same humors,
andtherealwayshavebeen.Soitisaneasythingforwhoeverexamines
pastthingsdiligentlytoforeseefuturethingsineveryrepublicandtotake
theremediesforthemthatwereusedbytheancients[…].12

InthePrefacetoBookII:

10 Machiavelli1996,pp.5–6(emphasisadded).
11 Machiavelli1996,p.36.
12 Machiavelli1996,pp.83–4(emphasisadded).
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Andinthinkingabouthowthesethingsproceed,Ijudgetheworldalways
tohavebeeninthesamemodeandtheretohavebeenasmuchgoodas
wickedinit.Butthewickedandthegoodvaryfromprovincetoprovince,
asisseenbyonewhohasknowledgeofthoseancientkingdoms,which
variedfromonetoanotherbecauseofthevariationofcustoms,though
theworldremainedthesame.13

FinallyDiscourses,BookIII,chapter43:

Prudentmenareaccustomedtosay,andnotbychanceorwithoutmerit,
thatwhoeverwishestoseewhathastobeconsiderswhathasbeen;forall
worldlythingsineverytimehavetheirowncounterpartinancienttimes.
Thatarisesbecausethesearetheworkofmen,who have and always had 
the same passions,andtheymustofnecessityresultinthesameeffect.14

Tosummarise:thesamemotion,order,power(potenza),thesamemode,same
desiresandhumours,thesamepassions.AlthusserrightlynotesthatthisMa-
chiavellianthesisdoesnotfunctionasatheoretico-scientificpropositionon
history,butpreciselyasaphilosophicalthesis;athesisthat,ontheonehand,
asserts‘theobjectivityanduniversalityoftheforthcomingscientificproposi-
tions; on the other, a thesis founding the possibility of the experimental
comparisonsbetween“cases”Machiavelliisgoingtomaketoproducehistheo-
reticalpropositions’:

Werethehumanworldnotthe same–Althusserwrites–itwouldnotbe
possibletomakecomparisonsbetweenantiquityandthepresent–on
theonehand,betweenthediverseeventsandconjuncturesofantiquity,
and on the other, between the diverse events and conjunctures of the
present(ItalyandFrance,say),and,finally,betweenthesetwoordersof
conjunctures.Ifitwerenotthesame–constant–itwouldnotbepossi-
bleto isolatetheconstants–the ‘laws’–or, rather, their ‘invariants’; it
wouldnotbepossibletoknowit.15

Inotherwords,thethesisofthehomogeneityoftimesfoundstheverypossi-
bilityofMachiavelli’sdiscourse,inthesamewaythatthethesisofthehomo-

13 Machiavelli1996,p.124.
14 Machiavelli1996,p.302(emphasisadded).
15 Althusser1999,pp.34–5.
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geneityofthesublunaryandcelestialworldswouldlaterfoundthepossibility
ofGalileo’sdiscourse.16

2 Thesis of Universal Variability

Thethesisofuniversalvariabilityisfoundinaveiledforminmanypassagesin
Machiavelli’swork.AlthussercitesapassageonthissubjectfromDiscourses,I,
6:‘sinceallthingsofmenareinmotionandcannotstaysteady,theymustei-
therriseorfall’.17Formypart,Iwillrefertoabeautifulletterwrittenon31Janu-
ary 1515 to Francesco Vettori, in which, to justify the changes in topics and
tonesintheirletters,frommattersoflovetopoliticalaffairs,Machiavelliwrites:

Anyonewhomightseeourletters,mydearfriend,andmightnotetheir
diversitywouldbeveryamazed,foratonepointhewouldthinkthatwe
wereveryseriousmen, involvedinweightymatters,andthatwenever
entertainedathoughtwhichwasnotloftyandhonest.Butthen,turning
thepage,hewoulddiscoverthatthesesameseriousmenwerefrivolous,
inconstant, lustful, and occupied with trifles. This manner of ours,
althoughtosome itmaybedisgraceful, seemsworthyofpraise tome,
becauseweimitateNature,whichherselfisvarious,andanyonewhoimi-
tatesNaturecannotbecriticized.18

Boththeconceptoffortuneandtheprejudiceaccordingtowhichfortunegov-
ernshumanaffairsdirectlydependonthethesisofnatureasvariation.Inthe
famous chapter 25 of The Prince, Machiavelli writes: ‘This opinion has been
believedmoreinourtimesbecauseofthegreatvariabilityofthings(variazi-
one grande delle cose)whichhavebeenseenandareseeneveryday,beyond
everyhumanconjecture’.19Natureisvariabilityandfortuneis‘unforeseeable’
variability,‘beyondallhumanconjecture’:theseideasarecertainlyrepresent-
edbythemetaphorofthe‘violentrivers(fiumi rovinosi)’thatappearsinthe
samechapterofThe Prince,butalsobythatofthe‘windstorm’intheFloren-
tine Histories,BookVI,chapter34,‘whichinTuscanyhadeffectsunheardofin

16 Cassirer1946,pp.116ff.
17 Machiavelli,1998,p.23(DI.6).ThepassageisquotedinAlthusser1999,p.35.
18 CitedinMachiavelli1979,p.54.SeetheEditor’sNoteto‘ThePrivateLetters’.
19 Machiavelli1998,p.98.



151TheFiveThesesofMachiavelli’s‘Philosophy’

the past and for whoever learns of it in the future will have marvelous and
memorableeffects’.20

Thesefirsttwothesesshouldnotbethoughtofseparately,asif,ontheone
hand, there was the persistence of forms and, on the other, the continuous
varietyofaccidents,butratherasoneinsidetheother.Thisavoidsbothafos-
silisationofbecomingthroughtheconcept,andadissolutionofitsintelligibil-
ityintoastructurelessdispersal.

2.1 Epistemological Consequences of the Formulation of the First Two 
Theses

If,asHeideggersays,theprincipleofreasonresonatedinthehistoryofWest-
ernthoughtbeforefindinganappropriateforminLeibniz’sstatement‘nihil est 
sine ratione’,wemightsaythatthefirstthesisconstitutesakindofMachiavel-
lianprincipleofcausality(ofthetype‘alwaysandeverywhere,inancienttimes
andinmoderntimes,thereisnoeffectthatdoesnothaveacause,andthereis
nocausewhichisnotfollowedbyaneffect’).Inotherwords,thefirstthesisis
aprincipleoftheintelligibilityofthereal,whilethesecondisitsimmediate
correctionormodulation(ofthetype‘theconstantvariationcomplicatesthe
linearityoftherelationshipsbetweencauseandeffect’).

Twoepistemologicalconsequencesofextremeimportancefollowfromthe
formulationofthefirsttwotheses:1)amodeloflinearcausalityisrejected;2)
themodelofessencetiedtothemodeloflinearcausalityundergoesredefini-
tion.

Withregardtotherejectionofamodelof linearcausality,onecouldcite
countlesspassagesfromMachiavelli’sanalysesinwhichwefindthisisatwork
inapracticalstate:theDiscourses,BookIII,chapter21offersaparadigmatic
example. Significantly, it is entitled ‘Whence It ArisesThat with a Different
ModeofProceedingHannibalProducedThoseSameEffectsinItalyasScipio
DidinSpain’.WritesMachiavelli:

Ireckonthatsomemightbeabletomarvelwhentheyseethatsomecap-
tain,notwithstandingthathehasheldtoacontrarylife,mayhavenone-
theless produced effects similar to those who have lived in the mode
writtenaboutabove.Soitappearsthatthecauseofthevictoriesdoesnot
dependonthecausessaidbefore; indeed, itappearsthatthosemodes
bring you neither more force nor more fortune, since one can acquire
gloryandreputationthroughcontrarymodes.Soasnottodepartfrom

20 Machiavelli1988,p.270.MythankstoGennaroMariaBarbutowhobroughtthispassage
tomyattention.
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themenwrittenaboutabove,andtoclarifybetterwhatIwishedtosay,I
saythatoneseesScipioenterSpainandwithhishumanityandmercyat
oncemakethatprovincefriendlytohim,andmakehimselfadoredand
admiredbyitspeoples.Tothecontrary,oneseesHannibalenterItalyand
withmodesallcontrary,thatiswithcruelty,violence,robberyandevery
typeoffaithlessnessproducethesameeffectthatScipiohadproducedin
Spain;forallthecitiesofItalyrebelledtoHannibal,allthepeoplesfol-
lowedhim.21

The next chapter examines the same problem from a different perspective:
‘ThattheHardnessofManliusTorquatusandtheKindnessofValeriusCorvi-
nusAcquiredforEachtheSameGlory’.WritesMachiavelli:

Therewere twoexcellentcaptains inRomeatoneandthesametime,
ManliusTorquatusandValeriusCorvinus.TheylivedinRomewithlike
virtue,withliketriumphsandglory,andeachofthem,inwhatpertained
to theenemy,acquired itwith likevirtue;but inwhatbelongedto the
armies and to their dealings with the soldiers, they proceeded very
diversely.ForManliuscommandedhissoldierswitheverykindofsever-
ity,withoutinterruptingeithertoilorpunishment:Valerius,ontheother
hand,dealtwiththemwitheveryhumanemodeandmeansandfullofa
familiardomesticity.Foronemayseethattohavetheobedienceofthe
soldiers,onekilledhissonandtheotherneveroffendedanyone.None-
theless,withsomuchdiversityofproceeding,eachproducedthesame
fruit,bothagainstenemiesandinfavoroftherepublicandofhimself.22

However,itisinthefamous‘GhiribizzialSoderini’,writtenbetween13and21
September1506,thatwefindanepistemologicaldeclarationoftheimpossible
linearityofthecauseandeffectrelationship:

AtthisIwouldwonder,ifmyfatehadnotshownmesomanyandsuch
variedthingsthatIamobligedtowonderbutlittle,ortoconfessthatI
havenotcomprehendedwhilereadingandexperiencingtheactionsof
menandtheirmethodsofprocedure.[…]AndIseevariouskindsofcon-
ductbringingaboutthesamething[…]andmanywhoworkdifferently
attainingthesameend[…].23

21 Machiavelli1996,pp.262–63.
22 Machiavelli1996,pp.264–65.
23 Machiavelli1961,p.97(MachiavellitoSoderini,13–21September1506,Letter116).
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HereMachiavelliopenlystatesthatdifferentcausescanproducethesameef-
fect.TheexampleshegivesareHannibalandScipio,likeintheDiscourses,but
also Lorenzo de’ Medici who ‘disarmed the people to hold Florence’ and
GiovanniBentivogliwho‘inordertoholdBolognaarmedthem’.Then‘theVi-
telliinCastelloandthepresentDukeofUrbino’who‘destroyedthefortresses
inorder to retain thoseStates’and ‘CountFrancescoandmanyothersbuilt
themintheirterritoriestomakethemselvessureofthem’.24ThisishowMa-
chiavellisummarisesthesignificanceoftheseexamples:

WehaveseenandseeeverydaythoseIhavementionedandcountless
otherswhocouldbeusedasinstancesgainingkingdomsandsovereign-
ties,orfalling,accordingtocircumstances;andamanwhowaspraised
while he was gaining is reviled when he is losing; and frequently after
longprosperityamanwhofinallylosesdoesnotinanywayblamehim-
selfbutaccusestheheavensandtheactionoftheFates.25

Whyarethesame‘waysofacting[…]sometimesequallyeffectiveandequally
damaging?’ThisistheanswerthatMachiavellioffersSoderini:

IbelievethatasNaturehasgivenmendifferentfaces,soshehasgiven
them different dispositions and different imaginations. From this it
resultsthateachmanconductshimselfaccordingtohisdispositionand
hisimagination.Andontheotherhand,becausetimesvaryandaffairs
areofvaried types,oneman’sdesirescomeoutashehadprayed they
would;andthatmanisfortunatewhoharmonizeshisprocedurewithhis
time,butonthecontraryheisnotfortunatewhoinhisactionsisoutof
harmonywithhistimeandwiththetypeofitsaffairs.Henceitcanwell
happenthattwomenworkingdifferentlycometothesameend,because
eachofthemadaptshimselftowhatheencounters,foraffairsareofas
manytypesasthereareprovincesandStates.Thus,becausetimesand
affairsingeneralandindividuallychangeoften,andmendonotchange
theirimaginingsandtheirprocedures,ithappensthatamanatonetime
hasgoodfortuneandatanothertimebad.Andcertainlyanybodywise
enough to understand the times and the types of affairs and to adapt
himself to them would have always good fortune, or he would protect
himselfalwaysfrombad,anditwouldcometobetruethatthewiseman
wouldrulethestarsandtheFates.Butbecausethereneveraresuchwise

24 Machiavelli1961,p.98.
25 Machiavelli1961,pp.98–9.
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men,sincemeninthefirstplaceareshort-sighted,andinthesecondcan-
notcommandtheirnatures,itfollowsthatFortunevariesandcommands
menandholdsthemunderheryoke.26

Natureasvariationiswhatprohibitsamodeloflinearcausalitybeingapplied
topolitics.Thepluralityofdispositions(ingegni)andthepluralityofordersof
things(ordini delle cose)makeinconceivablethetimeasalinealongwhichan
individual’sactionsunfoldaccordingtoaninstrumental logic.Thechanging
timesthatMachiavellispeaksaboutareplacedpreciselyattheintersectionof
thesetwopluralities,inwhichthereisnospaceforcontingencyasabsenceof
necessityor,viewedpositively,asamanifestationofhumanfreedom.Neces-
sitycannotbepostponedoravoided,butitisnotlinear;andcontingencyaris-
esnotfromanabsenceofcausesbutfromthecomplexinterweavingofcauses
thatcanonlybeviewedfromaninternal,partialperspectiveandneverfroma
panoramicviewpoint.

Now,asIsaid,therejectionofaserialmodelofcausalityimpliesaredefini-
tionoftheconceptoftheessenceofmixedbodies.InalettertoVettoridated
20December1514,Machiavelliimplicitlyformulateshisconceptofpossibility:
‘Becauseallthethingsthathavebeencan,Ibelieve,beagain’.27Theconcept
ofpossibility–thatis,theessenceofamixedbody–comesafteritsexistence.
Inotherwords,thepossibleisnotsimplythatwhichisnotcontradictoryona
logicalplane,butwhathasexistedorexistsonahistoricalplane(inHegelian
terms,wemightdefinetheformerasabstractpossibilityandthelatterasreal
possibility).However,whathasexistedandnowexistsdoesnotexhaustthe
realmof thepossible.Onthecontrary, this identitybetweenpossibilityand
factual,historicalexistenceispreciselywhatopenstothenovum.Inaletterto
Vettori,dated10August1513,Machiavelliwrites:‘Iknowthattothisopinionof
mineisopposedanaturaldefectofman:first,wishingtolivefromdaytoday;
second,notbelievingthatanythingcanhappenthathasnothappened’.28In
Machiavelli, history functions as pure facticity and not as a guarantor of an
eternalrepetitionofthesame.Theproposition‘thatwhichhasbeen,ispossi-
ble’doesnotprecludethenovum,becausethenovumwillbepossible,onceit
hashappened;orinotherwords,theproposition‘whatwillbe,willbepossible’
isequallytrue.

Thisconceptofpossibilityiscloselylinkedtotheconceptofessencethatis
developedinapracticalstate intheworkofMachiavelli: theessenceofthe

26 Machiavelli1961,p.99.
27 Machiavelli1961,p.180(MachiavellitoVettori,20December1514,Letter235).
28 Machiavelli1961,p.130(MachiavellitoVettori,10August1513Letter211).
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mixedbodyisconstitutedbyrelationsandatthesametimeisconstantlyrede-
finedbythem.

A famousexampleof thisconceptionof theessence is in the Discourses,
BookIII,chapter1onthe‘ritorno ai principii’:

Itisaverytruethingthatallworldlythingshavealimittotheirlife;but
generallythosegothewholecoursethatisorderedforthembyheaven,
thatdonotdisordertheirbodybutkeepitorderedsothateitheritdoes
notalteror,ifitalters,itisforitssafetyandnottoitsharm.BecauseIam
speakingofmixedbodies, suchas republicsandsects, I say that those
alterationsareforsafetythatleadthembacktowardtheirbeginnings.So
those are better ordered and have longer life that by means of their
orders,canoftenberenewedorindeedthroughsomeaccidentoutside
thesaidordercometothesaidrenewal.Anditisathingclearerthanlight
thatthesebodiesdonotlastiftheydonotrenewthemselves.Themode
ofrenewingthemis,aswassaid,toleadthembacktowardtheirbegin-
nings,forallthebeginningsofsects,republics,andkingdomsmusthave
somegoodnessinthem,bymeansofwhichtheymaygaintheirfirstrep-
utationandtheirfirstincrease.Becauseintheprocessoftimethatgood-
nessiscorrupted,unlesssomethingintervenestoleaditbacktothemark,
itofnecessitykillsthebody.Speakingofthebodiesofmen,thesedoctors
ofmedicinesay:‘Thatdailysomethingisaddedthatatsometimeneeds
cure’.29

Thecontinuousinterchangeofbodiesthreatenstherelationshipthatconsti-
tutestheessenceofthemixedbodyandtherefore‘thisreturntowardthebe-
ginning’,whetherdonethrough‘extrinsicaccidentorintrinsicprudence’,isthe
reconstitutionofthatrelationship.Here, inacertainsense,theinternaland
theexternalseemtobegivens,albeit in thevarietyofcases thatcan leada
mixedbodybacktoitsbeginning.

However,wedofindasecondconceptionoftheessencethatcomplicates
thepicture.InDiscoursesBookI,chapter4,theessenceofthemixedbodythat
istheRomanrepublicisnotidentifiedinasimpleormixedpoliticalform,but
intheconflictualrelationshipbetweenitselements,the‘disunionofthePlebs
andtheRomanSenate’ (inotherwords it isnotthe formthatorganisesthe
matter,butrather,themattertakesonaformthroughconflict):

29 Machiavelli1996,p.209.
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IdonotwishtofailtodiscourseofthetumultsinRomefromthedeathof
theTarquinstothecreationofthetribunes,andthenuponsomethings
contrarytotheopinionofmanywhosaythatRomewasatumultuous
republicandfullofsuchconfusionthatifgoodfortuneandmilitaryvir-
tuehadnotmadeupforitsdefects,itwouldhavebeeninferiortoevery
otherrepublic.Icannotdenythatfortuneandthemilitarywerecausesof
theRomanEmpire;but itquiteappears tometheyarenotawarethat
wherethemilitaryisgood,theremustbegoodorder;andtoo,itrarely
occursthatgoodfortunewillnotbethere.Butletuscometootherdetails
ofthatcity.Isaythattomeitappearsthatthosewhodamnthetumults
betweenthenoblesandtheplebsblamethosethingsthatwerethefirst
causeofkeepingRomefree,andthattheyconsiderthenoisesandthe
cries thatwouldarise insuchtumultsmore thanthegoodeffects that
they engendered. They do not consider that in every republic are two
diversehumors,thatofthepeopleandthatofthegreats,andthatallthe
lawsthataremadeinfavoroffreedomarisefromtheirdisunion,ascan
easilybeseentohaveoccurredinRome.30

Thisconflictualrelationshipbetweenthe‘twohumours’thatarenotpolesofa
simplecontradiction,butunequalopposites, is the inneressenceof theRo-
manRepublic,theessenceofitspoliticalandmilitaryorganisation,andatthe
same time defines the nature of its external relations. In Discourses Book I,
chapter6,afteranalysingthepoliticalformsofSpartaandVenice,Machiavelli
writes:

Consideringthusallthesethings,oneseesthatitwasnecessaryforthe
legislatorsofRometodooneoftwothingsiftheywishedRometostay
quietliketheabove-mentionedrepublics:eithernotemploytheplebsin
war,asdidtheVenetians,ornotopenthewaytoforeigners,asdidthe
Spartans.Theydidboth,whichgavetheplebsstrengthandincreaseand
infiniteopportunitiesfortumult.ButiftheRomanStatehadcometobe
quieter,thisinconveniencewouldhavefollowed:thatitwouldalsohave
been weakerbecause itcutoff thewaybywhich itcould come to the
greatness it achieved, so that if Rome wished to remove the causes of
tumults,itremovedtoothecausesofexpansion.Inallhumanthingshe
whoexamineswellseesthis:thatoneinconveniencecanneverbesup-
pressedwithoutanother’scroppingup.Therefore,ifyouwishtomakea
peoplenumerousandarmedsoastobeabletomakeagreatempire,you

30 Machiavelli1996,p.16.
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makeitofsuchaqualitythatyoucannotthenmanageitinyourmode;if
youmaintain iteithersmallorunarmedsoastobeabletomanageit,
thenifyouacquiredominionyoucannotholditoritbecomessocow-
ardlythatyouarethepreyofwhoeverassaultsyou.31

ThinkingoftheessenceintermsofconflictseemstoleadMachiavellitocom-
plicatethepictureofferedbythemodelofthereturntobeginnings:theexter-
naldoesnotpresentitselfasasimplepossibilitas corruptionisofanessential
inside,butasapowerrelationshipthatiscloselyimplicatedinit.

Finally,inhisDiscourse or Dialogue Concerning our Language,Machiavelli
goes a step further in distinguishing the concept of essence from the tradi-
tionalconceptofform.Inanalysingthelifeofalanguage,Machiavellinotes
thatnaturalexchangedoesnotappearonlyasanagentofdisintegration,but
assomethingthatentersconstitutivelyintoitsessence,sothatthepowerofa
languagedoesnotconsist inmaintaining its identitybyrejectingotherness,
butinitscapacitytochangebyincludingotherness:

[…]languagescannotbesimple,and[…]itisbetterthattheyaremixed
withother languages.Butanative language[…]convertswordsthat it
hasborrowedfromothersintoitsownuse,anditissopowerful,thatthe
borrowedwordsdonotdisorderit,butrather,itdisorderstheirs;because
thatwhichitbearsfromtheothersitpullstoitselfinsuchamanner,that
itseemstobeitsown.32

Anylanguage,tousethewordsofBalibar,‘exceedsthepossibilityofanidenti-
ficationwithanaturalorhistoricpropertyofacommunity’,because‘itissub-
ject to a process of continuous transformation from its more or less violent
interferencewithother languages’.33Anexpressivebonddoesnotdefine its
identitywithasubject,butbyacomplexsystemofrelationships–ofpower
relations–thatdefineanalways-temporaryinteriority.Machiavelliwrites:

becauseyoucannot finda languagethatspeaksaboutall thingson its
own without having borrowed from others, because in conversing
together,peoplefromdifferentprovincestakesayingsfromeachother.
Inadditiontothis,whenevernewdisciplinesornewartscometoacity,
newwordsmustcomethere,createdinthelanguagefromwhichthose

31 Machiavelli1996,pp.21–2.
32 Machiavelli2005,p.138.
33 Balibar2005.
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disciplinesorartshavecome;butbybeingtransformed,inspeech,bythe
modes,cases,differences,andaccents,theyenterintothesamekinship
(fanno una medesima consonanza)withthewordsinthelanguagethat
theyencounter,andthusbecomeapartofit.34

Therefore, the essence is a relationship, but a relationship in which contin-
gencyliesnotonlyinthealways-presentpossibilityofdisintegration,butalso
inthepossibilityofnewformsofaggregation.Inneitherofthecases,however,
doessomesortoftélosdirecttheprocess.

3 The Primacy of the Encounter over the Form

Machiavelliassertsthislackoftélosinnaturalvariationinaspecificthesisthat
Iwould formulate inAlthusserian termsas the thesis of theprimacy of the
encounterovertheform.35Thisprimacyoftheencounterovertheformisex-
pressedinMachiavelli’sworkinthetheoryofvirtueandfortuneappearingin
chapter25ofThe Prince:

Nonetheless,inorderthatourfreewillnotbeeliminated,Ijudgethatit
mightbetruethatfortuneisarbiterofhalfofouractions,butalsothat
sheleavestheotherhalf,orclosetoit,forustogovern.AndIhavelikened
her to one of those violent rivers which, when they become enraged,
floodtheplains,ruinthetreesandthebuildings,liftearthfromthispart,
dropinanother;eachpersonfleesbeforethem,everyoneyieldstotheir
impetuswithoutbeingabletohindertheminanyregard.Andalthough
theyarelikethis,itisnotasifmen,whentimesarequiet,couldnotpro-
vide for themwithdikesand damsso thatwhen they rise later, either
theygobyacanalortheirimpetusisneithersowantonnorsodamaging.
Ithappenssimilarlywithfortune,whichshowsherpowerwherevirtue
hasnotbeenputinordertoresistherandthereforeturnsherimpetus
wheresheknows thatdamsanddikeshavenotbeenmade tocontain
her.36

34 Machiavelli1993,p.928(mytranslation).
35 IamreferringtoAlthusser2006,pp.163–207.
36 Machiavelli 1998, p. 98. See also Tercets on Fortune: ‘As a rapid torrent, swollen to the

utmost,destroyswhateveritscurrentanywherereaches,andaddstooneplaceandlow-
ersanother,shiftsitsbanks,shiftsitsbedanditsbottom,andmakestheearthtremble
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Eachformissecondarycomparedtotheencounter,notonlyinthesensethat
it is the encounter which constitutes it, but also in the sense that the form
bearswithinitselfthecontingencyofitsarisingoutofarelationofforcesthat
neveroccursonceandforall.However,thiscontingency,asalreadynoted,is
notanexceptiontonaturalnecessity,butratherthewayinwhichthisneces-
sityitselfoccurs.Virtue,whichhecalls‘freewill’,isnothingmorethanthenec-
essaryinclinationoftheagentandfortuneis‘achangebeyondeveryhuman
conjecture’.37

It is theencounterbetweenthesetwoordersofnecessity thatmakes the
modelofatransitiveorserialcausalityinapplicabletohistoricalknowledge;
andyetthisdoesnotmean,asCassirerbelieves,thatMachiavelligivesupona
rationalexplanationofpoliticsandhistory.38Quitethecontrary,humanaction
iscertainlyexercisedintimesthatareconstantlychanging,andthisincessant
variabilityispresentedbyMachiavelliintheformoftheancientpagandeity,
fortune,butfreedfromanyideaofdistributiveregularity.39Butthisdoesnot
leadtoadenialoftheintelligibilityofthereal.Itispreciselybecauseacause

whereitpasses,soFortuneinherfuriousonrushmanytimes,nowherenowthere,shifts
andreshiftstheworld’saffairs’(Machiavelli1989,p.748,vv.151–57).

37 ‘Onthisalsodependsthevariabilityofthegood:forifonegovernshimselfwithcaution
andpatience,andthetimesandaffairsturninsuchawaythathisgovernmentisgood,he
comesoutprosperous;butiftimesandaffairschange,heisruinedbecausehedoesnot
changehismodeofproceeding.Normayamanbefoundsoprudentastoknowhowto
accommodate himself to his, whether because he cannot deviate from what nature
inclineshimtooralsobecause,whenonehasalwaysflourishedbywalkingononepath,
hecannotbepersuadedtodepartfromit’(Machiavelli1998,p.100).Wefindalmostthe
samewordsintheDiscourses:‘Twothingsarecauseswhyweareunabletochange:one,
thatweareunabletoopposethattowhichnatureinclinesus;theother,thatwhenone
individualhasprosperedverymuchwithonemodeofproceeding,itisnotpossibleto
persuadehimthathecandowelltoproceedotherwise.Henceitarisesthatfortunevaries
inoneman,becauseitvariesthetimesandhedoesnotvarythemodes’(Machiavelli1996,
p.240).AndalsointheTercets on Fortune:‘Andsinceyoucannotchangeyourcharacter
norgiveupthedispositionthatHeavenendowsyouwith,inthemidstofyourjourneyshe
abandonsyou’(Machiavelli1989,p.747,vv.112–14).Wecanseethathumanactionisdeter-
minedbytwonecessities:thenecessityofone’snaturalinclinationandthenecessityof
habitthattendstoreproducebehavioursthathaveprovedsuccessful.Ontherelationship
between necessity, freedom, and chance in Machiavelli see the very interesting reflec-
tionsbyAbbagnano1969,p.14;seealsoBadaloni1969,pp.675–708.

38 Cassirer1945,pp.116ff.
39 ComparewithTercets on Fortune:‘Shetimeseventsassuitsher;sheraisesusup,sheputs

usdownwithoutpity,without law or right’(Machiavelli1989,p.746,vv.37–8,emphasis
added).
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can produce different effects, just as an effect can be produced by different
causes,thatweneedamorecomplexmodelofrationalitycapableofaccount-
ingforthecomplexityoftherealthatarisesoutoftheconjunctionoftwone-
cessities:thenecessityofvirtueandthenecessityofthetimes.

ThisconjunctionhasaphilosophicalnameinMachiavelli,thatof‘occasion’
(occasione). Let us read the more well-known passage in chapter VI of The 
Princeinwhichtheconceptisformulated:

But,tocometothosewhohavebecomeprincesbytheirownvirtueand
notbyfortune,IsaythatthemostexcellentareMoses,Cyrus,Romulus,
Thesius,andthelike.[…]Andasoneexaminestheiractionsandlives,
onedoesnotseethattheyhadanythingelsefromfortunethantheocca-
sion,whichgavethemthematterenablingthemtointroduceanyform
theypleased.Withoutthatoccasiontheirvirtueofspiritwouldhavebeen
eliminated, and without that virtue the occasion would have come in
vain.40

AhistoricaleventlikethefoundingofaStateisnottheeffectofamythicalfirst
cause,whichliesattheoriginofalineardevelopmentinhistoricaltime(ab 
urbe condita);rather,it istheresultofanencounterbetweenvirtueandfor-
tuneintheformofoccasion–anencounterthatcangiverisetoaworld,but
alsoputanendtoaworld.Itisadeconstructionoftheconceptof‘firstcause’.

Occasionisnotkairós–itisnotaninstantintimeresponsibleforadestiny;
itisnottheeruptionofeternityintotime.Rather,itcoversthesemanticfield
of ‘event, circumstance, situation’:41coming from the Latin occidere, ob-ca-
dere,meaning,tofallforward,tothesupineoccasum, ‘chance,event’.Now,if
weunderstandthisMachiavellianconceptcorrectly,notasaninterruptionof
necessity,butasaconjunctionofdifferentialnecessities,itsumsupthemean-
ingofthefirstthreetheses,actinginasenseastheirhinge.Whatitisaffirmed
it is theprimacyof the relationshipof thingsoversome inneressence they
maypossess;andtheprimacyofthealeatoryoveranytheologyorteleologyof
theCause.

40 Machiavelli1998,pp.22–3(emphasisadded).
41 CortellazzoandZolli1985,p.819.
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4  Thesis of the Primacy of the Interweaving of Times over Linear 
Time

Theveryideaofpluraltemporalities,ofbeinghavingapluralityofrhythms,
althoughnotexplicitlydiscussedbyMachiavelli,istheconditionofconceiv-
ability of the concept of occasion. In a theory with a single temporality –
whether conceived from the perspective of a creationist theology or a
philosophyofhistory–thepoweroftheMachiavellianconceptofoccasion
wouldbecompletelyneutralised.AsJankélévitchwritessoaptly,‘occasionis
nottheinstantofasolitarybecoming,buttheinstantcomplicatedby“poly-
chronism”, that is,bysporadicismandby thepluralityofdurations. Ifdura-
tionswerearrangedbetweeneachotherbyanimmemoriallypredetermined
harmony,insteadofmarkingoutdifferentmeasuresoftime;oriftheycreated
an absolutely formless cacophony between them, instead of lining up from
time to time, therewouldbenoplace foropportunity.Miraculousoccasion
dependsonpolimetryandpolyrhythm,asitdoesonthemomentaryinterfer-
enceofbecoming’.42

Fromthisperspective,thewayMachiavellire-transcribesPolybius’stheory
ofanacýclosisisparadigmatic.IntheDiscourses,BookI,chapter2whichexam-
inestheparticularformoftheRomanRepublicinrelationtothePlatonicand
Aristoteliantypology,Machiavellidescribesacyclicalmovementthatregulates
thehistoricaldevelopmentofallformsofpower,substantiallyrepeatingPoly-
bius.However,afterdescribingthesixformsofgovernmentandthepassional
andgenerationaldialectics(thefirstgenerationisalwaysvirtuousandthesec-
ondisalwayscorrupt),whichcausesthetransitionfromoneformofpowerto
another,hehighlightstheabstractcharacterofthisserialsuccessionofforms
onceitisplacedinconnectionwiththeconcreteplaneofhistoricalrelation-
ships:

Itiswhilerevolvinginthiscyclethatallrepublicsaregovernedandgov-
ernthemselves.Butrarelydotheyreturntothesamegovernments,for
almostnorepubliccanhavesolongalifeastobeabletopassmanytimes
throughthesechangesandremainonitsfeet.But indeed it happens that 
in its travails, a republic always lacking in counsel and forces becomes sub-
ject to a neighboring State that is ordered better than it;assumingthatthis
were not so, however, a republic would be capable of revolving for an
infinitetimeinthesegovernments.43

42 Jankélévitch1980,p.117.
43 Machiavelli1996,p.13(emphasisadded).
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Theserialtemporalityexhibitedinthesuccessionofformsofpowerappears
asanabstractionoftheimaginationwhenfacedwiththerealityofcomplex
historicalandpoliticalrelations:thereisnolawofdevelopmentgoverninga
society’sformsofpowerthatisindependentofthepowerrelationswhichop-
poseandbindthissocietytoothersocieties.Consequently,theintersectionof
thedifferentcyclesproducesatemporalitytraversedbyrupturesanddisconti-
nuities.

However,thedistancehetakesfromthetheoryofanacýclosisisevenmore
radical:Machiavellidoesnotlimithimselftocomplicatingtheframeworkin-
heritedfromPolybius,44tosimplynotingthatthereareindeedcyclesbutthat
theseinterferewitheachother.Hedoesnotconceivechanceastheintersec-
tion of the necessary development of multiple cycles; rather, as we said, he
placeschanceattheoriginoftheform.Assoonashebeginstotacklehissub-
ject–thespecificformoftheRomanRepublic–hegetsridofalltheconcep-
tualtoolsthatcomewiththetheoryofanacýclosisinordertostudyhisobject
inallitsuniqueandlastingcomplexity.Itispreciselythequestionofthedura-
tionoftheRepublicsthatallowsMachiavellitodistanceitselffromacyclical
theoryofhistory:

Isaythusthatallthesaidmodesarepestiferousbecauseofthebrevityof
lifeinthethreegoodonesandbecauseofthemalignityinthethreebad.
Sothosewhoprudentlyorderlawshavingrecognizedthisdefect,avoid-
ingeachofthesemodesbyitself,choseonethatsharedinall,judgingit
firmerandmorestable;fortheoneguardstheother,sinceinoneandthe
samecitytherearetheprincipality(il Principato),thearistocrats(gli Otti-
mati),andthepopulargovernment(Governo Popolare).45

WhenMachiavelliapproacheshissubject–thehistoryoftheRomanpeople
–thephilosophyofhistoryisabandonedinfavourofastudyofthelawsand
institutions (‘leggi e ordini’ in the language of Machiavelli) that allowed the
Statetoregulateandstabilisethepowerrelationsofthesociety’s‘humours’.

However, before dealing with the specific object of his essay, Machiavelli
offerstwoexamples:theexampleofLycurgus,whichgaveSpartaaconstitu-
tionassuringpoliticalstabilityforeightcenturies,andthecounter-exampleof
Solon, whose laws established a precarious form of power that soon turned
intotyranny:

44 ForanoutlineofthedifferencesbetweenthenaturalismofPolybiusandthatofMachia-
velliseeSasso1987,pp.3–65.

45 Machiavelli1996,p.13.
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Among those who have deserved most praise for such constitutions is
Lycurgus,whoinSpartaorderedhislawssoastogivetheirrolestothe
kinds,thearistocrats,andthepeopleandmadeaStatethatlastedmore
thaneighthundredyears,achieving thehighestpraise forhimselfand
quietinthatcity.ThecontraryhappenedtoSolon,whoorderedthelaws
inAthens:byorderingonlythepopularStatethere,hemadeitofsuch
shortlifethatbeforehediedhesawthetyrannyofPisistratusbornthere.
HisheirswereexpelledafterfortyyearsandAthensreturnedtofreedom,
yetbecauseittookupthepopularStateagain,accordingtotheordersof
Solon,itlastednomorethanahundredyears.Tomaintainit,[Athens]
made many constitutions that had not been considered by Solon, by
whichtheinsolenceofthegreatsandthelicenseofthecollectivitywere
repressed.Nonetheless,becauseitdidnotmixthemwiththepowerof
theprincipalityandwiththatofthearistocrats,Athenslivedaveryshort
timeinrespecttoSparta.46

Therearetwotheoreticalconsequences,whichactuallyremainimplicit,that
needtobenotedaboutthetwoexampleschosenbyMachiavelli.Ontheone
hand,themythicalcharacterofLycurgus–whoinMachiavelli’stextoccupies
theexemplaryroleofthelegislator‘atastroke(ad uno tratto)’(asopposedto
legislationsthatarisebychance)–suggeststhatanyformoffirstcausalityisin
realitynothingbutaformofmythologyabouttheorigin(andtheironyabout
Moses’s teacher strengthens this hypothesis, it seems to me). On the other
hand,Athenianhistoryinvalidatesthetheoryofanacýclosis,sincethe‘Athe-
niancycle’passesfromademocracyintoatyranny,thenbackintoademocra-
cy,andfinallyintoanoligarchyafterthedefeatsufferedatthehandsofSparta
in404BC.

Inotherwords,MachiavellisuggeststhatthehistoryofRomemustbeanal-
ysedindependentlyofthebeliefintheomnipotenceofalegislator,asthatofa
predeterminedhistoricaldevelopment:historyisthelocusofrandomencoun-
tersbetweenforcesinternalandexternaltotheState,anditisthecontinuous
regulationoftheseforcesthatmakeitpossibleforaStatetoendure.Thebroad
descriptionofthesubjectmatterofthetheoryofhistoryintheDiscourses(the
historyof theRomanpeople) thusappearsas thedistanceMachiavelliputs
betweenhimselfandtwofundamentalideasofclassicalphilosophy:thoseof
thelegislator‘atastroke’,andcyclicaltime,ortheeternalreturnofthesame.
Hereisthelongpassagethatclosesthechapter:

46 Ibid.
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ButletuscometoRome.NotwithstandingthatitdidnothaveaLycurgus
toorderitinthebeginninginamodethatwouldenableittolivefreea
long time, nonetheless so many accidents arose in it through the dis-
unionbetweentheplebsandtheSenatethatwhatanordererhadnot
done,chancedid.ForifthefirstfortunedidnotfalltoRome,thesecond
fell to it; for if its first orders were defective, nonetheless they did not
deviatefromtherightwaythatcouldleadthemtoperfection.ForRomu-
lusandalltheotherkindsmademanyandgoodlawsconfirmingalsoto
afreewayoflife;butbecausetheirendwastofoundakingdomandnot
arepublic,whenthatcitywasleftfree,manythingsthatwerenecessary
toorder in favorof freedomwere lacking,nothavingbeenorderedby
those kinds. Even though its kings lost their empire by the causes and
modes discoursed of, nonetheless those who expelled them expelled
fromRomethenameandnotthekinglypower,havingatonceordered
twoconsulsandtheSenateinthatrepublic,itcametobemixedonlyof
twoqualitiesoutofthethreewrittenofabove–thatistheprincipality
andthearistocrats.Itremainedonlytogiveaplacetothepopulargov-
ernment;hence,whentheRomannobilitybecameinsolentforthecauses
thatwillbetoldbelow,thepeopleroseupagainstit;soasnottolosethe
whole,itwasconstrainedtoyieldtothepeopleitspart,andontheother
sidetheSenateandtheconsulsremainedwithsomuchauthoritythat
theycouldkeeptheirrankinthatrepublic.Thusarosethecreationofthe
tribunesoftheplebs,afterwhichthestateofthatrepubliccametobe
morestabilized,sinceallthreekindsofgovernmenttherehadtheirpart.47

Thedenialofthefirstcauseembodiedbythelegislator-founder–whointhe
politicalspaceoccupiestheplacethatGodhasintheChristiancosmology–
bringswithit,withthesametheoreticalmove,thedenialoftheseriesoftran-
sitive causes resulting from it: ‘so many accidents arose in it through the
disunionbetweentheplebsandtheSenatethatwhatanordererhadnotdone,
chancedid’.Inthebeginningwaschance,notintendedasarollofthediceina
vacuum,butasthepowerofoccasionunderstoodastheemergenceofnew
possibilities for political action (which according to Machiavelli means the
creationofnewinstitutions),outofagivenarrayofforces.Itisthereforefor-
tuneinitsmultipleencounterswiththepoliticalformsestablishedbyancient
virtue(virtue fossilised,as itwere, turned intohabit),whichconstitutes the
fieldofaction,theoccasion,fornewworksofvirtue.Andthisaffirmationof
ceaseless work that present virtue performs on the institutions and laws

47 Machiavelli1996,p.14(DI.2).
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establishedbythevirtueofthepast(suchastherepeatedandcontinuousef-
forttobalancewhat,bynature,alwaysremainsunstable–thepowerrelations
thatconstituteasociety)onboththeontologicalplaneandonthemoreim-
mediateplaneofpolitics,breakswitheverythoughtoftheorigin.Atthesame
time,itbreakswithalineartemporality,withinwhicheventsareinscribedina
serialfashionaccordingtoafinalisedplan,clearingthewayforaconceptionof
reality as the random space of the conjuncture. This is a space of struggle,
whoseoutcomeisneverpredetermined,butwhichdependsontherisktaken,
withnoguarantee,byvirtueasitisengagedinthecomplexandunpredictable
twistsandturnsoffortune.48

Timeisnotpluralsimplybecausetherearemorecyclesthatinterferewith
each other, but, more profoundly, because any apparent historical linearity
consistsofaninterweavingoftimes,rhythms,andencountersthatconstitute
thespecificqualityofaconjuncture.

5 Thesis of the Disarticulation of Truth and Memory

This conception of time is precisely what forces the disarticulation of truth
andmemorythatiscentraltotheremarkablechapter5ofBookIIoftheDis-
courses:memoryisnottheconceptualdoubleofhistory,butafragmentsaved
frompowerfulcausesofdestruction.Allthisistobefoundintheformofare-
flectiononthememoriesofthehumanrace:‘ThattheVariationofSectsand
Languages, Together with the Accident of Floods or Plague, Eliminates the
MemoriesofThings’.

48 RobertoEspositowrites:‘Everyspecifictimeneedsaspecific“foundation”.Therefore,the
actof“founding”isnotlimitedtoalogicalprimumthatguaranteestheentiresubsequent
development.[…]Tothefoundingactof(self-)preservation,Machiavelliopposes,there-
fore,an innovativeprocessofexpansion.Butdoes thismean full secularizationof the
political, a complete eradication of any presupposition, a linear projection toward the
future?Aninterpretationalongtheselines–althoughprevalentinthecriticalliterature
–isentirelymisleading.Notonlyduetothereducedcomplexitythatthedouble-sided
concept(politicizationoftheologicalcategoriesandpersistenceofthetheologicalcorein
thenewpoliticallanguage)of“secularization”issubjectedtoingeneral.But,morespe-
cifically,duetotheremovalfromsightofthefactthateliminatingthefoundationthat
providesresolution(onceandforall)meansexactlytheoppositeofalinearizationofhis-
tory:namely,theassumptionofcontradiction(notinthedialecticalsense,ofcourse,but
asacontrastiveopposition)asaconstitutiveprincipleofpoliticalaction’(Esposito1984,
p.199).
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Thebeginningofthechapterisblunt,althoughapparentlydifficulttointer-
pret:

To those philosophers who would have it that the world is eternal, I
believethatonecouldreplythatifsomuchantiquityweretrueitwould
bereasonablethattherebememoryofmorethanfivethousandyears–if
itwerenotseenhowthememoriesof timesareeliminatedbydiverse
causes,ofwhichpartcomefrommen,partfromheaven.49

Machiavellisayshere,throughaverycomplexsyntacticconstruction, inthe
firstplace,thattheworldiseternal,andinsecondplace,thattherearecauses
thaterasethememoryofthings.

Thepowerofthefirstphilosophicalstatementisevident: itfullyresumes
theAverroisticthesisthat,likeanundergroundriver,hadflowedfromtheArab
Enlightenment,crossingthroughthelateMiddleAgesandChristianHuman-
ism,runningcountertothedominantphilosophyateveryturn.Thisisastate-
mentthatequallyopposesPlatonism(Timaeus)andChristianity.Thesecond
statementhasthesamepolemicalaims:itstrikesatboththePlatonictheoryof
memoryunderstoodasanamnesisandattheHolyScripturesasthememoryof
humanhistorybeginningfromitsorigin(the5,000yearsthatMachiavellimen-
tionscorrespondexactlytotheantiquityoftheworlddescribedinGenesis).

Theircombinationleadstoanewconceptionofhistoricalknowledge;this
is presented not as the conceptual double of the historical totality, but as a
fragmentsaved fromthepowerfulcauses thatdestroyhumanmemory.This
fragmentofmemoryisinnowayanexpressionofthetotality:noreason(un-
derstoodasSense)presidesoveritssurvival;itisnotwhatremainsoftheen-
counters between the forces of nature and human society, and of the
encountersbetweendifferentsocieties.TheerrorofPlatonismandChristian-
ityconsistspreciselyinprojectingthefragmentontothewhole,anerrorthat
renders the world finite and establishes the alliance between memory and
truth.

How,then,doesMachiavellidivideupthecausesofoblivion?Machiavelli
beginshisexpositionwiththosethat‘comefrommen’,inotherwords,social
causes:

Forwhenanewsect–thatis,anewreligion–emerges,itsfirstconcern
istoextinguishtheoldtogiveitselfreputation:andwhenitoccursthat
the orderers of the new sect are of a different language, they easily

49 Machiavelli1996,p.139.



167TheFiveThesesofMachiavelli’s‘Philosophy’

eliminate it.This thing is known from considering the modes that the
ChristiansecttookagainsttheGentile.Itsuppressedallitsordersandall
itsceremoniesandeliminatedeverymemoryofthatancienttheology.It
istruethattheydidnotsucceedineliminatingentirelytheknowledgeof
thethingsdonebyitsexcellentmen.Thisarosefromhavingmaintained
theLatinlanguage,whichtheywereforcedtodosincetheyhadtowrite
thisnewlawwithit.Foriftheyhadbeenabletowritewithanewlan-
guage,consideringtheotherpersecutionstheymade,wewouldnothave
any record of things past.Whoever reads of the modes taken by Saint
Gregory and by the other heads of the Christian religion will see with
howmuchobstinacytheypersecutedalltheancientmemories,burning
theworksofthepoetsandthehistorians,ruiningimages,andspoiling
everyotherthingthatmightconveysomesignofantiquity.Soiftheyhad
addedanewlanguagetothispersecution,inaverybrieftimeeverything
wouldbeseentobeforgotten.Itisthereforetobebelievedthatwhatthe
ChristiansectwishedtodoagainsttheGentilesect,theGentilewould
havedoneagainstthatwhichwaspriortoit.Andbecausethesesectsvary
twoor three times in fiveor insix thousandyears, thememoryof the
thingsdonepriortothattimeislost;andif,however,somesignofthem
remains,itisconsideredassomethingfabulousandisnotlentfaithto–
ashappenedtothehistoryofDiodorusSiculus,which,thoughitrenders
anaccountoffortyorfiftythousandyears, isnonethelessreputed,asI
believeittobe,amendaciousthing.50

Machiavellimakesthreephilosophicalstatementshere:

50 Ibid.Aboutthe‘mendacity’ofDiodorus’snarrative,Sassowrites:‘allowing(inprinciple)
the“veracity”ofthesescatteredfragments,herealizedthatitwas,nevertheless,impossi-
bletoproveit.Toproveitwouldhavebeennecessarytoresorttothe“context”,thatis,the
veryrealitythat,destroyedinthethingsthemselves,hadalsodissolvedinhumanmem-
ory.[…]TheGreekhistorian[…]seemstobethetargetofatwo-pronged,althoughcoher-
ent, critique from Machiavelli: not only that he constructed an “imaginary (favoloso)”
framework, but also, primarily, that he did not realize the methodological difficulty
involvedininvestigatingthemoredistantpast…’.AccordingtoSasso,Machiavellidoes
notwanttosaythat ‘Diodorus’shistory is imaginarybecause it’saboutancientthings’,
but,onthecontrary,that‘itisimpossibletoascertainthetruthaboutthemostancient
past, because, […] its context having been destroyed, of which there remain, if they
remain,onlyfragments,preciselybecausetheyareonlyfragments,strictlyspeaking,we
cannotdecidewhethertheyaretrueorwhethertheyarefalse’(Sasso1987,pp.378–83).
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1. TheChristianreligionisnothingmorethanone‘sect’amongothers.51
2. Religioussectsaretemporaldispositivesofpowerthatnaturallytend

towardhegemony:thelogicoftherelationshipbetweensectsonthe
worldstageisthereforealogicofwar.

3. Thememoryofanera’sspiritualcultureliesintactinthematerialityof
thelanguagethatexpressesit;alanguagedoesnothavetheexpressive
centralityofasubjectand,therefore,cannotbesubmittedtoabsolute
control.Consequently,alanguagecanbecompletelydestroyed,butin
theeventthatitavoidsbeingdestroyed,itescapesattemptsonthepart
ofpowertocontrolit:itsmaterialityisthede factoguaranteeofits
eccentricityanditsstructuredasystematicity.

Thecombinationofthesethreephilosophicalstatementssketchestheoutline
ofatheoryofhistoryinwhichmemory,farfrombeingthemostpowerfulin-
strumentofknowledge,isatstakeinthestrugglesbetweendifferentsects:the
winnerstrytodestroythememoryofthelosersandimposetheirownnarra-
tiveoftheworldastheonlytrueone(anattemptthatcanonlysucceedifthe
memoryofthelosersisdestroyeddowntoitsmaterialroots,thatis, its lan-
guage).WenowturntothepassageinwhichMachiavellisetsout‘thecauses
thatcomefromheaven’,thatis,thenaturalcausesthatdestroymemory:

Astothecausesthatcomefromheaven,theyarethosethateliminatethe
humanraceandreducetheinhabitantsoftheworldtoafew.Thiscomes
abouteitherthroughplagueorthroughfamineorthroughaninundation
ofwaters.Themostimportantisthelast,bothbecauseitismoreuniver-
salandbecausethosewhoaresavedareallmountainmenandcoarse,
who,sincetheydonothaveknowledgeofantiquity,cannot leave it to
posterity.Andifamongthemsomeoneissavedwhohasknowledgeofit,
tomakeareputationandanameforhimselfheconcealsitandperverts

51 TounderstandthepowerofMachiavelli’sposition,itisperhapshelpfultoreadthispas-
sagefromInnocentGentillet(1576):‘…autantpeusait-ilqu’ilveutdire,quandilditqueles
sectesetReligionsvarientdeuxoutroisfoisencinqousixmilsans,etqueladernierefait
tousjoursperirlamemoiredelaprecedente.Carquiluyarevelécesecret?quiluyaditde
nouvelles des choses qui ont esté faites devant Moyse, si ce n’est Moyse mesmes? En
comme iln’yanyraisonnyhistoiresurquoy ilpuisse fondercettebourde impudente.
Maisilvouloitmonstrerparcecy,quesiaucondouttoitqu’ilnefustunvrayAtheiste,qu’il
n’endevoitplusdouter:carpourpreuvedece,ilfaitdeclarationqu’ilnecroitriendece
quiestescritenlasainteEscriture,delacreationdumonde,nydelareligiondeDieuque
noustenonsdepuisMoyse’(Gentillet1968,p.179).
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itinhismodesothatwhathehaswishedtowritealone,andnothingelse,
remainsforhissuccessors.52

Herearethephilosophicalstatementsthatcanbedrawnfromthispassage:

1. Thehistoryofmankindisdeeplyrootedinnature,whosepowercan
brutallywipeoutentirecivilisations;asaresult,thecontinuitythatthe
narrativeofmemoryprovidesisnothingmorethanthecontinuityofa
fragment,anislandthatrisesupinthemiddleofnowhereabovethe
floodofoblivion.

2. Memorydoesnotevenlypermeatesociety:thereisalayeringofmem-
orywithinthesocietythatexcludesthemodelofexpressivecausality
andthepars totalis.53

3. Memoryismuchmoreaninstrumentofpowerand,therefore,perver-
sionofthetruthforpoliticalends,thananaccurateknowledgeofthe
past.

Thecombinationofthesethreepropositionsmakesupatheoreticalposition,
whichcouldbereadasanante litteramrefutationofthegreatsystemsofideal-
ism.However,anunexpectedsourceforthispassagehasbeenbroughttolight
bytheextraordinaryworkofscholarshipthathasbeenconductedonthetexts
ofMachiavelli:itcomesfromPlato’sTimaeus.Infact,inPlato’sworkoncos-
mologythereisapassageonwhich,inmanyrespects,Machiavelli’stextseems
tobemodelled.

Inthedialogue,CritiastheyoungerrelatesastorythatCritiastheElderhad
learnedinEgyptfromSolon,abouttheexistenceofacityinancientGreece
withinhabitantssimilartothoseSocrateshadspokenaboutintheRepublic.
Platoemphasisesthatthisisafactualaccountandnotaninventedmyth.The
reasonthatwehavelostthememoryofthiscityisthattheGreeks‘inmind[…]
areallyoung;thereisnooldopinionhandeddownamongyoubyancienttra-
dition,noranysciencewhichishoarywithage’.Thisiswhy,accordingtothe
taletoldtoSolonbyanoldEgyptianpriest:

Therehavebeen,andwillbeagain,manydestructionsofmankindaris-
ing out of many causes; the greatest have been brought about by the

52 Machiavelli1996,p.140.
53 Balibardefinesthisprincipleasoneof‘socialhomeomery’;itconsistsinthinkingthat‘in

thesocial‘whole’(eitherpoliticalorsocial),the‘parties’orthe‘cells’arenecessarilysimi-
lartothewholeitself ’(Balibar1997,p.288).
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agenciesof fireandwater,andother lesseronesbyinnumerableother
causes.Thereisastory,whichevenyouhavepreserved,thatonceupona
timePaethon,thesonofHelios,havingyokedthesteedsinhisfather’s
chariot,becausehewasnotabletodrivetheminthepathofhisfather,
burnt up all that was upon the earth, and was himself destroyed by a
thunderbolt.Nowthishastheformofamyth,butreallysignifiesadecli-
nationofthebodiesmovingintheheavensaroundtheearth,andagreat
conflagrationofthingsupontheearth,whichrecursafterlongintervals;
atsuchtimesthosewho liveuponthemountainsand indryand lofty
placesaremoreliabletodestructionthanthosewhodwellbyriversoron
theseashore.And fromthiscalamity theNile,who isournever-failing
saviour, delivers and preserves us. When, on the other hand, the gods
purgetheearthwithadelugeofwater,thesurvivorsinyourcountryare
herdsmenandshepherdswhodwellonthemountains,butthosewho,
likeyou,liveincitiesarecarriedbytheriversintothesea.[…]Andwhat-
everhappenedeitherinyourcountryorinours,orinanyotherregionof
whichweareinformed-iftherewereanyactionsnobleorgreatorinany
otherwayremarkable,theyhaveallbeenwrittendownbyusofold,and
arepreservedinourtemples.Whereasjustwhenyouandothernations
arebeginningtobeprovidedwithlettersandtheotherrequisitesofcivi-
lized life,after theusual interval, thestreamfromheaven, likeapesti-
lence, comes pouring down, and leaves only those of you who are
destituteoflettersandeducation;andsoyouhavetobeginalloveragain
like children, and know nothing of what happened in ancient times,
eitheramongusoramongyourselves.Asforthosegenealogiesofyours
whichyoujustnowrecountedtous,Solon,theyarenobetterthanthe
talesofchildren.Inthefirstplaceyourememberasingledelugeonly,but
thereweremanypreviousones;inthenextplace,youdonotknowthat
there formerly dwelt in your land the fairest and noblest race of men
whicheverlived,andthatyouandyourwholecityaredescendedfroma
smallseedorremnantofthemwhichsurvived.Andthiswasunknownto
you, because, for many generations, the survivors of that destruction
died,leavingnowrittenword.54

TheessentialpointofPlato’snarrativefiguresequallyinMachiavelli’stext:the
floodsdestroythememoryofhumankind,becausetheonlysurvivorsareillit-
erate.However,asisoftenthecaseinthehistoryofthought,apparentlysimilar

54 Plato2006,p.74.
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topicsareinscribedinopposingtheoreticalstrategies.55InPlatothefloodacts
asanargumentinsupportofthethesisofanoriginalwisdomthatwaslostin
the beginnings – the thesis of the gradual decline in the ages of the world,
made paradigmatic by Diodorus Siculus, which Machiavelli describes as a
‘mendaciousthing’.ForMachiavelli,thereisnooriginal,lostwisdom;thereis
onlydisappearanceforeverofmemoryorpoliticalmystificationofmemory.

Machiavelli then traces the outlines of a theory of history in which the
metaphysicalhendiadysOrigin-Endiscrossedout(tousetwentiethcentury
terminology);andinwhichakeyroleisplayedbytheconceptofoccasion,as
theencounterbetweenvirtueandfortune,intheformofavarietyofmaterial
powers:thematerialityoftheapparatusesofreligiouspower,thematerialityof
languages,hunger,diseases,naturaldisasters,andtheculturalstratificationof
society.Thememoryofacivilisation,then,isnothingbutafragilefragmentof
matterfacedwiththeimmensepowerofnature,whichhasnoteleologicalre-
spectforit:memorycansurviveforacertainamountoftimeandimagineitself
aseternal,projectingitselfonthetotalityoftime,butitisneverthelessfated
foroblivion.

Conclusion

The ‘thing’aboutwhichMachiavelli’sdiscoursepresents the ‘effectual truth’
(orwhichmakesitself‘effectualtruth’throughdiscourse)thusbecomesvisible
tothetheorythroughthelensesthatthesefivephilosophicalthesesprovide.
Theterm‘thesis’comesfromtheGreekthésisthatmeans‘position’.Athesisis
aposition,whilethestatementofathesisisatakingofpositioninthegiven
battlefield.Now,whenusingcategoriessuchas‘Westernmetaphysics’or‘onto-
theology’,thereisalwaysariskoffallingintogeneralisationsthatlosesightof

55 Sassostressesthedifferencebetweenthetwotexts:‘True,buttheconcordancejustnoted
doesnotalsoextendtothetoneandstructureofthetwotexts–Plato’sandMachiavelli’s.
BothintheLawsaswellasintheTimaeus,primitivehumanity,ofwhichnospecificmem-
orysurvivestoday,ispresentedwithmythicallypositivetraits;andinanycaseitappears
quiteforeigntothe“maliciousness”thatMachiavellisuspectsitofinstead,orestablishes,
inthosewho,havingsurvivedtheexterminationandfindingthemselvespossessingsome
notionofthedestroyedpast,transmitittoposterity,butinadeformedandalteredform’
(Sasso1987,p.201).Sassobelievesthatthisdifferencedoesnotnegatetheconcordance.
For my part, I believe that the rejection of the myth of the origin and of the alliance
between memory and truth is the clearest distance Machiavelli takes from Platonism;
giventhisantitheticaltheoreticalhorizon,thepartsthatareinagreementserveasawarn-
ingtothelearnedreader:‘WearerefutingPlato’.
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thespecificityoftheindividualauthors.However,thesecategoriesbecomeex-
tremelyusefulwhenusedasabackground,asthehorizonofafictitiouslyho-
mogeneoustemporalityregardingwhichitispossibletoemphasisenotonly
whatescapesitbutalsowhatisopposedtoit.Machiavelli’sthesesstakeouta
positionagainst‘Westernmetaphysics’or‘onto-theology’,onethat–tostateit
openly–isradicallymaterialistic.ThisisthereasonwhyMachiavelli’sphiloso-
phyhasforalongtimebeeninvisibletoWesternthought:ontheonehand,of
course,becauseitiscontainedinapracticalstateinhispoliticaltheory,andis
thereforenotdirectlyperceivableoreasilyidentifiablegiventhenew,unheard-
ofmeaningofhistheses.Ontheotherhand,however,thisinvisibilityseemsto
haveadeeperreason, takingthe formofarepression, inasmuchas it isnot
limitedtogoingbeyondthehorizonofWesternmetaphysics,but, insetting
itselfupasthetruthofthething,relegatesallofmetaphysicstotheimagina-
tionofit.
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Chapter9

Tempo e politica: Una lettura materialista di 
Machiavelli

Sebastián Torres

1 Tempo, contingenza, conflitto

PerlafilosofiapoliticacontemporaneaMachiavelliappareosiriaffermacome
ilpensatoredellacontingenzaedelconflitto.Letreimportantiletturedell’ope-
ra machiavelliana degli anni Settanta, che costituiscono le origini di questa
interpretazione,sonoquellediPocock,LeforteAlthusser.1Percorrendosentie-
ridistinti,questitrestudiosiiscrivonolariflessionediMachiavellineltempo;
piùprecisamente,fannodeltempostorico,daunlato,edeltempodell’azione,
dall’altro,lechiaviinterpretativediaccessoall’operamachiavelliana,rendendo
intalmodopossibilepensareun’ontologiastoricadelsociale.

Ilconflitto,ladivisione,èilpuntod’inflessioneapartiredalqualesiprospet-
ta il problema della nascita e della durata dell’ordine politico. Questi ultimi
dueterminirimandanonecessariamenteaduedimensionideltempo,percui
lacontingenzadellafondazione,nelladoppiaestensionesemanticadeitermi-
ni‘costituzione’e‘istituzione’,comeattodell’istituireeordinamentodell’isti-
tuito,mostrachelacontingenzasiiscrivepropriamenteneltempo;ossia,èun
mododinominareunatemporalitàcomplessaenonuna‘contingenzatrascen-
dentale’anteriorealtempostorico,fondamentodiunafilosofiadell’eventoe
dellalibertà.2

Cambiamento,mutamento,novità,evento,sonoterminichesitrovano,in
viadiprincipio,inevidentetensioneconiterminidurata,permanenza,stabi-
lità.Edanchepergranpartedelpensierocontemporaneoquesterappresenta-
nodellevereopposizioniontologiche. Ilproblemapoliticodella fondazione
edelladurata,delladeterminazionedeglieffettidelleazioniedellaloroper-

* TraduzionediDanielePetrella
1 Pocock1975;Skinner1978,e 1981;Lefort1986;Althusser1990,1993,1994,1995.
2 L’espressione‘contingenzatrascendentale’èdiMarchart,chesostienecheMachiavellisareb-

be‘historicallythefirstwhomighthavetouchedonacoherentversionoftheradicalnotion
ofcontingencyinhisconceptionofpoliticalautonomy;itmightevenbearguedthattheno-
tionofcontingencyinallitsradicalnessisonlyperceivableretro-spectivelyfromourown
historicalviewpoint’(Marchart2007,p.32).
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manenzaneltempoapartiredallacostitutivaconflittualitàdelpolitico,nonfa
tanto della riflessione di Machiavelli una ‘custodia’ dell’indeterminazione;
quanto,piuttosto,cispingeatrovarenellapraticadellasuafilosofiaunlavoro
concettualemaideltuttoesplicitato.

Concentrarcisullaquestionedeltempo,obbiettivodellanostralettura,ri-
chiederebbechecisoffermassimoparticolarmentesuiDiscorsi,incuisidispie-
ganointuttelelorodimensioniledifferentifigurediunatemporalitàplurale,
esulle Istorie fiorentine,incuiquestestessefiguresonopostealserviziodella
storiasingolarediunacittàeincarnanopertantoledifferenticonfigurazionidi
questocomplessocorpopoliticocheèFirenze.

Machiamatiadintervenirepericinquecentoannide Il Principe,prendere-
moquest’occasioneequestaricorrenzacomeun’opportunitàperlosforzoche
ciinteressafare,mostrarecioècomequestacomplessitàtemporalesiastatagià
abbozzatanelDe Principatibus.3PertantoinomidiPocock,LeforteAlthusser
sarannoinostripuntidiriferimentonellosvolgimentodiquestepagine.Nomi
etesicherappresentanosenz’altrolagenesidiunprocessointerpretativoche
esalta la complessità del tempo nell’opera di Machiavelli, ma dobbiamo ag-
giungerechelachiavedelnostrodiscorsoriprendeeapprofondisce–comesi
vedrà–letesidiMorfinosull’ontologiadellerelazioniedelletemporalitàplu-
rali,argomentateindialogoconlaletturadiAlthusser.4

Delleduepiùevidentifiguredeltempo,chehannodefinitoduemanieredi
leggere Il Principe,l’occasione(temporalitàchecircoscrivel’elementoproprio
dell’azione,lasuaeffettivitàcomepossibilitàdatadall’opportunità)elastoria
(iltempocronologicoapartiredacuisirazionalizzanoleazioniediprocessi),
ci soffermeremo sulla prima. Nondimeno occorre sottolineare che la nostra
lettura,sebbenenonpotremosvilupparlaampiamenteinquestasede,hadi-
rettieffettisulproblemadelsaperestoricoepolitico,poichémetteindiscus-
sioneleinterpretazionicostruitesull’opposizionetraunMachiavellifondatore
dellascienzapolitica(prioritàdeltempocronologicoapartiredallaconoscen-
zadelleregolaritàpresentinei‘casi’particolari)eunMachiavellidecisionista
(virtùfondantesinellavolontà)oumanista(virtùchehasueradicinellatradi-
zione).

Inquestoquadro,il‘momentomachiavelliano’–perriprenderel’espressio-
nediPocock–sirisolvenellacomplessatramadeltempo,nell’implicazionetra
occasioneedurata(unmotivochetroveràlasuaesposizionepiùcompletanel
terzolibrodei Discorsi,espansionediunpensieromaterialistacheeccededi
molto la distinzione tra tempo divino e tempo umano, a partire dalla quale

3 AbbiamodedicatoallaquestionedeltempolasecondapartedelnostroTorres2013.
4 Morfino2004,e2005.
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l’umanismocivicohapensatolarelazionetralibertàestorianellastessaforma
incuil’haespostalacorrenterepubblicana).‘Andaredrietoallaveritàeffettua-
ledellacosa[piuttosto]cheallaimmaginazionediessa’,5comesostieneilnoto
passaggiodeIl Principe,implicaevitarelariduzionedelproblemapoliticoalla
dialetticatracreazioneeripetizione,percercareinvecenelledifferentifigure
diunatemporalitàpluraleladimensionepoliticadiquestadifficoltà,chesarà
impostatanelcapitoloventicinque,incuisiaffermachegliuominihannorag-
giuntounostesso finecondiversimezzi (ancheopposti)oppurediversi fini
conglistessimezzi,‘ilchenonnascedaaltro,senondalaqualitàde’tempiche
siconformano,ono,colprocedereloro’.6

2 Il tempo controverso

Laprimapresentazionedeltempocomeoccasioneapparenelcapitoloterzo
de Il Principe,incuiMachiavellioffreunadelledefinizionidiprudenzacome
rimediodifronteall’avversità:

perché,prevedendosidiscosto[gliscandolipresenti],visirimediafacil-
mente,ma,aspettandochetisiappressino,lamedicinanonèatempo,
perché la malattia è diventata incurabile; e interviene di questa, come
diconoe’fisicidelloetico,chenelprincipiodelsuomaleèfacileacurare
e difficile a conoscere: ma nel progresso del tempo, non la avendo nel
principioconosciutanémedicata,diventafacileaconoscereedifficilea
curare.Cosìintervienenellecosedistato.7

Laprudenzaèconoscenzadel‘caso’particolare,richiedechesirispondaadun
imperativomoltopreciso:conoscereèpoteragirenel ‘momentoopportuno’.
L’analogiaconlamedicinanonènuova,marisultasignificativaseconsideria-
mol’affinitàtra occasio e caducitas,terminemedicoegiuridicoriferitotantoal
deterioramentodeicorpiviviquantoaquellodelleistituzioni(unarelazione
che riappariràpositivamente impostata nei Discorsi, II.5e III.1,quandoMa-
chiavellitrattadellasalutedeicorpisempliciecomplessi).

Larelazionetra caso eoccasionesisituainizialmentenellacontingenzadel
tempopresente.PerPocock, l’accettazionedella finitezzae lamessa inque-
stionedellatemporalitàescatologicacostituisconolanuovacoscienzastorica

5 Machiavelli1995,p.102(P15).
6 Machiavelli1995,p.164(P25).
7 Machiavelli1995,p.18(P3).
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umanisticaeinquadranoilproblemanelladomandarelativaall’azionevirtuo-
sa,tesaaraggiungereifinisemprecontingentidellacomunità.Tuttavia,l’idea
di secolarizzazione che sostiene l’interpretazione di Pocock lascia irrisolto il
problemacheMachiavellisollevanellapartefinaledelpassopocosopracitato;
ossia,cheagireeconoscerenonsinegano.Nellalororelazioneèdirettamente
implicatalaquestionedeltempo,dimodochequestoa posterioridellacono-
scenza,cioèlaconoscenzadiciòcheèavvenutooaccaduto,èsempreprecedu-
todallatemporalitàdell’occasione.

Inunsuccessivopassaggio,Machiavelliritornasuquestaideapermostrare
quantol’azionedipendadaunaparticolarecomprensionedeltempo.Egliaf-
ferma,infatti,cheagliuominiprudenti

népiacquemai...quellocheètuttodìinboccade’savide’nostritempi,
digodereilbenefiziodeltempo,masìbenequellodellavirtùeprudenza
loro: perché il tempo si caccia innanzi ogni cosa, e può condurre seco
benecomemaleemalecomebene.8

Chisonoquellichesiaspettanotuttodaltempo?Sonocolorochecomprendo-
nolapoliticasottolafiguradeltempociclicoocronologico.Nonsolocoloro
che mantengono l’idea teologica del kairós – che sia destino, provvidenza o
interventodivino(messianico)–neltempocronologico,maanchequelliche
attendonotuttodallaFortuna,affidandolapropriasortenellesuemani.Qui
Machiavellimettepropriamenteinquestioneillegametradizionaletratempo
epolitica–greco-romano,giudeo-cristiano,umanista–chetrascende l’idea
dellasemplicefiduciaintempimigliori,poichéiltempochesiattende,iltem-
poavenire,èlastrutturaimmaginariadiuntempocomune,originario,lacui
figurapoliticaèlaGiustizia.Perquestaragione,quellicheaspettanononsan-
nocheciòcheiltempoportaconséètantoilbenequantoilmale.Inaltriter-
mini,nonc’èunarelazionetralafisicadeltempo(ildivenire)elageometria(o
aritmetica)dellagiustizia,che‘ordina’e‘distribuisce’premiecastighi.9Iltem-
pononèaltrochel’insiemedellerelazioni,diincontriedissoluzionididurate
molteplici,chenonhainsestessonecessitàalcuna,direzioneofinedetermi-
nato.

8 Machiavelli1995,pp.18–19.
9 Sipuòvederechiaramentelarelazionetratempoegiustizianelframmento1diAnassimandro:

‘Anassimandro[…]hadetto[…]cheprincipiodegliesserièl’infinito[…]didoveinfattigli
esserihannoorigine,lìhannoancheladissoluzionesecondonecessità:essipaganoinfattia
vicendalapenaeilriscattodell’ingiustiziasecondol’ordinedeltempo’(I Presocratici2006,
p.197).
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Comepensare,dunque,l’azione?Com’èpossibileunaconoscenzadelsingo-
lare,delparticolare,chepermettalapossibilitàdiapprofittaredell’‘occasione’?
E,ancora,qualè la relazione tra laconoscenzadel singolaree lapossibilità
delladurata?

3 Il tessuto dei desideri

Perunprincipegovernaresaràstabilireunalogicadimutuaadeguazione,sem-
pliceeincompiuta,traluieilpopolo–l’universale–,perchéèlapotenzadel
popololacausaprincipaledellastabilitàeinstabilitàdelloStato.10Èl’irruzione
delpopolonellariflessionepolitica,ciòcherendepossibilelamanieraincui
Machiavelliintroducel’ideadicorpopoliticoassociataallavitaealdesiderio,
piuttostocheauna‘forma’:lamolteplicitàdeidesideri,ciascunodiessieffetto
diunacomposizionedialtrimolteplicidesideri,puntodiintersezionedimol-
teplicirelazioni.Èladimensionemateriale,quellaincuisiintreccialatempo-
ralitàdeicorpi.

NelcapitoloterzodeIl Principe,doveappareilpassaggiosultempooppor-
tunoprimacitato,Machiavellidice:

Manelprincipatonuovoconsistonoledifficultà.Eprima,–senonètutto
nuovo,macomemembro:chesipuòchiamaretuttoinsiemequasimisto,
–levariazionisuenasconoinprimadaunanaturaledifficultà,qualeèin
tutti e’ principati nuovi: le quali sono che li uomini mutano volentieri
signore,credendomigliorare,equestacredenzalifapigliarel’armecon-
troaquello:dichee’ s’ingannano,perchéveggonopoiperesperienzia
averepiggiorato.11

Lavolubilitànonprovienedallepassioniinteseallastreguadivizi,comesiè
compresoclassicamenteilmotivodellacorruzionenellacasisticadelleforme
digoverno,madaldesiderio,cheinsénonènévizionévirtù.Ladifficoltàri-
sulta‘naturale’perchéipopolipernaturadesideranomigliorare;ossia,cheper
naturadesiderano.Perquesto,ilproblemanonrisiedeneldesiderioinquanto
tale, quanto nei suoi molteplici effetti politici. Il desiderio è anche il luogo
dell’immaginazioneedèperquestocheipopolisiingannanoquandocambia-
nounsignoreconunaltro,poichécredonoche‘ledisgrazie’affondinoleradici
inquestooquelprincipeenonnelladominazione.E,benché‘l’esperienza’in-

10 Machiavelli1995(P9e19).
11 Machiavelli1995,p.10(P3).
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dichiaipopolichesisonosbagliatisuquestopunto,inquantoessasilimitaad
unasistematizzazionediciòcheèaccaduto,restaesclusounsaperedell’‘occa-
sionepropizia’.Perquestaragione,l’esperienzarestacatturatainunaconce-
zione immaginaria del tempo e dell’azione. Conoscere la dinamica stessa
dell’immaginazione permette di comprendere la genesi della strutturazione
deltempo-uno.

Ilproblemadell’istituzioneeconservazionedelloStatopresuppone,findal
principio,chenonesistanoformeeternenéartificiinfinitamentedurevoli.La
logicadelladurataimplicalapossibilitàdimantenereuninsiemedirelazioni
nellapermanenteproduzionedeglieffetticheseguonodaesse,perchélatem-
poralitàdeicorpipoliticièunatemporalitàcomplessa,plurale,legataalvinco-
lo desiderio-conflitto, movimento in cui l’occasione si configura come la
temporalitàdell’azioneistitutiva,fondatriceallostessomodoincuilatempo-
ralitàdelleazioniistitutivesiconfiguraapartiredaposizioniistituite.Lavirtù
delgovernanterichiedelaconoscenzapraticadiquestafisicadeicorpipolitici,
che implica una conoscenza-dominio delle passioni, idea che si può vedere
conchiarezzainunnotopassode Il Principe.Infatti,difrontealladomandase
conviene essere temuto o amato, contro la versione moralista della politica
classica,Machiavellirispondecheèmeglioesseretemutocheamato,postoche
l’amoreèunapassionelacuicausasitrovanelpopolo(cheè‘volubile’),mentre
iltimoreèunapassionelacuicausastanelprincipe.12Lavirtùdiquestosapere
nonèunacertezza,maposizionedelsapere:posizionechedefinisceunsenso
dell’opportunitàeunpuntodiintersezionenellacomplessatramadellerela-
zionisociali-affettivechedefinisconol’occasione.

ÈstatoLefortquellochehapostoilconflittoalcentrodellaletturadiMa-
chiavelli.Ilconflitto,ildesiderioel’immaginazione,sonoiterminiapartiredai
qualisiconfiguralarappresentazionedell’ordinesociale.NeiDiscorsiMachia-
velli fa iniziare lastoriadiRomaconilconflittotra inobilie laplebe;nelle
Istorie fiorentinefainiziarelastoriapoliticadiFirenzeconiltumultodeiCiom-
pi;nelPrincipeilconflittotraigrandieilpopoloèdescrittoimmediatamente
dopoavermenzionatol’incontrotravirtùefortuna:

[…]néapervenirviènecessariootuttavirtùotuttafortuna,mapiùtosto
unaastuziafortunata,–dicochesiascendeaquestoprincipatooconil
favoredelpopulooconquellode’grandi.Perchéinognicittàsitruovano
questiduaumoridiversi:enasce,daquesto,cheilpopulodesideranon
essere comandato né oppresso da’ grandi ed e’ grandi desiderano

12 Si veda Machiavelli 1995 (P 17). Anche qui Machiavelli critica gli storici che elogiano i
risultatideiprincipiebiasimano,però,lelorocause.
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comandareeopprimereelpopulo;edaquestiduaappetitidiversinasce
nellecittàunode’treeffetti:oprincipatoolibertàolicenza.13

PerLefortnonsitrattadiundisaccordotraterminipre-esistenti(leclassi).Il
datoimportanteècheladivisioneeiterminidell’antagonismononprecedono
questarelazione.Tuttavia,èlanegativitàdeldesideriodelpopolo(ildesiderio
dinonesseredominati)ciòcheapreall’indeterminazionecostitutivadelpoli-
tico,lasuacontingenza.Èilnonesseredelpopolociòchestaallabasedique-
sta‘operazionedellanegatività’,apartiredallaqualeemergelafiguradelterzo,
ilPrincipe(Stato)che,oltreadintervenirenelconflitto,permettechesipossa
parlaredidivisione,chesipossacioèrappresentareladivisionediunacittà,di
unasocietà.Tantoleclassiquantol’unità,l’ordine,sonosempresecondirispet-
toalladivisione.Perquestaragione, ilPotereèsemprederivato,secondo in
ordineontologicoetuttaviaprimonell’ordinedeldiscorso;ossia,illuogodel
Potere,dellaLeggeedelSapere–lalorotrascendenza–èciòchepermettela
‘costituzionesimbolicadelsociale’;èladivisione‘ciòchepermettedidecifrare
lacostituzione’.Lacoscienzamodernadell’esserestoricodelsociale,iniziata
conMachiavelli,sicentraallorainunadoppiadimensionestrutturaleche,co-
minciataconunateoriadellarelazione,finiscedominatadall’ordinesimbolico
poichéladivisioneèimpensabilesenzal’ordine,benchél’ordinesiainspiega-
bilesenzal’antagonismo.

Daquestaimplicazionetranegatività,conflittoeindeterminazione,segue
cheilcaratterestoricodell’esseresocialesifondanellalibertàcomeinvenzio-
nediunordinepermanentementeespostoallasuaaperturaoriginaria.Nello
sviluppodiquestaargomentazione,checulminanellalibertàcomeindetermi-
nazione,Leforttrascuraperlomenoduequestionichepernoisonocentrali.
Inprimoluogo,lasuateoriadellarelazionefadell’antagonismounarelazione
strutturale, lacui ‘operazionedellanegatività’sfuggealtempo, lodialettizza
(benché sia una dialettica diadica, inconclusa); in secondo luogo, vede in
questanegativitàdeldesideriodelpopoloundesideriooriginario,senzanota-
re che questo desiderio è l’effetto di una singolare configurazione di una

13 Machiavelli1995,pp.62–3(P9).ÈinteressantenotarechenellostessocapitoloMachia-
vellitornaaprospettareladiversitàdeitempichecoesistononellecittà:‘Eilprincipenon
è a tempo ne’ periculi a pigliare la autorità assoluta, perché e’ cittadini e sudditi, che
soglionoaveree’comandamentida’magistrati,nonsonoinquellifrangentiperubbidire
a’suoi.Earàsemprene’tempidubbipenuriadichiluisipossafidare;perchésimileprin-
cipenonpuòfondarsisopraquellochevedene’tempiquieti,quandoe’cittadinihanno
bisognodellostato:perchéalloraognuncorre,ognunoprometteeciascunovuolemorire
perlui,quandolamorteèdiscosto;mane’tempiavversi,quandolostatohabisognode’
cittadini,allorasenetruovapochi’.SivedaMachiavelli1995,pp.68–9.
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complessatramadidesidericherendonocontodimolteplicitemporalità,non
sussumibilisottounadialetticanegativa.Ildesideriodimigliorare,ildesiderio
disicurezza,ildesideriodellavendetta,l’odioversoigrandi,sonolatramama-
terialediquestodesideriodinonesseredominati.14

Machiavelliimpostaladivisionetraigrandieilpopolosubitodopoessere
tornato a menzionare l’incontro tra virtù e fortuna, perché il conflitto in se
stessononproducel’istituzionepolitica,maènellacongiunturacheoccorre
trovarel’occasioneperprodurreunincontrotraunprincipenuovoeilpopolo.

4 Memoria involontaria

AvanzarenelladirezionechecipropongonoPocockeLefort,versolarepubbli-
cacomeformadigovernocheassumequestotemposecolare,de-sostantivan-
do, ciascuno a suo modo, la libertà e il bene comune, ci obbligherebbe ad
abbandonare Il Principe per dirigerci ai Discorsi. Sappiamo che all’inizio del
capitolosecondodelPrincipe,Machiavellidicechetrascureràilragionamento
sullerepubblicheechesioccuperàsolodeiprincipati.UncapitolodeIl Princi-
pe,però,sviluppaunariflessionesuigoverniliberiche,perinostrifini,èfon-
damentale. Nel capitolo cinque, dedicato a come governare le città che si
regolanosuleggiproprie,emergeun’altradimensionedeltempovincolataalla
memoria,cherendepossibileampliarelamappadellefiguredeltempopre-
senteinquest’opera:

[...]echidivienepatronediunacittàconsuetaaviverelibera,enonla
disfaccia,aspettidiesserdisfattodaquella:perchésemprehaperrefugio
nellarebellioneelnomedellalibertàegliordiniantiquisua,e’qualiné
perlunghezzaditemponéperbenifizimaisidimenticano[…]esubito
inogniaccidenteviricorrono:comefe’Pisadopocentoannichelaera
sutapostainservitùda’fiorentini.Ma,quandolecittàoleprovinciesono
useaviveresottounoprincipeequellosanguesiaspento,sendodauno
cantousiaubbidire,dal’altrononavendoilprincipevecchio,farneuno
infralorononsiaccordano,vivereliberinonsanno:dimodochesono
piùtardiapigliarel’armeeconpiùfacilitàseglipuòunoprincipegua-
dagnareeassicurarsidiloro.15

14 SivedaTorres2007.
15 Machiavelli1995,pp.30–1(P5).
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Ladivisione,nelconflitto,èattraversatadaunatemporalitàcomplessacheri-
mandaancheall’esperienzadiciòcheèaccaduto,cheèpartedell’esperienza
delpresenteinquantomondodato.Machiavelliriconosceunadoppiadimen-
sionedellamemoriacheeccedelameradifferenzadipercezionedelcaso,acui
rimandailricordodelpassato.Inaltritermini,iltempodelladominazioneèil
tempodella‘ripetizione’,incuilamemoriasicostituisceinabitoeoccultail
conflitto.Comeabbiamovistoinprecedenza,anchenelcasoincuiabbialuogo
questonaturaledesideriodituttiipopolidimigliorare,ilvincoloimmaginario
cheipopolistabilisconoconilpassatononfaaltrocheripetereciòcheègià
configurato.D’altraparte,lamemoriadell’anticalibertànonrimandadiretta-
menteallacostantepresenzadiunavolontàdi libertà, limitatadall’effettiva
dominazione, ma a una dimensione involontaria della memoria, aleatoria e
perquestovincolataalconcettodi ‘occasione’,ancheseaessononidentica.
Iscrittanelcorpopolitico,puòcontinuamenteriemergere.Comepossiamoqui
notare,l’occasionegiànonèlegataadunsaperepratico,allavirtùdelgover-
nante(icui limitiapparirannoalla finede Il Principe). Infatti,nelpassaggio
citatol’ideadioccasionesicomponeancheapartiredaunadefinizionemate-
rialistadella‘memoria’e,conquestacaratteristica,mostralasuacomplessità.
Legataall’immaginazione,lamemoriatendeacristallizzarsisottolafinzione
delricordodiuntempo‘originario’o‘naturale’cheoccorrere-instauraresotto
laripetizione.Perquestomotivo,tantol’abitodellaschiavitùquantola‘memo-
riadellalibertà’designanolatemporalitàpropriadeicorpi,mostrandolacosti-
tuzioneaffettivadellamemoria,eciòpermettedicomprendereinchemaniera
il desiderio di libertà possa facilmente mutarsi anche in una via di servitù.
Questoaccade–comecimostraMachiavelliinquestocaso–quandoildeside-
riodi‘vendetta’controchihaschiavizzatoilpopolodàcontenutoaldesiderio
stessodellalibertà;l’occultatramadelpassatodeterminaildesideriodelfutu-
roegliuominicambianovolontariamentesignorecredendodimigliorare.La
memoriadellalibertà,chetrovanelmomentoopportunolapossibilitàdiin-
terferire con l’ordine della dominazione, trasforma rapidamente l’occasione
nellarestituzionediunordinechenonèaltrochelaripetizionediuncontinuo
temporale,ilquale–ancheimmaginatocometemponuovo–finiscepermo-
strarelasuaadeguazioneauncontinuotemporale.

Come abbiamo visto nella prima citazione di questo testo, conoscenza e
azionesiimplicanoreciprocamente,manonsiidentificanoinuntempo-uno;
allostessomodo,lamemoriaelastoriasi implicanoaltresìreciprocamente,
macomprendonodiverseesperienzedellatemporalità,chedefinisconolapo-
sizionee leazionidelpopoloedelprincipe.Legatoalleazioni,aidifferenti
incontrieallesuedurate, tantonellamemoriaquantonellastoria, il tempo
presente,lasuaposizione,èsempre presenza affettiva del passato e desiderio 
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del futuro.Inquestacomplessatramasicostituiscetantolalibertàquantola
schiavitù,perchéiltempoportaconsétantoilbenequantoilmale.

5 Il tempo della res (publica)

L’occasioneperilnuovo principeeper il popolononèlastessa.Illoroincontro
portaconsé,infatti,qualcosadialeatorio;nonc’ènecessitàalcunadiquesto
incontro,comenonc’ènecessitàalcunachequestoincontropossadurare.La
virtù,comeadeguazionealtempopresente,èlapossibilitàpermanentediin-
tervenirenellacomposizionediquestocampodi forza incui l’occasione, in
quanto presuppone una compresenza di molteplici temporalità proprie dei
corpimisti,cioèplurali,siapreanchealdesideriodellalibertà.È,difatti,apar-
tiredaquestotessutopassionale-temporalecheMachiavellipotràdire,neiDi-
scorsi,chefuronoiconflittiarendereliberaRoma,16nellamisuraincuiènel
conflittocheunnuovoprincipetroval’occasioneperassumerelaposizionedel
governo.

Unpassaggiodelcapitolosestoriassumelebasidiquellochesaràlarifles-
sionepiùradicalediquestomaterialismodellacontingenzaediunatempora-
litàplurale:

Edesaminandoleazionievitaloro[deigrandiuomini]nonsivedeche
quelli avessino altro da la fortuna che la occasione, la quale dette loro
materiaapotereintrodurvidentroquellaformacheparseloro:esanza
quella occasione la virtù dello animo loro si sarebbe spenta, e sanza
quellavirtùlaoccasionesarebbevenutainvano.17

Ènella‘materiadeltempo’chel’incontrotravirtùe occasione rendepossibile
intervenirenellatramadellerelazionidate,perintrodurreunanuova‘forma’,
cioèlaproduzionediunnuovoincontrochepossadurare.Lavirtùèpartede-
terminante,nonassoluta,dellanuovacomposizionedelle relazionisocialie
politiche;nonèvolontànédecisione,poichéhabisognodell’incontroconl’oc-
casione ed è sempre necessariamente determinata da questo complesso in-
trecciodirelazioninonnecessarie.Èperquestomotivochelavirtù-poteredel
principedipendedall’incontroconilpopolo;nonèunasuainvenzione.

Nelcapitoloquinto,chepossiamoconsiderarecomededicatoallerepubbli-
che,siesponeun’alternativachenonsaràripresadalprincipenuovo.Quando

16 Machiavelli2008,pp.70–1(DI.4).
17 Machiavelli1995,p.33(P7).
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ildesideriodilibertàmantienefrescalamemoriadelleistituzionilibereeun
popoloattivo,l’unicacosacherestaèdisperdereilpopolo,decomporrequesto
‘corpomisto’.Ilpassaggiochechiudeilcapitoloèilluminante:

Ma nelle republiche è maggiore vita, maggiore odio, più desiderio di
vendetta:néglilascia,népuòlasciare,riposarelamemoriadellaantiqua
libertà;talechelapiùsicuraviaèspegnerle,oabitarvi.18

La città in conflitto, che porta con sé la memoria della libertà, non è, come
suppongonoPocockegliinterpretidell’umanesimocivico,quelladovelafor-
ma-repubblicaèunatradizione,tempocontinuocheèstatointerrottoeche
tuttaviapuòessererestituito.È,alcontrario,unsingolareintreccioaffettivoin
cuisimettonointensionetemporalitàmultiplechesiidentificanoconlepo-
tenzemolteplici,incuicioèl’occasioneesigeunamaggiorevirtù.Machiavelli
chiama ‘vita’questacomplessa temporalità,compostadimolteplicipotenze
attive,manonunificate.Perquesto,lamoltitudineportailtempodellavendet-
ta,dell’odio,tantoquantoildesideriodilibertà.Nullafasìchesianecessariala
durata,peròinquestailprincipenuovopuòtrovarel’occasioneperl’istituzio-
nediunnuovogoverno.

Indubbiamente,conmaggiordifficoltà,ilprincipepuòapprofittaredique-
stasituazionequandol’immaginazionestrutturalamemoriadiuntempo-uno.
Noncisonoquimaggiorigaranzie,comenoncenesonoassumendolatempo-
ralitàpresuppostanellacasisticadelleformedigovernoonellacontinuitàdi
unatradizione,perchéintuttiicasi,aldilàdelgiocoprincipescotral’esseree
l’apparire,sitrattadiadeguarsialladiversitàdeitempi.Questadifficoltàèchia-
ramenteespostanelcapitoloventicinquedeIl Principe:

Nésitruovauomosìprudentechesisappiaaccommodareaquesto:sì
perchénonsipuòdeviaredaquelloachelanaturaloinclina,sìetiam
perché,avendosempreunoprosperatocamminandoperunavia,nonsi
puòpersuaderechesiabenepartirsidaquella.Eperòl’uomorespettivo,
quandoe’gliè tempo di venire allo impeto,nonlosafare:donderovina;
chesesimutassinaturacone’tempieconlecose,nonsimuterebbefor-
tuna.19

Nonèlanegativitàdeldesideriodelpopolo,comesostieneLefort,ciòchede-
finiscelacostituzionedell’ordinesociale,nélaconservazionediunacultura

18 Machiavelli1995,p.31(P5).
19 Machiavelli1995,p.166(P25).
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civica,comesostienePocock,malapienapositivitàdell’intrecciodirelazioni,
didesideri–nellinguaggiodiMachiavelli–,dimolteplicidurateelaloroper-
manente produzione di effetti. Al problema del potere non si risponde solo
coniltempo-unodellaproduzionedialetticaoconservatricedell’universalità
dellaleggeedelbenecomune.Èlafortunael’occasione,nellamaterialitàdei
tempi,ciòacuilarepubblicafafrontediversamente,comesostieneMachiavel-
linellibroterzodei Discorsi,rispondendodirettamentealcapitoloventicinque
deIl Principesuquestaquestione:

Quincinascecheunarepublicahamaggiorevitaehapiù lungamente
buona fortunacheunoprincipato,perchélapuòmeglioaccomodarsialla
diversità de’ temporali,perladiversità de’ cittadinichesonoinquella,che
nonpuòunoprincipe.Perchéunuomochesiaconsuetoaprocederein
un modo, non si muta mai, come è detto, e conviene di necessità che,
quandoe’simutanoitempidisformiaquelsuomodo,cherovini.20

Ne Il Principenonèsoltantolafiguradellafortunaarappresentarelacontin-
genzaultimaincuisidispiegal’azione,maèilconcettostessodioccasioneche
mostrailimitidellavirtùintesacomel’azionediunsoggettoindividualelibero,
cioè la sua inevitabile inclinazione naturale e l’impossibilità di distinguere
chiaramentetracalcoloeabito,traesperienzaeripetizione.Unindividuo,un
corposimile,èancheunatramadirelazionicheperduranoneltempo.

Nelcapitoloventicinque,lascommessarealizzata,nonsenzariserve,èlibe-
rarel’azionedallatrappolacheimponelacomplessarelazionetracreazionee
durata.Lascommessa‘repubblicana’sidistanziaancoradipiùdaqualsiasire-
trogustodiun’ontologiadellalibertà,etentadipensarelalibertàinmaniera
politica.Ma,indubbiamente,èunrepubblicanesimoanomaloperchéemerge
dallaradicalizzazionedellaviamaterialista(controilrepubblicanesimocivi-
co)inunaontologiadei‘corpimisti’,corpicompostiecomplessi(un’ontologia

20 Machiavelli2008,p.496(DIII.9).PocopiùavantiMachiavelliafferma:‘Echenoinonci
possiamomutare,nesonocagioniduecose: l’una,chenoinoncipossiamoopporrea
quellochec’inclinalanatura;l’altrache,avendounoconunomododiprocederepros-
perato assai, non è possibile persuadergli che possa fare bene a procedere altrimenti;
dondenenascecheinunouomolafortunavaria,perchéellavariaitempiedellinon
varia i modi. Nascene ancora le rovine delle cittadi, per non si variare gli ordini delle
republicheco’tempi,comelungamentedisopradiscorremo;masonopiùtarde,perchéle
penono più a variare, perché bisogna che venghino tempi, che commuovino tutta la
republica,acheunosolo,colvariareilmododelprocedere,nonbasta’.IlrinviodiMachi-
avelli(‘comelungamentedisopradiscorremo’)èaDIII.1.
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dellarelazione,equiseguiamolaletturadiMorfino),21dovel’occasioneèim-
manente all’alterazione delle relazioni che definiscono la composizione del
corpopolitico.Èrispettoaquestadiversitàdeitempichel’azioneindividuale
nonèpiùilparadigmadominantedellapotenzatrasformatrice,perdiventare
un motivo in più, e non il più potente, dell’alterazione delle relazioni della
composizionepolitica.

Dall’impeto individuale alla modificazione collettiva degli ordinamenti si
produceuntransito,mainecessarionéirreversibile,incuilarepubblicapuò
esserepensataapartiredaun‘materialismodell’incontro’,cioènellaparteci-
pazionedellamoltitudinedipotenzechemisuranoedefinisconoilpoteredel-
la città, facendo di ogni congiuntura un’opportunità per il rinnovamento.
Questodislocamentononsipuòconfondereconunantagonismotraazionee
istituzione,tralacontingenzadell’ordinechedipendedall’azioneelastabilità
dell’ordinechedipendedaunaistituzione.Selarepubblicahailvantaggiodel
fattocheitempi turbolentiritardanodipiùnell’alteraregliordinamenticheil
governodiuno,alloraalteraregliordinamenti,perpotervariareconitempi,
implicaancheunacomplessità–perfarnascereilnuovo–diunanaturamol-
todiversadallavariazionedellavolontàedallaprudenzadiunindividuo.

NeiDiscorsi,variareconitempisignificheràchiaramentepoter‘variaregli
ordinamenti’, ossia produrre e alterare permanentemente le relazioni sulle
qualisifondano,sempreinmanieracontingente,leistituzionichecristallizza-
nolerelazionicontinuamentecangiantidellaconflittualitàeladivisioneso-
ciale. In altri termini, come sostiene Machiavelli all’inizio del libro terzo,
ritornareaiprincipi.

Ilritorno ai principinonèunritornoalpassatooriginario,nélarestituzione
diunprincipio trascendente,ma lacapacitàdi incontrarenell’‘occasione’ la
temporalitàimmanentedellacrescitadeicorpicomposti,laloropotenzacome
occasioneperlacomposizione,l’incontro.L’ideadel‘ritornoaiprincipi’è,in-
fatti,ilrisultatodiquestatensionepresenteneIl Principe,chefadellariflessio-
nesull’inclusionedell’occasioneinunatemporalitàpluraleilprincipiovitale
delladurata;duratachenonsaràconservazione,maespansionedellemolte-
plicirelazionidicomposizionecheincrementanolapotenzadeicorpi.

6 Considerazioni finali

Aquestefiguredellatemporalitàdeicorpicomplessi(misti),dell’occasionee
della fortuna, della memoria, legata con ciò che è accaduto, dell’immagina-

21 Inparticolare,Morfino2002,e2010.



187Tempoepolitica

zioneedegliaffetti,delledivisioniedeiconflitti,chetraccianodiversedurate,
deisuoiincontrienon–echenelsuoinsiemeespongonoledifferentidimen-
sioni di questa temporalità molteplice – potremmo aggiungere dell’altro.
Come,peresempio, la temporalitàdellegenerazionicheapparenella figura
delgiovaneviriledomatoredelladea fortuna,nelcapitoloventicinquede Il 
Principe,chedeveesserelettoinsiemeallafiguradeigiovaniall’iniziodellibro
secondodeiDiscorsi,incuiMachiavellisiavvaledeldisaccordotraivecchiei
giovani,delladiversitàdeitempiimplicatiinquestodisaccordo,percriticare
glistoricicheraccontanolastoriadeivincitorienonrendonocontodelcarat-
terepraticodelsaperestorico.

Lontana da qualsiasi modello di cicli vitali, la gioventù è espressione di
un’altradimensionedellatemporalitàincuiappareilproblemaelapotenzia-
litàdiunaltroincontro,quelloche,lontanodallanecessità,sipuòdaretrale
generazioni.Porrel’accentosuigiovaniinvertel’equazionechefadellatradi-
zioneilmodellodelladuratapermetterealcentrodellatemporalitàplurale
l’occasione,acuiappartienelaquestionedellegenerazioni,comeunalineain
più,sempreattraversatadaquellelineecheabbiamomenzionatoprima.

Mafermiamociqui.Credocheconquestabreveesposizionedellefiguredel
tempone Il Principeabbiamomostratoledifferentidimensionidiunatempo-
ralitàpluraleeciòchestaingiocoinquestapotenteidea:l’incontrotravirtùe
fortuna.

Lasuacomplicazione,chenonsipuòrisolverefacendodellavirtùunmo-
dello di ragione pratica22 o l’atto sovrano di una volontà libera, va al di là
dell’ambiguitàchesiproducequandoMachiavelli,affermando:‘iudicopotere
essere vero che la fortuna sia arbitra della metà delle azioni nostre, ma che
etiamleinelascigovernarel’altrametà,opresso,anoi,23ricorreall’espressione
‘liberoarbitrio’;nozionecheutilizzasoloneiduecapitolifinalideIl Principee
induesensidiversi.24

22 Nénelsensodiunaragionepratico-tecnica,comeinCassirer,nénelsensodiunaragione
pratico-politica,comeinSkinner.Ciriconosciamopiùviciniall’analisidiDelLucchese
2002.

23 Machiavelli1995,pp.162–63(P25).
24 Nelcapitolo25,apartiredaquestotermineMachiavellistabiliscela‘proporzione’trail

dominiodellavirtùequellodellafortuna:‘Nondimanco, perché il nostro libero arbitrio non 
sia spento, iudico potere essere vero che la fortuna sia arbitra della metà delle azioni nostre, 
ma che etiam lei ne lasci governare l’altra metà, o presso, a noi’. Quindi nel capitolo 26,
moltevoltelettocomeilcapitoloprogrammaticochedàilcontenutopoliticoalcapitolo
25,maconunsensoperfinooppostoalcapitoloanteriore,Machiavellinell’Esortazioneci
dicechelalibertàd’ItaliadipendedagliuominienondaDio,inquantoEglinondesidera
privarcidelnostro‘liberoarbitrio’.CosìMachiavellievitadiscambiarelafiguradelDio
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Larelazionetraconoscenzaeazione,trasapereepolitica,restaaperta.Ma,
comeabbiamoaffermatoall’inizio,questatensionenonèunacontraddizione
o inadeguatezza. Si tratta di pensare di che cosa tratta una conoscenza
dell’azione,incuilacontingenzaeilconflittononrappresentanonecessaria-
menteunlimite(inognicaso,permetterebberodicomprenderelagenesidella
veritàapartiredaldesideriodisicurezza):‘perché–comesostieneMachiavel-
lineiDiscorsi–tuttelecosedelmondoinognitempohannoilproprioriscon-
trocongliantichitempi.Ilchenasceperché,...[sono]operatedagliuomini’.25
Poichélastorianonsiripete,questoimplicacheèpossibileconoscerelatrama
complessadiincontrialeatori,dell’incrociarsididifferentidurateedellapro-
duzionedeisuoimolteplicieffetti.Sitrattadispogliarsidiquestagrammatica
profondacheordinalanostraesperienzanelledifferentivariantidiuntempo-
unoperpoterstareattentiall’occasioneecercarel’incontrotravirtùefortuna.

Inconclusione,amiogiudizioapprofondirequestapistadiricercaofferta
daIl Principevaanchealdilàdell’interesseperiproblemiesegeticieconcet-
tuali.Pernoisitrattadipoterpensareedelaborarelecategoriepolitichediciò
checispingeremmoadenominarecome‘ilmomentomachiavellianolatino-
americano’,conilfinedicomprenderel’incontrotraunaseriediprocessidiver-
siincuisistabilisceunanuovarelazionetrailpopoloeloStato,checredosia
statoresopossibilegrazieall’assunzionepraticaerealistaditemporalitàmol-
teplici.Maseguireindettaglioquestoragionamentociporterebbelontanoe
sarebbesenz’altrooccasionediun’altradiscussione.26
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Chapter10

Imitation and Animality: On the Relationship 
between Nature and History in Chapter XVIII of  
The Prince

Tania Rispoli

Althoughtheenviousnatureofmenhasalwaysmadeitnolessdanger-
ous to find new modes and orders than to seek unknown waters and
lands[…]nonetheless[…]Ihavedecidedtotakepathasyetuntrodden
byanyone,andifitbringsmetroubleanddifficulty,itcouldalsobringme
reward[…].1

∵

Withhishistoricalinvestigationofpoliticalorders–whichconstitutesanau-
thenticrediscoveryofthecontinentofHistory–Machiavelliposesanewchal-
lenge:notaventureintounknownwaters,withtheriskoffailingor,likethe
Vikings,inadvertentlyreachingnewlands,butamindful,unequivocalandex-
plicitdiscovery,astheillustriousFlorentineAmerigoVespuccihadannounced
inhisepistlefromtheNewWorld.Thisdiscoverychallenges‘theenviousna-
tureofmen’andyetisparadoxicallybasedonit:withthesamemoveMachia-
velliintendstoinquireboththenatureofhistoryandhumannatureitself(of
whichenvyandambitionaremajorfeatures).TherestofthePreface,itsmeth-
odologicalassumption,thecompassandthechartsthatguidehimintheAt-
lantic crossing, are part of a mimetic theory that is articulated with great
originality, within the classical and general context of Humanism. Getting
straighttothepoint,IwouldliketocomparethisoceanicopeningoftheMa-
chiavellian masterpiece with the well-known metaphor of the centaur in Il 
Principechapter 18.Here, imitation isput forwardwithoutmediation– ina

* CiceroeditedtheposthumousworkDe rerum natura(ed.FergusonSmith)ofLucretiusinthe
middleofthefirstcenturyBCandcomposedhisDe officiisin44BC.Infine,theHistoriarum 
florentini populi libri XIIofLeonardoBruniwerepublishedbetween1439and1444andtrans-
latedinItalianbyDonatoAcciaiuoli(Historia fiorentina)in1473.

1 DPreface.

© koninklijkebrillnv,leiden,2015 | doi10.1163/9789004287686_012
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shortcircuit–anditsobjectisaliminalfigurethatstandsbetweenanimality
andhumanity,asthewavesoftheseaandthoseofhistoryoverlappedinthe
mindsofthosewhosoughtlesstravelledroutes.

‘TheimitationofthebeasttakestheplaceoftheimitationofGod’–isLeo
Strauss’sgraphicdeclaration;theBeastManopposedtotheGodManincludes
andunderstandsmaninlightofthesub-humanratherthanofthesuper-hu-
manandofcontemplativelife.2Moreprecisely,thekeyfeatureoftheMachia-
velliananti-theologyistheassumptionthatmodernimitationisbasednoton
thedualnature,humananddivine,ofChrist(asAuerbachinterpretstheme-
dievalcreaturalfigurativeness3)norontheking’sdoublebody,butonthedual
nature,humanandanimal,ofChironthecentaur.Inthefigureallthecarnal
andfleetingtraitsofthe‘creatura’4–firstlyChrist’ssuffering–verticallyrefer
toamomentoftheprovidentialplanofoursacredhistory,explainingoran-
ticipatingit.Thehumanbodystandsforthedivineone,incarnatingandrepre-
senting it, following Kantorowicz’s metaphorical reading: the metaphors of
regality are traced up to Dante’s Humanism, where the corpus mysticum is
straightened out and secularised into the humana civilitas.5 This duplicity
thereforeimpliesthatmundanepowerisatangiblerepresentationofthetran-
scendent, that is to say precisely the theory of papal and secular imperial
sovereigntyfromwhichMachiavellidistanceshimself,refusingatheological-
politicalapproachandembracinganempiricalone.

Il Principechapter18notoriouslydealswiththevirtuesthatthenewprince
needstohave,ruthlesslyplayingonappearances:‘Thereforeitisunnecessary
foraprincetohaveallthegoodqualitiesIhaveenumerated,butitisverynec-
essary to appear to have them’.6 The issue of the re-qualification of virtues
throughmereappearance,andthecorrespondencebetweenmeansandends,
led some scholars to interpret thechapter 18–explicitly linked to thesixth
chapteronValentino–asavividillustrationofthedivorcebetweenpolitics
andmorals.7Neverthelessweshouldtrytofocusontheopeningofchapter18,

2 Strauss1958,pp.78and295–7.MachiavellihimselfisaChironofanewkind,becausehe
candidateshimselfas“teacher”ofthenewPrince,Lorenzode’Medici,towhomIlPrincipeis
dedicated.

3 Auerbach,2013passimsee,forexample,chapter3,‘TheArrestofPeterValvomeres’,pp.73–5.
Onfiguralinterpretation,seeAuerbach1938,pp.436–89.SeealsoSingleton1954,and1958.

4 AlateLatintermfromEvangelium.
5 Kantorowicz1957,pp.467–8.SeeKahn2009,pp.79–88and91–5,forthereconfingurationof

thehumana civilitasascosmopolitanempire,indiametricaloppositiontotheSchmitt’sno-
tionofCatholicpoliticaltheology.

6 P18.
7 Sasso1993,pp.455–72.
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whereMachiavellilingersonpedagogy:theprincehastofollowtheleadofa
veryspecialtutorandlearnhowtoimitatethebeast:

Youshouldknowthattherearetwowaysoffighting:onewiththelaw,the
otherwithforce:thefirstwayispeculiartoman,theothertobeasts;but
sincethefirstinmanyinstancesisnotenough,itbecomesnecessaryto
resorttothesecond.Therefore,aprincemustknowhowtomakegood
useofthebeastandtheman.Thisrolewastaughttoprincesindirectlyby
the ancient writers, who wrote how Achilles and many other ancient
princesweregiventoChirontheCentaurtobebroughtupandtrained
underhisdirection.Thiscanonlymean,havingasateacherahalf-beast
and half-man, that the prince ought know how to make use of both
natures; and the one without the other cannot endure. Since a prince
mustknowhowtomakegoodusethebeast,heshouldchoosethenthe
foxandthelion;forthelionhasnoprotectionfromtraps,andthefoxis
defencelessagainst thewolves. It isnecessary, therefore, tobea fox in
ordertoknowthetraps,andaliontofrightenthewolves.Thosewholive
bythelionalonedonotunderstandmatters.8

Theaimofthisessayistoexplain,atleastpartially,whyonemustimitatea
beast, and how this declaration fits into Machiavelli’s philosophical frame-
work.Moreover,whatdobeastsandhumanshaveincommon?Inotherwords,
inwhatways,ifany,dotheyshareaplaceintheorderofNature?

Inthewellknownexampleofthefoxandthelionwecanfindareferenceto
Cicero’sLatinsourceanditsliteralinversion:9

Forsincetherearetwowaysofsettlingadispute:first,bydiscussion;sec-
ond,byphysicalforce;andsincetheformerischaracteristicofman,the
latterofthebrute,wemustresorttoforceonlyincasewemaynotavail
ourselves of discussion […]With this I will close my discussion of the
dutiesconnectedwithwar.Butletusrememberthatwemusthaveregard
forjusticeeventowardsthehumblest.Nowthehumbleststationandthe
poorestfortunearethoseofslaves;andtheygiveusnobadrulewhobid
ustreatourslavesasweshouldouremployees:theymustberequiredto
work; they must given their dues. While wrong may be done, then, in
either of two ways, that is by force or by fraud, both are bestial: fraud

8 P18.
9 AllthescholarsconcuronthehypothesisthatMachiavellireusesandreversesCicero’salle-

gory.SeeRaimondi1993,pp.146–7;Inglese2013,p.124;MartelliandMarcelli2006,p.236.
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seems to belong to the cunning fox, force to the lion; both are wholly
unworthyofman,butfraudisthemorecontemptible.Butofallformsof
injustice,noneismoreflagrantthanthatofthehypocritewho,atthevery
momentwhenheismostfalse,makesithisbusinesstoappearvirtuous.
Thismustconcludeourdiscussionofjustice.10

Cicerodescribestwowaysoffighting:withthelaworwithforce–theformer
beingthewayofhumans,thelatterthatofanimals.Whenitbecomesimpos-
sibletoappealtoreason,humanity,orjurisprudence,itisnecessarytoappeal
toforce.Inspiteofthat,afterdealingwithjusticeinwar–loyalty,devotion,
moderation,compliancetooaths–Ciceroreturnstocivics,specifyingthatitis
necessarytobejusttowardsthehumble(inthiscase,thesalariedworkers)and
dividing injuriousandextra-legalbehaviour inviolenceandshrewdness, re-
spectivelyascribedtothelionandthefox.Ciceroconsiderstheseanimaltraits
tobeconstitutivelyalientothehumanbeing;iffalseappearanceisaviolation
ofthetruthandthereforeofthelawfittingtherationalityofhumannature,
theworstisthevulpinetreacherousmanwhowillappearasanhonestone.

InMachiavelli’spassagewehaveanactualargumentativeshiftthatcomes
torebutnotonlyCicero’squotation,buttheentireearlierjuridicaltraditionas
well.Herethetutorisatfirstthecentaur:atfirsthalfmanhalfcreature,heis
thenidentifiedexclusivelywiththeferalpart,becausethevulpinequalityof
shrewdness,typifiedasacreature,cannotcoherentlyembodyeitherhumanity
orrationality.11OnthismetaphoricalbasisMachiavelli justifiesthenecessity
toappear(parere):thepredominantpresenceofcreaturesdeniesmorality,be-
causetheyteachtheprince,throughthemetaphorofforce,thatinorderto
captivatethepeopleitisnotnecessarytoactuallypossesscertaintraditional
virtues,asappearancealonewillsuffice.Nevertheless,eveniftheydownplay
theclassicalmodel,thebeastsdonotdenyitentirely:withthecentaur–thisis
thehypothesisonwhichIwilldrawmyconclusions–Machiavellireformulates
theframeoflawwithinaconcreteparadigmofconflictandforce.

Letusweighonethingatatime.Firstlyweneedtofindoutwherethedou-
blemetaphorofthetwobeastsandthecentaurcomesfrom.Theformer,aside
fromCicero,ismostprobablygatheredfromAesop,Phaedrusandthemedi-
eval fabliaux. It is also worth considering Lucretius12 who deals with foxes,

10 Cicero1975,pp.37–47.
11 For the argumentative shift in Machiavelli’s description of centaur see Sasso 1997,

pp.153–5.
12 Brown2010,pp.84–5.
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lions,anddeer(the latterareabsent fromtheMachiavellianbestiary) inDe 
rerum natura:

Inthefirstplace,thefiercebreedofsavagelionsowesitspreservationto
itscourage,thefoxtoitscunning,andthedeertoitsspeedinflight.13

Forceprotectsthefierceraceofthelionandofothercreatures,whileshrewd-
nessdoesthesameforthefox,andescapeforthedeer.Amorecompleteexpla-
nationcanbefoundinbookIII,withreferencetothedoctrineofanimus(noûs,
logikónconcentratedinthechest)andoftheanima(psuché,álogondiffused
through the whole body). These elements are considered to be material,
formedbyverythinroundatoms,withanaerialcomponentthatvarieswith
thebodytemperatureofthecreaturesandofthetypesofhuman(warm,cold,
mild,andsoforth).Warmisthewrathfulanimusofthelion,windythatofthe
fugitivedeer,mildyetnottimidthoseoftheoxen:

But heat is the element that predominates in those creatures whose
hearts are fierce and whose irascible minds readily seethe with anger.
Firstandforemostinthisclassarelions,sostrongandferocious:often
theygrowlandroaruntiltheybursttheirbellies,sincetheyareunableto
represstheirtempestuousrage.Ontheotherhand,thechillingmindsof
deercontainmorewindandarequickertosendicycurrentsofairblow-
ingthroughtheflesh,thusinducingatremblingmotioninthelimbs.14

Thesamegoes forthehumanrace,whereeducationdoesnotgetridof the
ineradicabletracesofdisparatecharacters,theinclinationtowrathoracquies-
cenceandmanyothertonesremains:

Althougheducationmaygivecertainpeopleequalrefinement,itcannot
obliteratetheoriginaltracesofeachindividual’snaturaldisposition.We
mustnotsupposethatfaultsofcharactercanbeextirpated,andthatitis
possibletostoponepersonfrombeingexcessivelypronetosuddenfitsof
rage,anotherfromsuccumbingalittletooreadilytofear,andathirdfrom
acceptingcertainsituationsmoremeeklythatoneshould.Andinmany
other respects people must differ in character and consequently in
behaviour.15

13 De rerum naturaV,vv.862–64.
14 De rerum naturaIII,vv.294–301.
15 De rerum naturaIII,vv.307–14.
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Whencetheabove-mentionedrecurringbehaviours(violence,shrewdness,es-
cape), that are derived from the composition of the animus, i.e. in modern
terms,fromgeneticheritage:

Why,inthecaseofdeer,istheinstinctofflighttransmittedfromgenera-
tiontogeneration,sothattheirlimbsarespurredbyinheritedtimidity?
Indeed,whyareallothersuchqualitiesimplantedintheconstitutionof
bodyandmindfromlife’sfirstdawn?Surelytheexplanationmustbethat
amind,whosenatureisdeterminedbyitsownseedandbreed,develops
alongwiththebodyofeachindividualanimal.16

TheinfluentialfunctionofDe rerum naturainMachiavelli’sformation,inthe
years preceding his appointment to the chancellor’s office, is well known,17
andthisinfluencewasprobablypresenteveninthewritingofthemajorworks.
InLucretiusthenaturalnessofinstinctiveanimalbehaviourthatinhibitsany
moralcondemnationcanbefound:therearenojudges,andthecombination
ofthecreativeanddestructiveeventsthatstemfromtemperamentsisazero
sumgame.Thereforeanimalsandhumanbeingsshareacommoninstinctual
heritage,notwithstandingtheeducationthatcanbeimpartedtopeople.Ma-
chiavelli,ontheotherhand,isnotinterestedinanimalsassuch.Instead,for
entirelypoliticalreasons,heisconcernedwithfindingtheanimalsubstratum
inthehumanbeingthatheenvisionsaseducatedbyacentaur,imaginedex-
clusively as a feral creature. Beasts are thus detached from their ecological
niche,whiledistinctivefeaturesareanalysedinordertofinddifferentandal-
ternatecombinationsindifferenttimes.TheMachiavellianmetaphorsoffox
andlion,whilebeingclearlyantagonistictoCicero’s,couldratherbeinspired
bythenaturalismofLucretius,forwhichtheanimalsexpressthevitalforces,
thoseatomicaggregationstypicaloftheanimus,whichmayalsobepresentin
humans.

Regardingthesecondmetaphor,studieshaveamplyfoundthattheimageof
the centaur can be traced back to Xenophon’s Cyropaedia, to references in
Dante’s Inferno (cantoXIIwithreferencetoChiron,andcantoXXVII for the
coupleofvulpineandleoninequalitiesinGuidodaMontefeltro),andmostly
theCommentooftheCommediabyLandino.18TheMachiavellianuseofthese

16 De rerum natura III,vv.743–7.
17 Bertelli and Gaeta 1961 were the first who discover, in modern times, the influence of

LucretiusonMachiavelli.
18 FortheinfluencesonMachiavelli’simagesofCentaurseeRaimondi1993,pp.154–5;Sasso

1997,pp.158–75;MartelliandMarcelli2006,p.235,Inglese2013,pp.123–4.
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sourcesisquitefree,ifnotinstrumental:indeedhedoesnotdeplorethevio-
lentnatureofthecentaurs,nordoesheseektotameandcivilisethem,but
focusesonthepedagogicalroleofChironpreciselybecauseofhisviolentside.
InGreekmythology(andthen inDante,withthemediationofOvidiusand
Statius) the centaur is a violent and bellicose character. However, Chiron
makesanexceptionbecauseheisgentleandwise,ahumanised creature with
extraordinarymedicalandeducationalabilities,towhichMachiavelliopposes
theanimalised man;thatistosay,aradicallynaturalisedhumanbeing.

Isthisadismissalofthehumanelementandareductionofmantosheer
animality?Ifhumanityweretobeunderstoodasatranscendentelement,the
answer would be a positive one, as in the Christian and Neo-Platonic tradi-
tions.ButthereductionoftheCentaur’sdoublenaturetothesingularlyofthe
feralelement,anditsfurtherrefinementinfoxandlion–namelyintwobeasts
–wouldbe‘anti-humanistic’onlybypresumingthatthebodyandthesoulare
separated,andcorrespondrespectivelytoforceandtothelaw–fromwhich
theclassicallegitimisationofthemoralandrationalnatureoflawwasdeduct-
ed.YetMachiavelli,albeitmovingwithalogicalleapfromthedualnatureand
from the couple force-laws to the metaphor (not strictly correspondent) of
lionandfox,isshowingusthatforceisnotwithoutintelligenceandthatlaws
arenotwithoutforce.Inthecomplexprocessofself-organisation,reasonisa
materialemergencethatcannotbereducedtothesumofitscorporealcompo-
nents– it is nota divinespark trapped in the body–,acontrolcentre that
managestheinstinctsofforceandshrewdnesswithinacollectiveandconflict-
ingpractice.Theprince’scollectivedimensionisthusdeterminedbytherole
ofhumoursinthemaintenanceofhispower:19andlikethecentaurChiron,
theprinceshouldbeaphysiciantoo,acarefuldiagnosticianandtherapist,able
tobalancethesehumours.20

AnanalogousallegoryisbrilliantlyillustratedinPallade e il centauro (Pallas 
and the Centaur, 1482–1486), Sandro Botticelli’s famous painting commis-
sionedbyLorenzoilMagnifico–ormaybeLorenzodiPierfrancesco,towhom
AmerigoVespucci,hisfriendandprotégé,wouldsendhisreportsontheMondo 
Nuovo.21OnanaquaticbackgroundstandsPallas,withahalberdandringsbar-
ingtheMedici’smottoDeo amante,tamingasheepisharchercentaurholding
himfromthehair.InSteinmann’sview22thisisanallusionthediplomaticac-
tion of Lorenzo (Florence = Lorenzo) who was negotiating a truce with the

19 AscanbeseeninP9.
20 FournelandZancarini2000,p.578.
21 Brown2010,p.39.
22 Steinmann1901,pp.74–6.
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KingdomofNaples(inthebackground)inordertoseparateitfromtheanti-
FlorentineleaguepromotedbyPopeSistoIV(centaur=Rome).WhereasSal-
vini23andGombrich24tendtointerpretitasanallegoryofreasonthattriumphs
overinstinct,inthesameneo-platoniccontextofotherpaintingssuchasLa 
PrimaveraandLa nascita di Venere–underthestarofMarsilioFicino,andnot
yetofSavonarola.Bycontrast,Machiavelliusesthemetaphorofthecentaurin
theoppositeway:itisFortunewhoisheldbythehair,whileChironthecentaur
displaysthecoexistenceofanimalforceandthehuman-rationalelement.If
Botticelli’spaintingwasmeanttocommemoratethepax laurentiana(which
concurswiththeinformalsuppressionoftheFlorentinerepublic),inMachia-
velli,whoalwayspraisesconflictasaconstitutiveoperator,weaponsandlaws
run parallel,25 and sometime coincide in the broad ‘orders’ that are indeed
‘militaryandcivil’.

Withtheimitationofcreatures,anewvisionoftheroleoflawisputfor-
ward,onethatbreakswiththeclassicalandhumanistictradition.Machiavelli,
subvertingCicero’sadage,transformstherelationshipbetweenlawandforce:
rationalityisimmanenttoforce,whilelegalityandthejuridicalbothoriginate
fromandareconstitutedbyforce.

Furthermore,lookingatthesecondquestionmentionedabove,itisexactly
atthispointthatacertainconceptofhumannatureappears:onethatshares
withnatureanecessaryandcausallydeterminedstructure.CantheMachiavel-
lianmanbeanimalisedbecausehesharesthespecificnatureofsomebrutes?
Tothisregard,withprofoundconsequencesinthedefinitionofaconceptof
humannature,thesuperimposition–orthesyncreticfusion–oftwodifferent
philosophicaltraditions,namelyLucretiusandAristotle,mighthaveplayeda
crucialrole.SureenoughAristotleviewedthemind(noûs)asanemergingfea-
tureofthesoul(psuché),thehumanelementthatwasnotsharedwithanimals
andplantsyetentirelynaturalandnottranscendent.Furthermore,thenatu-
ralisticinterpretationofDe animawaswidespreadintheradicalAristotelian-
ism or Latin Averroism and was also clearly reinforced by the Alexandrist
Pomponazzi,whoMachiavellihadprobablybeenawareof,thankstothenotes
ofRaffaeleFranceschi,whohaddiscussedPomponazziinhislecturesatthe
UniversityofPisa.26 It isofnosurprise that theancientadageattributed to
GuidoCavalcanti(unus est interitus hominis et iumentorum)wasextendedto
lifeandtemperament,asiftheEpicureanandPomponatianmaterialismabout

23 SeeSalvini1965,pp.72–3.
24 SeeGombrich1945;and1972,pp.31–81;Hadot2006,p.64.
25 FournelandZancarini2000,p.581.
26 Brown2010,p.76.
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thecommonwaythathumansandanimalsdieweretransformedintoabio-
politicalassumption.Machiavellirefusestheseparationofmanfromnature,
asifitwerea‘sign’ofasuperiornature.Hedenies–onecouldsay,preciselyby
stretchingSpinoza’s formula–thatmanconstitutesan imperium in imperio,
andhedoessobybinding,inthefigureofthecentaur,boththehumanandthe
animalmodesofparticipationinnature.Wearenowattheoppositeendof
Ficino’sadageBestia nostra, id estsensus; homo veronoster, id est ratio.

Theequivocallyallegoricalreferencetothepaintingcorrespondstothehet-
erogeneousstrands,bothLucretianandneo-Platonic,andrespectivelynatu-
ralisticandspiritualising,thatpredominatedintheageoftheMediciandof
Botticelli.ButinMachiavelli’scase,thetraditionalimageisappropriatedonly
tobeoverturned–asinthecaseoffortune’sintervention.27Whatisculturally
andcommonlyacceptedisusedtodeterminethepossibilityofexpressingthe
new.Machiavelliworksonimagesintwodifferentways.Firstlyasametadis-
course:thisisthecaseoftheartofpainting,analysedintheDedicatoria,where
perspectivebecomesamethodtoexaminetheissueofprincipati,thewaythe
Il Principemustberead.Secondly,asanintradiscourse,inordertoelaboratea
newconcept.Machiavelli’sallegoricuseofwrittenimagesisthereforeopposed
tothemainstreamMedici-Botticelliframework–therationalityofseigniorial
powerthatmastersthewildforcesofsociety,republicanconflictsand‘squitti-
nii’(thecompilingofthebroadlistsofcandidatestobeselectedfortheoffices
by drawing). Great metaphors are used in aporetic and innovative times; in
thiscasebyinterlacingstrengthandpoliticalrationality,violenceandlawin
thefoundation,preservationandrefoundationoftherepublics,virtue(virtù)
and chance (occasione) in the conjuncture. A pacifying image of concord is
taken,anditissubvertedinordertogiveitanunresolvedtension.Imagination
usesapowerful iconographythatresolvespossibleargumentativecomplica-
tionsinthefigurativestructure.Howisitpossibletoenvisiontheimpossible
thatemergesanddrivesawayfromtheclassicalandmedievaljuridicalenvi-
ronment?Throughadoubleimage:amythologicalcentaurthatis,initsturn,
pressed into the image of the fox and of the lion, through which not only
humannature is reconsidered–bypassingthehierarchybetweenspiritand
matter – but also the subject is considered in its own right, separated from
power.Politicalandjuridicalproductivitydoesnotcancelandpacifythelac-
eration: it produces institutions.28 The material bond between reason and
forcebecomesgraphicevidencewiththecentaur:itcorrespondstothemate-

27 AbouttheroleofallegoryseeKahn1994,pp.41–3.
28 Esposito1984,pp.36–7.
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rialityoftheState,similarlygroundedonlawsandterritory,(good)ordersand
arms.29Nevertheless,thisgroundisperpetuallyprecarious.

Oncetranscendencehasbeeneliminatedsubstantiallyfromhumannature
–oncethecorrespondencebetweenlawandforcehasbeenshown–politicsis
freedfromanyutopianordystopianacceptationandfinallybecomesanobject
ofrealisticdescription.Jurisprudenceispragmatic,notprescriptive.Effective
power is born from the conflict institutionalised and not from its represen-
tation – inscribed in the duality of the two bodies, following Auerbach and
Kantorowicz,whohaveaclearunderstandingofthedevelopmentofLateAn-
tiquityandtheMiddleAges,aswellasofthefuturedestinyofmodernity.The
centaurstandsinthemiddleofacrucialtransition:itcomesafterthemedieval
debateonthenatureofanabsoluteprinciplethatlooksoverrealpoliticalpow-
ers,anditcomesbeforethere-establishmentofaprincipleofabsolutesover-
eignty, grounded on individuals and on the fictitious machine of covenant,
obligationandconsent.Thereisnolonger(andnotyet)asplitbetweenatran-
scendent body and an immanent one, but a distribution of orders (laws,
reason)andforceinthesameimmanentbody.Theseelementsarenothetero-
geneous: orders spring from power relations and also regulate and stabilise
theirbalance.

Imitation of the dual human-animal nature of the centaur structurally
brings intobeingimitationwithinthehumaninclinationtofollowtravelled
routes,duetotheinvariantsofnature.Theimitationofnatureintroducesthe
imitationofcollectivehumours–theonesofthepeopleandthoseoftheopti-
mates–asasocialandantagonisticspecificationofthebasicaptitudesofthe
animalandofthehumanbeing(forceandlaw).Thisspecificationisalsoex-
pressedthroughtherangeofthespiritsofhumanisedbeasts(lion-fox,impet-
uous-cautious) that could be adapted to the circumstances (the circle of
occasion-virtue-Fortune.)Theallegoryofthecentaur–initstwofoldnature,
assumedasanimmanentwhole–anticipates,inanindividualisticforeshad-
owing,whatwillthenbethecaseinhistorical-comparativeandinstitutional
terms.Iwillbrieflyshowhowthisfunctionsinmyconclusions.

In chapter 18, Machiavelli indicates once again the necessity of political
imitation – as indeed throughout The Prince, in the comparison with the
FranceofLouisXIIorwiththefoundersoftheancientkingdoms–i.e.Alexan-
derVIBorgia,knownfor failingtoabidebypactsand forhaving favoureda
policy based on cunning and force. Imitation even remains a conceptual
constant in the Discourses as is made abundantly clear in the Preface – in
which the comparison with the Roman model is made more direct. The

29 FournelandZancarini2000,p.579.
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famousmottohistoria magistra vitae(probablyproverbialandalsotakenupby
Polybius)isassociatedinthestandardformulationofCicerototheotherdefi-
nitionhistoria vero testis temporum,whichrelativisesthehistoricalimitability
tothechangeoftimes.

WhatisthevalueoftheMachiavellianappealtoimitation?Itiscertainly
notanontologicalimitation,ofaPlatonickind,whichwouldincludethead-
herencetoanidealmodelofwhichtheobjectisamerecopy.Machiavellide-
taches himself, thus following a general trend initiated by Humanism, that
reusesthemodelforanewcreation–aswecanseelookingattheroleofphi-
lology, the reutilisation of ancient models in the arts and at debates on the
imitationinliterature.Therefore,therealinnovationistheuseofthedebate
ontheactivefunctionofimitationatthelevelofconcretepoliticalpractice:
andthisispreciselythe‘pathyetuntrodden’,thatMachiavellireferstoatthe
beginning of his masterpiece. Imitation is a principle because it suggests a
comparisonbetweenancientandcontemporaryformsofpolitics,withoutre-
quiringadherencetoapreconceivedmodel.Itisapurelycomparative,spatial
andtemporalprinciple.

Thewell-knownpassagesoftheDiscorsi thatdealwiththefoundationand
thedeclineoftheRomanrepublicexemplifythisprinciple.HereMachiavelli
explainswhytheRomanrepublicwasperfectandhowitreacheditsperfec-
tion:thestrugglebetweenthepeopleandthegreats,promptingthemodifica-
tionandinnovationoforders,gavebirthtoahybridconstitutionalsettlement.
Athemeofclassicalderivation,fromPlato,throughAristotletoPolybius,the
mixed constitution becomes a theme of debate amongst early humanists:30
thus, in his Costituzione fiorentina Leonardo Bruni could describe, adopting
thelogicofthemikté politeia,thejuridicalframeworkofFlorence,whileinthe
previousHistoria florentini populihecouldnotfailtooutlinethetroubledhis-
toryofthecity,startingfromtheconflictbetweenoutsideandinside(Florence
anditsdomains)andbythoseinternalconflictsthatdeterminethe‘mutation
oftherepublic’.31ForMachiavelli,Florenceissubjecttoastructuralconstitu-
tionalimbalanceandcouldnoteasilyacquireastablepoliticalform.32

InthestarkcomparisonbetweenFlorenceandRome,themixedconstitu-
tioncertainlyemergesasanexample,butasanexamplethatisaconjunctural
crystallisation, a temporary stabilisation of a political and social order, and

30 There is a debate around Machiavelli’s sources (alternatively Polybius or Dyonisus of
Alicarnassus)forthethemeofthemixedconstitution:seeatleastSasso1967andPedullà
2011,pp.419–518.

31 Bruni1861,p.433.OnBruniseeHankins2012.
32 IFIII.1.
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not,asfortheancients,themereimitationorexportabilityofamodel.Fur-
thermore,themetaphorofthecentauractsatadeeperlevel:thenatural,tel-
luricandnecessaryriskofforcethatimposesitselfonthelaw,crossingitby
configuring a new logic, if realistically understood.33 To sum it up: in The 
Prince Machiavelliputsforwardthenecessitytoimitatethecentaur,afigure
thatreconstitutestheessentialrelationshipbetweenforceandlaw.Thecen-
taurisnotusedheretodescribehumannature(inacomparisonwithanimal
nature),butalsotoenhancetheimmanent,concreteandcontingentrolethat
the correlation of forces play in the definition of laws and orders (jurispru-
dence,initswidermeaning).However,intheDiscourses,thehistoricalexam-
ples of people and institutions become objects of imitation. Through the
comparisonofdifferenttemporalitiesanddifferentplaces,theycometoout-
lineacriticalmethodwhilstconstitutinga timelycall topoliticalaction. In
bothcasestheimitationalwaysescapesmerereproduction,showingthathis-
toricalchangesandconjuncturesaretheconstitutivetraitsofpolitics.There-
forewhatremainsconstantintheorderofnatureandhistoryispreciselythe
knotthatbindsanimalityandhumanity,theinevitabilityofconflictwiththe
necessityoforder,theinterchangeableduplicityoflawandforce,thatalways
reopensnewpossibilitieswithinthepracticeoflawanditsrewriting.Allthese
tensionsareexpressedinthemedical-pedagogicalfigureofthecentaur:heis
notonlytheexpressionofthedoublemovementofforceandlaw,butalsoa
preceptorofprinces, thatpresides,ontheborderofnatureandcivilization,
overthefoundingofinstitutions.
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Chapter11

Prophetic Efficacy: The Relationship between Force 
and Belief

Thomas Berns

Iwillstarthere,asmanyothershave,fromchapter6ofThe Prince.Morepre-
cisely,IwouldliketodepictthewayinwhichMachiavellidevelopstheclassic
argumentofthenewprincegivingformtomatterwiththesethreesignifiers:
fortune,opportunity(occasione)andvirtue.Onthisbasis,Iwilla)examinethe
ideaofaknowledgeofopportunity;b)showthatthisspecificknowledgeonly
makessensewhenitishingedtoatemporalitythatenduresbeyondthemo-
mentofseizingtheopportunity,butwithoutfindingitssenseintheideaofa
confirmationbythe facts;c)arguethat thisendurancewhichembodiesthe
knowledge of the opportunity is expressed by Machiavelli with the idea of
‘forcingbelief ’.Machiavelli’sthought,particularly inthefirstchaptersofthe
Discourses,isfullynourishedwiththistemporalstructurecharacteristicofthe
knowledgeofopportunity,meaningthatanopportunitybeyonditsseizureis
always postponed, ‘deferred’ (in the sense of delayed while introducing the
ideaofaprimarydifference),aswellaswiththelinkbetweenbeliefandforce
thatembodiesthistemporalstructure.

Founders like Moses, Cyrus, Romulus andTheseus have received nothing
fromFortuneexcept‘laoccasione;laqualedetteloromateriaapotereintro-
durvi dentro quella forma parse loro’.1Without this encounter between op-
portunityandvirtuethefirstwouldhaveremainedvainandthesecondwould
havefadedaway.ThismeansthattheFortuneofafounderandtheopportuni-
tiesthatheencountersessentiallyconsistofdisorderandhardshipthatare,
however,suitabletobeputintoorder.Aswewillpointoutlater,thisisparticu-
larlyclearinchapter2oftheDiscorsi.Itisalsowhatallowsustomaintainthe
specificityofthe‘tense’relationshipdevelopedbyMachiavellibetweenthese
threesignifiersinquestion.Thisspecificityreliesonthefactthatthesethree
drawtheirrespectivemeaningsexclusivelybyrelatingtoeachother,thereby

* TheauthorwouldliketothankGemmaDaouforherassistancewiththeEnglishwritingof
thispaper.

1 Machiavelli1971,p.264(P6).IcitetheMachiavelliantextinItalian,andoccasionallyfrommy
ownextremelyliteraltranslation,basedontheMarioMartelliedition.

© koninklijkebrillnv,leiden,2015 | doi10.1163/9789004287686_013



208 Berns

implyingthatnoneofthemcanhavesubstantialvaluewithouttheothertwo;
inotherwords,itpreventsahistoricaldeterminism,aswellasdeterminismof
will,orevenaharmonisationofthesetwothroughtheideaofaconstantwill
ofwhatis,orofasimpleversatilitysuchtheonedefendedbyPontanoinhisDe 
Prudentia (1496).

Iwillnotexplicitlydevelopthispointanyfurther2butIwillonlysayhere
thatIbelieveMachiavelli’sthoughttobeentirelyshapedbyaseriesof‘pure’or
‘raw’relationswhicharelessthanlinksofcausetoeffect,orofameanstoan
end,butrathersimplyrelationsthatMachiavelliendowswithnecessityand
thatareasundoableasstrictlyrawrelations.Butthecounterpartofthisraw
materialityofrelationsisthattheirsenseofmeaningisalwayspostponed,dif-
fered,aswewillargueinthefollowing.

Thelinkbetweenfortune,opportunityandvirtueobviouslyneedstobeun-
derstoodaccordingtothisconceptionof rawrelationality. Its radical imma-
nencejustifiestheAlthusserianideaof‘pensersouslacatégoriedeconjoncture’
andnot‘pensersurlaconjoncture’.3However,thisrelationalconceptionand
this project of thinking ‘under’ conjuncture are given in Machiavelli’s text
through a series of necessities expressed exclusively in the past tense: ‘Era
necessario…’, ‘Conveniva…’, ‘Bisognava…’, ‘Non posseva…’.4 Machiavelli says
thisinregardtoeachmeetingofafounderandaspecificreality,arealitythat
isnotplainlyfavourablebutratherfullofhardshipthatremainsnonetheless
suitableforordering.Noneofthenecessitiescanbeexpressedhereinthepres-
enttense,apartfromtheeffectswhichappeartobenecessarilyinherenttothe
concerned relation or meeting and which are the very confirmation of this
meetingandthisrelation.

Inthiswayemerges,asMachiavellipointsoutagaininthesameparagraph,
nothing less than a specific kind of knowledge: ‘la eccellente virtù loro fece
quellaoccasioneessereconosciuta’.Iproposetostrictlyrespectthetextcon-
sideringthatthereisindeedagenuineissueofknowledgeunderstoodasthe
experienceallowingarepresentationofreality:knowinganopportunity.This
knowledgeiscertainlyclosetobeinganencounterinthesamewaywecould
claimthatwehaveknownahardshiporthatwehaveknownawomanora
manwhenspeakingofsexual intercourse.Woulditnotbeinterestingtotry
conservingacognitiveconsistencywiththisevokedexperience?

Wecaneffectivelyconsiderthesameappeal totheregisterofknowledge
understoodasanencounterdistinct fromrationalmastery: intheArte della 

2 SeeBerns2013.
3 Althusser2009,p.55.
4 Machiavelli1971,pp.264–65(P6).
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Guerra,bookVII,Machiavelliproposesafew‘generalrules’forthepracticeof
war specifying thatwe must ‘sapere nella guerra conoscere l’occasione e
pigliarla’.5Thedistinctionbetween ‘sapere’and ‘conoscere’,andthefactthat
thelatterisnotequivalentwiththeseizing(‘pigliare’)oftheopportunityun-
doubtedlytestifiesthatweareencounteringacognitiveexperience.Onefinds
thesamepossibilityofinterpretationintheCapitolo dell’Occasionewhere,ac-
cording to Ausonius’s epigram, the opportunity is said to be ‘a pochi nota’,
‘knownbyfew’,turning,running,slinkingaway,dazzlingtothepointofbeing
abletosay: ‘onedoesnot[re]cognizemewhenIpassby’.6Givenman’sinca-
pacitytoknowortorecogniseit,opportunityisonlyexpressedfromthepoint
ofregret,fromtherepentanceofthosewhohaveletitpassthemby:forhewho
letstheoccasionpassbyisabovealltheveryonewhoquestionsitandwho,
‘occupiedbymanyfutilethoughts’(thatistosay:determiningtheopportuni-
ty),canonlyletitflee.7Inshort,welettheopportunityslipawayjustwhen
wehopetomasteritthroughourknowledgetoplantheencounter.Encounters
withopportunitynecessarilydependonadifferentkindofknowledge.Butif
wemustdesignateaspecifictypeofknowledgehere,itisbecauseopportunity
shows,appears,orisgenuinelyrevealedonlyfollowingitsseizure.

Moreaccurately,theseizedoccasionshall berevealedasfullynecessary;for
itwouldbesurelyerroneoustoconsidertheknowledgeofopportunityastem-
porallylimitedtothemomentofitsseizure,despitetheessentialnessofthe
latter.Ifopportunitypresentsitselfasslinkingandresistingtoacertainform
ofrationalmastery,ifregretisaconstitutive(albeitanegative)formandifthe
truthoftheencountercanonlybeexpressedinthepasttensewhenithadal-
readybecomeanecessity,itisbecausethisnecessityonlyimposesitselflater.
Opportunityisonlyknownwhenorder,asformslippingintomatteratthemo-
mentofitsencounter,isprolongedandappearstobeeffectivelyanorderto-
wardswhichthisencounterandallthatresultsthereofarenecessarilystriving.
Itisonlyassuchthatthereistheconvenienceofacontrarysituationpresent-
ingitselfasanopportunityforthevirtueofthefounder.Knowledgeofanop-
portunity is therefore an encounter that gains its consistency by reaching a
pointwherebyitbecomestheexpressionofanecessity.Wecouldsaythatone
ofthepeculiaritiesofMachiavelli’sthoughtistomanifestthisnecessitybyun-
ravellingalltheconstitutiverelationsofthisnecessityandbybearingwitness
totheencounteredopportunity.Thecontinuationofchapter6ofthePrince 
concerns precisely this duration, which alone testifies to the fact that the

5 Machiavelli1971,p.385(A VII).
6 ‘[…]nonmiconoscaquandoiovengo’(Machiavelli1971,p.987).
7 ‘occupatodamoltipensiervani’(Ibid).
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opportunityhasbeenencounteredand thatmatterhas thereby taken form,
theformofanenduringorderwhich,inreturn,revealstheknowledgeofthe
occasioninquestion.

Aswewillsee,theissueofforcesurfacesherewiththedifficultythatweare
therebyconfrontedwith:intuitively,fromapointofviewthatwecanqualifyof
instrumentalist,forcenecessarilyseemstotakeplaceinaconceptionthatsep-
aratesformfrommatterwiththeassumptionthatforceismobilisedtowards
and justified by an order that hasalreadybeengiven.Yet,Machiavelli’s text
preciselyandactivelyresiststhisreading:force,marriedtobelief,appearsto
indicate that an order had never pre-existed, i.e. an instrumentalist reading
wouldbeunabletogivemeaningtotheideaofknowledgeoftheopportunity.

LetusexaminehowMachiavelliinscribesthisenduringorder,withoutac-
knowledging thepre-existenceof thenecessities thatare itsunderpinnings,
intowhatwehavealreadyevokedas theencounterbetweenvirtueandfor-
tune.This is the question behind the introduction of the ‘nuovi ordini’, the
difficultyofwhich,Machiavellitellsus,isnotonlythattheyhitthosewhohave
beenbenefitingfromformerordersandwhoarethereforesaidtobe‘enemies’,
butmainly(anditisnottrivialthatMachiavelliemphasisesthisaspect)that
thesenewordersaresustainedonlyinamildorlukewarmwaybythosewho
aremeant tobeprotectedby them.This isdue to their ‘incredulity’:people
‘noncredanoinveritàlecosenuove’aslongastheydonothave ‘unaferma
esperienza’.This experience of novelty should be cared for, while admitting
that such an experience is impossible by definition; which is why it is very
muchaquestionof‘belief ’(thatistosay:itislessonaclassicalcognitivelevel
andmoreonthelevelofdurationthanthe‘fermaesperienza’).Thelastpartof
chapter6consistsofdrawinginarepetitiveandinsistingmodetheconclusion
ofthisprecariousnessandnecessityofthebeliefinneworders:thenewprince
shallnotmerelybeprophesisingorpraying(whichcouldbeinterpretedasthe
actof‘repeating’theorderasthegivenobjectofbelief).Hemustuseforce,add
forcetobelief,hemust‘forzare’,averbthatMachiavelliusestwicewithouta
complement(forcedoesnotentertainanylinktoexterioritywithwhatitacts
upon;itisnotforcingsomethingelseoraccordingtoanythingelsethanwhat
isbyitselfforceful,forexampleitisnotforcinganorderuponmatter).Inop-
position to Savonarola, the prophet must therefore be armed to maintain a
beliefthatismeanttocrumble:‘forcebelief ’(‘farecredereperforza’)inanew
orderwhichisanideathatMachiavellirepeatsseveraltimes,alwayscombin-
ingregistersofbeliefandforce.

Whatcanwedrawoutofthesefewlinesbindingforceandbelief,thatwould
gobeyondboththepunctualcritiquethattheyrepresentofaninstitutions’s
reforms attempted by Savonarola as he presents it in his Treatise when he
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preciselyexcludesthequestionofforce(andmoregloballytheoneofpolitical
means)andbeyondthecoherenceofthischapterincomparisonwiththose
that are dedicated to the civil character of religion (for example D I.11‒12)?
Whatisthisforcethatisentirelyunderstoodasasupportandconstructionof
belief?Thisrequirementofforcingbeliefsignifiesthattherearetworivalpos-
sibilitiesdismissedbyMachiavelli,onedisregardingforceandtheotherdisre-
gardingbelief.

Ontheonehandthereistheexplicitideathatprophecyisself-sufficientfor
settlingintobeliefinaneworder.Inothertermsrepeatingtheprophecywould
suffice.WeknowthatSavonarola, inhisTreatiseandparticularly inthefirst
linesofthethirdpart,radicallyexcludestheestablishingofapoliticalregime
by‘theforceofarms’justifyingthisbythefactthatforceisdeprivedofallcom-
monmeasurewithreason(thelatterisunabletoresistagainstforce).Heaf-
firmsintheclearestway,mainlyinhisSermons,aswellasinhisdifferenttexts
aboutprophecy(theCompendio di rivelazioniandtheDialogus de veritate pro-
phetica), that divine will acts directly upon his prophetic speech, appearing
thereforeasaninstrumentforimmediatelyguidingtheChristiancommunity:
Machiavelliradicallyrespondstothisimmediatecapacityofprophecyandits
resultingmarginalisationoftheinstitution.Obviously,hedoesnotrespondby
re-establishingtheauthorityoftheinstitution,butinsteadbyinsistingupon
the insufficiencyofprophecy toestablisha newcommunity.Tounderstand
this,weneedtoreturntothequestionconcerningthelukewarmnesscharac-
teristicofthemajorityofthepoliticalcommunity’sengagement.Alreadyinhis
Letter to Becchi (8March1498),MachiavelliexplainsthatSavonarola’smistake
liesinthefactthatheconsiders,beyondthosewhowere‘bad’thatopposed
himandthosewhowere‘good’thatsupportedhim,athirdtypeofmenwho
areneithergoodnorbad,unabletotellgoodfromevil,butwhocouldonlyjoin
the ‘good’incaseofdirectconflictwiththe ‘bad’.8Againinchapter6ofthe
Prince, Machiavellipreciselyrefusesthisevidenceofthe‘thirdtype’spontane-
ouslyabletojointhe‘good’incaseofarealconflictwiththe‘bad’. Responding
to the majority’s incredulity cannot rest upon the pursuit of the prophetic
messagealone.Itrequiresaddingforcetoprophecy,‘farecredereperforza’.

Yet Machiavelli’s considerations that bind force to belief are equally
opposed,albeitimplicitly,totheideathatitwouldbesufficienttorequireorto
forceobediencetoaneworder,asifthisorderwerenotamatterofbelief,asif
itweregivenandfoundedindependentlyofwhatitinvolves.IndeedMachia-
velli’sapproachtothequestionofthenewinstitution’sdurationisneverlim-
itedtothequestionofobedienceinit: thenewvirtuousprince, forcingand

8 Machiavelli1971, p.1011(‘LetteraaRicciardoBecchi’, 9marzo1498).
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maintainingbelief,isinnocaseanalysedashewhogivesformtomatterand
insuresthendurationofthisformsimplybycoercionandimposingitsobedi-
ence.AsimilarscenariowouldbethatofcitiessuchasSparta,whichhadben-
efitedsinceitsoriginsfromaperfectconstitutionthathadonlytobepreserved
andconserved,ascenariothatisconstantlyavoidedbyMachiavelliintheDis-
corsi(weshallseewhatwouldresultfromthisshift).Inthissense,again,the
lukewarmnessofthemajority’sbelief(itstendencytoincredulity)isaninsist-
ingproblemthatmustbesolved inthe fieldofbelief,by forcing it,andnot
simplybysettlingforthefoundedandrationalcharacteroftheaimedreform.

ThisiswhatMachiavelliavoidsbybindingbelieftoforce(therefore,accept-
ingtofollowupuntilacertainpointtheSavonarolianperspectivewhilefinally
distancing himself from it only concerning the question of the arms). Both
evokedperspectiveshavingbeenavoided,itbecomesclearthattheuseofthe
classicalcouple‘formvs. matter’inMachiavelli’stextshouldneverbeunder-
stoodasifthesecondwereconsideredpassive.Infact,bothevokedpossibili-
ties must be avoided because they suppose certain autonomy of form and
passivity of matter (whether matter does or does not yield – following the
prophecyspontaneouslyorbeingconstrainedtoobey).Forcingbeliefinthe
wordsofMachiavelliallowsusthentoevadeboththereligiousand juridical
assumptions.Inotherwords,formandmatterareconceivedaccordingtoMa-
chiavelliinanessentiallymutualrelation:order,resultingfromformputinto
matterisnotanactualisationofapossibilityanditsconservationinprayeror
obedience;itisrathertheexpressionofastateofpowerthatisalwaysputinto
act,suchasabeliefthatisconstantlybeingforced.

Hereisthestructurethathasbeenemphasiseduptonow:inordertore-
specttherelational mainspringofMachiavelli’s thought, inparticular inthe
caseofchapter6ofthePrince, andtherelationalnatureofthetriofortune/
virtue/opportunity,insuchawaythatthelattercanbeknown, strictlyspeak-
ing,itisnecessarytotakeliterallythepropositionofforcing belief inanewor-
derasopposedtosettlingforthesufficiencyofthepropheticspeechtoground
belief,andasopposedtoapplyingthisneworderandensuringitsrespect.This
structure ispresent inallMachiavelli’swork. Iwillonly limitmyselfhereto
makeitvisibleinsomeotherfamouspassagestakenfromthefirstchaptersof
theDiscorsi. Aswewillsee,iftheencounterbetweenforceandbelief,ormore
broadlybetweenforceandorder(butanorderthatdemandsbelief),isregu-
larlyrepeatedbyMachiavelliasaconstitutiverelationofpolitics,thisencoun-
ter should always be considered as drawing its meaning (what we call
knowledgeoftheopportunity)inadeferredway.Andthisdelay(thisoriginary
difference)isessentialasitalwayspreventstheestablishingofanypriorityof
orderovermatter.
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InthesecondchapteroftheDiscorsi,Machiavellipresentsdifferenttypesof
possiblescenariosforamixedconstitution.First,hereportsconstitutionsof
citiessuchasSpartawhichhadthefortuneofhavingsincetheirfoundinga
perfectconstitutionwhichtheyneedonlytopreserve.Weknowwhatwould
becomeofsuchascenariorelyingontheexceptionalvirtueofonegoodlegis-
latorandtherebyonfortune(bothcouldbequalifiedasextremelyextrinsic):
ina largersense, thesecitiesarecondemnedtoconserve themselves.Faced
withthissituation,MachiavellisuggeststheRomanhistorywhichhadnotben-
efitedfromthesameoriginalluckwithitspresumedrollofthedice.Onthe
contrary,Romefindsitsfortuneinaseriesofhardshipsandupsets.IfRome
hadnothadLycurgus,ifRomehadnot‘raninto’(abbattuta)aprudentlegisla-
torandhadthenbeenmarkedbytheinfelicità

nondimeno, furo tanti gli accidenti che in quella nacquero, per la dis-
unionecheeraintralaPlebeedilSenato,chequellochenonavevafatto
unoordinatore,lofeceilcaso.Perché,seRomanonsortìlaprimafortuna,
sortílaseconda.9

Andyet, it is thisother fortune that hadbeenmaintained andkeptatwork
(‘tanto le fu favorevole la fortuna’)throughthedevelopmentandpersistenceof
internal dissensions that had never degenerated, in a way that the different
forcesdrawingonthesedissensions,wereaddedtoeachotherinsteadofmu-
tually excluding one another. Within Fortune’s register, displacements have
given way to increasingly tighter types of relations, extended and deferred
fromtheoriginatingvirtue.

Thedifferencebetweenthetwopossiblescenarios,withtheirdifferentties
tothevirtue/fortuneduo(inonecasewrittensincetheoriginandtheother
deferred)producesthemajordistinctionthatwouldneverceasetobecurrent
inthehistoryofpoliticalthoughtbetweenacitytheluckofwhichhadbeen
decidedsincethebeginning,andacitytheluckandformofwhichareaprod-
uctofthehistory.Theformerconceiveditselfnecessarilyaslimitedfromthe
demographicandinstitutionalpointofview,andcertainlyhadbeenpeaceful
but could only maintain and preserve its own form. The latter is populous,
openfromthepointofviewofitsinstitutions,inhabitedbyconflictandcould
onlyexpand(DI.2–6).

Thisdistinctionactsessentiallyonaqualitativelevel:iftwopossibleplots
aretherebydefined,therearetwomannersofthinkingaboutorderinthecity.
Machiavellihighlightstheinterest forconsideringthe ‘Roman’plotwiththe

9 Machiavelli1971,p.81(DI.2).
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series of relations that constitute it as representing a model by itself, even
thoughitseems,asheacknowledges,contradictorytothe‘truevivere politico’.10
Hesomehowelevatesanon-modeltotherankofamodel.Thesetwomodels
seemlegitimateandchoosingoneofthemdependsonlyonwhetherwewish
reasoningabout‘arepublicthatwouldgiveplacetoanempire’orabout‘are-
publicforwhichitissufficienttobemaintained’.11Bothappeartobeequally
constitutedexclusivelybyaseriesofrelations.Thesearethemagisterialequa-
tions drawn by Machiavelli: determined by its origins, closed, aristocratic,
peaceful,limitedandconservativeversus determinedbyitsownhistory,open,
popular,tumultuousandexpansive.

WecouldgofurtherandconsiderthattakingRomeasamodelagainstthe
traditionalmodel(andthetraditionalideaofwhatamodelis)hastheconse-
quenceofmakingitapparentthatweareinfrontofaseriesofrelations,per-
fectlyimpermeabletooneanother.Forwhatcountshereisthattheseseriesof
relationsareundoableandthatweareinfrontoftwoimpermeablepossibili-
ties.Andthisiswhattheirconfrontationallowsustothinkof:nomiddleway;
nopossiblebalancebetweenthesetwomodelsbytakingintoconsideration
whatseemstobetherespectiveadvantagesofeach(peaceofthearistocratic
modelandpoweroftheRomanmodel):thatwillbetheobjectofchapter6!

Evenworse,giventhefactthathistoryisaconstantmovement,giventhe
fact that ‘necessity pushes you to things towards which reason has not’,12
Romerepresentsin fine themostinterestingpossibilityuponwhichtoreflect.
Thelastword,withthequalitativeadvantageitexpresses,istherebygivenpre-
ciselybythe impossibilityof recoveringanyexteriorityof formovermatter,
anypriorityoforderevenaposteriori:therealFortuneorratherthemosthu-
manlinktowhichwecantieit,isdeferred,justasthesenseofopportunityis
deferred.

Infact,withintheRomanexample,anotherstructuralelementoftheMa-
chiavelliansubjectshouldcatchourattention:Machiavellitrulyconfrontsthe
originalmomentofRomanhistoryinchapter9and,afterhavingonlyevoked
itinanegativewayinD I.2(asnotperfect),heplainlylegitimatesthefratricide
that crystallises the Romulian episode.13 Paradoxically, where the origin of
thefortunatecityofSpartaisentirelyconsumedbythelógos  (thelógos ofLyc-
urgus, tosayitwithPolybius)ofitsgoodlegislator,withthesimultaneouscon-
sequence of a political history that can only be understood as preservation

10 Machiavelli1971,p.86(D I.6).
11 Machiavelli1971,p.84(DI.5).
12 Machiavelli1971,p.86(D I.6).
13 ForthefirsttimeinthehistoriographyofRome,seeBerns2000,pp.43–70.
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(andwithitslowerpolitical ‘quality’),theoriginoftheRomancityisonthe
contraryalways‘deferred’,deferredontwolevels.Deferredwithregardtothe
structure of Machiavelli’s discourse itself: Machiavelli starts by determining
theinstitutionsofRomefromtheconflictsofRomanhistoryonthebasisofan
initialindeterminateness,beforecatchinguponwhathadstartedthishistory;
hecanthenentirelybearitsviolentcharacterthatopensuptothisdifference,
tothisdeferredsense.Butalsodeferredinitscontent:properlyspeaking,this
originatingviolence,inthenameofwhichtheleapfromMachiavellitoMa-
chiavellianismcouldbetaken,doesnotdetermineanything,norisitendowed
withanycontent;itremainsabsolutelyundetermined,itonlyopensuptoan
everdeferredhistory.ThisisthedifferenceintheDerridianorLyotardiansense
thatweencounterhere:whatisinitialisadifferenceandthereforeisdeferred.

Finally,IwouldliketoconsideralastpreciouspassagebyMachiavelli,the
onethatopensDI.4,whichwillallowustogobacktothequestionofarms,
thoughreflectedinacollectiveperspectiveandtherebybeyondthefratricidal
moment.Thepassageiswellknown;Machiavellisaystobewillingtogo

controlaopinionedimoltichedicono,Romaesserestataunarepublica
tumultuaria, e piena di tanta confusione che, se la buona fortuna e la
virtùmilitarenonavessesopperitoa’lorodifetti,sarebbestatainferiorea
ognialtrarepublica.14

WeknowafairamountabouthowMachiavellideconstructsthisprovidential
readingofRomanhistorywhich,inconceivingtheRomandisorderasapure
lackorabsence(oforder),hastoseekanexternal forcetoexplainitsgreat-
ness.15Machiavellibrings fortunebackdowntoearth,notdenyingdisorder,
but seeing strength in it; linking it with the Roman liberty and expansivity.
Again, there isnopassivematter intheequation.However, theprovidential
andanti-Romanreadingherebyattackedalsocarrieswithit(accordingtoMa-
chiavelli)theideathatthegreatnessofRomecouldbeexplainedbycompen-
sating its pure absence of order, not only by divine providence but also by
armedforces.Suchreasoning,thatbothisolatesforcefromthatinwhichitis

14 Machiavelli1971,p.82(D I.4).Thetranslationrunsasfollows:‘againsttheopinionofmany
thatRomehavingbeenatumultuousrepublicandfullofmuchconfusionthat,ifgood
fortuneandmilitaryvirtuehavenothadcompensatedtheseflaws,itwouldhavestayed
inferiortoallotherrepublics’.

15 This reading, that we can find for example in St. Augustine and that Machiavelli here
reverses, isbasedonthesameequation linkinganoriginatingviolence(Romuluswho
killshisbrother,whoopensthedoorsofRometothebrigands,theRapeoftheSabine
women…)totheinternalconflictsinthecityandtotheexternalwars(seeBerns2013).
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appliedandmakesarms(thesameasFortune)anexteriortoolofthecity,is
justasequallyundonebyMachiavelli:thereisno‘militaryvirtue’thatiscon-
ceivedinanextrinsicmanner;militia,orderanddisorder,aswellasFortune,in
thecaseofRome,gotogether.16

Certainly,inchapter6ofthePrince, whenMachiavelliinsistsontheneces-
sitytoforcebelief(andnotonthenecessitytoforceobedience)againstthe
disarmedprophet,thedurationthatheconsiderssufficienttosaythattheoc-
casionhasbeenseizedissignificantlyshorter.Thischangeofduration,how-
ever,doesnotalterthefactthatinthePrince aswellas intheDiscorsi, force
expressestheexperiencedpersistenceofthecollectiveprocess,thecollective
experimentationofbeliefinsomethingthat,beingneworrelevantofthe‘oc-
correnziadegliaccidenti’,preciselyresiststheclassiccognitiveexperienceand
mustthenbethoughtofasdeferred.17

Forceispreciselywhatneedstobeaddedinsofarasitremainsdifficultto
believeinnewthings.Tosayitpositively,thismeansthatweareforcedtobe-
lieveinnewthingstheexperienceofwhichisbydefinitiondifficult,unavail-
able,deferred(and‘incompensable’),anddependsonthecourseofevents.

Conquest,inchapter5and6oftheDiscorsi, ispreciselythedeferredexpres-
sionofthesamephenomenon:itisnottheconsequenceofavirtueindepen-
dentofdisorderorevenexteriortoit.Itisthedeferredorderofthedisorder
itself.Itisitsexpressionoforder.ItcouldbesaidthatIconsider‘arms’orforc-
esofdifferentnatureasequivalent,attimesturnedtowardstheinsideofthe
city,atothersturnedtowardstheoutside.However,itispreciselythisdistinc-
tion between the interior and the exterior, the inside and the outside, that
crumblesforMachiavelli(againstallthepoliticaltradition).18Theconquestis
asignoftheexpansivecharacteroffreedom,whichmeansthatfreedomofthe
largestnumberandthereforeinternalconflictcanproduceorder.

Inthisrespect,wecanconsiderthat,strictlyspeaking,itisknowledgeofan
opportunity thatoccurs,aknowledge thatdoesnotsupposeorsupportany
previouscertaintyabouttheadequacyoftheorderwithrespecttothematter
put into form. This knowledge of the occasion is at the same time entirely
turned towards this order and acknowledges that a belief has been forced,

16 Itseemstomethatwecangofurtherintheoppositionbetweenthelinkofcompensation
andthelinkofdifference(thefactthatasenseisdeferred,andthatwhatisinitialisadif-
ference).

17 Machiavelli1971,p.79(D I.2).
18 InthebeginningoftheLaws,Platomakesonceandforallastrictandhierarchicaldistinc-

tionbetweentheinsideofthecity,withitsspecificvirtuesthatcanruleit,andtheoutside
ofthecity,thatrequirescouragebutthatcanneverreachorder.
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meaningthataneventoccurredandbehinditaseriesofrelationsandtensions
(constitutiveelementsofaconjuncture)wereconfirmedinacollectivepro-
cess.Knowledgeofanopportunitymakesthebondingofanecessitymanifest,
itconsistsinconsideringnecessityasthatwhichtakesholdandbindsaccord-
ingtoaseriesofrelationswithout,however,referringthisnecessitytoanexte-
riorandanteriororder;withoutthereforebeingabletodissolvetheserelations
orbypassthetensionsthatinhabitthem.Machiavelli’sthoughtfullyextends
towardsthiskindofknowledge.

Nonetheless,theefficiencyofthearmedprophetwhoforcesthebeliefand
thatappears,inMachiavelli’stext,asperfectlynecessaryisnotperformative,
asEtienneBalibarunderlinesabouttheAlthusserianideaof ‘penséesousla
conjoncture’.19Indeed,itisnotenoughtoconsiderthatthearmedprophetsuch
asanalysedbyMachiavelliwouldfindhisowntruthintheeffectsthatarepro-
duced.20Instead,anentiretypeofknowledgeiscompletelycommandedinand
ofitself–thatistosaythroughthetensionsandmultiplerelationsthatconsti-
tutethisknowledge–bywhatisaccomplished,bywhattakesholdandbinds
inthenetworkofrelationsandtensions.
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‘profetiarmati’ofchapter6ofThePrince.Wecanalmostconcludethatthereisnoreal
disarmedprophetas it is suggested in the famouspassageofchapter 14ofThePrince,
whereMachiavellistatesthefollowingaboutthearmedprinceandthedisarmedprince:
‘nonèproporzionealcuna’.
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Chapter12

Prophecy, Education, and Necessity: Girolamo 
Savonarola between Politics and Religion

Fabio Frosini

1 Fanaticism, Religion, and Politics

The‘Machiavelli-Savonarola’questionhasbeenaffectedforalongtimebythe
consequencesofapolemicalcontrast,whoseorigincanbetracedbacktothe
strugglesanddisputesthatsplitFlorenceduringthelastdecadeofthefifteenth
century.Thespiritual leadershipofSavonaroladuring1494–98–bothcause
andconsequenceofthe‘revolutionof1494’1–unleashedsomemajorchanges
inthegeographyoftheFlorentinepoliticalforcesor‘parties’.2Amongthem,
‘theconstitutionalchangesofthisperioddidcreateanewsituationthatdi-
rectlyencouragedthegrowthoffactions’.3Theexpansionofpopularparticipa-
tionintheprocessofdecision-makingwiththecreationoftheGreatCouncil,
together‘withtheabolitionofquinquennialscrutiniesintroducedtheneedfor
coalitionpolitics[…]Andthis,inturn,[…]encouragedthedevelopmentofthe
distinguishingideologies’4amongwhichtheSavonarolansectofthe‘Piagnoni’
was,atleastuntil1497,byfarthemostpowerfulandunited.

Thepeculiarityofthe‘Piagnoni’movementliedinitsfanaticism,largelydue
totheoddmixtureofpropheticinspirationandpoliticalvisionthatnourished
the public profile of its leader. The unexpected formation of a party that
claimedtomonopolisethereligiousinspirationofpoliticallife–whereasin
Florence religiosity had been traditionally a terrain common to all ‘parts’ –
changed the form of political struggle decisively. In his letter to Ricciardo
Becchidated9March1498,Machiavellicanbeassumedtoreacttothischange,
withafirstattemptatgraspingthenoveltyrepresentedbySavonarola.Machia-
velli’sassessment(twoofthefriar’ssermonsontheBook of Exodus,givenin
theCathedralofSanMarcoonthesecondandthirdofMarcharesummarised
inhisletter)plainlyrevealshisrepugnancetowardsthepoliticalmodelsym-

1 See Brown2000,pp.13–40.
2 SeeGuillemain1977,pp.29–40;Bertelli1980,pp.17–36.
3 Brown2011,p.203.
4 Brown2011,p.204.
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bolised,asinamicrocosm,bytherelationshipbetweentheoratorandhispub-
lic.5

Thisrepugnancecannotbeseparated,however,fromtheawarenessofthe
breakrepresentedbySavonarola.In‘theswayofthatfriaronacitylikeFlor-
ence’,withitsunprecedentednewness,Machiavellisawsomething‘monstrous’,
but,atthesametime,inthismonstrosityherecognisedthepresenceofa‘rup-
ture of the tradition’ and the beginning of a profound ‘revolutionary crisis’
whichcouldnotbedisregarded.6Thisambivalentattitude towards the friar
characterises his position. It is structural to Machiavelli’s consideration of
Savonarolaand,forthisreason,everyattempttoreduceittoonlyoneamounts
toanunjustifiedtrivialisation.

2 A Speculative Re-translation

Nevertheless,inthehistoryofthe‘Machiavelli-Savonarola’questionwhatpre-
vailedwasprecisely thereductionofan intricateandmultifacetedrelation-
shiptoapolemicalstereotype.ThisistrueaboveallfortheItaliantradition,
given the long lasting influence of Francesco De Sanctis’s assessment in his
Storia della letteratura italiana.DeSanctiscontrastedMachiavelliandSavon-
arolaasbeingrepresentativeofmodernimmanenceandmedievaltranscen-
dence respectively.7 Later Luigi Russo, in his Prolegomeni a Machiavelli,
publishedin1931,wouldtakeupthis image.Russotransformedthecontrast
betweenhistoricalages,setupbyDeSanctis,intoanoppositionbetween‘two
eternalmomentsofthehumanspirit’,thatis,the‘Church’andthe‘State’,8or,in
otherwords,thepoliticalandtheethical,propheticimpulsetowardsthefu-
tureandthepoliticalcalculusofexistingpower,andsoon.

Inthiswaythehistoricalconcretenessofthesetwofigureswascompletely
lost.Infact,Russo’sreinterpretationofthe‘Machiavelli-Savonarola’question
in1931isclearlyinspiredbyBenedettoCroce’sthesis,announcedin1924,9of
‘ethico-politicalhistory’asanequilibriumandsynthesisofthetwoeternalmo-
mentsoftheSpirit:forceandconsensus,orStateandCulture,orimmanence

5 AthoroughanalysisofthislettercanbefoundinCervelli1998,pp.279–98.SeealsoGarin1961,
pp.183–200;Chabod1964,pp.267–73;Guillemain1977,pp.17–27;Brown1988,pp.63–5;Sasso
1993,vol.1,pp.25–39;Cutinelli-Rèndina1998,pp.13–17;Colish1999,pp.611–12;Cadoni2000,
pp.264–65,and2001,pp.241–42;Bottoni2003,pp.192–94;Martelli2009,pp.258–67.

6 Dionisotti1980a,p.17.
7 SeeDeSanctis1983,pp.598–600,634–35.
8 Russo1931,p.14.
9 SeeCroce1924a.
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andtranscendence.Croceinthesameyearlinkedtheideaofethico-political
historytoanewinterpretationofMachiavelli.InthearticleSulla storia della 
filosofia della politicahecharacterisedMachiavelliasthediscovererofthe‘au-
tonomy’ofpolitics,10which,headded,hadforMachiavellithesplitaspectofa
‘sadnecessity’andofa‘sublimeart’thatheaddressed‘withareligiousstrain’.11

Resumingthis‘speculativere-translationofthemostimportantoutcomes
inDeSanctis’sinterpretation’,12Russoacceptedalsotheunderlyingideathat
anyapproachtopoliticsandreligioncannotgraspthespecificityofeither,un-
lessitacceptsCroce’s ‘ethico-political’approach.Infact,RussoseesMachia-
velliandSavonarolaastwoseparatefacesofasamerealityand,consequently,
hepostulatesthehiddenimpulseofeachoneofthemtotrespassintotheop-
posite:arealistpoliticianintoSavonarolaandanutopistprophetintoMachia-
velli.13

InRusso’s(andinCroce’s)interpretationhistoricalconcretenessfallsprey
toaspeculativelogic,whichisstillrecognisableinoneofthelastexponentsof
thistradition,i.e.,GennaroSasso.Infact,inSasso’sbookNiccolò Machiavelli: 
Storia del suo pensiero politicotheimageofMachiavelliiscompletelydepen-
dentonthistradition.Alreadyintheanalysisofthe1498lettertoBecchi,he
arguesthat,despitetheevidentclashbetweenMachiavelliandSavonarola,a
deepersimilaritycanbedetectedbecausebothattemptedtointroducearadi-
calreforminthelifeofFlorence.Inthisregard,Sassoconcludes,Machiavelli
wasactuallyevenmoreradicaland‘prophetic’thanSavonarola.14

3 Discussing the Reasons

TheapproachIintendtoadoptisquitedifferentfromtheonesketchedabove.
AnewinterpretationoftherelationshipbetweenMachiavelliandSavonarola
canariseonlyifanyspeculativeapproachisbannedandhistoricalresearchis
placedbackonaconcretehistoricalbasis.Inthisregardthemainfeatureof
therevolutionaryyearsduringSavonarola’spredominanceinFlorencewasthe
massive participation in political life, something that throughout the whole
fifteenthcenturyhadbeenalmostcompletelymissing.Itisinthisfactandin
itsconsequences(suchasthegrowthoffanaticism,thepoliticalexploitation

10 Croce1924b,p.195.
11 Ibid.
12 Paggi1984,p.391.
13 Russo1931,p.11.
14 SeeSasso1993,vol.1,pp.51–3;seealsopp.130–32.
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ofpopularpassions,theconsolidationofmassformationsonanideological
basis,etc).thatwemightfindtherootsofthecuriousmixtureofrepugnance
andadmirationwithwhichMachiavelliwritesaboutSavonarola.

Ishallarguethatonlyifonetakesintoaccountthisfactisitpossibletoun-
derstandcorrectlyMachiavelli’sthoughtinitssignificanceandimplications.
ThispointhasbeensharplyspotlightedbyAlisonBrowninacontributionon
Savonarola, Machiavelli and Moses: a Changing Model,whichconcludeswith
anoriginalcomparisonbetweenthepoliticalapproachofthefriarandthatof
theSecretary:‘ForSavonarola’,Brownwrites,‘“thepeople”nolongermeanta
restrictedclassofeligiblecitizensbutthepopulaceatlarge,womenandchil-
drenaswellasmen,whomheharanguedinemotivesermonsandorganized
intopressuregroupsforreform’15.Thisfact ‘clearlyimpressedMachiavellias
oneoftheearliestwriterstodiscussthepoliticalpowerofpopularopinionor
“imagination”’16.

This remark can help define the scope of my research: on the one hand,
Savonarola introduced religious prophecy into the government of the State;
and,indoingso,heexpandedboththemeaningandtheactualityofthe‘peo-
ple’enormously.Asaresult,thepassions–andwiththemreligionitself–have
directlybecomearealandconcretepoliticalsubject.Ontheotherhand,the
centralimportancethatMachiavelliassignstotheimaginationinpoliticsin-
evitablyfindsinSavonarolaafiguretowhichitisnecessarytoconstantlyre-
turn, inordertodrawfromhimthecriteria forpoliticalanalysisbutalsoto
unravelitstheoreticalimplications.AstowhathasbeennotedbyBrownIcan
onlyadd that, inall likelihood,Machiavellicomes (in The Prince and in the 
Discourses)toassigngreatimportancetotheroleoftheimaginationinpolitics
preciselybecauseofhisexperienceduringSavonarola’sleadership.

Thiscanbeseenquiteclearlyinthealready-mentionedlettertoRicciardo
Becchi. Machiavelli describes the addressee of his letter as ‘prudent’: ‘Now
what themassesaresaying(che per vulgo si dica),whatmenhopeor fear, I
leaveyoutojudge,sinceyouareprudent,becauseyoucanjudgebetterthan
Ican,sinceyouknowallaboutourhumours(gli umori nostri)andthenature
ofthetimes(e la qualità de’ tempi)’.17‘Prudent’istheonewhoknowshowto
analysetheargumentsofthefriarwho,byvirtueofthefactthatheisaddress-
ingacrowdofallconditions,literallyhasthemasses(orthevolgo)standing
beforehim.

15 Brown1988,p.65.
16 Ibid.
17 Machiavelli1961,pp.88–9(translationslightlymodified).
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AsMachiavelliwritestoBecchi,inhislastsermonsSavonarola‘beganwith
greatterrors,withreasonsthatforthosewhodidnotdiscussthemwerevery
convincing (con ragione a chi non le discorre efficacissime), showing that his
followerswerethebestmenandhisadversariesthemostwicked,usingevery
expression(termini)hecouldtoweakentheadversepartyandstrengthenhis
own’.18Inthisway,Machiavelli implicitlysetsupanoppositionbetweenthe
bandofthefriar’sfollowersand–asCarloPincinpointedout–‘theonewho
discussesthefriar’sarguments,examiningtheircontentandbearinginmind
thepoliticalsituation,whocanidentifythemotivesthatdrivethespeaker,tak-
ingintoaccountthoseexpressionswhichhedoesn’ttouch’becausetheywould
reinforcehisopponents’positions,andsoon.19To discussthereforemeansto
examine and reconstruct the rhetorical mechanism, thanks to which the
speakerproducescertaineffectsuponthereaderorthelistener; itmeansto
examinea‘discourse’initspragmaticandpoliticalfunctionality.

Now,thecapacityto‘discussthereasons’isreservedtoararefew.Inthelet-
tersofMachiavellitheauto-representationofthegroupoffriendstowhichhe
belongsasclearlydistinctfromthe‘masses’isrepeatedconstantly.Itwouldbe
possibleinfacttoexamineThe Prince andthe Discoursespurelyfromthisper-
spective.Giventhatinboththeseworksawell-definedpatrimonyofpolitical
‘prudence’ has been systematised and placed at the disposal of the reader,
what Machiavelli presupposes is an intrinsic distance between who is, and
whoisnot,capableof‘discussingthereasons’;andtheaimofthesetwoworks
ispreciselytoeliminate,oratleasttoreduce,thisdistance.Naturally,itisnec-
essarytoaskwhothereadersaretowhomtheseworksareaddressed,andhow
politicalprudenceisrepresented,sothatitcanbecomesomethingusable.

In this regard, The Prince has raised numerous difficulties and misunder-
standings:itisenoughtothinkofthe‘obliquereading’,thedeterminationof
whoitsreadersreallywere,orMachiavelli’sintentionsinwritingthiswork.But
beyondallthat,itmustbesaidthattheessentialdifferencebetweenThe Prince
andtheDiscoursesliesinthefact,thatwhileinthefirst,Machiavelliintendsto
makeaccessibletothereaderaprudencealreadyillustratedbythefundamen-
talepisodesinthelifeofanewprincipality, andtherefore‘totheinexpertread-
eritisnoteasytoseetheprocessbywhichhecomestohisjudgments,itisnot
easytolearnonone’sownsuchatask’;20inthe Discourseshisgoalistorender
thatprocessasevidentaspossible,teachinghowto‘makeadiscussion’of‘the

18 Machiavelli1961,p.86(translationslightlymodified).
19 Pincin1966,p.75.
20 Pincin1971,p.399.
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histories’onone’sown.21Theabsolutenoveltyof the Discourses inrespectto
traditioniscontainedinthisaspectofthework:asstructure,asform,andas
title.22

ThisnoveltyisalsotiedtothepossiblereadershipoftheDiscourses:given
thatMachiavellidoesnot limithimself topresenting theoutcomeofapru-
dencealreadycatalogued,buttriestoteachtheartof‘discussingthereasons’,
wemustthinkthatheisaddressingthe‘imprudent’themselves.Hetherefore
endeavourstoshatter–toalargeextent,atleast–thedivisionbetween‘those
whoknow’,and‘thosewhodonotknow’,goingbeyondthelimitedcircleofthe
youngfriendsofthePalazzoRucellai,whorepresented,‘intitleandinwealth,
thearistocracyofFlorence’.23

4 Necessity, Virtue and Desire

Thedeterminationof the rangeof readersof the Discourses raisesa further
question.Letustakeanotherlookatthe1498lettertoBecchi:hereMachia-
velli considers religious rhetoric a means of preventing the arguments em-
ployedbythefriarfrombeingunderstoodandcriticallydiscussed.Religious
languageisabletoactivatecrowdsofthepopulationpolitically,inawaynever
beforeachieved;butthisoccursattheexpenseofanyrealunderstandingofits
truemeaning. If the Discourses suggest insteadtheovercomingof thesharp
divisionbetween‘thosewhoknow’and‘thosewhodonotknow’,thentheties
betweenreligionandpoliticswillalsohavetobecompletelyreconsideredin
them.

Thatreligionunavoidablyhastodowithpolitics,when politics involves the 
masses, is an observation born directly from the Savonarolan experience. It
wasnottheexistenceofthisrelationshipthatwasinquestion,butratherits
evaluation;andthischangedaccordingtothetypeofpoliticalperspectiveat
play.AlreadyinthelettertoBecchi,asMarioMartellihasobserved,24Machia-
velli’sassessmentofthefriaras a politicianwas,byallaccounts,positive.What
changesinthe Discourses istheevaluationthatMachiavellimakesofthetie
betweenreligionandpolitics,or, tobemoreprecise,of therelationshipbe-
tweenreligionandmasspolitics.

21 SeePincin1966,pp.77–8.
22 SeeDionisotti1980b,pp.258–59.
23 Dionisotti1980b,p.259.
24 Martelli2009,pp.258–67.
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This change is made possible by the introduction of two key concepts,
which are not found in Machiavelli before the Discourses (here I obviously
hold the assumption that the writing of this work was not initiated before
1513):25 ‘education’asa synonymof religionand ‘necessity’asa synonymof
virtue.ItisinthelightofthesetwosynonymsthatMachiavellireinterpretsin
an original manner a notion that goes back to a very pervasive and ‘classic’
anthropologyandthat,ontheotherhand,hadbeenatthecentreofthede-
batesregardingthepoliticalorderinFlorencethroughoutthefifteenthcentu-
ry:thenotionof‘ambition’.26

Themostdirectmodeofappreciatingthisnewtheoreticalstructure is to
start with the ‘Preface’ to the first book of the Discourses. Here Machiavelli
probesthereasonsthatpreventthemenoftodayfromactingliketheancients.
Itappears thatChristianity is responsible for the lossofancientvirtue,also
becauseithastriedineverywaypossibletoeraseanytraceoftheformer‘edu-
cation’.Theansweratthispointwouldseemtobeclearlyformulated:ancient
virtuehasbeenextinguishedbecauseoftheaffirmationoftheChristianfaith.
ButatthispointMachiavellimakesanimportantclarification.Heasserts:‘This
arises,Ibelieve,not so muchfromtheweaknessintowhichthepresenteduca-
tionhasledtheworld,orfromtheevilthatanambitiousidlenesshasdoneto
manyChristianprovincesandcities,asfromnothavingatrueknowledgeof
histories(dal non avere vera cognizione delle storie),throughnotgettingfrom
readingthemthatsensenortastingthatflavorthattheyhaveinthemselves’.27

Machiavellistatesherethatthe‘trueknowledgeofthehistories’–thatis,
theskillof‘discussing’them–dependsontheabilitytogettheirsenseandto
tastetheirflavour.Thisisnotonlyatechnicalability,butitreliesontheconvic-
tionthatthehistorieshavesomethingtosaytothecurrentworld,something
thatrendersthemaliveagain.Anditisforpreciselythisreasonthatheimme-
diatelyadds:menjudge‘thatimitationisnotonlydifficultbutimpossible–as
if heaven, sun, elements, men had varied in motion, order and power from
whattheywereinantiquity’.28

Andsowehavearrivedat theconclusionofhisreasoning.Theweakness
introduced by Christianity into the world makes imitation difficult, but not
impossible.Whatmakespeoplebelievethatitisimpossibleisinsteadthecon-

25 OnthecompositionoftheDiscoursesseeGilbert1953;Dionisotti1980c,pp.101–53;Inglese
1992,pp.943–1007;Vivanti1997,pp.893–95.

26 Onthegradualtransformationofambitionfromamerelymoralnotionintoapolitical
oneseeVarotti1998.

27 Machiavelli1996,p.6(emphasisadded).
28 Ibid.



226 Frosini

viction that the ancients were essentially different from the people of today,
becauseChrist(asonefindsstatedinmorethanoneplaceintheDiscourses)
has‘shownthetruthandthetrueway’(DII.2).29Buttheprudentknowsthat
education–everykindofeducation–modifies‘desire’inawaythatisalways
atthesametimeeffectiveandtransient.Thismodificationisreal,butatevery
momentreversible.30Whatlimitstheimitationofancientpolitics,then,isnot
Christianityassuch,butitspretencetoabsoluteness,touniqueness.Sinceitis
apoliticalandnotanontologicalimpediment,itreflectsarelationofforces
andnotanunalterablenecessity.

5 Interpreting Religion, and Education

Machiavelliillustrateshow,indeed,Christianityhasbeenandstillcanbeinter-
pretedindifferent,evencontradictoryways:

Andalthoughtheworldappearstobeeffeminateandheavendisarmed,
itariseswithoutdoubtmorefromthecowardiceofthemenwhohave
interpretedourreligionaccordingtoidlenessandnotaccordingtovirtue.
Foriftheyconsideredhowitpermitsustheexaltationanddefenseofthe
fatherland,theywouldseethatitwishesustoloveandhonorittopre-
pare ourselves to be such that we can defend it.These educations and 
false interpretationsthusbringitaboutthatnotsoasmanyrepublicsare
seenintheworldaswereseeninantiquity[…](DII.2).31

Sincethemeaningofeducationdependsonitsinterpretation,itcanbeunder-
stoodonlyinarealisticway,asthesumofthe ‘effects’ itcauses inacertain
society.32 But what this argument more generally demonstrates is that the
claimofuniquenessadvancedbyChristianityismerelysuperficial,andthat
actuallythis‘sect’canreproducethesamedynamicofanyotherone.

Thisdynamicistied,aswehaveseen,totheconceptof‘interpretation’.As
John Najemy has shown,33 religion must always be interpreted, because it is
notasystemofindependentideas.Rather,religiondependsalwaysonthepo-

29 Machiavelli1996,p.131.
30 Onthe‘ontologicalfoundation’thatbindstogether,inthepracticeofimitation,‘histori-

ographyandpolitics’seeCiliberto2005,pp.74–5;andGarin1993,p.5.
31 Machiavelli1996,pp.131–32(emphasisadded).
32 SeeNajemy1999,p.668.
33 Najemy1999,pp.674–80.
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litical function that it exercises. More radically, religion is not independent,
andthereforemustbeinterpreted,becauseitisonlyatemporarymodification
ofpassions:assuch, italwayscontainswithin itallotherpossiblemodesof
education, that is, of organising the passions into a specific civil, social and
politicalorder.

Thepoliticalfunctionofreligionanditstemporarynaturearelinkedinthe
termthatMachiavelliadoptsintheDiscoursestoredefinereligion:‘education’.34
Inthisregard,religionisalwaysaspecificationtiedtoaparticularsituation,to
agivenrelationshipbetweenthe‘humours’,etc.,anditisthustransitory;atthe
sametimeitisalsoanactiveelement,ofmodification(thatis,of‘education’)
ofthedesire,whichreflectsaveryspecificpoliticalproject.AsMachiavelliem-
phasises,speakingwithreferencetotheRomans,religiongetsinterpreted‘ac-
cordingtonecessity’(DI.14),35thatis,accordingtothepoliticalnecessityof
themoment.Onlyafter each act of interpretationdidreligionacquireitscon-
creteforminRome,whichthereforedidnotexistinadvance.

But–andhereamuchbroaderquestioncanbeasked–whatexactlyis‘ne-
cessity’?IntheDiscourses,Machiavelli,innovativebothinrespecttohisown
earlierwritings,anda fortiori withrespecttothedominantapproachinFlo-
rentinepolitics–makesnecessityequivalenttovirtue.36Thereisnovirtuous
actionthatdoesnothappenoutofnecessity,thatis,inasituationdevoidof
alternatives.Theterm ‘necessity’canbeunderstoodaccordingtoaseriesof
meanings,allrelated:itindicatestheexternalandviolentconstriction,onthe
partofcircumstancesoronthepartofamorepowerfulforce;butalsothein-
teriorobligation,prescribedbylawsand/orbyreligion.Ingeneral,obligation
isnottheoppositeof‘liberty’,butof‘choice’(elezione,inDI.1).37Assuch,ne-
cessityinfluencesdesireinanabsoluteway,evenifonlytemporarily.

This point is established by Machiavelli with great clarity in chapter 37,
bookIofthe Discourses,inwhichheexplainsthat‘thedesireisalwaysgreater
thanthepowerofacquiring’,andthatoutofthat,therefore,‘discontent’(mala 
contentezza)isborn,andfromthisthe‘variability’of‘fortune’.38

34 Inthefirstversionofthe‘Preface’totheDiscoursesMachiavelliadoptstheformulation
‘thepresentreligion’whichhelateramendsas‘thepresenteducation’.Thetwoversions
of the ‘Preface’ are edited by Giorgio Inglese in Machiavelli 1984, pp. 56, 60, and com-
mentedbyPincin1966,pp.72–5.

35 Machiavelli1996,p.41.
36 ForanoverviewoftheuseoftheconceptbyMachiavelli,seeRaimondi2009,pp.32–49.

DelLucchese2002providesathoroughandconvincinginterpretationofthephilosophi-
calbackgroundof‘necessity’inMachiavelli’sthought.

37 SeeMachiavelli1996,p.8.
38 Machiavelli1996,p.78.
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HereMachiavellinotesspecificallythattheplebshadsecuredthemselves
againstthenobility‘throughthecreationofthetribunes,thedesireofwhich
they were constrained to by necessity’.39 Necessity therefore is synonymous
withasituationinwhichdesirecoincidesperfectlywithaction,becausethe
plebsdonothavetostruggletoattainwhattheydesire(whichwould,inevita-
bly,leavedesireunsatisfied),but,instead,desirewhattheyareforcedtostrive
for.40

Given such premises, there is evidently nothing more difficult to realise
thannecessity.Necessitymuststruggleconstantlyagainstcircumstancesand
againsthumannature,butpreciselyforthisreasonitisthemostpowerfuland
mostcomprehensiveformof‘education’.Onlytheformofeducation-religion
that–throughanappropriate‘interpretation’,thatis,throughagoodcombina-
tionofcircumstancesandpopularpassions–reflectsnecessityiscapableof
ensuringthevirtueandpowerofacity.But,asisapparent,necessityistheop-
positeofchoice,thatis,ofthepossibilitytoprovokedesire.Therefore,neces-
sity,accordingtowhichreligionisinterpreted,isthatwhichlimitsdesire,and
thisispossibleonlyifreligion‘doesn’tspeakinthemodeofthepowerful’,as
Machiavellispecifies inthechapter12,bookIoftheDiscourses,41butrather
incorporateswithinthepoliticalstrategyofrulersalsothevindicationsofthe
ruled.

6 ...  One Should Speak with Reverence of Such a Man...

AndsowearriveatSavonarola.Hispropheticaction is recorded in theDis-
coursesattheendofchapter11ofbookI,inawell-knownpassage,whoselast
sentence,whichrepresentsthekeytoreadingthetextinitsentirety,isusually
omitted:

TothepeopleofFlorenceitdoesnotappearthattheyareeitherignorant
orcoarse;nonetheless,theywerepersuadedbyFriarGirolamoSavonar-
olathathespokewithGod.Idonotwishtojudgewhetheritistrueor
not,becauseoneshouldspeakwithreverenceofsuchaman;butIdosay
that an infinite number believed him without having seen anything
extraordinarytomakethembelievehim.Forhis life, learning,andthe
subject he took up were sufficient to make them lend faith. No one

39 Ibid.
40 OnthisdialecticbetweenambitionandpowerseeFrosini2001,pp.85–90.
41 Machiavelli1996,p.37.
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therefore,shouldbeterrifiedthathecannotcarryoutwhathasbeencar-
riedoutbyothers,foraswesaidinourpreface,menareborn,live,and
diealwaysinoneandthesameorder.42

Aseverybodyknows,inthischapterMachiavellicontraststhecrudemenwith
whomNumahadtolabour,tomodernmen,whoarecivilisedandcorrupt.43
ThisdistinctionisalsotobefoundamongtheChristianpeoples:‘...whoever
wished to make a republic in the present times would find it easier among
mountainmen,wherethereisnocivilization,thanamongthosewhoareused
tolivingincities,wherecivilizationiscorrupt’.44Corruptionstandstherefore
asafurtherobstacle,togetherwithChristianity(corruptionisinfactamuch
broaderconceptthanthereligiouscorruptionthatMachiavelliascribestothe
influenceofChristianity),45toimitatingancientpolitics.

ButitispreciselyherethatMachiavelliidentifiesthepossibilityofinverting 
history.Savonarola’sactionistheonlymodernexamplerecordedhere,andthe
exampleofFlorenceisthustheonlycasepertinenttothelastobservation(‘No
onetherefore,shouldbeterrifiedthathecannotcarryoutwhathasbeencar-
riedoutbyothers[…]’),whichrefersbacktothe‘Preface’.Whathappenedat
Florencedemonstratesthatitispossibletoovercomethebeliefthatimitation
isimpossible.

ThefigureofSavonarolaisimportantpreciselyforthisreason.Hispopular
movementexpresseditselfasarejectionofthecorruptedreligionofAlexan-
derVI,butthiswasonlyapointofdeparture.ThepropheticmessageofSavona-
rola,asallthereadersoftheDiscoursesatthattimewouldhaverecognised,
graduallybecameidentifiedwiththefortunesofFlorence,puttingthiscityat
thecentreofanexceptionaldestiny,constructedofpower,gloryandworldly
riches.46Machiavellialludestothisspecifically,andthefactthattheDiscourses
wereconceivedinamilieu,thecircleofPalazzoRucellai,partlyinfluencedby
the‘piagnoni’,47explainstheemphasisheplacedonthispoint,butdoesnot
depriveitofitstheoreticalmeaning.

Machiavelli tells us therefore that the prophecy of Savonarola affirms in
practiceandwithreligiouslanguagewhattheprudentalreadyknowsintheo-

42 Machiavelli1996,p.36.
43 See Machiavelli 1996, pp. 35–6. On this passage see Ciliberto 1999, p. 21; Barbuto 2009,

pp.59–60;Martelli2009,pp.254–57.
44 Machiavelli1996,p.35.
45 Onthenotionof‘corruption’seeBonadeo1973,pp.1–34.
46 SeeWeinstein1970,and2011.
47 SeeDall’Aglio2005,p.125.
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retical terms: that the structure of education can, at every moment, return
againtoitsnaturalsource,causingthoseformsofdesirethatbelongtoother
types of education to re-emerge, apparently incompatible with the present
one.Tohavea‘trueknowledgeofhistories’implies,aswehaveseen,notbeing
afraidofimitatingtheancients,thereforeitmeansbelievingthatitispossible
toactpolitically.ButthisisexactlywhatSavonaroladidinFlorence–byover-
comingcorruptionand striving foran interpretationof religionagainst ‘the
modeofthepowerful’men.Thetrueknowledgeofhistoriescanthereforealso
originatethanks to a prophecy,whichsucceedsininterpretingreligion‘accord-
ingtonecessity’,thatis,byexaltingtheroleofthepeopleagainstthatofthe
grandees.

ThewayinwhichSavonarola’sinterventionintheFlorentinepoliticalworld
changeditdrasticallywas,intheeyesofMachiavelli,anexamplefromwhich
to learn politics: Savonarola introduced into the modern world the ancient
unionofvirtue-necessityandreligion-education,notasresidueofabygone
era(aswouldhavebeenthecaseofthesmallenclavesof‘mountainmen’),but
asanelementbelongingtotheneworder.Thatformofpolitics,aswemen-
tionedatthebeginning,includedthe‘populace’inactivepoliticsforthefirst
time,breakingthestrictlimitationsof‘thepeople’,understoodasthealways-
partial‘totality’ofthe‘citizens’.48

Inthispoliticalinnovation,religion,andprophecyinparticular,hadplayed
adecisiverole.Itwasonlyduetoreligionthatthemassescouldbemobilised,
anditwasthisaspectaboveallthatmoststruckthetraditionalmentality.In
effect, as we have remarked above, Savonarola appeared to Machiavelli as
something‘monstrous’but,atthesametime,asarevolutionarybreakinthe
tradition of Florentine politics. Such novelty consisted precisely in the pro-
phetic-nationalistic structure of Savonarola’s message: this was the decisive
elementinhismobilisationofthemasses.

7 Savonarola’s Prophetism

MachiavellidoesnotpassjudgmentontheprophetismofSavonarolaandon
itspeculiaritiesinanopenorexplicitway:ofhispropheciesherecordsonly
theonethatrelatestheinvasionofCharlesVIII(DI.56)and‘thathespokewith

48 Thenewqualityofthe‘popolo’formedbythefollowersofSavonarolaisatthecentreof
Landi2001,whoatpp.39and46quotesBrown1988(seeabove,notes15and16)anduses
itasabasisforaninsightfulandthoroughanalysisoftheMachiavelli‒Savonarolarela-
tionship.
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God’(DI.11).However,itispossibletoindirectlyreconstructaninterpretation
relatedtothepoliticalcharacterofSavonarola’sprophetism.Wecantakethe
definitioncontainedinchapter6ofThe Prince,thatofan‘unarmedprophet’.
Infactthisisalreadyafirstattempttoreducetheconceptofprophecytoits
politicaldimension,giventhatSavonarolahereisassociatedtofourlaw-givers,
ofwhomonlyone,Moses,isalsotrulyaprophet.49Whenviewedinthislight,
thewholestructureofthelastchapterofThe Princecanbeseenasanattempt
to repropose the Savonarolan scheme in a different time and on a different
stage(nolongerFlorence,butItaly)andaboveallwithouttheambiguitiesre-
gardingthe‘arms’thatcausedthetragicfallofSavonarola.50

InordertoabsorbSavonarola’sexampleintohisowndiscourse,andtoex-
punge itsambiguities,Machiavellihimselfadopts in thischaptera religious
languagethat,ashasbeenremarked,exploitsthe‘providentiallogic’ofChris-
tianityimplicitlyassimilatingittothemodelprovidedbytheHebrewrepub-
lic.51ThereferencetoJewishtheologyservesthepurposeofemphasisingthe
activisticaspectsthatarepresentalsoinChristianity,andontheotherhand
thistranslationisfullyinagreementwithatleastoneofthefriar’sarguments,
whichisthecrucialroleplayedbycharityinhisinterpretationofChristianity.
Infact,Savonarola’spreachingwascentredonthecombinationofFlorentine
nationalism with a strong stress laid on charity as an active virtue, as ‘love
transformingitselfinaction’,52andthismaywellcorrespondtowhatMachia-
velliwritesintheDiscoursesoninterpretingreligion‘accordingtovirtue’.53

Besidesthat,itisimportanttorememberthatMoseswasatthecentreof
Savonarola’slastsermonsontheBook of Exodus,whichMachiavellisummaris-
esforBecchiinMarch1498.Inthewayhereportsthesubjectofthesesermons,
Machiavellishowsheisawareoftheself-identificationwithMosesthatSavon-
arolatriesheretoachieve.54

But it is in the Discourses that the relation of religion and politics is
discussed indepth,and ithappensprecisely inchapter 12ofbook I,where,
asCesareVasolihasnoted,Machiavelli formulates theconceptof ‘akindof

49 OnMachiavelli’sinterpretationofSavonarolaasareductiontopoliticsofamuchmore
complexsystemofthought,seeProdi1998,pp.200–1.

50 OnSavonarola’sambiguitiesseeZancarini1998;onhisrefusaltoresorttoviolencesee
FournelandZancarini1993,pp.25–35.

51 On the providential logic of P 26 see Martelli 1981–82; on the implicit assimilation of
Christianity to Hebrew political theology seeVatter 2013, pp. 111–17, as well as his text,
infra.

52 Polizzotto1997,p.151.
53 Machiavelli1996,p.132(DII.2).
54 SeeCervelli1998,pp.284–85.
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haruspicalprophecy’.55Bycomparisonwiththisinterpretationofancientreli-
gionas functional to thecontrolof time,56Machiavelli affirms implicitly, in
relationtoChristianity,thatonly itspropheticversion,andinparticularthe
millenary-mundaneone,insofarasitisakindofcontroloftimeandisdirected
towardthefutureassomethingthatcanbe‘produced’bycollectiveaction,is
capableofobtaining the forceofmobilising thevirtue thatbelongedto the
religionoftheRomans.But this is exactly what Savonarola had achieved,insofar
ashehadtiedthedestinyofhispredicationtothecityofFlorenceandtoits
politicalfortune.

In the Discourses the translation of prophecy into political terms is com-
pletedand,atthesametime,MachiavellihastransferredthefigureofSavon-
arola into his own set of questions. In book I, chapter 12, the figure of the
Dominicanfriar isrenderedinfactevenmoreimportant,becauseheunites
the characteristics normally ascribed to oracles, diviners, and augurs, with
thoseofthelaw-givers,whileMachiavelliomitstomentionhisrefusaltotake
up arms.This is why his only true point of comparison, as has been widely
recognisedbycritics,isnowMoses,inasmuchasMoseswasatthesametimea
politicalleader,aprophetandalaw-giver.57

What interests us, however, is the intersection between prophecy, educa-
tion,andnecessity.Contrarytowhatissaidinchapter6ofThe Prince,inthe
DiscoursesSavonarola’sroleisnotassimilatedtothatofa‘newprince’,but,on
thecontrary,hisproximitytoMosesemphasizesthespecificityofhisprophet-
icarguments.Andyet,contrarytowhatisfoundinthelettertoBecchi,inthe
Discoursesanorganic,althoughdifficultconnectionbetweenthediscourseof
the prudent and the practical and fanatic action of the ‘populace’ is estab-
lished. As the experience of Savonarola vividly shows, discourse and mass
politicsarenolongeralternative,mutuallyexclusiveforms.Instead,theyfoster
oneanother reciprocallyandareboth indispensable. In the ‘monstrous’en-
counterbetweenreligiousprophecyandthepopulace,Machiavelliseesnow
notonlytheoutbreakofa ‘crisis’,butalsoakindofpracticalreactivationof
ancientvirtueor,moreprecisely,apoliticalequivalentofthecorrect‘discus-
sion’ofhistories.Savonarola’spoliticalinterventionarisesfromhisabilityto
getthesenseofhistoriesandtotastetheirflavour,thatis,toperceivethemas
something that is stillalive, that feeds thepoliticalwillofmenandwomen

55 Vasoli2004,p.372.
56 Onthecrucialroleoftime(controloftimeandexperienceoftimeasopentohuman

intervention)inMachiavelliseeOrr1972.
57 SeeWeinstein1972;Brown1988.
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who,inturn,arecapableof‘changingtheworld’.58Ofcourse,Savonarolahas
doneallthisre-establishingthe(political)senseandflavourofthesacredhis-
tories,orratherof‘history’inthesingular.Hisinterventionisapracticalreac-
tivationofancientvirtue,butthefactthatithappensthroughthelanguageof
Christianismaddsaspecificdimensiontotheproblem.

IfinThe PrinceMachiavellihadsolvedthe‘Savonarolaquestion’–througha
kindofshortcut–byevocatingamodelofHebrewrepublic(thatis,ofamod-
ernformofpopularnationalism),intheDiscourseshisargumentisfarmore
complex,becauseitincludesorganicallytherelationshipbetween‘reason’and
‘masses’,politicsandreligion,historyandpoliticalpraxis.Thequestionisnow
notonlyhowit ispossibletomobilisepopularenergies,butalsohowthese
energiescanbestabilisedandacquireapolitical‘form’bypassingthroughthe
religious-propheticlanguage.

Ifseparatedfromthefacultytointerpret,religiousfanaticismisdestinedto
squanderitsownpoliticalenergyintoaself-deceivingandself-destructivese-
riesofrebellionsand,ontheotherhand,ifdetachedfromthemasses,theca-
pacityto ‘discussthereasons’ isdoomedtofallbackintoamerepracticeof
domination.Thatisthereasonwhytheencounterofreasonandmassesisof
vitalimportanceforapoliticsthataimsatbeingatthesametimemodernand
popular.

Themodesinwhichthisencountercanpoliticallyhappeninconcreteterms
istheactualconcern,stillunresolved,ofalltruedemocraticpolitics.Machia-
velli, forhispart, triedtogivehisownresponses throughthewritingof the 
Discourses,whichcanbeinterpretedashiswayofgivingthepeopletheweap-
onsthattheyneeded:weaponsofanewanddifferentsort,consistinginlearn-
ingthedifficultartof‘discussingthereasons’,asamodeofconferringacertain
stability to the new protagonist, very powerful but fluctuating, of politics,
whichhademergedinSavonarolanFlorence:thepopulaceatlarge.
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Chapter13

‘Uno Mero Esecutore’: Moses, Fortuna, and 
Occasione in the The Prince

Warren Montag 

BeforeIattempttoofferareadingofMachiavellionMoses1Iwanttopointout
that itwas in relation toMosesand to theBible thatMachiavelliposed the
questionofhowtoreadatext,especiallyatextsooftenreadandthussoappar-
ently,andperhapsdeceptively,familiar:

E chi legge la Bibbia sensatamente, vedrà Moisè essere stato forzato, a
volerechelesueleggiecheisuoiordiniandasseroinnanzi,adammaz-
zareinfinitiuomini,iquali,nonmossidaaltrochedallainvidia,sioppo-
nevanoa’disegnisuoi.

AndwhoeverreadstheBibleattentively,willseeMoses,inwantingthat
hislawsandhisordersbeobserved,wasforcedtokillaninfinitenumber
ofmenwhoopposedhisdesigns,movedbynothingelseotherthanenvy
(DIII.30).

‘ChileggelaBibbiasensatamente’(or‘whoeverreadstheBiblesensatamente’,
thatis,asithasbeentranslated,“attentively”,“intelligently”or“withdiscern-
ment”,althoughIwillreturntothisword):withthisprovisoMachiavelliinthe 
DiscoursesintroducesapropositionconcerningMoses,apropositionthatcon-
densesintoonehyperbolicsequencethenecessaryrelationbetweenlaws(leg-
gi)andinstitutions/orders(ordini),ontheoneside,andviolenceontheother.
TodefendhisnewState,andweshouldnotethathislawsandinstitutionsare
notyetfullyrealised,inpartbecauseoftheobstacleoftheenvy(invidia)of
othersandunwillingtorelyonfortuna,Moseswascompelledto‘killaninfinite
numberofmen’(ammazzare infiniti uomini)bothtoprotecthislawsandor-
dersandtopermittheirdevelopment.Butbeyondtheprovocativecontentof
Machiavelli’sliteralreadingofscripture,istheprovocationofitsform:toread

1 ForrecentstudiesofMachiavelli’streatmentofMoses,seeMarx1997,pp.551–71;Geerken 
1999,pp.579–95;Najemy1999,pp.659–81;Nederman1999,pp.617–38;Karsenti2012;Boyle
2004,pp.224–46;Hammill2011,pp.31–66;Viroli2010.
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theBiblesensatamenteistorejecttheallegoricalinterpretationwithoutwhich
Christianity could hardly claim the Hebrew scripture as its ‘OldTestament’.
MachiavelliaccordinglymakesnoefforttoconvertMoses’violenceintoamere
signofaproperlyspiritualchastisement.Butinthemidstoftheotherwiselit-
eral reading even of the acts of mass destruction that must accompany the
foundingofnewprincipalitiesthroughvirtu,theadjective‘infiniti’standsout:
wemustnotsoquicklytranslateitas‘agreatmany’or‘countless’,orreduceit
toamerelyrhetoricalfunction.Moreover,Machiavelliinsiststhattheideaof
(killing)aninfinitenumberofmenandhenceperhapsjustasimportantlythe
ideaoftheinfiniteitself,disguisedhereasanadjective,isfoundbyreadingthe
BibleoratleastExodus‘sensatamente’.

Wearethuspresentedwithaparadoxicalconjunctionthatonlysucharead-
ingoftheBiblecanuncover:theinfiniteasaconceptappearsonlyatthemo-
ment of the beginning, as if that which has no beginning or end becomes
thinkableagainstthebackdropofthevoidthatcanneitherbefoundnordeliv-
eredbydestinybutwhichmustbemadeinordertobefilledwithnewlawsand
institutions.LetusrecallthatinExodus23:20–4,GodabandonstheHebrew
peopletotheviolencethatthey,ratherthanhe,mustcommit,sendingthem
notonly toannihilate thenations thatalreadyoccupy the landhehas ‘pre-
paredforthem’,buteventosmashthepillarsoftheirbuildingstopieces,asif
theytoowerecontaminatedbyidolatryandunfitforuse.Itmightbeimagined
thatwhatamountstoatotaldestructionofwhatcamebefore,sothatnoteven
thememoryofitremains,wouldleavetheHebrewpeoplefreetoestablisha
Statethat,becauseitwasfoundedonprinciplesofjusticeandpietydecreedby
Godhimself,wouldpersistforeverasalighttoothernations.Buttheestablish-
mentofsuchaStaterevealsonlytheopposite:theceaseless,thatis,infinite,
concourseoffortunainsideaswellasoutsidethenewprincipalityanditspeo-
ple,theveryelementwithinwhichtheneworderundertheleadershipofthe
armedprophetmustperpetuallyadjustitselfifitistosurviveandnottofallto
ruin.Machiavellihasthusbeenabletointuit,againstthebesteffortsoftransla-
tors,thefactthatintheHebrewofGenesisandExodusnobeginningisanαρχή
andnoendaτέλος.Atthispointwemaybegintosuspectthatitisnotsimply
hisacuityasareaderthatisatissuehere;itisratheraquestionoftheposition
fromwhichhereadsandofwhatbecomesvisiblefromitsvantagepointalone.

Ofcourse,theinjunctiontoreadsensatamenteappliesnotsimplyoreven
most importantly to theBible,butalso toMachiavelli’s readingof theBible
and,inparticular,theaccountofMoses.AndthereisnopointinMachiavelli’s
work in which the complexities and stakes of his reading are more evident
thaninchapter6ofThe Prince.Completelynewprincipalities,thatis,princi-
palities whose ruler and forms of government are new, are more likely to
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endureiftheyareacquiredandestablishedthroughtheforcesandvirtùofthe
newprince,ratherbythefavourorgift,thatis,theχάριςorgratia, offortuna.At
thispoint,wecannotavoidconfrontingthedifficultiesposedbyMachiavelli’s
useoftheterm‘fortuna’,difficultieslocatedaboveallinthetextofThe Prince
andonlysecondarilyinthereadingsadvancedbyinterpreters.Whilereaders
suchasLeoStraussandAlthussermightwithnoapparenthesitationtranslate
fortunaaschance,contingencyoraccidentandthusasarejectionofanyno-
tion of destiny,2 more recent commentators have pointed out that the term
wasnotnecessarilyunderstoodinoppositiontoChristiannotionsofοἰκονομία,
πρόνοια, or providentia.3 Thus, fortuna might be conceived not only as the
‘livedexperience’ofprovidencefromthepointofviewofasinglehumanindi-
vidual who could not possibly grasp a concatenation of events in an order
whosetemporalspannecessarilysurpassedhisunderstanding,butevenasthe
ignoranceofGod’sdesignnecessarytoitsunfolding.Thebarbarianinvasions
ofRome,thedestructionoftheempire,themilitarydefeatofsomanyprinces,
thatis,theveryeventswhichappearedtoconstitutetheoperationsoffortune
(whetherornottheywereconfrontedbytheactorsendowedwithvirtùorsim-
plypassivelysuffered)mightbelivedasmisfortune,butfromtheperspective
ofGod’screationinitstotality,couldbeseenasnecessarymeanstotheendof
theuniversalisationofGod’sword.Further,wasnottheso-calledvirtùitselfof
agivenprince,thatwhichallowedhimapparentlytosurmountorevensimply
adjusttocircumstances,anelementofprovidence,evenifittooktheformof
anevilintentionwhoseconsequencewasagreatergood?Suchnotions,how-
ever,asAristotle’sPoeticsdemonstrateswithgreatclarityareinnowayincom-
patible with a sense of the tragic, which might precisely be located in the
discrepancybetweenthecontingencyoflivedexperience(acontingency-for-
us) and the teleology, which is the object of our faith even as its order sur-
passesourunderstanding.

NeitherStraussnorAlthusserareunawareofthepossibilityofsucharead-
ingofMachiavelliandindifferent,andIwouldargueopposingways,maintain
that, inThe Prince, thepossibilityofsuchareadingmustconstantlybesug-
gestedbyMachiavellihimself,asiftoremindthereaderthatthestatements
thatinitiallyappeartoexceedtheboundariesofChristiandoctrinemayfinally
bere-inscribedinit.ForStrauss,thistakeswhatwemightcallatopographical
oratleastverticalform:thenotionoffortunaaschanceliesunderandiscov-
eredbyalanguageofprovidence;thereligiousandbiblicalreferencesarethus
a‘mask’entirelyexternaltothe‘unbelief ’theyconcealandcanaccordinglybe

2 SeeStrauss1958;Althusser2001.
3 SeeViroli2010.
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easilyremovedintheactofreading(ifindeedtheactofremovingthemask
canbeseparatedfromtheactofreadingitself).ForAlthusserwho,itshouldbe
observed,doesnotperformwhatheelsewherecallsa‘symptomaticreading’of
Machiavelli,theseelementsconstitutecontradictionsordiscrepancieswhose
formisalwaysandnecessarilyhorizontalandthusnotsusceptibletoanun-
covering or unconcealment in that they exist side by side but isolated from
eachother,suchthatthewholedoesnotregistertheunityoreventhecoexis-
tenceofitsparts.

To help us understand the conflictuality proper to Machiavelli’s text, we
might profitably turn to one of a number of unacknowledged references to
QuintusCurtius,whoseHistory of AlexanderwasanimportantsourceforMa-
chiavelli’sconceptoffortuna.Inastrikingpassage,QuintusCurtiusgoessofar
astodefinetheveryantinomyoffortuna(understoodaschance)andprovi-
dentialorderastheprimaryobstacletounderstandingtheactualsequenceof
causes that constitutes history: ‘Those may scoff at my belief who are con-
vincedthathumanaffairsrollonandtakeplacebymerechance,orthateach
man runs his ordered course in accordance with a combination of hidden
causesdeterminedlongbeforehandbyanimmutablelaw’(Eludant videlicet, 
quibus forte temere humana negotia volvi agique persuasum est, nec serie nex-
uque causarum latentium et multo ante destinatarum suum quemque ordinem 
inmutabili lege percurrere).4

Chapter25ofThe Princebegins:‘Iamnotunawarethatmanyhavebeenand
stillareoftheopinionthatthethingsofthisworld(le cose del mondo)areina
sense(in modo)governedbyfortunaandbyGod,thatmenwiththeirprudence
cannotchangethem(correggerle),thatthereisnoremedyforthemandthat
thusthereisnosensesweatingoverthesethings,butsimplyallowthemtobe
governedbyfate(sorte)’.Whatisremarkablehereistherenderingequivalent,
inapoliticalsense,ofthetwootherwiseopposedsensesoffortune:indetermi-
nacyandteleologicaldetermination.Bothdeprivepoliticalactionofanyef-
fect:eitheranactisa prioriwithoutnecessaryorcalculableconsequences,as
ifonceaccomplisheditsimplydisappearsintothechaosofthingsnevertobe
seenagain,or,incontrast,anactisalreadyinscribedinacausalorderthatpre-
existsusandleadstoanendunknowntous, inwhichcasewearenomore
thanmeanstotheendsofaprovidentialdesignthatmustsurpassourunder-
standing.Machiavelli’scritiqueofthefunctionalequivalenceofthetwono-
tionsoffortunaleadshimtosomeofthemostfamousandindeedextravagant
assertionsinThe Prince:whilefortuna(howeverweunderstandit)isthearbi-
terofhalfofouractions,itleavesthegovernmentoftheotherhalftous.Fi-

4 HistoryofAlexander,V.xi.6–11.
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nally,atthechapter’sconclusion,fortunacanbemasteredandcompelledto
submitasifitwereawoman,bybeatingandoverpoweringit,asifaprince’s
virtùdependedonthestrengthofhiswill,hisresolveoraudacity,alone.

Machiavelliatthispointappears,assomanyreadershaveinsisted,tohave
confinedhisreflectionstothefamiliaroppositionbetweenfreewillanddeter-
minism, or freedom and necessity; but if this is indeed the case, he has di-
verged from his own philosophical trajectory and abandoned the project of
conceivinganecessitywithout finality,anecessityof the infinite thatarises
fromcontingentencounters, theonlynecessity thatmatters forpolitics, the
necessitythatdetermineswhetheraprincebybeinggoodwillincreaseorde-
creasehispower.5Althusser’sconceptionnotonlyappliestoMachiavelli,but
wascertainlyinspiredbyhim:‘insteadofthinkingcontingencyasamodality
ofnecessity,oranexceptiontoit,wemustthinknecessityasthebecoming-
necessaryoftheencounterofcontingencies’.6Further,theoppositionsoes-
sential to Machiavelli’s political theory of fortuna and virtù is not only not
confinedtothisfamiliarantinomy,butwilldisruptitwiththeintroductionof
athirdtermwithoutwhichanyapplicationofvirtù,whetherindividualorcol-
lective,tofortuna,thatis,tola verità effettuale della cosawouldbeimpossible.
This third term, ‘occasione’, derived from the Latin occasio, in turn derived
fromtheGreekκαιρόςdoesnotdesignatethatwhichmediatesbetweenvirtù
andfortuna,butpreciselythealwaysonlytemporaryabsenceofmediation,an
openingorbreach,whatAlthussercalled‘acertainemptyplace,emptysothat
itmaybefilled,emptysothattheremaybeinsertedtheretheactionofanin-
dividualorgroupofmenwhowill takeupapositionin itandonthisbasis
collecttheforcescapable, toconstitutetheforcescapableofaccomplishing
thepoliticaltaskhistoryhasassignedthem–emptyforthefuture’.7

Itisthisotherwayofreadingthatallowsustoimaginetheterm‘fortuna’in
The Princeasneitherunivocalnorthesiteofaphilosophicalconspiracythatit
is lefttothereadertounmask.Inotherwords,whoeverreadsThe Prince,or
morepreciselyThe PrinceasareadingoftheBiblesensatamente,willdiscover
notwhatishiddenbutwhatcannotbehidden,thatis,thecontradictorydevel-
opmentthatadvanceswitheachwordofthetext.RobertoEspositohasargued
recentlythatifonecanspeakofthespecificityofItalianphilosophyatitsori-
gins(MachiavelliandBrunoarehisprimaryreferencepoints),thisspecificity
surelyliesinitsrejectionoftheprojectcharacteristicofthedominantformsof

5 Morfino2002;Frosini2006,pp.31–66;DelLucchese2011.
6 Althusser1994a,p.581.
7 Althusser2001,p.20.
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European philosophical and political thought.8 For Esposito this project is
abovealldefinedbytheattempttocontain,ifnotmaster,fortunaasifitcould
bewardedoffbyphilosophicalcertaintyorevermorecomplicatedtheodicies
inwhicha logicofcompensationabsorbedeveryevilandderived from ita
greatergood.Butmosttypically,fortunatooktheformofathreateningexteri-
oragainstwhichthesocialbodyinitsintegrityhadtobeprotectedor,inEs-
posito’sphrase,immunised,ratherthanthatwhich,fromtheinsideaswellas
theoutside,relatesustoourthoughtandactionbydividingusfromourselves
inakindoffoldthatincreasesourpower.

Further,whiletosomanyearlymodernphilosophersfortunawouldappear
onlynegativelyastheabsenceoforderwhich,farfrombeingarealmoffree-
dom,wasratheraconditionofungovernablecontingencytowhichonecould
onlysubmit,asiftofate,Machiavelliseessomethingelse:notahiddenorder
whetherimmanentortranscendent,butsomethingfarmoreprofound.Inthe
absenceoforder,eventsfalllikerainupontheworld,sometimestoourbenefit
(whenforexamplethereisneitherfloodnordrought,andcropsflourish),and
sometimesnot(whenanincreaseintemperatureruinscrops,andthepeople,
fearingstarvation,revolt).Andwhenrevoltsfail,captivepopulationsareen-
slavedandsettowork,say,buildingmagnificentcities.Intheconstantvari-
abilityofthings,forsomanythecauseoffear,intheeventsthatfalluponthe
worldandbefallus,one,ontheconditionthatthepresentorfutureprincecan
readfortuna,liketheBible,sensatamente,andexercisesthevirtùorpowerto
seizethatmomentandoccupyit,becomestheopeningthroughwhichhe,that
is,hisassembledforces,mustpasstoupendthefragilebalanceofpowerthat
constitutesthepresenttodefendthelawsandordershehascreatedorincon-
trasttoestablishsomethingnew.

Of suchprinces,Moses isneither the firstnorperhaps thebestexample,
evenifheisanimportantreferencepointforanItalystrugglingtoliberateit-
selffromthebarbarians,andinaddition,aprincewhosecruelty,evenifallego-
rised, was known and accepted. But the recourse to Moses was a way to
accomplish what Althusser called ‘the voiding of all the philosophical con-
ceptsofPlatoandAristotleinordertothinkthepossibilityofmakingItalya
nationalState’.ThroughMosesandthereforethroughhisappropriationofa
translationwhoseveryobscuritiesandelisionstestifiedtotheuneasyco-exis-
tenceofHebrew,GreekandLatinconcepts,thefirsttwopackedintothelast
and,byvirtueoftheirincompatibility,strainingitsresourcestothebreaking
point,MachiavelliisablenotonlytolaysiegetoMedievalChristiantheology,
buttoexploititsinternaldivisionsandtherebydiminishitspower.

8 Esposito2011.
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The verse from Exodus 2:10 provides an opening:The Pharaoh’s daughter
nameshimMoses(Moshe/משהinHebrew),shesays,‘BecauseIdrewhimout
of thewater’,accordingtotheKingJamesVersion,or inHebrew, הַמַּיִם מִן   כִּי 
TheVulgate.מְשִׁיתִהוּ renders the phrase quia de aqua tuli eum, a translation
thattransformstheHebrewverb,‘totakeout’,‘topullfrom’,or‘pulloutof ’into
‘tuli’ the first-personsingularperfectactive indicativeof fero, theLatinverb
meaning ‘tocarryorbear’. Thispassage,ofcourse,isoneofthosethatcompels
thereaderofanyotherversionofExodusthantheHebrewtoacknowledgenot
onlythatthetextisatranslation,butthattheparticularcausalinferencecan-
notitselfbetranslated:thebabyisnamedMosesbecausehewasdrawnfrom
thewater,astatementthatmakesnosenseexceptintheoriginallanguage.The
readerwhoreadssensatamentethuscomestoknowthatthereissomethinghe
doesnotknowinthetext.Further,eventhegreatMedievalJewishcommenta-
torssuchasRashi,IbnEzraandRashbam,weredividedoverthemeaningof
thename(andthebookofExodusiscalledinHebrewShemot/שמות–names):
isMoses(Moshe/משה)derivedfromtherootמשה(todrawortopull)orמשך
(topullordrawoutof)?Further,doesthenameMoshesignify(ormerelysug-
gest)theonewhowaspulledfromorhewhopulled(somethingorsomeone
else)from,thatis,doesthenamedenotethesubjectorobjectofanactionor
both,perhapssimultaneously?InthecrucialmomentonMountHoreb,atthe
burningbush(Exodus3:1–4),MosesiscalledbyGod,pulledoutofhisway,as
itwere.Asthetextmakesclear,however,God’scallisprecededbyMosescall-
ingtoanduponhimselftoturntowardsthethornbushashepulls(himself)
awayfromhispath.Inanimportantsense,thisscenemightbetterbeunder-
stoodasaswervingintoanencounterandaconjunction,giventhatitisonly
whenGodseesMosesturningtowardstheburningbushthathecallsoutto
him,takinghimoutofhiswayonceagainandcallinghimtobesenttotakethe
Hebrewpeopleoutofthe בֵּית עֲבָדִיםorhouseofservitude.

Similarly,InExodus2:11–12,Mosesisdescribedasturningfromhiswaywith-
outwarning,andwithoutasignfromGod,orindeedanysignthatGodwas
presentaseitheragentorobserverofhisaction,atthesightoftheslave-driver
beatingtheHebrewslave,‘hisbrother’.Thus,thepullingawayortakingoutof,
theturningfrom,thedeviation,thedetour,theswerve(wemightsay,ifwecan
imagineMachiavellireadingtheaccountofMosesclosely,andthussensata-
mente,throughLucretius,rigorously,thatis,totheletter,asifLucretius’scri-
tique freed him from the reign of the concept of providence) was the
pre-conditionratherthantheresultoftheencounterwithGod.9Letusthen

9 Brown2010hasmeticulouslydocumentedMachiavelli’sinterestinLucretius,aninterestso
greatthatMachiavellicopiedDe rerum naturabyhandinordertohaveaccesstothetext.
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followMachiavelli’sowntextclosely;wemaydiscoverthat the fortuna-virtù
relation, itself part of a multilingual semantic field in which Italian, Latin,
Greek,andalso,totheextentthatMachiavellispeaksofMoses,Hebrew,condi-
tion,throughtheworkoftranslation,aboveall,theworkoftranslatingwhatin
animportantsenseresiststranslation,or,asinthecaseofthenameMoses/
Moshe,markinganoperationoftranslationorsubstitutionthatcannotitself
betranslated,theassociationbetweenthenameandtheactofpullingorpull-
ing out of that poses problems even to readers of the original Hebrew text.
DoesnottheLatinterm‘occasio’(ortheItalianoccasione)itselfservelessasa
translationintheusualsense(thesubstitutionofonewordforanother,anact
whichassumesthegeneralisedequivalenceof languagesandtheirtranspar-
encyifonly,asBenjaminsuggests,inthemindofGod)thanastheindex,ifnot
symptom,ofwhattranslationexcludesandsuppressesinitsrenderingofthe
Greektermκαιρός.10

Machiavelli begins chapter 6 with a contradiction that Althusser, among
others,hasnoted:Thosewhowould‘acquireentirelynewprincipalitiesbothin
theirprinceandtheirgovernment’,thatis,principalitiesacquiredwithvirtùso
thatthelawsandinstitutionsthatexistedbeforeareevacuated,leavingavoid
filledbythenewprincewithlawsandinstitutionsthatinanimportantsense
are unprecedented in that they represent the calculated response of a ‘pru-
dent’rulertothespecificcircumstancesofhisprincipality.But,Machiavelliis
careful tonote, theentirelynewcancomeintoexistenceonlyby ‘imitating’
one’s great predecessors, that is, by repeating their actions, albeit sensata-
mente,orevenbyenteringthepathclearedandrepeatedlytroddenbythem.
Ofcourse,itisnotpossibletofollowtheirstepsexactlywithoutdeviationand
althoughthisdeviationisinitiallymarkedasadecline(thosewhocannotwalk
inthestepsofgreatmenwillatleastpreservethe‘odore’ofgreatness),thenext
sentencereinstatesitasnecessarytosuccessitself. ‘Heshouldactlikethose
prudent archers, who, when the target they are aiming at seems too far off,
awareofthecapacityoftheirbow,settheirsightagooddealhigherthanthe
desiredtarget(loco),nottoreachsuchaheightwiththeirarrowbutratherto
beable,withthehelpofaiminghigh,toreachtheirtarget’.Thusarchers,or
rather,prudentarchers,onlyhittheirtargetbyaimingnotatit,butaboveit,as
iftoaimatagreatnesswecannothopetoachievewillallowustoexercisethe
prudencenecessarybothtoestablishandmaintainacompletelynewprinci-
pality.

Butperhapsthereisanothersensetothisallegoryofthearchers,onethat
has little to do with the hierarchical distinction between the great and the

10 Benjamin1968.



245‘UnoMeroEsecutore’

excellentandthoselessso,whoseonlyhopeatsuccessliesinimitatingtheir
betters: Machiavelli’s example also refers to what is now called the archers’
paradox:thefactthatanarrowmustbeaimedslightlyawayfromthecentreof
atargetinordertohitit,thatis,thatanarrowfiredinastraightlineatatarget
willmissit.Infact,itispreciselythisnotionofwarfare,andoftheneedtohit
thetargetthatallowsustoarguethatforMachiavellioneimitatesgreatmen
bynotimitating,thatis,byaimingatandthendeviatingfromtheirexample,
justasthey intheirgreatnessdidnotprecisely imitateandin factdiverged,
however infinitesimally, from their great predecessors, ad infinitum. The
founderofthecompletelynewimitatesbydeviatingfromthoseheimitatesas
theywerecompelledtodeviatefromwhattheyimitated:heimitatestheirre-
fusaltoimitate,ortoimitatebydeviatingfromwhatisimitated,justashemust
aim by not aiming at an always singular spot he must hit or be himself de-
stroyed.Itispreciselythisideaofthetarget(asthetermslocoanddisegno in
thepassageareoftentranslated)thatleadsusbacktofortunaandtotheques-
tionoftheoccasionethroughwhichalonemenrelatetoit,evenifthisrelation
canneverbeoneofmasteryordomination.

In fact,asimilardescriptionofarchersaimingat their targetsappears in
Euripides’Supplicants(l.745)wheremeninwararedescribedasaiming ‘the
bowbeyondthetarget’.TheGreekwordtranslatedastargethereisprecisely
καιρός,whoseusagethusdeviatesfromthepredominantlytemporalconcep-
tion of occasione and compels us to turn towards the question of place. As
RichardOnianshasshown,kairósinitiallymeant‘target’or‘mark’,usuallyin
referencetowarfare.ItsignifiesintheIliad,forexample,thedeadliestplaceon
the body that an arrow may penetrate.11 More recently,Thomas Rickert has
arguedthattherenewedfocusonkairósintheAnglo-Americanstudyofclas-
sics has tended to neglect the spatial meaning of the term, a meaning that
whileolderthanitstemporalsense,coexistedwithitandgaveititsforceasa
concept:‘theearliestusesofkairósweregroundedinasenseofplace,butnot
justanyplace.[…]Kairósdoesnotjustrefertothetargetatwhichoneaims,
butalsoapenetrableopening,anaperture’.12Itistheweakpointinasoldier’s
armour,thespotatwhichanarchermustaimifhehopestokillhimorthe
point,‘thepartofthebody’,andthisisagainacitationfromEuripides,‘where
aweaponcanpenetratetothelifewithin’.13

Andjustasallarmourhasitsweakpoints,everyState,nomatterhowwell
armed,hasitsvulnerableplacesthatnoeffortatfortification(andIamspeak-

11 Onians1951,p.343.
12 Rickert2007,p.73.
13 Onians1951,p.343.
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ingherebothliterallyandmetaphorically,politicallyaswellasmilitarily)can
entirelyeliminateandmayinfact,inanentirelydialecticalmanner,aggravate.
Butonlya specificconjunctionofcircumstanceswill place thatweak point
withinrangeofthearcherskilledenoughtostrikeitandpenetratetothelife
within,andthearcher,forhispart,mustpullhimselfawayfromthestraight
linetoseetheapertureandpointhisarrowslightlyawayfromthekairós to
strikeit.Machiavelli’simagethusbelongstoatrans-linguisticfieldcomposed
ofoverlappingsemanticnetworksandformstheaperturethathisworkhas
openedinit.Throughitsomethingiseitherpulledinorpulledout:alogicof
location and dislocation operates here, or rather a location that rests on an
originarydislocation.AswefollowMachiavelli’sargumentthroughchapter6,
it appears that the concept of ‘occasione’ insofar as it refers to this history
throughanexusoftranslations,allusionsandassociationscannotberendered
simply as ‘opportunity’ without losing precisely what will confer on his ac-
countofMosesitsintelligibility,aswellasitsimportanceforThe Prince.

Machiavelliadvanceshisargumentbypostulatingthattheprince‘whohas
trustedleastinfortunahasmaintainedhispositionbest’,succeeding‘perpro-
priavirtu’,anditisinthislastformulation,‘byhisownvirtù’,thattheproblems
peculiar to Moses alone among such princes are posed: ‘And although one
shouldnotdiscuss(ragionare)Moses,forhewasamereexecutorofthethings
commandedbyGod(uno mero esecutore delle cose che li erano ordinate di Dio),
heshouldneverthelessbeadmiredforthatgrace(grazia)thatthatmadehim
worthy of speaking with God’. This sentence, familiar to all readers of The 
Prince, is, like the narrative of Exodus itself, precisely too familiar; it has al-
readybeenreadforus,alreadytranslatednotsimplyintoanotherlanguagebut
intoatheological-politicalidiomandthereforefromthestrangeintothefamil-
iar.There are few passages in Machiavelli’s text with which translators have
takengreaterliberties,asifthepassagewerewrittentobetranslated,thatis,as
iftheliteralwordswerefromtheoutsetdestinedtofadebeforethemeaningof
whichtheyaremerelythesign.Ofcourse,atthesametime,noreadercanfail
toregistertheshockofseeingMoseslinkedtoRomulus,areactionthatMa-
chiavellihascarefullycultivatedbyappearingtoadmitthatMoses,amereex-
ecutor, really does not belong to the list of those who have founded States
throughvirtù(orratherper propria virtù)giventhatMoses’powerwasnothis
own.Inpart,however,byrenderinghimamereexecutororagentofGod’sor-
ders,Machiavellidisplacestheresponsibilityforthekillingofaninfinitenum-
berofmenontothelegal/moralauthoroftheactions,Godhimself.Hethus
legitimisestheuseofforce,althoughitneedednosuchlegitimation,andper-
hapsmoretothepointshowsthatviolence,legitimateornot,wasnevertheless
necessary,evenintheuniquecaseofaStategovernedbyGod.Butinanother
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sense,theverità effetualeoftheprince’s‘thing’,thatis,thevirtùwhosetruthlies
initseffectsisneverthepropertyoftheprince,hisownvirtù:itisthatmoment
atwhichhiswillencountersthatofthemultitudeandthereerupts,asiffrom
a sudden condensation of elements or things (cose), emitting a thunderous
soundthatterrifiesthosewhohearit,butinwhichMosescoulddiscernthe
intelligible voice of a God-like power, neither his nor his people’s, a power
whichexistsonlyinitseffects,bymeansofthearmedprophetwhoforms‘a
thing’withthepeople,andwhosetruthcantransfiguretheworld,thisworld.

Butthisdoesnotexhaustthesignificanceofthepassageandaboveallthe
phrase that has often provoked translators to depart from the literal text in
searchofmorefigurativeequivalents.Ireferespeciallytothephrase‘lecose
chelieranoordinatediDio’,whichtranslatorshavecondensedinto‘God’swill’
or‘whatGodcommanded’,sothatthetextreads‘forhewasamereexecutorof
God’swill(or ‘whatGodhadcommanded’, inFrench,“desordresdeDieu”)’.
Thestatusof‘thing’or‘cosa’inMachiavellitext,wherethewordisoftentreat-
edbytranslatorsasifitwereavaguegestureatamorespecificmeaningthat
theyfeelcompelledtosupplyisworthconsidering.Inthephrase‘laveritàef-
fettualedellacosa’, cosaorthinghasaveryprecisemeaningandfunction:the
‘modi e governi di uno principe’, together form a thing subject not to legal,
moralortheologicalprinciplesderivedfromanessenceortelos,buttothevari-
abilityofthererum natura,thenatureofthingsandthethingsthatcompose
nature.Itstruthasathingamongthings,ratherthananexpression,represen-
tation,emanationorincarnationofthatwhichliesbeyondnature,liesin,and
onlyin,theeffectsitproducesinthisworld:thosewholooktothegoodbeyond
itwillbedestroyedandtheirgoodwiththem.Itispreciselythisvariabilityand
tumult thatMachiavellicalls inchapter3, ‘OnMixedPrincipalities’, ‘l’ordine
delle cose’, the order of things, demonstrating that by reality and order he
meansthesamething.Totakethingstotheextreme,wemightevensaythat
the‘l’ordinedellecose’(theorderofthings)and‘lecosechelieranoordinate
diDio’,(thethingsorderedbyGod)notonlycanbutmustbeequivalent,but
thatboth,determinedbythemovementofMachiavelli’stext, itselfnomore
linearorprogressivethanthemovementofhistory,areequivalentto‘iltempo
sicacciainnanziognicosa,epuò condurresecobenecomemaleemalecome
bene’(timechaseseachthingbeforeitandbringsboththegoodwiththebad
andthebadwiththegood).

WhatdoesthismeanforourunderstandingofMoses?Inasenseitreverses,
or at least complicates, the order of causality and authority: the actions
Moses‘executed’wereby the fact of their execution orderedbyGod,inthedou-
blesenseofbeingcommandedandofbeingarrangedbyGod.ThecaseofExo-
dus is particularly pertinent here insofar as God, like time, according to
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Machiavelli,sendsthebadwiththegood,hardeningthePharaoh’sheartinre-
sponsetoMoses’demandtosettheHebrewslavesfree.Evenasitisimpossible
aftertwomillenniaofChristiandoctrinenottolookforaprovidentialmean-
ingintheideaforwhichnoexplanationorjustificationisofferedinScripture
thatGodcausedthePharaohtodoevilandtodosorepeatedlyandatgreat
costtohimselfandhispeople,itwaspossible,especiallyundertheinfluence
ofLucretius’critiqueofprovidenceanddestiny,toseeGod’sorderasthedis-
position of things as they are, without reference to an ideal or an intention
beyondthem.ItisinthissensethatMoses,‘whohadsogreatapreceptor’,was
no different from the other princes who founded and maintained States by
meansofa‘minddisposedtoturnitselfaccordingtothewindsoffortunaand
thevariabilityofthings’(P18).

HasMachiavelli,ashasbeensooftenasserted,simplyreplacedGodwith
greatmenendowedwithaGod-likepowerofpoliticalcreation?Onthecon-
trary,theplaceofGodhasbeenabolishedandreplacedbyanencounternot
onlybetweenpeoplebutalsoandaboveallbetween‘things’,anencounterthat
maynot,andoftendoesnot, takeplace.Withouttheoccasione that fortune
offersthosewhopossesstheattributeofvirtù,thatvirtùwouldbe‘spenta’or
extinguished,justasintheabsenceofvirtù,theoccasione‘comesinvain’.Out
ofthisencounter,ifitdoestakeplace,somethingnewemerges,anewprince
executing decrees that do not exist before or outside of their execution, an
armedprophetwhoseweaponisthepowerofthearmedmultitudeandwhose
fortressistheirsupport.14Perhapsthisencounteriswhatwasoncemeantby
grace,thegracethatwasnotgivenbyGod,ifwefollowMachiavelli’stext,but
which allowed Moses to speak with him. Indeed, it is as if God himself ap-
pearedonlyfromtheconjunctionofaprinceandhisenslavedpeople,fromthe
swerveandthecollision,tocalloutthenameofMosestwice.‘Moshe,Moshe:’
theonewhowasandwillbepulledout,theonewhohaspulledandwillpull
thepeopleoutof‘slaveryandtheoppressionoftheEgyptians’.ThenameMo-
sesthusmarksakairósinThe Prince,atargetofinterpretation,anaperturein
fortune’sweb,theholethroughwhichMachiavelli’sarrowpasses,nottothe
lifewithin,buttotheinfinitewhichopensbeforeuswitheverywordweread.
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Chapter14

Machiavelli and the Republican Conception of 
Providence

Miguel Vatter 

GiventheLuciferinereputationofhispolitical ideas, itwasnot longbefore
readersofMachiavellibegantoaskthemselveswhatwerehisownreligious
beliefs.1Washearadicalepicurean,anatheistoralibertine;orwasheator-
mentedChristian,alltooaware,likeAugustine,thattheharshrealitiesofpoli-
ticscorrespondtothefallennatureofhumanbeings?2Recenthistoriography
hasmovedMachiavelli’sconcernwithreligionbackintotheheartofhispoliti-
calthought,restatingthecentralpoliticalsignificanceofthequestionofGod
inhistheory.3Traditionally, thisconjunctionofGodandpolitics inMachia-
vellihasbeenexplainedintermsofaninstrumentalconceptionofreligion,
associatedwiththeideaofacivilreligion.4Butdoesthishypothesisexhaust
theroleofreligioninMachiavelli’spoliticalthought?CouldMachiavellialso
beemployinganon-instrumentalunderstandingofreligionthatexplainswhy
somepartsofhispoliticaltheorymakesenseonlyinlightofcertaintheologi-
calpremises?Inthiscase,onehasleftbehindthehypothesisofcivilreligion
andmovedontoaskaboutMachiavelli’s‘politicaltheology’.5

1 ThisarticlewasoriginallypublishedinReview of Politics(2013),75:605–23.Ithanktheeditors
forpermissiontoreprint.AshorterversionofthispaperisforthcominginItalianunderthe
title‘PoliticaplebeaeprovvidenzainMachiavelli’,inMachiavelli: Tempo e conflitto, edited by 
RiccardoCaporali,VittorioMorfino,andStefanoVisentin.

2 ForMachiavelli’srelationtoChristianityandhispersonalreligiousbeliefs,seedeGrazia1994;
andViroli1998.

3 ForoverviewsofthecurrentdebateonMachiavelliandreligion,seeCutinelli-Rendina1998;
Colish1999,pp.597–616.

4 FordiscussionsofcivilreligioninMachiavelli,seePreus1979,pp.171–90;Sullivan1996;Rahe
2008;andBrown2010a.AsBrownobserves,‘Machiavelli’sattitudetoreligionpresentstwo
quitedifferentfaces,onevaluingitasaformofpoliticalcontrol,theotherfollowingLucretius
indescribingreligionanthropologicallyastheexpressionofdeeplyrootedbeliefsandfears
ofordinarypeople’(Brown2010b,p.79).

5 Forthedistinctionbetweencivilreligionandpoliticaltheology,seemyintroductiontoVatter 
2010.

© koninklijkebrillnv,leiden,2015 | doi10.1163/9789004287686_016
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TherelativelynewclaimthatMachiavelli isnotmerelyrecoveringanan-
cientconceptionofreligionasaninstrumentofpoliticalrule,butisputting
forth a political theology of his own has been forcefully made by Maurizio
Viroli in Machiavelli’s God. According to Viroli, Machiavelli was neither an
atheist nor a pagan. ‘Machiavelli’s God is the God of Florentine republican
Christianity’.6HeadheredtothepoliticaltheologyofwhatVirolicalls‘republi-
canChristianity’,whosefirstprincipleis‘thatatrueChristianisagoodcitizen
who serves the common good and liberty in order to implement the divine
planonearth.Godparticipatesinhumanhistory,[…]createdmeninhisown
imageandwishesthemtobecomelikehimwiththeirvirtue,workingtomake
theearthlycitycomparabletotheheavenlycity’.7Viroliarguesthatthinkersas
diverse as Thomas of Aquinas and Ficino, Savonarola and Leonardo Bruni,
Giles of Rome and Matteo Palmieri advocate one and the same ‘republican
Christianity’.ForreasonsthatIoutlinebelow,IdoubtthatMachiavellidrew
inspiration for his experiments with political theology from this ‘tradition’.
However,Virolidoesraisetheinterestingquestionofwhatconceptionof‘di-
vineglory’and‘divinenature’Machiavellicouldhaveheldthatwouldserveas
afoundationofhisnovelwayofunderstandingloveofcountryandrepubli-
canism.

IshallnotengagetheoldquestionofMachiavelli’spersonalmoralityorthe
significanceofhisExhortation to Penitence.Itisclearthatforhimtherealdi-
mensionsoftheproblemofreligioninpoliticsonlyemergeoncethebeliefin
adivinity isposeddirectly inrelationtothemost ‘ferocious’andpitilessas-
pectsofpoliticsasillustratedbyRomanhistoriansandbytheHebrewBible.8
Inorderproperlytoposethequestion‘WhoisMachiavelli’sGod?’onewould
have to find a conception of God whose ‘divine nature’ is such that human
‘imitation’ofthisnaturewouldgiverisetoferociouspoliticalactions,and,fur-
thermore,suchan‘imitation’wouldmakea‘saint’outofwhoeverobeysthese
‘extraordinarycommands’(D III.22).9InordertofindsuchaGodinMachia-
velli’s writings it is better to reconsider his other, less pious ‘exhortation to
seizeItaly,andtosetherfreefromthebarbarians’ thatclosesThe Prince.10

6 Viroli2010,p.61. 
7 Viroli2010,p.2.
8 TheseaspectsaretreatedatlengthbyMachiavelliinD I.11–15aswellasthroughoutDIII;

seealsotheadvicegiveninP18.
9 QuotationsfromMachiavelli1996,unlessotherwisenoted.
10 InwhatfollowsIshallemploythefollowingtranslation ofThe Prince:Machiavelli2005.

Fortheoriginal,IemployInglese’sedition:Machiavelli1995.
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Myhypothesis isthattheGodonefindsthereinisnottobefoundinthe
‘republicanChristianity’reconstructedbyViroli,butratherintheArabicand
Jewish politico-philosophical reflections on prophets and revealed religion
whichViroliomits.Itisnotwithintherespublica Christiana,characterisedby
therunning‘quarrelbetweentwodifferentsetsofpeople–thelayofficialsand
theclerical,thebishopsandthejustices,thepopeandthekings–overcontrol
ofoneandthesamesociety’,11thatMachiavellicouldfindinspirationforhis
owndreamsofanationalStatethatwouldstandindependentfromtheRoman
Catholic Church. Much more promising was the fertile terrain of medieval
ArabicandJewishpoliticalthoughtconcernedwiththequestionofwhatkind
of Church-less ‘republic’ God wishes to establish through his philosophers-
prophets-kings.12

In this article I propose an indirect demonstration of this hypothesis: in-
stead of showing that Machiavelli was influenced by these alternative, non-
Christian ways of understanding the role of God in political affairs, I will
assumethathewasfamiliarwithsomemedievalArabicandJewishthought,
aboutwhichhecouldhavelearnedfromavarietyofsourcesavailabletohim,
andshowhowthatassumptionenablesthesolvingoftwopuzzleswhichhave
haunted Machiavellian scholarship. The first concerns his appeal to divine
providenceinordertoproptheambitionsofthe‘newprince’inthelastchap-
terofThe Prince.Thisreferenceseemstosoundadiscordantnotewiththe‘ir-
religious’thesesadvancedintherestofthebook,andhasledcommentators
sinceCroceandGramscitothinkthatMachiavellieitheraddedthispartasa
purelyrhetoricalafterthought,orhecommitteda‘sacrificeoftheintellect’and
tookanirrational‘leapoffaith’inordertojumpovertheshadowofhisown
pessimism.13ThesecondpuzzleisposedbyMachiavelli’srepeatedlyclaiming
thatifonewishestocreateormaintain ‘arepublicincorruptcities’,then ‘it
wouldbenecessarytoturnitmoretowardakinglyStatethantowardapopular
one’ (D I.18), despite his adoption, throughout most of his writings, of a
staunchlypro–populargovernmentstance.14Isuggestthatitispossibletogive
a republican reading of Machiavelli’s late appeals to divine providence and
‘monarchic’turn,ifonereadsthemintheirappropriate,non-Christiantheo-
logico-politicalcontext.

11 Figgis1911,pp.63–88.
12 ThecrucialstudyofthisthemeisfoundinMelamed2003.
13 SeeGilbert1965;andSasso1993amongmanyothers.
14 ForMachiavelli’s‘populistturn’seeRahe2008,chapter1;andnowMcCormick2011.
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1 The ‘Providential Logic’ in Chapter 26 of The Prince

Anyseriousinterpretationofchapter26mustbeginfromMarioMartelli’s1982
essay ‘La logicaprovvidenzialisticae ilcapitolo26delPrincipe’, inwhichhe
arguesthatinthelastchapterofThe Prince Machiavellibreakswithhispreced-
ingnaturalismasmuchaswithhisprecedingrepublicanism.15Accordingto
Martelli,Machiavellibreakswithhisnaturalismbecausethe‘providentiallog-
ic’oftheExhortationofchapter26cannolongerbeunderstoodwithinaPoly-
bianlogicofnaturalcyclesofpoliticalforms(DI.2)oranaturalisticconception
ofhistoricalnecessity.Inchapter26Machiavellinolongerspeaksaboutpoli-
ticsfromtheplaneofthenaturalhistoryofmankind,butratherfromtheplane
ofitssacredhistory,moreparticularly,fromwhatappearstobeapolitico-theo-
logicalunderstandingofsacredhistory: ‘Beyondthis,seeheretheextraordi-
narythings,withoutprecedent,conductedbyGod:theseahasopened;acloud
hasshownyoutheway,thestonehaspouredforthwater;herethemannahas
raineddown’(P 26).Likewise,Martelliargues,inchapter26Machiavellialso
breakswithhispreviousrepublicanconvictions,becausehefinallycomesto
seethatonlyacivilprincewhoiswillingtoabandonhiscivic statusascitizen,
inordertotakeonanabsolute status,canhopetoaccomplishthenewmission
withGod’sfavourorgrace,namely,theunificationofItalyunderanabsolute
rulerwhowillputanendtotheChurch’sandthepope’ssecularpowerasithad
existedforcenturiesinItaly.

ThefigureofSavonarolaplaysaparticularlyimportantroleinMartelli’sin-
terpretation. The idea that it would require an absolute rather than a civil
prince to unify Italy and put an end to the worldly power of the Catholic
ChurchhadalreadybeenprefiguredinSavonarola’spreaching.Hehadargued
that Florence (not Rome!) was the new Jerusalem, the Kingdom of God on
earth,havingasitsheada‘ChristKing’(Cristo re),andthatSavonarolawashis
prophet.MartelliclaimsthatMachiavelliwasactuallyanadmirerofSavonaro-
la’spolitico-theologicalproject,andthatbyplacingSavonarolainthecompany
ofMoses,Cyrus,Theseus,andRomulusinchapter6ofThe Princehewasprais-
ingtheDominicanfriar,notmakinghimtheobjectofcondescendingirony.16

I agree with Martelli’s suggestion that chapter 6 on armed prophets and
chapter26ondivineprovidenceshouldbereadtogether,andthatthesechap-
terslendaneschatologicalorientationtoMachiavelli’spoliticalthoughtwhich
hasbeenobfuscatedbythoseinterpreterswho,onthebasisofthedevastating
critiqueshedirectsagainstRomanCatholicismanditspoliticalform(D I.12,

15 Martelli1982,pp.262–384.
16 Martelli2009,pp.241–6,277.Fortheoppositeview,seeColish1999.
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and II.2), too quickly leap to the conclusion that for Machiavelli God could
onlyplayamystificatory role inpolitics.Ontheotherhand, Idisagreewith
Martelli’sunderstandingof theprovidential logicbecausehis interpretation
reflectsaprevailingprejudiceaccordingtowhichMachiavellimusthavebeen
referringtoaChristianideaofprovidence.IthinkthattheoppositionMachia-
vellidrawsinchapter6betweenthe‘armedprophet’–representedbyMoses
–andthe‘unarmedprophet’–representedbySavonarola–isclearlybasedon
adistinctionbetweentheJewishandtheChristianconceptionsofdivineprov-
idence.Ifso,Machiavelli’streatmentofprovidenceinchapter26of The Prince
shouldalsobereadinlightofaJewishratherthanaChristianpoliticaltheolo-
gy.17

A fundamentalconduit for these ideaswouldhavebeenthereceptionof
MosesMaimonides’sGuide of the PerplexedinthecultureoftheItalianRenais-
sance,aswellastheworkofYohannanAlemannoandIsaacAbravanel.Inthe
Guide,MaimonidesexplainsthedoublenatureofGod,whoiscomposedofan
essencethatremainsunknowabletohumanbeings,andofanexistencethat
consistsinthirteendivineattributesofhisglory.Theseattributesareallethico-
political incharacter.Theyare therefore theobjectofhumanimitationand
theygroundthepossibilitythattheethico-politicalactionsofhumanbeings
mayfashionthemintoalikenessofGod,andthusmakethem‘saintly’.18Mai-
monides distinguishes between the pagan conception of religious-political
laws (nomoi) and the Jewish conception of divinely revealed law (shari’a).19
His awareness of a distinction between civil religion and political theology
speaks in favour of seeing the same distinction also at play in Machiavelli’s
text.Seenfromthepolitico-theologicalperspective,Maimonidesarguesthat
inMoses’sprophecyGodrevealshimselfashavingdivineattributesthatareat
thesametimeethico-politicalattributes.Thiswouldmeanthattheonlylegiti-
matescienceorknowledgeofGod,thatis,theonlylegitimatetheology,would
taketheformofpoliticalscience.WithMaimonides,then,onehasanexample
ofapoliticaltheology(indistinctiontoacivilreligion)whichdoesnotsetthe

17 InthisarticleIcannotdealwiththequestionofthepossible‘sources’thatMachiavelli
couldhaveusedinordertodevelophis interpretationofJewishconceptionsofdivine
providence.ThereceptionofJewishandArabicpoliticalthoughtinMediceanandSavon-
arolanFlorenceremainsanareaofstudythatcouldreceivemoreattentionfromMachia-
vellischolarsandspecialistsofFlorentinepoliticalthought.ForinterestingindicationsI
refertotheworkofMosheIdel,FabrizioLelli,andBrianCopenhaveramongothers.

18 OnMaimonidesandthedoctrineof imitatio Dei, see thesober treatment inMelamed
2003,pp.26–48.OnthereceptionofMaimonidesandArabicmedievalthoughtinthelate
medievalperiodandearlyRenaissance,seenowSyros2012.

19 SeetheexcellentdiscussionfoundinStroumsa2009,pp.79–102.
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authorityofthepriesthood(oftheChurch)abovetheauthorityofthepeople
andtheirrepresentativesashappensintherespublica Christiana.Onthisread-
ing,Maimonidesmakesitpossibletounifypoliticsandtheologyinawaythat
isentirelydifferentfromtheunificationproposedbyCatholictheologicaland
political thought since Augustine, while avoiding the crude Latin Averroist
ideaofreligionasanoblefraud.

WhatisthedifferencebetweenJewishandChristianideasofdivineprovi-
dence?AsAgambenhasrecentlyargued,theChristianconceptionofdivine
providenceischaracterisedbyits‘economical’logictiedtotheideaofdivine
‘dispensations’or ‘mysteries’.20Christianprovidencedependsonpostulating
adivineorderinwhichhistoryhasaplacethatisneitherthebeginningnorthe
endofthedivinecalendarofhumanredemption.BecauseGodhas,fromall
times (nunc stans), established the calendar of salvation (at whose centre
standsthedeathandresurrectionofJesusChrist),itfollowsthatnothingcan
bedonetoacceleratethereturnoftheMessiah.FromaChristianstandpoint,
theMessiahwillnotreturnin history,butonlywhenhistoryitselfisatanend.
On the basis of this divine oikonomía or dispensatio, the Roman Catholic
ChurchistheonlylegitimaterepresentativeofGodonearth,preciselybecause
itisthatpowerwhichsymbolisesorstandsforthenon-arrivaloftheéschaton 
inhistory.

KarlLöwithhasshownthatwithJoachimofFiore,atwelfth-centuryCister-
cianmonk,thedispensationalconceptionofChristianprovidencebeginsits
process of ‘secularisation’ in order to end up as the idea that there exists a
divine order in history rather than a divine order of history. In the former
account,God’sexistenceisseeninhistory,whereasinthelatteraccount,his-
tory is characterised by the absence of God and this absence indicates that
historyitselfwilleventuallycometoanend.21Byunfoldingthedispensations
oftheTrinityintothreeages(theageoftheFather,oftheSon,and–after1260
accordingtoJoachim’sprophecy–theageoftheHolySpirit),JoachimofFiore
introducestheideathatGodrealiseshisplanin and throughhistory,andthis
beliefeventuallyreconnectswithaPrometheanveinofmodernityastheage
of human self-assertion, which leads to the idea of progress as the secular
historyofhumanself-redemption.22

TheimportantpointformyargumentisthatinthisChristian,economical
conceptionofprovidence,theprophetcanonlybeunarmed.Inastrict,pre-
Joachine Christian conception of history, there are no more prophets after

20 Agamben2011.
21 Löwith1957.
22 ThismetanarrativeistheobjectofVoegelin1952.
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Christ’sresurrectionbecauseGod’splansimplyisnottobeknownthrougha
readingofhistory.AfterJoachimofFiore’sclaimthathistorymayrevealGod’s
plan,prophetsagainbecomepossible.Butthesenewprophetsmustremain
‘unarmed’becauseitishistory itselfthatwillbringsalvation‘behindthebacks’
ofpoliticalactors:theunarmedprophetismerelyaninterpreterofhistory;he
isnotamakerofhistory;hecannotacceleratethecomingoftheMessiah.

Wheninchapter6ofThe Prince MachiavellireferstoSavonarolaasan‘un-
armedprophet’heisidentifyingtheessentialcontradictioninpost-Joachine
Christianprovidentiallogic,namely,thecontradictionbetweenbelievingthat
God’splanwillberealisedinhistory,andatthesametimebelievingthathu-
manbeingscannot make their own history.ThistensionisfoundinSavonarola’s
preachingwhenheactsasaprophetwhoproclaimsforFlorencethegoalof
becomingabiblical‘nationofsaints’,withChristasits‘captain’,23andyetre-
mainsfaithfultoThomasAquinasandisincapableofgraspingtyrannicalpow-
erinordertorealisethisgoal,becausehestandsundertheChristianprohibition
onacceleratingthecomingoftheMessiah.

InhisTrattato sul governo di FirenzeSavonarolaarguesforarepublicanform
ofgovernment,ratherthanamonarchicone,entirelyonthebasisofpolitico-
theologicalreasoning.LikeThomasAquinas,Savonarolabelievesthatmonar-
chy is the best form of government, but that it is not always and under all
conditionsrealisable.24Inapeople‘whichisinclinedtodiscord[…]theprince
wouldfinditnecessarytobecomeatyrantshouldhewishtosecureandstabi-
lizehimself ’;andtyrannyistheworstformofgovernment,somethingtobe
avoidedatallcosts.25ThusSavonarolaconcludesthatinthecaseofFlorence
thebestregimeisthecivilone,andnotamonarchy.ButSavonarola’sreasoning
fallspreytothetemptationofestablishingthetrueformofgovernment,that
is,monarchy,inFlorenceundertheformofatheocracy(followingJosephus’s
understanding of the Mosaic constitution as a theocracy), since Messiah or
Christmeans ‘theanointedone’, the ‘king’.Theproblemis thataFlorentine
theocracywouldmeanthattheKingdomofGodhasalreadybeenrealisedon
earth,andthatwouldmeanhistoryisatanend.HadSavonarolaaccelerated
the end of history, he would have unmasked himself as the Antichrist, thus
puttinghimselfonthestakeevenbeforehisenemiesplacedhimthere.26

23 Savonarola,Prediche italiane(27December1494),citedinBrown1992,p.266.
24 Savonarola1999,I.1–2. 
25 Savonarola1999,I.2.
26 Onthesemotifs,andinparticularonthereasonswhyFicinothoughtSavonarolawasthe

Antichrist,seenowLudueñaRomandini2006.
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Wheninchapter6ofThe PrinceMachiavelliopposesthefigureofan‘armed
prophet’,whoisfavouredbyGodonlywiththeright‘occasion’todisplayhis
absolutevirtùorabsolutepowertoshapeaStateoutofnothing,toSavonarola,
heisbreakingwithChristianeconomicalprovidence.Insteadhejoinstogether
a Jewish understanding of divine providence (an understanding for which,
ironically,Savonarola’spreachinghadamplypreparedtheterrain)withaneo-
Romanvocabularyofvirtus aslockedinstruggleagainst fortuna,whichMa-
chiavelli had himself rediscovered from his frequentation of Roman
historiography.27

Fromthisthesis,therefollowtwoimportantcorollaries.First,Machiavelli’s
conceptionofhistorydoesnotfallunderLöwith’sandVoegelin’sthesisofsecu-
larisationofChristianHeilsgeschichte, and, indeed,anyattempttoreadMa-
chiavelliwithintheparadigmof ‘secularisation’isdoomedtofail.28But,and
this is equally important, Machiavelli’s undoubted sympathy for certain as-
pectsofthecosmologyofancientpaganismanditsbeliefinthe‘eternityofthe
world’andthe‘naturalcycles’ofhistory,asshownbyhisevidentborrowings
fromLucretius,cannotbesimplysetinabstractoppositiontoapolitico-theo-
logicalunderstandingofhistoryanddivineprovidencecomingfromanArabic
and Jewish understanding of their relation.29 Alfarabi, Averroes, and Mai-
monides tried toharmonise theAristotelianscientificdemonstrationof the
eternityoftheworldwiththepropheticrevelationofaGodthattranscended
theworld:IseenoreasonwhyMachiavellishouldbedeniedthisattempt,es-
peciallyifitisneededforhispoliticalscience.Itisbyholdingtogetherboth
hornsofthedilemmathrougharecoveryoftheJewishdoctrineofprovidence
thatMachiavelli’sThe Princeachievesanewwayofunderstandingtherelation
betweenorderandhistorywhichbreaksbothwithAugustine’s‘linear’ideaof
providence(premisedonthebeliefthatJesusistheMessiah)andwiththeold
‘circles’ofpaganthinkingabouthistory.

27 AsNederman1999,p.621,observes:‘Machiavelli’swritings–mostespeciallythatsuppos-
edly irreligious tract, The Prince – embrace the medieval theological doctrine that the
humanwillisabletodefeatexternalcircumstanceandtotriumphoveradversitywhenit
acceptsandcooperateswithGod’sgrace’.

28 ThisalsomakesproblematictheinterpretationofMachiavelliofferedwithinthegrand
narrativesfoundinMilbank2006;andTaylor2007.

29 OnMachiavelliandLucretiusseetheopposinginterpretationsfoundinRahe2007,pp.
30–55;andDelLucchese2011;onMachiavelliandeternityoftheworld,seeSasso1987.On
EpicureanismassourceofcritiqueofJewishreligion,seeStrauss1997.
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2 Military Order and Divine Providence: From Moses to Cicero and 
Augustine and Back

AccordingtotheJewishconceptionofprovidence,Godispresentinhistoryas
themilitary leaderofhisChosenPeople, leadingthemintheirwarsagainst
othernationstoregaintheir‘promisedland’–whichisalandonearthandnot
inasupernaturalbeyond.30BothSavonarolaandMachiavellihavethiskindof
aGodinmind,ratherthantheGodofChristendomwhoispresentinhistory
onlyinhischurchandwhoenjoins‘idleness’andpassivityinthefaceofinjus-
tice(DII.2).Savonarolaasksusto

consider the order of the universe which provides a leader for every
genus[…]thearmyisnotwellorderedwithoutacaptain.[…]Likewise
thecityisnotorderedifitisnotreducedtothehighestmagistrate.You,
Florence,haveChristasitsKing,whoGodwantedtoshowtobeKingand
torulefromthebeginningofhisbirth[…]andthatiswhyhewantedthat
Christbeborninanagewhenalltheworldwasundertheruleofaprince,
Octavius,soastoshowthewholeworldthatithadtoobey.31

Inthiscomplexpassage,SavonarolamixestogetheranunderstandingofChrist
astheMessiahintheHebrewsenseoftheterm,andtheJewishideaofGodas
thecommanderofhispeopleconstitutedasanarmy,withthepolitico-theo-
logicalargumentsusedbyEusebiustojustifyConstantine’sChristianempire.
Onlyrecently,thankstothedebatesofthe1920sand1930soverthemeaningof
ChristianpoliticaltheologybetweenCarlSchmittandErikPeterson,hasthe
incompatibilitybetweenthesedifferentideasoftheMessiahbecomeevident.32

30 OnJewishprovidenceseethefundamentalworkbyBuber1964,pp.489–649.Oneneeds
toconsiderwithparticularcaretheinterpretationofGodinMosesandJoshuaasmelekh,
commanderofthearmy: ‘JHWHis[…]HewhoaccompaniesHispeople(Exodus33:16;
Deutoronomy20:4;31:6),HewholeadsHispeople(Exodus13:21;Numbers14:14;Deutoron-
omy 1:30–3), the commander, the melekh’ (618). Joshua was a figure often invoked by
Savonarola.ThekeytoBuber’sinterpretationisthedistinctionhedrawsbetweenmelekh
(‘commander’) and ‘king’: this allows him to explain why the Mosaic constitution is a
theocracy,andnotamonarchy.Thisdistinctionmayalsoshedlightonthecrucialtension
between the halakhic obligation for God’s Chosen People to have a ‘commander’ and
theirlaterwishtohavea‘king’(likeothernations):thetwoareclearlydistinct,fortherole
ofthecommandercanbetakenupbymorethanoneperson,dependinguponcircum-
stances(astaughtbythedoctrineoftheThreeCrowns).

31 Savonarola1898(Salmi11October1495),mytranslation.
32 OnEusebiusandtheendofChristian‘politicaltheology’seePeterson2011.
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Oneofthefirstscholarstomakeuseoftheseinsightsinordertoreinterpret
theMosaicconstitutionwasMartinBuber,whoapplieditinhisreconstruction
ofarchaicJewishconceptionsofdivinekingship.

AccordingtoBuber,thefigureofthearmedprophet(Moses)andthefigure
ofthearmycommanderwereoriginallythesame.Thisisaparticularlycrucial
pointbecauseitallowsmetopointoutwithprecisionthesecondplacewhere
IdepartfromMartelli’sreadingofchapter26.MartelliarguesthatMachiavel-
li’sexcursusinchapter26ontheneedfortheprincetoorganiseapopularmi-
litiathatcanwithstandtheSpanishandSwissinfantrymusthavebeenwritten
earlierthantherestofthechapterbecauseitexpressesa‘republican’Stateof
mindinwhichMachiavelliisstillonlyconcernedwithstabilisingacity’sre-
gimeagainst foreign invaders,butdoesnotyethave inmind thedivine, re-
demptive mission to liberate and unify Italy which he voices in the rest of
chapter 26.33 Martelli’s audacious interpretation is plausible only if one as-
sumes that Machiavelli is referring to a Christian understanding of divine
providence.Onlyonsuchanunderstandingwoulditmakesensetoopposethe
orderoftheecclesia militans intendedtomaintainthemysteryoftheeconomy
ofdivineprovidencetotheorganisationofapeople’sarmystrongenoughto
repel any monarchy or empire. By separating the parts dedicated to the di-
vinely anointed prince from the parts dedicated to a republican militia in
chapter26,MartelliassumesthatGod’sgraceissopowerfulthatitcouldre-
lievethedivinelyanointedkingandhismessianictaskfromtheburdenofor-
ganising and leading into war a people’s army in order to accomplish his
revolutionarygoals.ButMachiavelli’stextdoesnotwarrantsuchareadingof
divinegrace:‘Goddoesnotwanttodoallthings,soasnottotakeawayourfree
willoranypartofthatglorythatbelongstous’(P 26).Indeed,Martelli’sas-
sumptiondisregardsthefactthatalldiscoursesondivineprovidence–includ-
ingtheearlyChristianone–relyontheanalogybetweenapeopleandanarmy
with a leader. As Peterson explains in his treatise on political theology, this
analogyoriginallyderivesfromtheimagethroughwhichAristotle’s(andneo-
Aristotelian)theologyillustratestheproperrelationbetweenGodandthecos-
mos.Divineprovidence,understoodpolitico-theologically,isadiscoursethat
contains a theory of how people ought to go to war.The question is to see
whichvariantofthistheoryMachiavelliappropriatesandwhichherejects.

InAugustine’searly treatiseondivineprovidence,entitledOn Order,one
reads:

33 Thepassagethatbegins: ‘Ifyourillustrioushousewishestofollowtheseexcellentmen
whoredeemedtheirprovinces,itisnecessary,beforeallotherthings,asthetruefounda-
tionofeveryundertaking,thatyouprovideyourselfwithyourownarms’(P 26).
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Whatelsedofriendsstrivefor,buttobeone?[…]Apeopleisacityfor
whomdissensionisadanger.Whatelseistodissent[dissentire]butnot
tothinkalike[non unum sentire]?Anarmyismadeofmanysoldiers.And
isnotanymultitudesomuchthelesseasilydefeatedinproportionasitis
themorecloselyunited[coit]?Infact,thejoining[coito]isitselfcalleda
cuneus [troops in wedge formation], a co-union, as it were [quasi 
couneus].Andwhatabouteverykindoflove?Doesitnotwishtobecome
onewithwhatitisloving?34

AugustineisreinterpretingtheAristotelianimageofGodleadingtheworldas
amilitarycommanderleadshistroopsinlightoftheoriginal,archaicRoman
conception of the populus as a military grouping of individuals. Just as in a
well-orderedarmy,dissentisexcludedinordertogroupamultitudeintothe
formation of a cuneus, a military wedge-formation or united front which
breaksopentheopposinghordes,soshouldtheChristianassemblyofthepeo-
pleorecclesia begroupedwithoutdissentifitisgoingtobecomeanecclesia 
militans,readytofightoffsinandunbelief.

AsAugustinereiterateslater,intheCity of God:‘apeopleisacommunityof
arationalmultitudewhichisassociatedbyacommunalconcordofthethings
itloves’.35Byclaimingthatlove(charity),notlaw,unifiesapeopleAugustine
modifiesCicero’sdefinitionofthepopulus giveninDe re publica I.39asafunc-
tion of a iuris consensus, an agreement between people with respect to the
law.36ThismodificationisnecessaryinordertobringCiceroandRomanre-
publicanisminlinewithChristianity.Viroliidentifiescharityandloveofcoun-
try in his reconstruction of ‘republican Christianity’ on the basis of this
Augustinianconceptionofthewell-orderedpeople.But,asiswellknown,Au-
gustine’stheoryof loveischaracterisedpreciselybytheorderoftheobjects
thataretobeloved:first,oneistoloveGod;second,theneighbourandthe
world.37OnChristiangroundsjusticebecomesimpossibleandthusalsothe

34 IowethiscitationfromAugustineOn Order,2.18.48totheexcellentarticlebyvonHeyk-
ing1999,pp.562–64,withwhoseinterpretationIagreeforthemostpart.

35 City of God, 19.24.
36 IhavediscussedthesignificanceofthisdistinctionbetweenAugustineandCicerowith

respecttocontemporaryrepublicanismandpopulisminVatter2012.Ihavesincebecome
awareofthebrilliantreadingofDe re publica1.39inmedievalthoughtinKempshall2001,
pp.99–135,whoseresults,Ibelieve,donotinvalidatemyownreading.

37 Ontheideaofordo amorisinAugustineseeGregory2008.Savonarolapicksupthisidea
several times, for instance in Predica sopra Aggeo (in Savonarola 1965): ‘l’amore di Dio
sempretendeallecosesuperiorie l’amorpropioalle inferiori’ (III, 127);andinPredica 
sopra Aggeo XIII: ‘E chi ha l’amore suo retto e non distorto, amerà sempre più el ben
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republic,thetruecivillife,ifoneinvertsthisorder,andlovestheworldmore
thanGod(or‘one’scountrymorethanone’ssoul’asMachiavellisays).38Thus,
itismisleadingforVirolitointerpretthelatemedievaldiscourseonthecom-
patibilityofChristiancharityandloveofcountry(understoodaspursuitofthe
commongoodorjustice)39asifthiswereasubversionofAugustine’sopposi-
tionbetweentheCityofGodandthecityofman.ThesepagesofAugustineon
divine providence are the first moment of so-called republican Christianity,
butsuchasynthesisisachievedatthecostofeliminatingtheveryideathat
conflictbetweensocialorderscanbringabouttrueequalityunderlaw.40Ma-
chiavellicanbeturnedintoarepresentativeofthis‘tradition’ofpoliticalAu-
gustinianismonlyifonedisregardsentirelyhisaccountoftheproductivityof
socialconflictfortheattainmentofequallawandfreedom.

OneofthefundamentalthesesofThe Princeisthat,giventhepermanent
dissension between people and nobles he posits in chapter 9, a civil prince
shouldalwayssidewiththeformer,andproceedtoarmthemsoasnottohave
torelyonmercenaryarmies,ashediscussesinchapters12and13.WhenMa-
chiavellispeaksinDiscourses 1.18abouttheneedforan‘absolute’commander
whohastocomporthimselfinamannerthatis‘nearlyregal’(quasi regia),he
doesnotmeantoadvocatetheestablishmentofakingdomandtheabandon-
mentofthecivilprincipality,asMartellibelieves.Instead,Machiavelliisrefer-
ring to the ‘nearly regal’ quality of Moses’s theocratic regime according to
whichMosescannotbecomekingbecauseGodisalreadyincommandofan
armedpeopleand,forthesamereason,Mosescannotpermitanymonarchto
haveabsolutepoweroverhispeople.Theconjunctionoftheocracyandpopu-
largovernmentintheHebrewRepublicpriortotheperiodofthekingswas
alreadyprefiguredbySavonarola:‘Yourregime,Florence,issimilartothatof
the Judgesof the Israelites. […]AndIalsowant tosay that this regimeand
governmentoftheHebrews,althoughitwasdemocratic(populare),because

communech’elproprio,comefal’amoredellecreature,insitodaDioinquelle,d’amare
piùlasuacauseel’universalechesèproprio.Esetunnonfaiquesto,credichel’amoretuo
nonèrettonéordinato amore’(XIII,233,emphasisadded).Savonarolahasaclearnotion
oftheordo amoris:firsttheloveforGod,andonlysecondarilyloveforcountry:‘rettificate,
dico,l’amorvostroinDio,cheèsommobene,enondistorcetel’amorvostroincosevane.
Fatelo,prima,peronorediDio;secondo,pernonguastarel’ordine,chevuolecheamiate
piùDiochevoiepiuelbencommunech’elproprio.[…]L’ordinebonodellacittàancora
daràavoiquesto:chesareteamatidaciascuno’(XIII,223).

38 Letterof16April1527.SeenowtheextensivediscussionofthissayinginViroli2010.
39 SeetheexamplesgiveninViroli2012,chapterIpassim.
40 ForanoverviewofthedebateonMachiavelli’stheoryofsocialconflict,seeGeuna2005,

pp.19–57,andDelLucchese,2011.
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thepeopleheldpowerandthejudgedidnotcommandbutcounseled,itcould
alsobecalledakinglygovernment(governo regale)–becauseitdependedon
themouthofone,thatis,ofGod,becauseGodwashewhoruledoverthem,
becausethemouthofthejudgeandoftheprophetwascounselledbyGodas
towhattheyhadtodo’.41Thereisnotensionorcontradictioninchapter26
between Machiavelli’s ‘old’ republican view of a people’s army and his sup-
posed‘new’turntowardsmonarchy:thefigureofthearmedprophet,justlike
thefigureoftheabsolute‘civil’prince,isinfactcompletelyconsistentwitha
militant‘Hebraizing’republicanism.

3 The Messianic Moment in Machiavelli’s Republicanism

TheMosaictheocraticregimechangedonceGod’sChosenPeopledecidedto
giveitselfakinglikeothernationswhichhadtheirhumankings,asrecounted
in1Samuel8.Insodoing,Mosaictheo-democracycomestoanend.42Machia-
velliregistersthisconstitutionalchangeinthetensionbetweenchapter6and
chapter 26, between the ‘armed prophet’ and the ‘new prince’, who invents
‘newlawsandtheneworders’(P 26).ThistensionarisesbecauseMachiavelli
doesnotbelieve thatanotherMoses ispossible inhisage.Humankingsal-
readyexistandhaveledtheirinvadingarmiesintoItaly.Furthermore,unlike
the‘enslavedandoppressed’HebrewsthatMosesrescuedfromEgypt,theItal-
ianpeopleisnolongerpurelypassivematteronwhichaformcansimplybe
imposed by the will of their leader (chapter 6), because ‘here there is great
virtueinthelimbs,providedshedoesnotlackleaders’(P 26).

Thus, the concept of the civil or new prince that Machiavelli constructs
throughout The Princeneedstobeunderstoodinlinewith thefigureofMoses,
butasnotidenticaltothe‘armedprophet’:thenewprinceistheprinceofre-
demption,somethingMosesneverpretendedtobe.Ofthis‘redeemer’Machia-
vellicannot‘expresswithwhatlovehewouldbereceivedinallthoseprovinces
thathavesufferedfromtheseforeignfloods;withwhatthirstforrevenge,with
whatobstinatefaith,withwhatpiety,withwhattears.Whatgateswouldbe
closedtohim?Whatpeopleswoulddenyhimhomage?Whatenvywouldop-
posehim?’(P26).SucharedemptiveprinceisnolongermodelledafterMoses
(who did have to deal with the ‘envy’ of his people) but appeals to another
crucialfigureofJewishpoliticaltheology,whichisinasensethecounterpartof

41 Savonarola,Ruth e Micae, 18May1496,pp.106–8.
42 Ontheimportanceofthistransitionalmomentforearlymodernpoliticalthought,see

nowNelson2011.
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Moses.ThisisthefigureoftheMessiah,whorepresentsarejectionofhuman
sovereignsanda‘returntobeginnings’,namely,tothebeginningofGod’sKing-
dom on earth, the divine democracy or republic.43 Jewish messianism had
been thematised already by Maimonides in a realistic political sense, and
throughtheKabbalahitwasbeginningtospreadthroughouttheJewishcom-
munitiesoutsideofSpainandPortugal,andinthatwayalsoreachedFlorence
throughPico’sandFicino’sinterestintheKabbalah.44Itisnotimplausiblethat
Machiavelli would have heard of it and the crucial tension in the Kabbalah
betweenthemessianicorderandtheMosaicorder.45WiththeJewishconcep-
tionofthemessianicage, it ispossibletothinka ‘returntobeginnings’that
coincides, in the messianic moment, with a (certain) ‘end’ of linear history.
Indeed,oneofthemaindifferencesbetweentheJewishandtheChristiancon-
ceptions of the Messiah is that in the Christian tradition the Messiah came
onlyonceonearth,andgavehistoryitslinearform,andwillreturnonlyone
timeagain,inordertoendhistory.AccordingtosomeviewsfoundintheJew-
ish tradition, however, the Messiah can return an infinite number of times;
unliketheChristiantradition,itneednotexcludethecosmologyoftheeternal
returnassociatedwithpaganphilosophy.46

ThemessianicdimensionofMachiavelli’sdiscussionofdivineprovidence,
especiallyinchapter26,hastodowiththerelationbetweendivinegrace,pop-

43 The‘returntobeginnings’isaformulathatonefindsinbothSavonarolaandMachiavelli
andreflectstheneedtoreformbothreligionandpolitics.Foradetailedanalysisofthe
‘returntobeginnings’seeVatter2000;ontheuseoftheterminSavonarola,seeViroli2012,
pp.73–88.ButViroliclaimsthatthe‘ideaofrenovatiothatMachiavellidefendsandsets
forthasareligiousandpoliticalidealisthesameasthatfoundintheChristiantradition:
itmeansreturntothetrueform’(Viroli2012,p.87).AsIshowinthepreviouslycitedbook,
thisisnotentirelycorrect.

44 Melamed1983,pp.401–13,arguesforalaterconjunctionofMachiavellismwithmessian-
isminRenaissanceJewishpoliticalthought:‘LuzzattointerpretsJewishhistoryaccording
to Machiavellian lines. According to the organic theory of the state, the Jews, like any
otherpeople,followanunavoidablehistoricalcycleofbirth,riseanddecline.However,
thedeclinecouldbethestartingpointfortheirrenewal.So,LuzzattogivestheMessianic
ideaaMachiavellianmeaning’(Melamed1983,p.410).Bythesametoken,forthisJewish
messianicapplicationofMachiavellitowork,itmusthavebeencleartotheJewishread-
ersofMachiavellithathispoliticalthoughtwascompatiblewith,andpossiblycontained,
messianicstrains.

45 OntheoppositionbetweenMosesandtheMessiah,seethestudiesonJewishmessianism
inScholem1971.

46 Onthispoint, I refer toStrauss 1963.Onthesense inwhich Jewishmessianismthinks
aboutthe‘endofhistory’seealsoAgamben2005.
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ularmatter,andformofregime.47Machiavellibreakswiththemodelofthe
armedprophetinonecrucialsense:forhimitisnolongertruethattheItalian
peopleiscompletely‘enslaved’astheHebrewswerewhenMosescametolead
themoutofEgypt.Itistruethatinchapter26,rhetorically,hepaintsanItalyin
chains.ButinrealitytheItalianpeoplewerenotapeoplewithaslavemental-
ity.Afterall,theRomanRepublichadexisted(andFlorentinehistorianssince
Brunihadtriedtoresurrectitsmemory),therehadbeenastronghistoryoffree
city-States,and theFlorentineandVenetianRepublics stillexisted; inshort,
therewasthat‘memory’ofpastfreedomthatcannotbeforgotten,ashesaysin
chapter5ofThe Prince.AsinhisDiscourses on Livy,thepeoplearenotamatter
withoutform:theyareaheadlessbody(ormultitude)whosevitalityisseeking
foraleader,ahead.48

Thefundamentalquestionis:whatkindofahead(capo,capitano)isneeded
foraheadlessbodythatdesiresfreedom?ThisheadcannolongerbeaMoses
becausethepeoplearenotalifelessmaterial,passivelywaitingforaformtobe
imposedonit fromoutside.Rather, thiscaptainmustbeamessianicfigure,
becauseaccordingtoJewishtradition,theMessiahisthelastkingofapeople
whoisfreeandself-organisedintoanarmy.TheMachiavellianMessiahisthis
paradoxicalfigureofaleaderwho‘heads’aheadlessbodythatdesiresnottobe
ruled.Themessianic‘end’oftimeinMachiavellimusttakeatemporalshape
thatiscompatiblewiththeeternityoftheworld,andatthesametimeitmust
beatemporalshapethatpermitsarevolutionarybreakinthecontinuumof
history.MyhypothesisisthatinFlorentinepoliticalthoughtatthetimeofMa-
chiavelli, thismessianicproblematicofthe ‘end’oftimetakestheformofa
‘returntobeginnings’,areturntothe‘firstnature’,mentionedbySavonarolaas
muchasbyFicinoandPico,butwhichonlyinMachiavellicomestorefertoa
radicalequalityofallwithall ina ‘stateofnature’wherehumanbeingsare
‘naked’(tousetheexpressionoftheCiompirebel),shornoftheacquiredhab-
itsofinequalitymadepossiblebythedivisionbetweenrichandpoor.Thus,in
the end, there is after all a way in which a certain naturalism and a certain

47 Thenexusbetweendivinegrace,popularmatter,andformofregimeiscentraltoSavon-
arola’sPredica sopra Aggeo:‘L’esemplotulohainelSalvatore[messia]nostro,elqualeha
fondatoelregnosuonellagrazia;vediquantoeifupotentedaprincipio[…]vinsonola
potenziadelmondocolladebolezza,laricchezzaconlapovertà,lasapienziadelmondo
collastultiziadellacroce.Orvedichevalepiùlaforzadellospiritoedell’esserspirituale
chenessunaaltracosa.Vediancoraeleggitutteleistorieantiche,chegliuomini,quanti
piùeranoingrazia,tantopiùottenevanoevincevano.GuardoMoisè,guardaIosuè’(XIII,
217).HereSavonarolaappealstoadecidedlymessianicreadingofPaulinemotifs.

48 On the materialism and vitalism of Italian philosophical and political thought since
Machiavelli,seenowEsposito2012.
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returntobeginningsdomatchwithMachiavelli’sprovidentiallogicofchapter
26:notwithdivineprovidenceasrepresentedbythegraceofMoses,butrather
withdivineprovidenceasreadfromamessianicpointofview.

IfinMachiavellitheJewishandtheRomanunderstandingsofpoliticsare
neverentirelyseparate,thentothemessianicfunctionofthenewprincethere
mustalsocorrespondananalogousantimonarchicandredemptiveaspectin
the history of Roman republican thought.49 This aspect corresponds to the
RomanexpulsionofthekingsatthehandsofBrutus50togetherwiththeposi-
tiveroleassignedtothestrugglebetweentheplebsandpatriciansforRoman
liberty.51Patriciansorpatresweretheheadsofclans;theyhadexclusiveaccess
toauctoritasandoccupiedallreligiousfunctionsduringthemonarchy.Inthis
sense,theyweretheoneswhocreatedtheRoman‘civilreligion’and,according
toMachiavelli,theyusedthisreligionfortheirownadvantageinordertokeep
the plebs working for the army of the populus and for the senatorial class
(D1.11–13).52Togetherwiththeso-calledconscripti,whowerepartoftheSen-
atebutlackedtheauthorityofthepatres,andtheirclients,theyformedthe
populusasitisoriginallyunderstood,thatis,asthearmyoftheking.Thepopu-
lusexhibitedwhatcouldbecalleda‘class’structure,becauseitwascomposed
oftheclassiswhichtogetherformedthearmy,andwhichelectedtheircom-
mandersandapprovedthelawsputforwardbytheSenate,throughtheircen-
turiateassembly.Theplebswerenotpartoftheseclasses,thatis,theywerenot
constitutedpartsofthepopulus.Plebswereinfra classem,andfelloutsideof
theclassdivisionofRomanarchaicsociety.53

Thefactthattheplebs wasnotanorganisedclassofRomansocietyprovid-
edthedecisiveconditionofpossibilityforaremarkableeventwhichMachia-
velli designates as a ‘return to beginnings’: namely, when the plebs seceded
fromthecivitasandbegantoorganisethemselves,theydidsobyfoundinga
separate assemblywhichstoodinoppositionduringtheentirestruggleofor-
derstotheassemblyofthearmy.OnlyinthethirdcenturyBC,withtheequi-

49 Savonarolaalsogavehisideaofmessianicrenovationanantimonarchicalformulation.
SeeSavonarola1965:‘Setuvuoirenovarti,ocittànuova,setuvuoiessernuovaesetuhai
mutatonuovostato,bisognachetumutinuovimodienuovovivere,setuvuoidurare,e
setuvuoireggereetibisognafareunonuovocanticoericercarsichetuabbinuovaforma.
Laprimacosachetudebbiafareintral’altreèquesta:chetufaccilegge,che nessuno più 
per l’avvenire possa farsi capo,altrimentitusaraifondatainsularena’(Savonarola1965).

50 It is crucial to see that Savonarola also connected Moses to Brutus; see Brown 1992,
pp.273,278;andLynch2008,pp.29–54.

51 WhatfollowsisbasedonpartsofmyarticleVatter2012.
52 Onthesepassages,seeNajemy1999,pp.659–81.
53 Momigliano1984,pp.368–77,and1989,pp.209–39.
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paration of plebiscites and laws, did the plebs become ‘integrated’ into the
Romanpeople.Theimportantpointhereisthatpreciselythis‘separation’of
powers(betweenplebeianandcenturiateassemblies,tribunesandsenators,
thereligionsofLiberandJupiter),conditionedbythefactthattheplebswere
notpartofthearmyofthefathers,werenotthepopulus,gavetheplebeianop-
positiontotheauthorityoftheFathersapolitical or constitutional form,rather
thantheformofcivilwar.Theplebscouldnothavefoughtandwonacivilwar,
becausetheylackedweaponsandanarmyoftheirown:intheearlyphasesof
theRepublic,theplebswereallowedtofightintheRomanarmyonlyintimes
of ‘nationalemergency’,and itwaspreciselyduringoneof thosecrises that
theysecededtotheAventineandwentona‘generalstrike’,refusingtojointhe
FathersinthedefenceofRomeuntiltheseagreedtorecognisetheirequality
‘under’law(whichmeans:theirequalcapacitytomakelaw).

The upshot of this interpretation of Roman plebeian politics is that the
plebsliterallyinventedtheseparationofpowersnotasawaytounitetheState,
to integrate themselves into a people as parts of an organic whole, but in a
struggleofresistanceagainstthelegalandreligiousdominationexertedbythe
populus.Theplebsconstitutedlawstartingfromdissensustotheauctoritasof
theFathersembodiedintheRomancivilreligion.Ihavearguedelsewhereat
lengththatbyinstitutingtheirownassemblyinoppositiontotheSenate,by
developinganewformofpower(thepowertovetoallcommands,imperiumof
government),andlastlybyfoundingacounter-religionoftheirown(centred
aroundthetempleofCeresdedicatedtothecultofDionysus)inoppositionto
thepatriciantempleofJupiter,theRomanplebs,onMachiavelli’sinterpreta-
tion,madeitpossibletoestablisharepublicanconstitutionwhichstoodover
andbeyondtheclaimtoruleofanyorganisedsocialgrouporperson.Noneof
thiswouldhavebeenpossiblehadtheplebsnotbrokenthehegemonyofcivil
religionthroughthekindof ‘messianic’conceptionofanacephalicpolitical
bodyIhavedescribedabove.ForMachiavelli,onlythisplebeianeschatology
madeitpossibletoconceiveoftheideaofarepublicanconstitutionassome-
thingthatliesbeyondthecontrolofgovernmentandofthosewhofillitsof-
ficesandauthority;anideaofconstitutionthat,farfromfixingthepowerof
someoverothers,iscontinuouslydis-orderingtheStateandallowsforitsrevo-
lution,givingspacetothestrugglesofthepartsofsocietywhichaimatequal-
ityunderlaw.

ThereisonelastfeatureofJewishmessianismthatisimportanttounder-
standwhychapter26takesthe formofanexhortation.This is thequestion
whetherhumanbeingscandothingsthat‘force’or‘accelerate’thearrivalof
theMessiah.InThe Star of RedemptionFranzRosenzweigcallsthistheprob-
lemof‘tyrannizing’God.Incontrasttomoreconservativeorthodoxpositions,
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Rosenzweigdefendsthe ideathathumanbeingshavearole toplay intheir
divineredemption,andthisrolerequiresthemtobringaboutaseriesofsocial
andpoliticalrevolutions.Thus,Rosenzweigopensthepossibilitythatthereex-
istsa‘righttime’,akairós,inwhichitisappropriateto‘pray’forthearrivalof
theMessiah.Machiavelli’sexhortation inchapter26seemstobejustthiskind
of‘prayer’pronouncedatthe‘righttime’.Itisaprayerthatwillbefulfilledonly
onconditionthatthetimeisright,andthecriterionofrightnessiswhetherthe
newprincewillhaveenoughvirtùtoarmhisownpeople.Machiavellisuggests
thatonlybybecomingcommanderofanarmedandfreepeoplewilltheMedi-
ciprincehavemadehimselfintheimageofGod(ascommanderofhispeople)
andbedeservingofGod’sfavour.UnlesstheMediciarewillingtorepentand
purifythemselvesoftheirsins,oftheirpreviousassociationswiththenobility
andthekingsofthisworld,by‘returningtobeginnings’(whichinMachiavelli
recoverstheJewishconceptofrepentance,teshuvah)andembracingtheside
ofthepeople,thentheywillnothaveliveduptotheimageofGod,andasa
consequenceGodwillnotgracethemwiththesalvationoftheirState.With
histypicalsenseofirony,Machiavelliclosesthebookhededicatestoascionof
theMedicifamilybyadvocatingamessianicperspectivewhichoverturnsCosi-
mode’Medici’ssayingthat‘onedoesnotgovernaStatebyprayingnorbyrecit-
ing “Our Father who art in Heaven”’, while at the same time creatively
appropriating to his radical republican project Savonarola’s own critique of
Cosimo’s‘artedellostato’.54
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Chapter15

Machiavelli, Public Debt, and the Origins of 
Political Economy: An Introduction

Jérémie Barthas

NoonecanapproachMachiavelliwithouthavingtofaceacertainnumberof
stereotypes:Machiavelliastheincarnationofevilinpolitics;aplagiariser,an
incoherentandopportunisticauthor;aninaccuratehistorian,apoorinterpret-
erofhistimeandasuperficialexpertintheartofpolitics,becausehelacked
adequateanalyticaltoolsforunderstandingthedeepfunctioningofsocialor-
ganisation.Thesestereotypes,whichbegantoformalmostfivecenturiesago,
have been refashionedaccordingly through theages.Todayweobserve that
economicdiscourseisbeingusedtoexpressandlegitimatepolitics–asifthe
economicfatalitywerethesupremelaw;itcomesasnosurprisethatwefinda
major emphasis on Machiavelli’s supposed lack of any genuine insight into
economics.

In1989,theFrenchhistorianofideasMichelSenellartofferedapositivere-
valuationoftheearlymoderndoctrineoftheraison d’état,takingintoaccount
thenewroledevotedtoeconomics.InhisshortbooktitledMachiavélisme et 
Raison d’État,heargues:‘Economyappearsasanintrinsiccomponentofthe
Raisond’Étatbeforebecominganautonomousdisciplineinthe18thcentury.
EconomyappearsinsteadtobetotallyabsentfromthethoughtofMachiavelli,
forwhom, inawellconstitutedrepublic, theStateought toberichandthe
citizensoughttobepoor(DI.37)’.1Strikingly,Senellartillustrateshisuncom-
promisingjudgementwithanexamplesuggestingthatMachiavellihadadis-
tinctvisionoftherelationshipbetweenpublicandprivatewealth.Inanote,he
adds: ‘HereagainthecomparisonwithAristotle istempting:“Impoverishing
thesubjectsisamethodthatconstitutestyranny”’.2Theevidenceusedtosup-
porthisradicalconclusionthereforehasanotherpurpose:tosuggesttheevil
intentionofanauthorwhoallegedlyaspirestoleavethepeopleinastateof
poverty.

Thisrenewedevaluationofthedoctrineofraison d’étatwasbasedonthe
lectureOn Governmentality thatMichelFoucaultdeliveredattheCollègede

* ThisessayisacondensedversionofBarthas2011bfirstchapterwithaddedelementsfromthe
firstappendix.TranslatedbyEugenioPizzorno.

1 Senellart1989,pp.69–70.
2 Ibid.
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Francein1978.ItfindsitselfinagreementwithMichaelStolleis’studyonrai-
son d’étatandpublicfinancesinthemodernage.Furthermore,itisinfluenced
by Carl Schmitt’s interpretation of political modernity, and specifically the
theorieson‘thesuccessivestagesofchangingcentraldomains’and‘theturn-
ingtowardeconomics’.3Finally,thisrevaluationmeetsthecriticismthatthe
Germanjuristaddressedin1926toThe Doctrine of Raison d’Etat and Its Place in 
Modern History(1924)writtenbyhisfellowcountrymanFriedrichMeinecke.

MeineckehadreducedMachiavellitoMachiavellianismandtoraison d’état.
HedepictedtheauthorofIlPrincipeastheprogenitorofpowerpoliticsand,
eventually,wentasfaraschargingMachiavelliwithresponsibilityfortheNazi
regime:byliftingtheveilofsecrecyandmysterythathadlongshroudedthe
practiseofpower,Machiavellihadspreadapoison,andinliberatingthiseso-
tericknowledge,moreproperlyreservedtoanaristocracy,hemadepossiblea
massMachiavellianism,whosepotentialtheGermanThirdReichturnedinto
realityinthemosthorribleway.4InagreementwithMeinecke,CarlSchmitt
reproachedMachiavelliforhavingreducedpoliticstoatechnique,byenervat-
ingthatelementoftranscendenceandmysterythatbefitsauthorityintheec-
clesialmodel.However,hesuggestedseparatingMachiavelli’smodernityfrom
the tradition of raison d’état, which is concerned instead with preserving
authority. What was at stake then was freeing raison d’état from the moral
accusation of Machiavellianism, and rediscovering the medieval roots of its
‘logical-juridical’aspect,neglectedbyMeinecke.5

ReadingMeinecke’sbookonThe Doctrine of Raison d’État,whichappeared
inaFrenchtranslationin1973,broughtMichelFoucaulttoapeculiarredefini-
tionofhisviewofMachiavelli,6asifClaudeLefort’smajorpieceofMachia-
vellian scholarship, published one year earlier, had been neutralised by
Meinecke’s new translation. Foucault’s lesson On Governmentality clearly
showsthis. Inhisterms,Machiavelliisnoteworthyessentiallyforthecounter-
discourse that he generated. To Il Principe, understood as a treatise on the
prince’sabilitytopreservehisownStatethroughthemanipulationofpower
relationships, this counter-discourse opposes the arts of government. As a
genrewithinthehistoryofpoliticalliterature,theartsofgovernmentrepre-
sent, according to Foucault, the constructive moment of anti-Machiavellian
reaction.Thegenrethereforeleads,throughthediscourseontheraison d’état,
totheemancipationofpoliticaleconomyasanautonomousdiscipline.The

3 Schmitt1996,pp.81,74.SeeSenellart1989,p.88.
4 Meinecke1950,pp.51–6.
5 Schmitt1926.
6 SeeSenellart2013.
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moderndebateongovernmentderivesfromtheclassicandmedievaltypology
ofthethreespheresofgovernment:theindividual,thefamilyandtheState–
corresponding respectively to ethics, economics and politics. Up until the
eighteenthcenturytheissueofgovernmentismainlyconceivedindomestic
terms:‘TogovernaStatewillmean,therefore,toapplyeconomy,tosetupan
economy at the level of the entire State, which means exercising toward its
inhabitants,andthewealthandbehaviourofeachandall,aformofsurveil-
lanceandcontrolasattentiveasthatoftheheadoffamilyoverhishousehold
and his goods’.7 Summing up, the characteristic of political action would
thereforebereducedtothequestionofawell-regulatedadministration.The
model of the pastoral and paternalistic authority of the oikonomique would
thendefinetheknowledgenecessaryforthegovernmentofStates.

Thecoreoftherepresentationofthegenesisofpoliticaleconomypromot-
edbyFoucaultisidentifiedinthefollowingquestion:Howdidpoliticalecono-
myreplacelawastheinstrumentofpoliticalrationality?Theanswergivenis
thateconomydoesnotposethequestionofgovernmentintermsoffounda-
tions,but intermsofgoals.8Inthiscontext,politicalrationalitywouldhave
ceasedtobeamatterofaspeculativeinterestandwouldhavebecomeapracti-
calconcern,aimingtorespondtoMachiavelli’saffirmationoftheverità effet-
tuale della cosa, understood as the acknowledgment and integration of the
importanceofrelationshipsofforceintheanalysisofpoweritself.According
toFoucault, ‘therelationshipofforce’wouldbeessentiallydescribedbyMa-
chiavelli ‘as a political technique that had to be put in the hands of the
sovereign’.9Senellarthassummarisedwhat isat stakehere: ‘TheMachiavel-
lianfeatwastodissociatepoliticsfromethics.Botero’soriginality[…]wasto
movethepoliticalquestionfrompoliticstoeconomics’.10Therelevanceofthis
mutationwouldbeconfirmedbythemereexistenceofaTraité de l’œconomie 
politique.Firstofthegenre,itwaspublishedin1615byAntoinedeMontchres-
tien.Foucaultembracedhere threeclassical theses: the thinkersbeforeMa-
chiavelli,notablythenormativejurists,wouldhavelookeddownonpractical
issues;thedissociationofthepoliticalfromboththeethicalandthejuridical
wouldbewhatdefinestheMachiavelliancoup;withBoteroanewtypeofanal-
ysiswouldhaveappeared,namelytheeconomicanalysis.

ThefirstthesiswasaccreditedtojuridicalHumanisminoppositiontothe
glossatorsandpost-glossators,butthe‘dismissalofthemedievalauthorsfrom

7 Foucault2001,p.207.
8 Adorno1997,p.20.
9 Foucault2003,p.164(18Feb.1976).
10 Senellart1989,p.86.
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modernity (concerning the discourse on Power)’ has also been denounced,
correctly in all likelihood, as being ‘an extraordinary trickery’.11 The second
thesis, also adopted by Meinecke, refers to the anti-Machiavellian literature
fromthe Discourse against Machiavelli bytheFrenchHuguenotInnocentGen-
tillet(1576)totheclassicalworkofthelatenineteenth-centuryItalianhistori-
an Pasquale Villari. The third thesis, that demands our attention, began to
develop mainly when political economy became an academic discipline in
needoflegitimacyandapropergenealogy.Montchrestienfoundhisplacein
thisgenealogyonlyatalatestage.IntheintroductionofhisTraité d’économie 
politique (1803),Jean-BaptisteSaydoesnotmentionhim,notevenasthepos-
sibleinventorofaneologismdestinedtoagreaterdevelopment,namely‘po-
liticaleconomy’.12Butitisnoticeablethathereadilyassignsaplaceofhonour
totheauthorofDella ragione di Stato.13TherelevanceassignedtoBoteroby
theFrenchclassicalliberalhasrepeatedlystoodasacomparisonwithMachia-
velli.Thiscomparisonistypically illustratedbytwosentencesfromMachia-
velli’s Discourses, which would be proven wrong both by the facts and the
mercantilistdoctrineitself.Thefirstsentencestatesthat,inawell-organised
government,theStatehastoberichandthecitizenspoor;thesecondstates
that,contrarytocommonopinion,moneyisnotthesinewsofwar.14But,what
isthemeaningofthisMachiavelliandoctrine?Invainwouldwelookforan
explanationwithinthistraditionofanti-Machiavellianliterature.

Instead,thelegalhistorianMichaelStolleiscontributedtothehistoryofthe
reaffirmation of the common adage Pecunia nervus belli, referring to seven-
teenth-centuryGermanpoliticalliterature.Hetooktheadageastheemblem
ofmodernpoliticalrationality,andthenameofBoteroserveshimtomakethe
casethat‘theformulasragion di Stato andpecunia nervus rerumhadaparallel
diffusioninEurope’.15Machiavelli’snegationofthesentenceappearsthereas
ablindspot.IndeedStolleisaffirmsthatMachiavelli‘categoricallyrejects’the
sentence;however,heconsiders thisobjectionas ‘vague’,andhencenotde-
serving of special attention. There is here at the same time a logical and a
chronologicalinversion:itisnotMachiavelliwhodeniesacommonadage,but
thosewhorepeat,afterhim,thisadagethatwould‘dismiss’Machiavelli.

11 Legendre1974,p.14.
12 SeeBarthas2011a,p.104.
13 Say1841,p.17–9.
14 SeeMachiavelli1997–2005,vol.1,pp.276–7(DI.37;translatedinMachiavelli1882,vol.4,

p.175),andp.350(DII.10;translatedinMachiavelli1882,vol.4,p.251).
15 Stolleis1984,pp.21–3.
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Thus,accordingtoStolleis,therevivaloftheancientadagepecunia nervus 
rerumreflectsthehistoricalconditionsoftheappearanceofeconomicalanal-
ysis.Thetheoryoftheraison d’état(post-andanti-Machiavellian)wouldbethe
ideological superstructure of a ‘modern State’ structured by the increasing
needformoney.Thereareatleastthreereasonswhythisadagebecameare-
frainintheearlymodernage:Themercenaryarmies,theshippingtradeand
theconsequentmaintenanceofanavy,hadincreasedtheneedformoney;the
developmentofcapitalism,definedasthetransitiontoamonetaryeconomy,
hadbroughtabouttheseparationofcapitalandlabour;andfinally,theinstitu-
tionalphenomenonofpubliccentralisationandtheestablishmentofaninte-
grated administrative bureaucracy (financial, military) had transformed the
approachtopublicfinances.Threeelements–military,economic,institution-
al–thereforerendermoneythesinewandthepivotoftheentiredebateonthe
State.AsStolleiswouldputit,taxationcertainlyconstitutedajuridicalques-
tionwellbefore theendof thesixteenthcentury forbothecclesiasticaland
secularauthorities;sothatonecouldthinkthattheissue,althoughinadiffer-
entterminology,remainsthesame.However,thequestionoffinanceswould
becomecentralonlyintheperiodwhentheso-calledmilitaryrevolutionas-
suredtheriseofthewesternworld.16Financialpolicy,akeyfactorinraisinga
large-scaleanddominantarmy,wouldbethemainelementthatallowsforthe
distinguishingofthe‘modernState’fromthe‘medievalState’.

This is a restatement of a paradigm of ‘modernity’ that might be called
‘Weberian’inasmuchasitfindsitsrootsintheconceptofa‘modernformof
bureaucracy’introducedbyMaxWeberinhisposthumousworkEconomy and 
Society (1922). Itwas firstdevelopedbyFedericoChabod inhisbookonthe
StateofMilanatthetimeofEmperorCharlesV(1934)andbytheGermanso-
ciologist Norbert Elias in The Civilizing Process (1939), and then within the
frameworkofresearchontheFormation of National States in Western Europe 
conductedbytheAmericansociologistCharlesTillyinthe1970s.Finally,inthe
twofollowingdecades,itinformedtheFrench,andeventuallyEuropean,pro-
gramsontheThe Origins of the Modern State in Europe (13th–18th Centuries),
supervised by the medieval historian Jean-Philippe Genet.17 According to
him,‘taxistheenergythatfuelsthewar’;‘thewar,fuelledbytheState’slevy’is
‘thesystem’sengine’overseeingtheformationofthemodernState.18Thevol-
ume Economic Systems and State Finance (1995)becomesamarkerforthesen-
tencePecunia nervus belli,undisputedbecauseinitselfevidentandundeniable.

16 Stolleis1984,p.31.
17 SeeMolho1988,pp.236–8,andMolho1995,pp.98–102.
18 Genet1990,pp.265,262.
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To the extent that the construction of the ‘modern State’ is theorised ac-
cordingtoacertainpreconceivedideaoftherelationbetweentheState’spow-
erandfinancialadministration,agivenamountofneedsentailsadetermined
movementofthefinancialaction.TotheextentthattheStateisunderstoodas
aneconomicperson,moneycannotbeanythingbutthesinewsoftheState’s
power.Inthispicture,Machiavellicanonlybetakenasafoil.Thisbecomesan
epistemological or axiological necessity inasmuch as the author of the Dis-
courses iscompelledtoquestionpreciselythisaxiology.Indeed, it isnotthe
mercantilistaffirmationpecunia nervus bellithatinvalidatesMachiavelli,but
quitetheopposite.ItisnotbecausethisMachiavelliannegationwouldbecon-
tradictedbythefactsthatacertainhistoriographybanishedit,butrather,inall
likelihood,becausethisnegationcouldleadtoadifferentconsiderationofthe
factsthemselves,andmaybetodebunktheconstructionsofthathistoriogra-
phy.AsthishistoriographyrestsonanaxiologyincontradictionwithMachia-
velli’s theses, because he is inescapable as a giant in the history of western
culture,thishistoriographycastshimattheoriginofanintellectualgenealogy
thatallowsfortheconsiderablereductionofthesignificanceofhisanalysis.
Withintheliteraturediscussedsofar,onefindsaninsistenceontheanti-Ma-
chiavellianreaction;itrevealsnothingtousofacertainnumberofthinkers,
noteventheminorones,whothroughouttheancien régime willinglyandpos-
itivelypickedupMachiavelli’sproposition.

Nevertheless, in the work that inaugurated contemporary Machiavellian
scholarship,OresteTommasinipointedoutMachiavelli’sintellectualencoun-
ter with George Berkeley on this issue.19The circumstances that led to this
encounterareparticularlyinterestingbecausenothingwould,a priori,bring
thiseighteenth-centuryIrishphilosopher–knownforhisdoctrineof‘immate-
rialism’andrenownedforhisconservativeandreligiousspirit–closetothe
authorofIlPrincipe.BerkeleyhadfollowedayoungEnglishmanonhistourof
Europeasaprivatetutor,andhadbeeninItaly.Here,theycametoreadthe
work of the illustrious Florentine. Returning to Great Britain, Berkeley ob-
servedthemomentousfinancialscandalthathit theSouthSeaCompanyin
1720,andtheconsequencesoftheshatteringoftheSouthSeaBubble:bank-
ruptcy for shareholders, but also economic chaos, growth of the unemploy-
ment rate and poverty. This scandal can be summarised as a result of the
financialrevolutioninEngland:thedevelopmentofasystemofpublicdebt
based on a securities market offering important speculation opportunities,

19 Tommasini1883–1911,vol.2,p.183,note2.
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andthedelegationofpublicdebtmanagementtoahugeprivatecompanythat
wouldundertakeallforeigntrade.20

Itiswithinthiscontextthat,inAn Essay towards Preventing the Ruin of Great 
Britain,BerkeleytakesMachiavelli’spropositionseriously,andexplicitlyrefers
toit:

Menareapttomeasurenationalprosperitybyriches.Itwouldberighter
tomeasureitbytheusethatismadeofthem.Wheretheypromotean
honestcommerceamongmen,andaremotivestoindustryandvirtue,
theyare,withoutdoubt,ofgreatadvantage;butwheretheyaremade(as
sooftenhappens)aninstrumenttoluxury,theyenervateanddispiritthe
bravestpeople.SojustisthatremarkofMachiavellithatthereisnotruth
inthecommonsaying,moneyisthenervesofwar;andthoughwemay
subsisttolerablyforatimeamongcorruptneighbours,yetifeverwehave
todowithahardy,temperate,religioussortofmen,weshallfind,toour
cost, that all our riches are but a poor exchange for that simplicity of
manners which we despise in our ancestors. This sole advantage hath
been the main support of all republics that have made a figure in the
world;andperhapsitmightbenoillpolicyinakingdomtoformitself
uponthemannersofarepublic.21

Berkeley understood that the Machiavellian critique of the common saying
movedawayfromthepointofviewofpublicspendingandcost,tothatofso-
ciety’sorganisationandspecificallyofitsfinancialorganisation.TheIrishphi-
losopheracknowledgedthatthefinancialsystem,thatistosay,theimaginary
wealthrepresentedbythedevelopmentofcreditschemesandforeigntradeon
speculative grounds, had come to oppose itself to real development in the
agriculture, industry and domestic trade necessary for the prosperity of the
Nation.InBerkeley’sview,thosewhohadputinplacesuchafinancialset-up
hadoperated ‘incoolblood,andwithopeneyes,toruintheirnativecountry’.22
AsitisnotillicittoseekthemedievalrootsofEngland’sfinancialrevolution,it
isalsolegitimatetosupposethatMachiavellihadsoughtwaystodefendso-
cietyfromsuchmen.TheFlorentinedoesnotmincewords:herecognisesthe
failureofcertaininstitutionalforms,specifichistoricalcircumstanceshaving
proventheirweaknessandtheirdanger.

20 SeeDickson1967.
21 Berkeley1953,pp.74–5.
22 Berkeley1953,p.80.
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Machiavelli’s influenceonBerkeleywasnotasdeepandsystematicason
Jean-JacquesRousseau.Thisinfluenceisalreadyvisibleinthearticle‘Political
economy’ published in 1755 in the Encyclopaedia. Sixteen years later, in the
chapteron‘theeconomicsystem’inhisConsiderations on the Government of 
Poland (1782,posthumous),Rousseaualsodeniesthatmoneyisthesinewsof
war.ThetruthofMachiavelli’ssentenceisattestedbythefactthat‘richpeoples
havealwaysbeenbeatenandconqueredbypoorpeoples’.Heappealstoadis-
trust in modern ‘financial systems’, which create both intriguing and servile
‘venalsouls’,andwhomakethemselvesnecessary‘inordertokeepthepeople
ingreatdependence’.Hesuggests,asMachiavellidid,basing‘themilitarysys-
tem’ontheprincipleofconscription.23In1789,therebuttaloftheadagepecu-
nia nervus belli, one of those ‘maxims invented by greed’, becomes also an
important aspect of the article ‘Gouvernement’ in the Encyclopédie mé-
thodique.24

TheplaceofMachiavelli’snegationoftheadagepecunia nervus rerum,ina
historyoflongue duréefromtheMiddleAgestotherevolutionaryrupture,as-
suresthereforehisplacementinalongue duréehistoryofthecategoryof Liber-
ality.Inapioneeringresearch,theFrenchhistorianAlainGuerypointedout
howtheMachiavelliancritiqueofliberality,togetherwiththatofErasmusof
Rotterdam,takenupbyMontaigneandlaterbyLouisdeJaucourtintheEncy-
clopaedia, had a major role in clarifying the difference between a theory of
liberalitythataffirmsaprincipleofgenerosityanditsactualpractise.Liberal-
ity, toward the few, requires usurpation and fiscal exploitation of the many.
Thiscritique,withsuchastrongsocialcontent–inasmuchasitunderlinesthe
connectionbetweenthepovertyofthemassesandthegenerosityoftheprince
towards a few people – has led to the examining of power from a financial
pointofview,andtoconsideringthelinksamongexpenses,debtandtaxation.
Itisthusakeymomentinthelong-termdevelopmentofthe‘budgetary’reflec-
tion.Furthermore,whilstthepraiseofliberalityhadworkedinfavourofabso-
lutist ideals, its renunciation brought on their rejection.25 It would be
worthwhilethentoconsiderthepenetrationofthiscritiqueofliberalityinto
thedebatesthatfollowedtheabolitionofprivileges,andtoexaminethesubse-
quentissueofthetreatmentofmonarchy’sliberalities:thesewerepartofthe
debtsinheritedbynationsinformation;theycouldnothavebeenerasedall
togetheronlybecauseoftheirarbitraryorigin,orbecauseoftheparadigmshift
thathappenedonthenightofthe4August1789.Thisreflectionbroughtwith

23 Rousseau1999,p.224etseq.
24 Lacretelle1789,p.306.
25 Guery1984,pp.1251–3.SeealsoBarthas2013.
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itanewdefinition,aproperlyrevolutionaryandrepublicanone,ofpublicac-
tioninthepromotionoftheartsandthesciences.Analogoustothecritiqueof
liberality, theMachiavelliancritiqueof pecunia nervus rerum contributed to
theclarificationofthedistinctionbetweenthe issueofexpenseandthatof
revenue,andbetweenwealthandprosperity.Furthermore,itledtotheunder-
standing–despite the importanceof layingdownhealthy financial founda-
tions–thataninadequatepreparationisevenmoredangerousintheeventof
war.Thisconcernsthewholesocialorganisationandthegoalsthatitsetsfor
itself.

Severalaspectsofthe‘Weberian’paradigmofthemodernStatehavebeen
calledintoquestionbyimportantcriticalreadingsthatseemtopointtothe
generalcollapseoftheprogramonthegenesisofthemodernState.Inhind-
sight,itappearsthatitwasconfigured,withinthecontextoftheprojectfora
liberal Europe, as a more or less concealed panegyric of the existing ruling
classes, and as a negation of the innovative characteristics of revolutionary
change.26SufficetosayherethatitseemsthattheconceptionoftheStateas
unitary, integrated and bureaucratic, actually born in the sixteenth century,
willeventuallybeabandoned.Itisnotasifthedefinitionhasbeeninvalidated.
Differentaspectsshouldbeanticipated,sayoftherenaissanceofRomanlawin
the twelfth century and of the Gregorian revolution, and other phenomena
postponedtotheageofrevolutions.Inthissense,introducingthevolumeof
theHistoire de la FrancededicatedtoLa longue durée de l’État,JacquesLeGoff
wrotethathewouldhave ‘willinglygatheredtheFrenchgenesisoftheState
andofthenationinalongmiddleage,fromtheyear1000to1789’,evenifthis
goes‘againstthewaysofhistoricalperiodisationdatingtheendofthemiddle
agestothelatefifteenthcentury’,because‘theactualrupture[…]istherevolu-
tionaryeruption’.27

Strikinglyenough,itwasduringthecommemorationofthebicentenaryof
theFrenchRevolution–dominatedbythewillofdiscardingtherevolutionary
legacy–thatcertainaspectsofthe‘genesisofthemodernState’programme
weretakenupinthehistoryofideas,bybringingtheattentionoftheFrench
public toGiovanniBotero’sDella Ragione di Stato, the firsteditionofwhich
had appeared in 1589. Botero (1544–1617), a defrocked jesuit, wrote his best
workswhenhewasattheserviceofCardinalFedericoBorromeo.Heenjoyed
greateditorialsuccessduringhislifetime,butwasratherneglectedafterwards.
In1989France,BoterowasrevivedinordertoovershadowMachiavelliasthe
figureusheringinthemodernage.

26 DescimonandJouhaud1996,p.194;andGuery1999.
27 LeGoff2000,p.11.
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Aboutsixtyyearsearlier,however,thecomparisonbetweenMachiavelliand
BoterohadarousedinAntonioGramsciacertainperplexity: ‘Chabodappar-
entlyfoundthatthealmosttotalabsenceofeconomicreferencesintheFlo-
rentine’s works evinced a weakness in comparison to, for example, Botero’.
Pondering this statement, the Marxist thinker had formulated the following
hypothesis:

IfonecanshowthatMachiavelli’sgoalwastocreatelinksbetweenthe
cityandthecountryandtobroadentheroleoftheurbanclasses–tothe
pointofaskingthemtodivestthemselvesofcertainfeudal-corporative
privileges with respect to the countryside, in order to incorporate the
ruralclassesintotheState–onewillalsobeabletoshowthat,intheory,
Machiavelli had implicitly gone beyond the mercantilist phase and
evincedtraitsofa‘physiocratic’nature.Inotherwords,Machiavelliwas
thinkingofthepolitical-socialmilieupresupposedbyclassicaleconom-
ics.28

ThishypothesiswastheresultofGramsci’sinterpretationofMachiavelli’spo-
liticaltheoryasexpressinga ‘giacobinismoprecoce’,baringthegermsofthe
upcomingrevolutionaryproject:

Noformationofanationalpopularwillispossibleunlessthemassesof
peasant farmers enter simultaneously into political life. This was what
Machiavelli wanted to happen through the reform of the militia; it is
whattheJacobinsachievedintheFrenchRevolution.ThisiswhatMachi-
avelli’s[precocious] Jacobinismconsistsof, the fertilegermofhiscon-
ceptionofnationalrevolution.29

Thishypothesiscanbeexploredbyevaluatingthemodelofthegenesisofthe
modernState–andBotero’sroleinit–inlightofthehistoryofRenaissance
Tuscany.PossiblyanisolatedorspecialcaseataEuropeanlevel,itisdoubtless
essentialtounderstandMachiavelliandthemeaningofhisstatements.

Now,itappearsfromtheresearchespresentedin1993attheChicagoconfer-
enceontheOrigins of the State in Italy 1300–1600,30that,incomparisontothe
beginningofthefifteenthcentury,themeansofactionoftheFlorentinecen-
tral power were more limited in the mid-sixteenth century, while the fiscal

28 Gramsci2007,p.327(notebook8,§162),andChabod1967,p.302.
29 Gramsci2007,p.248(notebook8,§21).
30 Kirshner(ed.)1995,orChittolini,MolhoandSchiera(eds)1994.
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structureswitnessedacertainstability.Withoutinsistingonthelevelsofcohe-
sion,centralisationandintegration,itiswellbeforethesixteenthcenturythat
intheFlorentinecity-Statesthemercantilecorporationshadcometoassume
State functions and participate consistently in public activities, commercial
andnon-commercial.Thesecorporationsdetermineddecisionsinmattersof
politicaleconomyandinnovationsinpublicfinances,whichledtotherein-
forcementoftheprominenceofalimitedgroupofentrepreneurs,merchants
andbankersthatpersonifiedtheState.31TheCommunebecametheclientof
theirfinancialactivities.

FromthepointofviewofFlorentinepublic finance,theconsolidationof
thepublicdebtaround1350,connectedtotheopeningofabondsmarketoffer-
inghugespeculativeopportunities,jumpatthehistorian’seyeasacrucialmo-
mentofdeepchanges,bothonthelevelofinstitutionalstructures32andon
the discursive and theoretical one.33 The consolidation of debts possibly
markstheintroductionof‘modernity’intherealmofpublicfinances.Never-
theless,ifitisstillworthdiscussingthepoliticalmodernityoftheStateinearly
moderntimes,andifweprovisionallyacknowledgethevalidityofthedefini-
tion of the State as an ‘economic person’, it may be, even in relativising the
technical ‘modernity’ofcertainaspectsoftheFlorentinefinancialsystem,34

that the world observed by Machiavelli was more ‘modern’ than the one
observed by Botero or Montchrestien. For that matter, the latter takes the
exampleoftheItaliancity-StatestothekingofFrance,toshowhimtherisksof
exposingsocietytothe‘tricksandinventionsofthefinancialplayers’.35

Inancien régimeFrance,fortheadministratorsaswellasforthedetractors
ofthefinancialsystem,atleastuptothephysiocrats,ataxwasneveridentified
orcalculatedinrelationshiptoasingleeconomicprocess,becausetheynever
actuallythoughtoftaxationintermsofeconomicanalysis.36InFlorence,how-
ever,itissufficienttoreadthepreambleoftheprovisionof5February1495,
regardingthetaxonrealestateincomes(decima),torealisethatFlorentines
defendedandjustifiedsuch-and-suchaformoftaxationintermsofitssup-
posedimpactoneconomicalactivity:‘Thisdistributionshouldbedoneonim-
movableproperty,sothattheactivitiesandbusinessesofthecityshallnotbe

31 SeeBarbadoro1929a,pp.651–4;Molho1971;pp.166–82;Jones1974,p.1809.
32 SeeBecker1968,pp.151–200;Barducci1979.
33 SeeKirshner1982,1983;Armstrong2003,pp.53–84.
34 SeeEinaudi1931,p.182.
35 Montchrestien1999,pp.260–1.
36 SeeDescimonandGuery2000,p.438.
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altered’.37 Furthermore, after the 1494 revolution, the Florentines have pro-
ducedanumberofstudiesproposingtaxreforms.38ThedissertationofFran-
cesco Guicciardini on the decima scalata, where he outlines the arguments
madebyboththesupportersandthedenigratorsofaprogressivetaxationon
realestateincomes,clearlydisplaysanarticulatedvisionofeconomicandfi-
nancialpolitics,andtheexistenceofapoliticaleconomywherethemodeof
taxationisevaluatedagainstitsconsequencesfortheproductionandcircula-
tionofgoods.39TheRiforma sancta e pretiosaofDomenicoCecchi,afollower
ofSavonarola,putsforwardareasonablyintegratedanalysisofatributary,fi-
nancial,militaryandevenmoralpoliticaleconomy.40Thesameappliestothe
treatisesonchange,publicdebtanddowriesofPandolfoRucellai.41

Over acenturyand a halfahead ofGiovanniBotero,beforeMachiavelli’s
rebuttaloftherepeatedlywieldedadage,theDominicanBernardinofSiena
(1380–1444) would give consideration to the fact ‘that taxes and incomes
drainedconstantlymoneyfromthepoortotherich,fromthegrowerstotheir
landlords, from the country to the city’.42 With the consolidation of debt,
therehasbeenadevelopmentofadebtsecuritiesmarketandafloatingdebt,
basedontheconcentrationofcapitalinthehandsofthefewwhowerecapa-
bleofadvancinggreatsumsofcashtotherepublic,inreturnforcertainprivi-
leges.InhisanalysisoftheFlorentinepubliccreditsystem,Bernardinreached
certainresultsthatallowedJuliusKirshner,thehistorianofthecontroversies
surroundingtheMonte,todarethecomparisonwithsomeresultsofclassical
politicaleconomyandof itscritique.43 Inthe fifteenthcentury, inFlorence,
thetheologicalandjuridicaldebatesconcerningpublicdebthadreachedsuch
a mature development that in 1470, with the fiscal and financial reforms of
LorenzoilMagnifico,thetransition‘fromusurytopublicfinance’maybecon-
sideredaccomplished.44Botero,forhispart,discussesusuryandcommercial
balance in terms that precede the development of such a system of public
debt,andhedoesnotseemtoreallyperceivethelinkbetweenaspecificmili-
tarysystemandadeterminedfinancialorganisation.Facingtheeventualityof
awar,whiledenouncingtherecoursetoloans,hestickstoaverygeneralim-
perative:‘Itisthereforenecessarythattheissueofmoneybesettled,inorder

37 QuotedinConti1984,p.297.
38 SeeGuidi1992,vol.1,p.74.
39 Guicciardini1932,pp.196–217;seeBarthas2006,pp.71–82.
40 PublishedinMazzone1978,pp.181–206.
41 PublishedinFumagalli1977,pp.315–32.
42 HerlihyandKlapisch-Zuber1978, p.260.
43 Kirshner1982,p.592.
44 Kirshner1970.
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tohavenothingelsetodothantogatherthesoldiers(gente).Otherwise,aswe
aremanagingtomakemoney,inthemeanwhiletherapidityoftheenemies,or
thetroubleofwar,wouldpreventusfromgatheringbothmoneyandthesol-
diers(gente)’.45WhichaspectsofBotero’seconomicsaremodernisstillopen
todiscussion,but thenoveltyofhiscontributioncanno longerbeoveresti-
matedwhenit isexaminedinthelightof itsconcreteexperienceandof its
understandingofthepracticalknowledgeoftheadministratorsofhistime.46

The fourteenth-century ItalianStatessawthedevelopmentofspecialised
practitioners – such as notaries, jurists or secretaries, often Doctors in Law
educatedintheItalianlawschools–whowereexpertsintaxationandproce-
duralissues.Theyhadskillsinadministration,finances,publicrelationsand
conflictmanagement,andknewhowtoorchestrateandfinalisefinancialand
legislativestrategies.47Bytheendofthefifteenthcentury,Florentinepolitical
jargonappearedtobecompletelydevelopedandanumberofintellectualtools
alreadyformedthecommonheritageofMachiavelli’scontemporaries.Tobe
sure,Machiavellihasprovideduswithyetanotherwayofconsideringreality,
indisagreementwiththoseofhiscontemporaries.However,thegovernment
programs that these experts continuously proposed to the councils and the
administrationarethestartingpointofhisreflection.48Becauseofhisfunc-
tionsattheheadofthesecondChancelleryandassecretaryoftheTenofWar,
and in view of theenquiriesconductedby theFlorentineadministration (a
partialrevisionofthe1427catastowas launchedin1494),Machiavelliknew,
betterthanwedotoday,thesizeoftheempire,itsterritory,itspopulation,the
numberandtheimportanceofitscities;heknewthescaleofitsresourcesand
itsrevenues.Thisexperienceisthebackboneofhiswritingsanditpusheshim
toquestionthedogmaticpresuppositionsonwhichtherulingclassbasesits
decisions. Consequently, the chronology does not render anachronistic the
questionofMachiavelli’sunderstandingofwhatwehavecometoconsideraf-
terthe‘greattransformation’oftheindustrialera–inadistinctionthatisboth
analyticandideological–economicphenomenaasopposedtomerelysocial
ones.49However,thecompilationofMachiavellianexcerptswithreferenceto
economicmatters–anotsosuccessfultaskandoflittleinterestandonlyof
superficialinventory–couldonlyappeardeceivinganddeludedtoanyexpec-
tations of those who employed categories taken out of nineteenth-century

45 Botero1599,p.213verso(VII.3).
46 SeeStumpo1992,p.366;DeBernardi1931;Descendre2009.
47 SeeMartines1968.
48 SeeGilbert1957.
49 SeePolanyi1944;Skinner1969,p.15.
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manuals of political economy.50 Certainly, the young Machiavelli had never
been a banker in Rome.51 Undoubtedly, as he wrote to FrancescoVettori (9
April1513),‘FortunehasdeterminedthatsinceIdon’tknowhowtotalkabout
thesilkbusinessorthewoolbusinessoraboutprofitsandlosses,Imusttalk
aboutthegovernment;Imusteithermakeavowofsilenceordiscussthat’.52
YetthiscannotbeasufficientreasontoarguethattheFlorentinesecretarywas
notconcernedwith‘economic’issues.

TheRitratto di cose di Francia (1510)containsMachiavelli’sreporttohissu-
periorsregardingFrance’sconditionsandtheprocessofconcentrationofpow-
erthatcharacterisedtheFrenchmonarchy.TheattentionhegavetotheState’s
budget,andtoitseconomic,financialandfiscalaspects,isclear:

Ihavenotbeenabletoascertaintheordinaryorextraordinaryrevenues
oftheCrown;Ihaveaskedagreatmanypersons,andtheyhaveallreplied
thatitdependsentirelyonthewilloftheking.Nonetheless,someonehas
toldmethatapartoftheordinaryrevenue–theso-called‘king’smoney’,
andwhichisderivedfromtheexcisesonbread,wine,meat,etc.,yields
about1,700,000scudi.Theextraordinaryrevenueisderivedfromtaxes,
andthesearefixedhighorlowaccordingtotheking’swill;andifthese
revenuesareinsufficient,thenloansareresortedto,whichare,however,
rarelyrepaid.53

WhatcouldbereadasalackofknowledgeofFrance’srevenuesdistinctlyex-
pressesthepowerofakinginfullpossessionofapparentlyunlimitedresourc-
es,whichdefinitelymadeanimpressionontheFlorentines,threegenerations
after the 1427catasto. TheRitratto di cose della Magna,asan inquiryonthe
distinctivetraitsofGermany’spower,hasnoneedtoenvyBotero’s‘economic’
writings.DoubtlessMachiavelliandhisfellowcitizenswereveryawareofthe
economicalandfinancialaspectsoftheState.Yetitmustbesaid,withTom-
masini,thatMachiavelli,bothintheRitratto di cose della Magna, andinthe
Ritratto di cose di Francia that precedes it, clarifies the meaning of his own
projectofamilitiabypointingouttheadvantageofnothavingtopaymerce-
naries.54ThechargeofignoranceagainstMachiavellibackfiresagainsthisac-

50 FromKnies1852andThevenet1922toBegert1983andTaranto2004.Otherreferencesin
Norsa1936,pp.150–3.TherearesomeinterestingsuggestionsinLefort2000.

51 SeeNajemy1977.
52 Machiavelli1997–2005,vol.2,p.241.
53 Machiavelli1997–2005,vol.1,p.63(translatedinMachiavelli1882,vol.4,p.411).
54 SeeTommasini1883–1911,vol.1,p.424.
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cusers:theyignorepreciselywhatconstitutedthefoundationsofhisexperience
andofhisthought.

TheFlorentinefinancialsystem,aswehaveseen,wasbasedontheprinciple
ofStatedebt.ItwasfirstlystudiedbyBernardinoBarbadoroinavolumepub-
lishedin1929,nowaclassic.AccordingtoGramsci:‘Thebookisalsointerest-
ingforstudyingtheimportanceofpublicdebt,whichgrewasaresultofthe
expansionistwars–inotherwords,tosecureforthebourgeoisiefreedomof
movementandalargermarket’.55Barbadorohadsummarisedthequestionof
debtasthatof‘thefinancialprivilegeofcapitalists’institutedinlegalterms.56
Furtheranalysishasestablishedthatthisprivilegeofexploitingthescarcityof
liquidassetshascontributedto‘consolidatethedominationofexistingruling
classesandtorenderthemmoreresilienttochange’.57Withoutexplicitrefer-
encetothecapitalcityofTuscany,notwellknownatthattime,thequestionof
publicdebthadalreadyoccupiedacentralplaceinthethirty-firstchapterof
KarlMarx’sCapital,wherethegenesisofindustrialcapitalism isanalysed.On
onesidethesystemofpublicdebtamountedto‘thealienationoftheState–
whetherdespotic,constitutionalorrepublican’.Ontheotherside,itwas‘one
of the most powerful levers of primitive accumulation’. A clear correlation
linkedthemoderntaxsystemtogovernmentborrowing:

Asthenationaldebtfindsitssupportinthepublicrevenue,whichmust
covertheyearlypaymentsforinterest,&c.,themodernsystemoftaxa-
tionwasthenecessarycomplementofthesystemofnationalloans.The
loans enable the government to meet extraordinary expenses, without
the tax-payers feeling it immediately, but they necessitate, as a conse-
quence,increasedtaxes.Ontheotherhand,theraisingoftaxationcaused
bytheaccumulationofdebtscontractedoneafteranother,compelsthe
governmentalwaystohaverecoursetonewloansfornewextraordinary
expenses.Modernfiscality,whosepivotisformedbytaxesonthemost
necessary means of subsistence (thereby increasing their price), thus
containswithinitselfthegermofautomaticprogression.Overtaxationis
notanincident,butratheraprinciple.

Theconsequencebeingthattherichfamiliesandtheprivateinvestors,viathe
bankingsystem,gave‘withonehandandtookbackmorewiththeother’;they
‘remained,evenwhilstreceiving,theeternalcreditorofthenationdowntothe

55 Gramsci2007,p.13(notebook6§13).
56 Barbadoro1929b,p.418.
57 SeeMolho1995,p.109.
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lastshillingadvanced’.Inshort,‘theonlypartoftheso-callednationalwealth
thatactuallyentersintothecollectivepossessionsofmodernpeoplesistheir
nationaldebt’.58

Thismechanismofconfiscationofpublicrevenueswithinafinancialsys-
tembasedontheprincipleofinterest-bearingcapitalappearedimmediately
troublesometotherenaissanceTuscans.Thisisclear,forinstance,inFrances-
coGuicciardini’sDiscorso di Logrogno(1512):‘publicrevenues,agreatpartof
whichisabsorbedbythepublicdebt(el Monte),areinsufficient’.59The115thof
hisRicordi(1530)deservestobequotedentirely:

Incertainoldnotebookswrittenbeforetheyear1457,Ifindthatawise
citizensaid:‘EitherFlorencewillundotheMonteortheMontewillundo
Florence’.Hefullyunderstoodthatitwasnecessaryforthecitytodimin-
ishtheimportanceoftheMonte,elseitwouldgrowsomuchthatitwould
becomeimpossibletocontrol.Andyettheconflicthasgoneonforalong
time,withoutproducingthedisorderheforesaw.Certainlyitsdevelop-
menthasbeenmuchslowerthanheseemstohaveanticipated.60

Inanearlierwork,Guicciardinihadalreadycommentedontheformula‘O Fi-
renze disfarà el Monteo el Monte disfarà Firenze’indisenchantedterms.The
reimbursementoftheinterest-bearingcapitalentailsoppressiveformsoftaxa-
tion‘thatareviolentandthesourceofmanydisorders,enmities,andinsolven-
ciesforthecitizens,noritisfairorusefultoremovemoneyfromthepurseofa
maninordertopaythedebtsofthirdparties’.61Notethatthisveryformulawas
pickedupin1752byDavidHumeinhisfamousessayOf Public Credit:‘either
thenationmustdestroypubliccredit,orpubliccreditwilldestroythenation’.62

Since the securities had been declared transferable within a market, the
publichadbecome,foranumberofspeculators,asourceofprofit.Thepublic
debtwastransformedintoaformofimmovableproperty,givingrisetoarent-
iermentalityamongsttherichestfamilies.IntheDiscourses,BookI,Chapter
55,Machiavelli indicatesasthenecessaryconditionoftheentirerepublican
projectwhatJohnMaynardKeyneswillcall,afterthe1929crisis,‘theeuthana-
siaoftherentier’:

58 Marx1983,pp.706–8.
59 Guicciardini1932,p.220(Guicciardini1998,p.119).
60 Guicciardini1965,p.70.
61 Guicciardini1945,p.109,quotedandcommentedoninMolho1987,p.207.
62 Hume1987,pp.360–1.SeeHont2005,pp.325–53.
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Andtoexplainmoreclearlywhatismeantbythetermgentlemen,Isay
thatthosearecalledgentlemenwholiveidlyupontheproceedsoftheir
extensivepossessions,withoutdevotingthemselvestoagricultureorany
otherusefulpursuittogainaliving.Suchmenarepernicioustoanycoun-
tryor republic;butmoreperniciouseven than these are such ashave,
besidestheirotherpossessions,castleswhichtheycommand,andsub-
jectswhoobeythem.[…]Andtoattempttheestablishmentofarepublic
inacountrysoconstitutedwouldbeimpossible.Theonlywaytoestab-
lishanykindoforderthere is to foundamonarchicalgovernment; for
wherethebodyofthepeopleissothoroughlycorruptthatthelawsare
powerlessforrestraint,itbecomesnecessarytoestablishsomesuperior
powerwhich,witharoyalhand,andwithfullandabsolutepowers,may
putacurbupontheexcessiveambitionandcorruptionofthepowerful.
[…]Wemaythendrawthefollowingconclusionfromwhathasbeensaid:
that if any one should wish to establish a republic in a country where
there are many gentlemen, he will not succeed until he has destroyed
themall.63

Theconveniencesoftherentledtherichfamiliestoneglectinvestmentsinthe
productionsystem.However,theconcentrationofcapitalthattheypromote
canalsobeseenasnecessarytothedevelopmentofthatsystem,justifyingthe
financialprivilegesaccordedtothem.64Inthiscontext,thepassageattheend
ofChapter21ofIlPrincipe,whichhasbeenviewed,fromtheearlynineteenth
centuryonward,asatruebutdisappointing‘economic’argument,65becomes
particularlynoticeable:

Aprincemustalsoshowhimselftobealoverofthevirtuesbysupporting
virtuousmen,andhonourallwhoexcel inanyoneof thearts,andhe
mustencouragehiscitizensquietly topursue theirprofession,both in
commerceandagriculture,andinanyotherindustry,sothattheonemay
not abstain from embellishing his possessions for fear of their being
takenfromhim,andanotherfromopeningupabusinessforfearoftaxes;
buthemustproviderewardsforwhoeverwantstodothesethings,and
forwhoeverstrivestoincreasehiscityorhisStateinwhateverway.66

63 Machiavelli1997–2005,vol.1,pp.311–12(Machiavelli1882,vol.2,pp.210–11).
64 CompareMarks1960,p.146;andCammarosano1997,p.80.
65 Pecchio1829,pp.70–1.
66 Machiavelli1997–2005,vol.1,pp.181–2(Machiavelli1882,vol.2,p.76).
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Activitycannotbefreeinasystemthattendstomonopolisationandprivate
concentration of wealth. Machiavelli envisions a treasury that supports the
‘entrepreneurs’ through advances and compensations, namely a righteously
ordered liberality. Here is shown a clear understanding of the possibility of
reorientingthepubliccredittowardsproduction.ButtheFlorentinefinancial
system, in its actual functioning, impoverished the general public whilst a
smallgroupofpowerfulcitizensbecameevenricher.Thiswasareasonofcom-
plaint and a cause of insurgency for the subjugated population. By starting
from the progressive confiscation of the ager publicus in Roman times, Ma-
chiavelliexaminestheveryconsequencesoftheaccumulationandconcentra-
tionofcapitalinthehandsofthefewinDI.37.Thepictureisthereforequite
differentfromtheAristoteliananalysisoftyranny,unlessweconsider,follow-
ingMachiavelli,thetyrannyexercisedbyanarrowclassonthewholeofsoci-
ety.67

Withinthiscontext,thesatisfactionofthecommonneedsofeverycitizen
–oroftheentirepopulationconsideredasalargefamily–isamerelyabstract
objectiveforthefinancialadministrationoftheState.Concretely,itanswers
primarilythespecificneedsofthemembersofasocialclass,whichgainpres-
tige,powerandmaterialbenefitsfromit.ThehistoryofpublicfinancesinFlor-
ence, fromthe fourteenth to thesixteenthcentury, supports this statement.
Machiavellihimselfpointsthisout,forexample,intheHistory of Florence, re-
gardingthestrengtheningofCosimodeMedici’ssupporters: ‘Andifanysus-
pected individual still remained in Florence who had not been reached by
theserepressivemeasures,hewasoppressedbynewimpositionswhichthey
orderedfortheexpresspurpose;sothatinalittlewhile,havingexpelledand
impoverishedthewholeoftheadverseparty,theysecuredthemselvesfirmly
inthegovernment’.68Accordingly,itmightseemnaturalthatthesocialhisto-
ryofpublicfinancesiscentredaroundthis‘StatewithintheState’represented
bytherulingclass.

Howeveritmustbesaidthatthistrendwouldnotappearasasatisfactory
explanationofthewholehistoryoftheState,notiftheStatewastobereduced
tothe‘StatewithintheState’.Yetthishasbecomeacommontendency.Itcan
beagreed,writesAlainGuery,‘thattheStatealwaysis,forthosewhohavethe
necessarymeans,nothingbutawaytolive,getrichandreproducethemselves’,
recognisingthetemptationofahistoryoftwoorthreehundredfamilies.But
thehistoryoftheState,thatshouldbenecessarilysyntheticalandahistory‘of
everybody,ofeverycondition,occupation,ofwhich,throughitsinstitutions,

67 SeeNajemy2007,pp.97–108;andBarthas2008,p.591.
68 Machiavelli1997–2005,vol.3,p.525(Machiavelli1882,vol.1,p.219).
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theStateaffectsthebehaviour[…]cannotbereducedtothehistoryofthose
thatformitsapparatus,becausetheyholdapowerinitsname’.69Themajor
riskofasocialhistoryoffinances,asithasbeenpractised,isthatofconfound-
ingananalysisoftheformationandreproductionofanaristocracywiththat
ofthewholeoftheState,whichishardtograspsyntheticallystartingfromthat
analysis.Nevertheless,itisdoubtfulthatthe‘originsoftheState’oughttode-
finethewholenessofwhatisentailedbythefullmaturityofitsconcept.Ac-
cordingtoRudolfGoldsheid, theAustrian fatherof financialsociology, ‘ina
democraticcommunity,whichisatthesametimeeconomicallystrong,there
isnoroomforaStatewithintheState.OnlyaStateforcedtolivefromhandto
mouthdeprivedofsufficientfundstomeeteventhemosturgentsocialneeds
onitsownremainsatthemercyofprivatecapital’.70Also,theriskisthatof
examiningafiscalsystemsolelyundertheaspectofthetaxburden,andofthe
levywithoutreturnforthosewhoareaffectedbyit,withoutdevelopingadia-
lectical conception of the relationship between social classes and the State.
Therulingclassdoesnotnecessarilypresentitselfasasociallyhomogeneous
aggregate.71Still,afterall,theFlorentine’staxsystemendedupweakeningthe
State,ifonlybecauseitincreasinglyaffectedboththeRepublic’srevenueand
thelegitimatedemandsofitscreditors.72

Machiavellistartsexactlyfromthissituation:thatofanintrinsicallyweak
State under the threat of foreign powers. One of his late sixteenth-century
readersclearlyunderstoodthis.FrancescoBocchi(1548-1613?)waslookingat
thereasonsforItaly’spowerlessness.ReproachingMachiavelliforhisexcessive
insistenceontheresponsibilityoftheChurch,Bocchiactuallysummarisesthe
logicofhisargument: thesereasonsaretobe foundintheaccumulationof
wealthinthehandsoffewandinthepovertyofthepeoplesubjectedtoim-
mediatenecessities,anddisarmed.73AccordingtoFoucault, ‘therelationbe-
tweenruralindebtednessandurbanprosperitywasanotherimportanttopicof
discussionthroughoutthelateseventeenthandearlyeighteenthcenturies’.74
Butitshouldberecognisedthatthisveryrelationshipisattheheartoftheex-
perienceoftheTuscansintheQuattrocento.75Itwasattheheartoftheissue
thatMachiavellistartedtoaddressbyproposingtoarmthepopulation,firstly

69 Guery1997,p.250.
70 Goldscheid1958,p.211.
71 SeeCammarosano1975,p.901.
72 SeeMolho1993,p.214.
73 Bocchi1969,pp.175–9.
74 Foucault2003,p.170(25Feb.1976).
75 Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber 1978, pp. 260–4 (Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber 1985,

pp.106–8).
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thepeasantmassesoftheContado.Basically,Machiavelli’sstartingpointisnot
evenasituationinwhichTuscany,beforebeingaState,wasalreadyanation
constitutedbyaunitedpeople.IntheyearsoftheGreatCouncil(1494–1512),
thePisansecessionortheValdichianarebellionareclearexamplesofthatfact.
Itseemsthat,intheageofCosimo,acertainawarenessbegantoemergethat
theterritorialStatewouldstrengthenitselfbothbyinvolving,ifnotthesub-
jected communities, at least their elites, and also by promoting a regional
economy less subordinate to the Dominant.76 At that time, as John Pocock
observed in The Machiavellian Moment (1975) – albeit referring not to Ma-
chiavelliandtheTuscanQuattrocento,buttoCharlesDavenantandtheendof
theseventeenthcenturyinBritain–onewouldalreadyhavetolook‘beyond
theproblemoftradetothatofcredit[…]inthecontextprovidedbywar’.77
However,theFlorentinerulingclasshadnotturnedfromthatdiffusedaware-
nesstoaconcentratedreformingaction.

ThisiswhyMachiavellipretendedtoadoptthestanceoftherulingclasses,
thatconsiderpowerasacommodity,assomethingthatcanbebought,owned
andgivenaway,whetherthroughacontractorcoercively,thatcanbetrans-
ferred,thatcirculates.Inthefamousletterdated13December1513,wherehe
announced his De principatibus to the aristocrat Francesco Vettori, he used
similarconducivetermsinordertoseducehisdirectinterlocutor(withatypi-
calconfusionbetweenpublicandprivateintereststhatacertainnumberof
FlorentinerulingclassmembersmaintainedintheRepublic).78Afteritspub-
licationin1810,thisletterhasappearedinnumerouseditionsofIlPrincipeasa
key to interpreting the work’s intention and significance.79 Its tactical and
provisionalaspectisoverlooked,whichisagoodwayofneglectingthatMa-
chiavelli’sperspectiveiswider.Notreducibletotheanalysisofmechanismsof
domination,hisperspectiveratheraimstobeaprojectofliberation.

InChapter26ofIlPrincipe – withthetitle:AnExhortation to Liberate Italy 
from the Barbarians – thisprojectofliberationseemstobeconcernedwithIt-
alyasawhole,butwithoutspecifyinganyconstitutionalarrangementwhatso-
ever.Surelythere issomehyperbole; for itmaybethat thisproject isat the
sametimewiderandmorespecific.Itcanbeobserved,forinstance,thatMa-
chiavelli distinguishes two zones within the Italian peninsula: on one hand
TuscanyandontheotherthekingdomofNaples,thelandsofRome,theRo-
magna, and Lombardy. Emphasis must be laid on the sociological and

76 Epstein1994,p.108.
77 Pocock2003,p.437.
78 SeeChittolini1995.
79 SeeBertelliandInnocenti1979,p.cxlv.
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geographical anchorage of Machiavelli’s political analysis. Examining D I.55
leadsustounderstandthatthe‘differencesobservedbetweenthesetwoareas
seemratherdeepandnoteasytoovercome’:Machiavelli ‘assertsthatwhere
therearegentlemenitisusuallyimpossibletoorderarepublic.Thetaskdoes
notappeartohimimpossible,butcertainlyverydifficult.Itwouldbeinfact
necessarytoputanendtoallthegentlemen’.80Machiavelli’sprojectoflibera-
tionseemsthereforeaimedprimarilytowardstheTuscanandFlorentinepop-
ulation.81Nevertheless,asMachiavellihimselfindicatesinvariouspassagesin
thethreebooksoftheDiscourses (e.g.includingthefirstchapterofBookIII) as
wellasinthededicationtotheyoungrepublicancombatants,hishorizonof
hopeisclearlyfarreaching.Withhisrestlessandimmanentwisdomhewas
tryingtoreachthepeopleingeneral,inothercountries,inothertimes.More
universally,Machiavelli’sprojectofliberationisindeedconceivedforthepeo-
ple,ingeneralterms,forthecollectivedefenceofthewholeoftheirgoods:of
whatHegelhascalled,strictlyspeaking,the‘State’.82

InChapter5ofthePrincipe,Machiavelliplaysaroundthethreatthatislaid
upontheprincesbythepopulationsthathaveexperiencedfreedom:

Intruththerewasnoothersafewayofkeepingpossessionofthatcoun-
trybuttoruinit.Andwhoeverbecomesmasterofacitythathasbeen
accustomedtoliberty,anddoesnotdestroyit,musthimselfexpecttobe
ruinedbyit.Fortheywillalwaysresorttorebellioninthenameofliberty
and their ancient institutions, which will never be effaced from their
memory,eitherbythelapseoftime,orbybenefitsbestowedbythenew
master.83

IlPrincipe –insofarasitisaddressed,firstly,toaMediciafterthedemiseofthe
republic–isclearlyadesperateattempttodissuadeade factoprincefromput-
tinganendtotherepublic.Atthesametime,Machiavelliclearlypointsout,in
thewaytheRepublicofFlorencerelatedtoitsterritories,oneofitsmajorin-
trinsicweaknesses: ‘Nomatterwhathemaydo,orwhatprecautionshemay
take,ifhedoesnotseparateanddispersetheinhabitants,theywillonthefirst
occasioninvokethenameoflibertyandthememoryoftheirancientinstitu-
tions,aswasdonebyPisaafterhavingbeenheldoverahundredyearsinsub-

80 Pincin1980,p.78.
81 SeeGilbert1954,p.47;andInglese2013,pp.xii–xix.
82 Hegel1999,p.80.
83 Machiavelli1997–2005,vol.1,p.130(Machiavelli1882,vol.2,pp.17–8).
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jection by the Florentines’.84 The only political project that Machiavelli
presentstoaprinceisthatofliberatinganoppressedpopulation.Heclearly
statesitinChapter6:theprinces,theexcellentones,thosewhodeservetobe
imitated,aretheliberators.Itisnotaquestionofhowtogovern,becauseeven
themostexcellentprincesdonotactdifferentlyfromthevillains,asisstressed
inChapter8;itisamatterofpoliticalvision,ofproject,andconception.Now,
thisisdefinedatthebeginningofChapter9:whatisatstakeistheliberation
ofthepeoplefromtheoppressionofthegreats.85Still,inviewofthislibera-
tion,amajorstageistheconstitutionofamilitia.

Theconnectionbetweenmercenarismandthedevelopmentofpublicdebt
intheFlorenceoflateTrecentoandearlyQuattrocento,or,inotherwords,be-
tweenmilitaryexpansionismanddeficitpolicies–asitismadebyanaristoc-
racyofmerchantsandbankers,drawingwealthandpowerfromit–hadbeen
clearly identified by contemporaries: Leonardo Bruni, for example, whom
Guicciardini seems to paraphrase in his Cose fiorentine.86 This has already
beenanalysedinsomedetailwithinspecialisedliterature.87Insofarastheevi-
denceofthecentralcharacteroftheconceptof‘peopleinarms’isnotdisre-
garded,aswellastheevidenceofMachiavelli’santi-aristocraticdrivethatled
him to take hold of the virtue of the struggle between the people and the
greats,itisrighttoquestiontheconnectionbetweenthisconceptwithinhis
theoryofhumanlibertyandacomprehensionoftheconsequencesofadeter-
minatefinancialsystem,whichappearsasthebackboneofthepoliticalbody,
whilstindicating,atthesametime,itsstructuralweakness.

Itmightbesaidthat,today,itisnotpossibletounderstandtheMachiavel-
lianconceptof‘armedpeople’withouthavingapreciseideaofthelogicand
structure of Tuscan and Florentine society after the development of public
debtinthefourteenthandfifteenthcenturies.Furthermore,itisnotpossible
tounderstandtheproposition‘moneyisnotthesinewsofwar’withouthaving,
first,thoroughlystudiedandunderstoodtheworkofDavidHerlihyandChris-
tianeKlapisch-ZuberontheCatastoof1427,whichcompelsustoevaluatenew
historicalcircumstances,namelythe1494revolutionthatinstitutedtheGreat
CouncilwithinthecontextofthewarofItaly.Therelevanceofthefinancial
issuetotherelationshipbetweenMachiavelliandeconomicsisevidentwhen
wepayattentiontothestudyofLouisMarks(1954)ontheFlorentinefinancial
crisis from1494 to 1502. If there isa principle thatonehas tokeep inmind

84 Ibid.
85 Forananalysisofchapters6to9,seeLefort1972,pp.362–89.
86 Guicciardini1945,p.109;seeHerlihyandKlapisch-Zuber1978,p.25.
87 SeeMolho1971,pp.9–21.
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whenconsideringaperiodofcrisis,itisthatthefinancialelement‘dominates
any other aspect of economics, whether industry, agriculture, or even com-
merce,nottosayanythingaboutmoremarginalsectors’.88

ThestudyoftherelationshipsbetweenfinanceandpoliticsinFlorence,be-
tweenthefourteenthandsixteenthcenturies,leadstochallengingthemodel
ofthe‘genesisofthemodernState’.AnthonyMolho,thefirsthistoriantocon-
ductathoroughresearchintheMontearchives,proposedintheearly1990’sa
radicalaxiologicalchange,dismissingboththepromotersandthedetractors
ofthe‘Weberian’model.AccordingtoMolho’sreadinganewhypothesiscould
beconsideredthatemployedtheMachiavelliannotion–thatcontrarytocom-
monopinion,moneyisnotthesinewsofwar–inviewofthecrisisinthehis-
torical analysis of State building: ‘Public finance was not the ingredient
indispensabletothecentralizationandstrengtheningofStates.Instead,poli-
ticsoffersamoreusefulvantagepointfromwhichtoexaminethelinkbetween
governmentandpublicfinanceinlatemedievalandearlymodernItaly’.89In
order to examine the relationship between the State and public finances, it
wouldbethereforemoreusefultoidentifytheinterests,thestrategiesandthe
compositionofthedominantclass,aswellasthedynamicsofthepoliticaland
socialconflicts.

ThisopeningtowardstheMachiavellianpropositionalsodenotes the im-
portanceofunderstandingmoreprecisely–initsgenesis,withinitscontext
anditslogic–whatMachiavellimeantbysayingthatmoneyisnotthesinew
ofwar.Accordingtoaneconomichistorianofthemedievalperiod,aparadox
within the history of ideas would be that ‘the intellectual renaissance, eco-
nomicallysupportedbythemerchantsandbankersofthelateMiddleAges,
wasnotabletogivebirthtoaMachiavelliofthepoliticaleconomy[…]inoth-
erwords,wasnotreadytocarryoutanautonomouseconomicscience’.90But
thismightbereversed:enteringthesceneatamomentcharacterisedbyfinan-
cialcrisisandthewideningparticipationinpoliticaldecisionmaking,inacon-
text of war, Machiavelli may have laid certain foundations for the critique of 
political economy.Thereisnosignificantobjection,aftertheconsolidationof
thepublicdebtandaftertheuprisingoftheworkersofthetextileindustryin
1378(therevoltoftheCiompi),againstthesayingthatqualifiesMachiavellias
the‘firstgreatauthorofthecapitalisticera’.TheyoungBenedettoCrocecould
besurprisedthat,beforehim,‘noonehasthoughtofcalling[Marx]“themost

88 Guery1994,p.229.
89 Molho1995,p.134.
90 Day1988,p.224.
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notablesuccessoroftheItalian Niccolò Machiavelli”–aMachiavelliofthela-
bourmovement’.91

Now,thereisinKarlMarxanindirect,unconsciousandunthoughtintegra-
tionoftheMachiavelliansubversionofthesentencepecunia nervus rerum. It
ishighlyappealingthatthistakesplaceatthecoreofthetheoryofcommodity
fetishism,articulatedinthefirstchapteroftheCapital.Accordingtosome,‘the
theoryoffetishismis,per se,thebasisofMarx’sentireeconomicsystem’,92and
forother‘thephenomenonofcommodityfetishismiscloselytiedupwiththe
formationofmoney’.93Theterm‘fetish’denotesanobjecttowhichamagical
conceptionconfersthepowerofautonomousmovement.Itbelongstothereg-
isterofadoration;itisalmostasynonymof‘idol’,awordhighlyconnoted,in
modernphilosophy’svocabulary,bytheAphorisms38–70fromthefirstbookof
theNovum organumbyFrancisBacon(1620).ForBacon,idolsareopposedto
ideasinthewaythattheimaginationofthingsisopposedtothingsastheyre-
allyare.In1608,Baconalreadyemployedtheterm‘idolatry’inacontextwhere
hegaveapositiveevaluationofMachiavelli’ssentence.InOf the True Greatness 
of the Kingdom of Britain,amemoiraddressedtoJamesIonhowtoassessthe
powerofaState,particularlythatofBritain,hewrote:‘Whereinnomancanbe
ignorantoftheidolatrythatisgenerallycommittedinthesedegeneratetimes
tomoney,asifitcoulddoallthingspublicandprivate’.94ButBaconisnotthe
onlyauthorthatMarxknewwell,inspiredbyMachiavellionthisissue.Heread
alsoBerkeleyontheSouthSeaBubble.Butparticularlyinterestingishisread-
ingofFerdinandoGaliani’sDella moneta (1751).

ThisisaworkratherneglectedbyMarxistcriticism,thattendstoignorethe
weightofthepre-Hegelianculture,notablyItalian,ontheintellectualdevelop-
mentoftheauthorofCapital.95 Intheframeworkofadiscussionontheutil-
ity,thenecessityandthelimitsofmoney(BookII,Chapter4),Galianistartsby
dividingtwokindsofmen,thosewhodespisemoneyunjustlyandthosewho
idoliseit.Hestatesthatidolatersarethemorenumerousandalsothemore
dangerous, because the idolatry of money is more easily understood by the
multitude,andbecauseerrorsintheunderstandingoftheroleofmoneycan
bringabouttheruinoftheState. It isatthispointthattheeconomist from
Naples,prominentfigureoftheItalianEnlightenment,introducestheFloren-

91 Croce 1914, p. 118. This quote, as well as the previous one (from Antonio Labriola), in
Tommasini1883–1911,vol.2,p.506,note2.

92 Rubin1972,p.4.
93 Rosdolsky1977,p.123.
94 Bacon1860,p.243.SeeOrsini1936,pp.43–53.
95 SeeTimpanaro1975,p.37.
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tine into the arena of modern political economy, offering an accurate com-
mentary of D II.10.Without naming Machiavelli, he picks up his arguments
andhishistoricalexamples:

Thatthepeoplerefertomoneyasthesinewsofwar,thefoundationof
everypower,man’ssecondblood,andtheprincipalsustainingforceof
lifeandhappiness,couldbeexcusedonthegroundsof ignorance,and
becauseoftheconnectionofideasbetweenthingsandtheirimages.But
thatonewhogovernsallowshimselftofallintothiserrorissomething
thatcannotbeneglected,becauseof thedangers thatmight resultof
this.The riches of Sardanapalus, of Croesus, of Darius, and of Perseus
wereaccumulatedbysuchamisconception.Astheyfailedtoremember
thatwarsarefoughtwithmenandiron,andnotwithgold,andasthey
put their faith on it, they were covetously plundered of the very thing
whichtheyhadaccumulatedfortheirdefence.96

These considerations lead Galiani to glorify the production activities of the
people, specifically agricultural labour, as opposed to the market activities,
thoseparexcellenceruledbytheidolatryofmoney,thatdevelopthefinancial
andrentierspirit,andleadtotheconquestoftherealeconomybyfinancial
capitalists.

Theparagraphquotedaboveisafaithfulsummary,inpart,ofthethesisex-
posedbyMachiavelli inDII.10:Money is insufficient toprotectyou;money
makesyoupreytoothers.SomeofthehistoricalexamplesusedbyGalianito
provehispointarealsoborrowedfromMachiavelli.Itisfromherethataprop-
osition,whichconstitutesanessentialmomentofconceptualarticulationfor
Marx’ssectiononcommodityfetishism,isderived.Thisisaverycontroversial
sectionofCapital.Ithasahighlevelofpoeticandtheoreticalabstraction,and
posedaconsiderabledifficultyforitsauthor.AftertheCritique of Political Econ-
omy in1859anditspreparatoryworks(theGrundrisseof1857–8),whenMarx
reasonsaboutcommodities,hedrawsonGaliani’sanalysisontheactualvalue
ofmoney.InalettertoEngelsdated22June1867,whilecorrectingtheprelimi-
naryversionofCapitalthatwasfinallyabouttobepublished,Marxwrote:‘The
economistshaveuntilnowdisregarded[…]thattheelementaryformofthe
commodity[…]containstheentiresecretofthemoney-form’.97Thisconclu-
sionpromptedhimtostartCapitalwithananalysisofcommodities,insteadof
an analysis of money. When Marx subsequently revised his major work for

96 Galiani1975,pp.119–20.
97 MarxandEngels1987,p.383.
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French translation and for its German second edition, he introduced in the
firstchapterthefourthsectiononThe Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret 
Thereof.Hethendrawsonelementsfromhis1859work,addingtheminafoot-
note, the brief commentary quoting Galiani: ‘When, therefore, Galiani says:
Valueisarelationbetweenpersons–“LaRicchezzaèunaragionetradueper-
sone”–heoughttohaveadded:arelationbetweenpersonsexpressedasarela-
tion between things’.98 Here we have, in two sentences, synthetically the
formula of the theory of commodity fetishism.This theory assigns Galiani’s
analysisthatdenouncestheidolatryofmoneytotheanalysisofcommodities.
Itisnoteworthyherethatwenotreducetheimportanceoftheanalyticalcon-
sequencesofthisassignation,butindicatethatMarx’stextreferstoGaliani’s
whichrefersinturntoMachiavelli’srefutationoftheadagepecunia nervus re-
rum.Thereforeanunexpectedelementcomesintosightinthehistoryofthe
critiqueofpoliticaleconomy.Aradicalmovebecomesnecessary,whichgoes
backtotherootoftheproblem,andtherebytoMachiavelli’stextitselfandto
thefinancialcrisisinFlorenceatthetimeoftheRepublicoftheGreatCoun-
cil.99
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Chapter16

Plebeian Politics: Machiavelli and the Ciompi 
Uprising

Yves Winter 

OftheeightbooksthatcomposeNiccolòMachiavelli’sFlorentine Histories,the
betterpartofBookIIIisdedicatedtotheuprisingoftheFlorentinewoolwork-
ersknownasthe‘tumultoftheCiompi’ in1378.Andwhilethisisnottheonly
episodeofsocialconflictchronicledintheFlorentine Histories, theinsurrec-
tionoccupiesaspecialplace.Duringthesummermonthsof1378,thelowest
stratumoftheFlorentineworkingclassoverthrewthegoverningelitesandin-
stitutedarevolutionaryregime.Forthefirsttimeinitshistory,aradicalinsur-
gent government that included both artisans and manual labourers, drawn
primarilyfromthetextileindustry,ruledFlorence.1Eventhoughtheuprising
wasdefeatedaftersixshortweeks,itsmemorycastanenduringspellonFlo-
rentinehistory.2Alarmedbytheunprecedentedpoliticalandeconomicmo-
bilisation of the plebs, the Florentine elites developed a lasting fear of the
rabblemanifestinsuccessivegenerationsofhumanistwriters.

MosthistoriansthatprecededMachiavelli(andmostthatfollowedhim,up
untilthenineteenthcentury)hadlittlesympathyfortheworkers,describing
theuprisingasinstigatedbythedevil,asaresultofmoraldepravity,orasthe
work of a mob manipulated by intrigue and conspiracy.3 Leonardo Bruni
considered the insurgents a bunch of violent and ‘impoverished criminals’
whose ‘only goal was plunder [and] slaughter’.4 And Poggio Bracciolini
thought the revoltwasdivinepunishment for thesinsof thecityandof its

* ThisessayoriginallyappearedinPolitical Theory,2012,40,6:736–66.
1 Najemy1981,p.59.
2 GeneBruckercallstheCiompiuprising‘moretraumatic,anditsconsequencesofgreater

significance,thantheotherrevolutionaryspasmswhichthecityexperienced’.Brucker1983,
pp.46–7;Najemy2006,pp.156–87.

3 Itisnotuntilthenineteenthcenturythatliberalhistorians,suchasCorazziniandFalletti-
FossatibegantolookattheCiompiinmoresympatheticlight.Corazzini1887;Falletti-Fossati
1882.SeealsoBock1990,pp.193–4.

4 Bruni2007,IX,9.
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citizens.5 In all likelihood, Machiavelli was the first historian who saw the
causes and motivations for the uprising in the workers’ social and political
conditions.UnlikeBruniandBracciolini,bothofwhomhecriticisesfordis-
avowingtheroleofcivildiscordinFlorentinehistory(IFP),Machiavellitreats
theCiompirevoltasanunambiguouslypoliticalmovement.6

Inthisessay,IofferafreshinterpretationofhowMachiavellidepictsthis
insurrectionarymoment.Focusingona speechattributed toa leaderof the
revolt,Iwillshowcaseadeeplyradicalandegalitarianlineofthoughtopened
upbyMachiavelli’s text.Thewoolworker’sspeech(reproduced in full inan
appendixtothisarticle),summonsaplebeianpoliticsandcallsforaviolent
overthrowofoligarchicandplutocraticstructuresofpower.Yeteventhough
theCiompo’sspeechiscentraltoMachiavelli’snarrativeoftheuprising,many
interpreters disavow the political radicalism of this address on the grounds
that itconflictswithMachiavelli’sviewsasstatedelsewhere.Myessaychal-
lenges this neutralisation of political radicalism, accentuating the thesis of
Machiavelli’s populism that has recently been bolstered by the ‘democratic
turn’ in Machiavelli scholarship, and extending the argument for a populist
andegalitarianreadingofMachiavelli fromtheDiscourses andThe Prince to
theFlorentine Histories.7

Toread thesubversivespeechasapieceof seriouspoliticalcommentary
eventhoughitconflictswiththehistoricalnarrativeinwhichitissetismerely
toapplytheinterpretivecircumspectionexercisedbyscholarswithrespectto
Machiavelli’s other writings. It is by now standard practice in Machiavelli
scholarshiptoreadhispoliticaltexts,aboveallThe Prince, inthecontextofits
dedications. Close attention to the addressees of these texts is necessary in
order to make sense of the obvious tension between Machiavelli’s commit-
menttopopularpoliticsandtheseeminglytyrannicaladvicedispensedinThe 
Prince. DidMachiavellidedicateThe Prince toLorenzobecausehewantedhis
oldjobasFlorentinesecretaryback?Werehisintentionstoadviseprincesorto
underminethembyrevealingthesecretmechanismsofpower?8Isthecoun-
sel offered in The Prince genuine, or is it supposed to lead to the Medici’s
downfall?9 Recently, similar questions have been raised with regards to the

5 Bracciolini1715,p.78.TheideaofadivinepunishmentistakenfromAlamannoAcciaiuoli’s
chronicle.SeeWilcox1969,pp.149–51.

6 I cite Machiavelli’s works according to the following translations: Machiavelli 1988a; 
Machiavelli 1998;Machiavelli1996.ForItalianreferencesormyowntranslations(wherein-
dicated),Ihavereliedmostlyonthefollowingedition:Machiavelli1998a.

7 McCormick2011.SeealsodeGrazia1989;Lefort1978.
8 SeeforinstanceMattingly1958;Baron1961;Langton1987;Rousseau1997;Spinoza2002.
9 Dietz1986.
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Discourses,10butpoliticaltheoristshavenotpaidthesamekindofattentionto
therhetoricalsituationoftheFlorentine Histories.Thatissurprising,because
afterall,theFlorentine Histories werecommissionedbyanddedicatedtoGi-
uliode’MediciwhobythetimetheworkwasfinishedhadbecomePopeClem-
entVII.IfwetakeMachiavelli’spopularpolitics–andhisambivalentrelation
to the Medici – as a hermeneutic key, there are good reasons to be wary of
treatingthehistoricalnarrativeintheFlorentine Histories asatransparentre-
flectionofhisauthorialintentions.11

MyinterpretationoffersanaccountofMachiavelli’stextthatgoesagainst
thegrainofthemoderaterepublicanversion,butmyaimisnottosubstitute
anostensiblymorefaithfulrenderingofMachiavelli’spoliticalbeliefsforthe
onescurrentlyonoffer.ThequestionofMachiavelli’s‘trueintentions’hasno
determinateanswer,forthepolysemyofhistextmakessecuringasinglemean-
ingunfeasible.Whileeverytextismarkedbyaconstitutiveopenness,thisis
especiallytrueforMachiavelli’swritings,steepedastheyareincontradictions,
tensions,andparadoxes.ThejaggedsurfaceofMachiavelli’stextopensradical
andegalitarianpathsofthought,linesthatmaynothavebeenintendedbythe
authororevenfullydiscernibletohim.Pursuingtheselinesofthoughtallows
ustoexcavatealayerofpoliticalcommentaryandargumentthatisobscured
bytheattemptstoreducethemeaningoftheFlorentine Histories toasingle
anduniformexpressionofMachiavelli’sauthorialintentions.

DrawingontheinterpretivetraditionthatreadsMachiavelliasathinkerof
therevolutionarysituation,Iproposetoreadthesubversivespeechasapre-
scient,untimely,andnotentirelyself-consciousvectorofhistoricalpossibili-
ty.12 Summoning a revolutionary political subject that is historically absent,
thespeechhasautopianandphantasmaticcharacterandfunctionsasamode
ofpoliticalrepresentationthatisnotreducibletotheimmediacyofapolitical
present.Myessayisstructuredinfivesections.Becauseinterpretationisnota
linearbutarecursivepursuit,eachsectionexaminesadifferentfacetofthe
speechandcontributesanadditionallayerofanalysis.Ibeginbylayingoutthe
historicalcontexttotheuprisinginsomedetail,asthisbackgroundisindis-
pensableforaplausibleinterpretationofthespeech.IthenintroduceMachia-
velli’saccountoftherevolt,focusingonthetensionbetweenthetwovoices:
theexhortativevoice,whichtheFlorentine Histories ascribestotheanonymous
worker,andthenarrativevoice,whichthetextattributestoMachiavelli.The

10 SeeMcCormick2011,pp.36–46.
11 SeeNajemy1982.
12 Gramsci1971,pp.125–205;Althusser1999;Negri1999,pp.37–97;Balakrishnan2009,pp.

265–79.
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subsequentsectionexaminesthespeech’sprincipallinesofreasoning,espe-
ciallyitscallforpopularviolence.Ithenturntotheaudienceandthespeaker,
which I approach through the fictional and anonymous dimensions of the
speech. Examining thespeechas a narrativedevice, I showthat thespeech
interruptsandblursthechronologyoftheuprising,asiftohighlighttheunre-
solvednatureoftheworkers’politicaldemands.

1 Who were the Ciompi? 

Duringthesummermonthsof1378,Florencesawamassivepopularupheaval.
Leadinguptotherevoltwasanattemptedcoupbytheupperechelonofthe
Florentineelitesagainsttheguild-basedgovernmentthatincludedrepresenta-
tivesfromboththewealthymerchantpatriciateaswellascraftsmenandarti-
sans. The clashes that sparked the uprising were triggered by attempts, on
behalfofsomeoftheelite’s leadingfamilies,toremovenon-eliteguildsmen
fromtheregistersofcitizenseligibletoholdoffice.Yetthepowerstrugglebe-
tweentheelitesandtheguildshadbeenafixtureofFlorentinepoliticssince
thelatethirteenthcenturyandhastobeseeninthecontextofthreedevelop-
mentsdrivenprimarilybyFlorence’scommercialrevolutionovertheprevious
150 years: first, the transformationof theFlorentinenobility, fromawarrior
castetoaclassofwealthymerchantsandbankers;second,therisetounprec-
edentedpoliticalstrength,throughtheirguilds,ofacoalitionofartisans,shop-
keepers,notaries,andlocalmerchants;andthird,theemergenceofaclassof
low-wagetextileworkerswithfluctuatingemploymentandprecariousliveli-
hoods made worse by practices of outsourcing, subcontracting, and debt-
bondage.13

UnlikeothermedievaleconomiesinEurope,whichwerelargelydominated
byagrarianproduction,latemedievalFlorence–oneofthelargestEuropean
citiesatthetime–sawtheemergenceofacommercialcapitalismbasedon
textileproduction,trade,andbanking.14TheengineofFlorentinegrowthwas
itswoolindustry,whichatitsheightinthe1300semployedbetweenasixthand
athirdofthepopulationandexportedfabricstotherestofItaly,France,Eng-
land, and beyond.15 As a result of the thriving trade, there was a significant
accumulationofcapital,which ledto theemergenceofaboomingbanking
sector and the formation of an industrial and financial elite with unprece-

13 Najemy2006,p.76.
14 deRoover1942.
15 Goldthwaite2009,p.265.
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dentedpower.Florentinebankslentmoneyanddictatedfiscalpolicynotonly
to the commune of Florence. As major players in European public finance,
theytransactedwiththepapalcuriainRomeandAvignonaswellaswiththe
princesandkingsofNaples,England,France,andFlanders.16

Along with the commercial expansion arose the guild system.The guilds
emergedintheearlythirteenthcenturyasself-governedassociationstopro-
vide the merchants and artisans with political institutions of their own, ex-
empt from the dominance exercised by the powerful noble families.17
Successivelymoreformalisedaschannelsofpoliticalrepresentationthrough-
outthethirteenthcentury,theguildsestablishedcontroloverFlorentinepoli-
tics and enforced business-friendly industrial, fiscal, and monetary policy.18
The1293constitutionmadeguildmembershipaconditionforFlorentineciti-
zenship; the republic became ‘a kind of confederation of guilds’, and guilds
werethepoliticalintermediariesbetweenindividualsandtheState.19

Among the guilds, there was a clear hierarchy between the seven major
guildsandthefourteenminorguilds.Themajorguildsrepresentedthegrandi,
thenobility,whichhadsuccessfullytransformeditselffromawarriorcasteto
a class of cloth merchants, bankers and financiers, and notaries.The minor
guildswerecomposedofartisansandskilledcraftsmen,frombutcherstoshoe-
makers,tailors,winesellers, leatherworkers,andbakers.Yetthetwenty-one
guildsrepresentedonlyafractionoftheFlorentinepopulation,formostwork-
ers,especiallyinthetextilesector,werenoteligibleforguildmembership.20Of
the approximately 14,000 people working in wool manufacture in 1378, only
about200werepadroni whoqualifiedformembership.Therest,includingthe
smallartisans,theskilledandtheunskilledworkers,wereso-calledsottoposti 
and not eligible for membership nor permitted to create their own associa-
tion.21

Because the guilds exercised substantial regulatory and judicial power in
thecommercialsphereinadditiontotheirpoliticalrole,theworkers’exclu-
sionfromguildmembershipcontributeddirectlytothemaintenanceandre-
productionofthehighlyunequalrelationsofproductionthatfedtheFlorentine
economic expansion. One of the reasons for the Florentine wool industry’s

16 Forfiguresanddetails,seeDavidsohn1928,p.227.
17 Najemy2006,p.40.
18 Becker1960,pp.44,47;MollatandWolff1973,p.144.
19 Goldthwaite2009,p.343.
20 Mollat and Wolff 1973, p. 158. For a detailed study of the Florentine population a few

decadesaftertheCiompiinsurrection,seeHerlihyandKlapisch-Zuber1985.
21 In1345,aworkernamedCiutoBrandiniwassentencedtodeathforformingafratellanza 

ofwoolcarders.SeeRodolico1922,pp.181–4.
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competitiveness was its ability to market high-quality cloth at lower price
pointsbykeepinglabourcostsdown.Clothproductionwashighlyfragmented;
merchantsemployedsalariedlabourersdirectlyonlyfortheinitialstepsinthe
productionprocess–thewashing,beating,oiling,carding,andcombingofthe
wool.Subsequentmanufacturingstepswerecontractedtoartisansofvarying
skill levels–spinners,weavers, fullers,stretchers,menders,anddyers–who
operatedtheirownshopsandwerepaidbypiecework.22Theguild,controlled
bythelanaiuoli,organisedandsupervisedthemanufacturingprocess,moni-
toring the processing of textile from imported raw baled wool through the
carding,spinningandweavingintofinalcloth.Itdeterminedwagesfortensof
thousandsofworkers,distributedproductionquotas,functionedasbrokerfor
rawmaterialsandlabour,anddirectlyoperatedsomeaspectsofthemanufac-
turingprocess.Bypreventingworkersfrompurchasingrawmaterialsorselling
finishedproducts,theguildmonopolisedproductioninacartel-likestructure.

Thewoolworkers,knownasCiompi,weretheclosestthinglatemedieval
Florencehadtoanindustrialproletariat.23Aheterogeneousgroupconsisting
ofworkersalongthevariousstepsofclothmanufacture,theCiompiincluded
bothskilledandunskilledworkersaswellassmallartisanswhoownedtheir
equipmentandoperatedtheirownshops.Whatunitedthemwastheirsubor-
dinate position in the production process, for all of them depended on the
merchants for their often unsteady employment. The precarious living and
working conditions of the clothworkers, especially during economic down-
turns,meantthattheyformedasignificantportion(bysomeestimatesupto
half) of the popolo minuto – the Florentine poor.24 Poverty rates of 50 to 70
percentmaintainedpressureonwages,especiallyforlow-skilledworkers.The
guildsfurtherensuredthatwageswouldrarelyrisebeyondsubsistencelevels
bylimitingproductionquotasandbyfacilitatingloanstopennilessworkers,
which indentured them to labour under unfavorable conditions.25 ‘Even in
timesofhighemploymentandcheapbread,theirincomewasbarelyabovethe
subsistencelevel’,writesGeneBrucker.26Inbadyears,suchasduringthede-
pressionofthe1370s,theyweredestituteandsufferedfromfamineandepi-
demics.

Theseeconomicandpoliticalgrievancesmightnothaveledtoaworkers’
uprising had it not been for the series of crippling crises that occasioned a

22 Brucker1968,p.319;Goldthwaite2009,pp.300,317–19.
23 Ontheconditionofthewoolworkers,seeFranceschi1993.
24 Brucker1972,p.157.
25 Najemy1981,pp.72–3.
26 Brucker1972,p.160.
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rapidfall inwoolproductioninthelatefourteenthcentury.27TheEuropean
economicandfinancialcrisisaswellastheoutbreakofthebubonicplaguehit
Florence’sexportandfinancialindustriesespeciallyhard.28Asaresultofthe
lossofmarketsandthedisappearanceofqualifiedlabour,theproductionof
clothdeclinedfrom100,000boltsofwoolin1308toabout30,000in1373andto
less than 20,000 in 1381.29Yet while the financial industry saw a number of
bankruptcies,30 the wool firms fared better, in part because of their flexible
business model, which allowed them to absorb shocks. By having relatively
littlecapitaltiedupinmaterialsorcapitalequipmentandbyrelyingoncon-
tract work, the lanaiuoli could stop production promptly while shifting the
costsofworkstoppagestotheirworkers.Themainvictimsoftheeconomic
depressionwere the 17,000paupers in thecity,whose livelihoods fluctuated
with the business cycle of the wool industry.31 While there is some debate
amonghistoriansabouttheextentofthecrisis,itisprobablethatduringthe
1370sand1380s,theFlorentineeconomyreacheditslowestpointsince1348.32
An unprecedented polarisation of wealth separated the growing number of
urbanpoorfromasmallplutocraticelite.Asacontemporarychroniclerputit,
thepeoplewerehungryandangry;workshopswereshut;andgrainhadtobe
rationedandpubliclydistributed.33

2 The Three Acts of the Ciompi Uprising

TheCiompiUprisinghappenedinthreephases.34Thefirstact, inJune1378,
waspromptedbyapowerstrugglewithintheelites,whichprovokedriotsthat
mobilisedthewoolworkers.Artisansandworkersfromthepopolo minuto–
the‘littlepeople’–participatedinadayofproteststhatinvolvedarsonattacks
onthepalazzi ofadozenoligarchsandthereleaseofinmatesfromthecom-

27 Goldthwaite2009,p.277.
28 Cipolla1949,p.181.
29 Davidsohn1928,pp.245,250.
30 SeeMeltzing1906,pp.16–78.
31 Thefigure isVilani’s.SeeMünkler2004,p. 165.Fordetailsonwoolproductionin four-

teenth century Florence, see Hoshino 1980. For an alternative perspective on the real
incomeofworkers,seedelaRoncière1981.

32 SeeBrucker1962,p.28.
33 Stefani,quotedinDavidsohn1928,p.246.
34 Brucker1968,p.315.
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munalprisons.35With thehelpof thepopolo minuto, thewealthymerchant
patriciatemanagedtopreempttheattemptedcoupbytheoldnobility.36But
theelitepowerstrugglewassoonovershadowedbythewoolworkers,whoa
fewweekslater–inthesecondactoftheuprising–escalatedtherevolt.Inlate
July,theyoverthrewtheFlorentinegovernmentandinstalledarevolutionary
regimeundertheleadershipofawoolcarder,MichelediLando.Severalthou-
sandarmedworkersbesiegedtheSignoria;thePalazzodelPodestawasseized;
andthepublicexecutionerwashangedbyhisfeetinfrontofthePalazzoVec-
chio.

Despite the bold actions, the Ciompi’s political and social demands were
modest.Theywantedtherighttoformaguildanddemandedproductionin-
creasesforthewoolindustrytoabateunemployment.37Onthewhole,their
petitionremainedwellwithintheframeworkofthemedievalcorporatistsys-
tem.Itdidnotattempttochangeoroverthrowtheregimenortoinstitutea
moreegalitarianorder.38YetthenewCiompigovernmentwasweakandtimid
andremaineddeferentialtothepoliticalandeconomicelites.39Insteadofin-
stitutingreforms, itquicklycompromisedwith theminorguilds.Micheledi
Lando became aThermidorian figure, clashing with the radical wing of the
workersandthwartingtheirmoreegalitariandemands.Inresponsetothisbe-
trayal,theCiompicontinuedtheirrevolt.Inthethirdactoftheuprisinginlate
August, thousandsofworkersassembled in thePiazzaSanMarco.Shouting

35 Thesearsonattackswereinstigatednotbytheworkersbutbytheguilds.Green1990,p.78.
SeealsoBrucker1962,p.368.

36 SeeRodolico1980,pp.1–27;Rutenburg1971,pp.163ff.
37 ThepetitionsubmittedtotheSignoriaonJuly21hadsixmaincomponents:(1)abolition

ofthetribunalofthearte della lana;(2)abolitionofthepenaltyofamputatingahandfor
non-payment of debts; (3) official recognition of and political representation for the
popolo minuto; (4)two-yeardebtamnesty;(5)amnestyforeveryoneinvolvedintheupris-
ing;(6)changeoftheregressivetaxsystem.

38 Whetherthesedemandswereradicalormoderateissubjecttoongoingcontroversy.For
Rodolico, they signal the revolutionary character of the movement; Rodolico 1980,
pp.119ff.ForRutenburg,thesearenotrevolutionarydemands,merelyacallforrecogni-
tionunderafeudalsystem,Rutenburg1971,p.198.BruckeranddeRooverconsiderthe
programneitherrevolutionarynoregalitarianbutsimplyanattempttorestoretheideal
of the medieval corporation, Brucker 1983; see also Brucker 1968, pp. 342, 345, 353. de
Roover 1968,p.309.ForMollatandWolff, theseare relativelymoderatedemands,and
Goldthwaitecallstheeventa ‘populartaxpayers’revolt’,MollatandWolff1973;Goldth-
waite2009,p.328.Najemyconsiderstheprogrambothrevolutionaryandsophisticated,
Najemy1981,p.60.Stellaarguesthatforthetime,thedemandswereradicalandwould
havecompletelytransformedthepoliticalorganisationofFlorence.Stella1993,pp.62–5.

39 Stella1993,pp.53–9.
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‘Long live the popolo minuto’, they demanded the resignation of Michele di
Lando’sgovernment.40Pushingforamoreegalitarianpoliticalandeconomic
system,theydemandedredistributionandcalledforasuspensionofpolitical
rights for the aristocracy and for worker involvement in industrial decision-
making.OnAugust31,theywerebrutallyslaughteredbyacoalitionofmajor
andminorguildswiththereformistforcesunderMichelediLando. Itwasone
ofthebloodiestdaysinFlorentinehistory.41Inthefollowingdays,thepopolo 
grasso andtheminorguildsformedagovernmentthatdisbarredthesottoposti 
ofthewoolguild.By1382,thatgovernmenthadfallenandcontroloverFloren-
tinepoliticswasbackinthehandsoftheoligarchicelites.

3 Machiavelli’s Two Voices 

Machiavelli’sdepictionoftheCiompiisambiguous.Ontheonehand,hede-
scribesthemenwhoparticipatedintheuprisinginhighlyunflatteringterms,
callingthem‘thelowestplebs[infima plebe]ofthecity’anda‘mob’motivated
by fear and hatred (IF III.12; III.16). He chides the more radical workers for
their ‘ingratitude’, ‘extraordinary insolence’, and ‘arrogance’ (IF III.17) and
heaps praise on Michele di Lando, the man who ultimately betrayed and
crushedtheworkers.Ontheotherhand,Machiavelliquotesalongandrousing
speech,attributedtooneoftheCiompiandsetatasecretworkers’meeting,
thatmakesanimpassionedpleaforequalityandissuesapiercingcallforrevo-
lutionarychange.Thespeech’ssocialegalitarianismanditscalltoupendthe
socialordersituneasywithMachiavelli’sprofessedcriticismoftheCiompiand
hintatamoreradicalpolitics.

In the secondary literature, the tension between what Machiavelli says
abouttheCiompiinhisownvoiceandthewordsheascribestooneoftheir
rabble-rousershastypicallybeenresolvedinfavouroftheformer.Largelyac-
ceptingMachiavelli’sself-presentationintheFlorentine Histories asadmiring
compromiseandmoderation,scholarshaveadvancedvariousargumentsfor
whythewoolworker’sspeechcannotbeanexpressionofMachiavelli’s true
views. Schematically, these arguments can be grouped into two categories:
thosethatdismissthespeechonthegroundsofitssubstantivepoliticalclaims
andnormativeimplications,andthosethatemphasisethespeech’sformalas-
pectsandtreatitasaliterarydevicedisconnectedfromtheCiompiuprising.

40 SeeStefani’schronicleinGreen1990,p.90.
41 MollatandWolff1973,p.156.
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Analysesofthespeech’spoliticalclaimshaveledanumberofscholarsto
dismissitonsubstantivegrounds.Readerscommittedtothe‘republican’Ma-
chiavellitypicallyconcedethathewassympathetictothemoderatestrandof
theuprisingbutinsistthatherejectedthemoreradicalinsurgency.According
tothisinterpretation,Machiavellisupportedtheworkers’struggleforpolitical
representationandforequalitybeforethelawbutopposedthedemandsfor
redistribution and for participatory democracy in matters of manufacturing
and production.42 Commentators have focused on the speech’s ostensibly
corruptaccountofjustice,43ontheresentmentandfearandthelackofaco-
herentpoliticalperspective,44andontheallegedlyun-Machiavellianappealto
socio-economicequality45asreasonsforwhythespeechis,inHannaPitkin’s
words,‘notanarticulationofMachiavelli’sviews’.46Thisstrandofinterpreta-
tionseestheradicalismofthespeechasasymptomofafailedpoliticalsys-
tem.47 Popular violence is the effect of pent-up grievances that have no
institutionaloutlet;itemergesasthepathologicalresultoftherepressionof
voice,generatedbyadespoticpoliticalsystemthatfailstoprovideadequate
representative institutions that would allow complaints to take a discursive
form.AndMachiavelliisseenasanadvocateofmoderationandcompromise
whoseaccountoftheuprisinghasprimarilypedagogicalvalue:itfunctionsas
ahistoricalparable,instructingthereaderthattheabsenceofrepresentative
institutionsresultsinradicalismandviolence.48

Scholarswhotreatthespeechasarhetoricalexercisecontendthatreading
thespeechasanaddressbyanuneducatedwoolworkertoanaudienceofla-
bourersconstitutesacategorymistake.Thisargumentcomesintwoshapes:
thefirstconcernsthehistoricalveracityofthespeech.Thefabricatednatureof
thespeechhasledsomereaderstodismissitasanextravagantbutpolitically
meaninglessornamentationofMachiavelli’s text.49Asecondversionof this
argumenttreatsthespeechasaskillfullycraftedsatire,onethatisonlycoinci-
dentally related to the Ciompi revolt. According to this interpretation, the
speechisaninstanceofMachiavellianirony.Inviewofthenumerousallusions

42 SeePitkin1984,pp.310–14;Bock1990,p.195;Leibovici2002,pp.657–8.
43 Pitkin1984,p.313;Benner2009,p.304.
44 Leibovici2002,p.655.
45 Bock 1990, pp. 189, 195. For a competing analysis of Machiavelli’s take on equality, see

Lefort1978,pp.226–7.
46 Pitkin1984,p.314.
47 SeeforexampleLeibovici2002,p.650.
48 MaurizioViroligoessofarastocallthespeecha‘radicalcritiqueofpopulism’(Viroli2010,

p.195).
49 Gilbert1977,p.137.



316 Winter

tomaximsandideasfromThe Prince,thespeechshouldhavebeendelivered
byaprinceratherthanbyanuneducatedplebeian.50Bytreatingthespeechas
apieceofpoliticalsatire,thisreadingeffectivelydisconnectsthespeechfrom
thehistoricalcontextoftheuprisingandinterpretsitasamockeryoftheinept
Florentineeliteswhoareoutshinedbyanilliteratewoolworker.

Despitethesplitbetweensubstantiveandformalassessments,bothstrands
of interpretation share a common denominator.Whether it is through con-
ceitsofauthorialintent,historicalveracity,orironicinversion,themajorinter-
pretationsofthisspeechsucceedinneutralisingtheradicallyegalitarianand
democratic implications of the Ciompo’s oration. As Mark Hulliung writes:
‘politicalradicalisminthemodernsensehasnothingtodowithMachiavelli’s
strikingaccountof theplebeiancause’.51Machiavelli,weare told,mayhave
harboredsomesympathieswiththedemandsforrepresentationbutwasulti-
matelyrepulsedbytheradicalismandviolenceoftheplebs.

Thereare,however,goodreasonstobeskepticaloftheportraitofMachia-
velliasamoderate.Foronce,Machiavellifrequentlydeploystherhetoricalfig-
ureofdilemmaandthehumanisttechniqueofargumentonbothsidesofan
issue(in utramque partem).52 AsNancyStrueverandVictoriaKahnhaveboth
shown, the tensions and contradictions in Machiavelli’s text are rhetorical
ways of problematising moral and political issues, prodding readers to con-
sideraquestionfrommultipleanglesandrefusingfacileanswerstocomplex
problems.53ThustodiscountthespeechinfavourofMachiavelli’sdisparag-
ingdescriptionoftheCiompiistodisregardhalfthestory.Second,theneu-
tralisationofthespeech’sradicalismmaywellbeaneffectofthebifurcation
between the substantive and rhetorical interpretations of the speech. Most
commentators tacitly rely on the premise, that what Machiavelli says about
theCiompiismorereliablethanwhathehasthemsay.Butwhyshouldwere-
gardMachiavelli’snarrativevoice(asopposedtotheorator’s)asafaithfulre-
flectionofhisauthorialintentions?Implicitinthisviewisanaturalisationof
narrativeasadiscursiveform,themythicalideathatnarrative–asopposedto
directspeech–isaneutralmediumforrepresentinghistoricalevents.54

TheambiguousportrayaloftheCiompiintheFlorentine Histories ensures
that Machiavelli’s ‘true’ authorial intentions and political beliefs remain

50 Hulliung1983,p.92.
51 Hulliung1983,p.89.
52 Cox2010,pp.182–3;Chabod1964,p.200.
53 Kahn 1994; Struever 1992, pp. 147–81. For a dialectical analysis of The Prince, see also

McCanles1983.
54 SeeWhite1987.
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opaque.TheFlorentine Histories providenoresolutionofthetensionbetween
the exhortative voice ascribed to the anonymous Ciompo and the narrative
voice,whichthetextattributestoMachiavelli.Tonarrateistotellastory,and
tonarratehistoryistogivehistoricaleventsandprocessestheshapeofstories.
Butnoteveryeventlendsitselftobeingnarrated:noteveryeventpresentsit-
selfasalinearandsequentialstory,withabeginning,amiddle,andanend.
Speechesmarkinterruptionsinthehistoricalchronologyoftheworkandpro-
videMachiavelliwiththeopportunitytoinsertanewvoiceintothetextwith-
out completely breaking the narrative illusion. Struever has identified such
modificationsinnarrativedesignasanexampleofMachiavelli’s‘problematiz-
ingstrategy’,atextualstrategythatrefusestheostensiblytransparentandun-
ambiguousnatureofhistoricalandpoliticalclaims.55Registeringtheworker’s
speechasashiftinnarrativemodeprovidesuswiththenecessaryinterpretive
leverage for a fresh appraisal, one that works through the interplay of the
speech’sformaldimensionsandsubstantivepoliticalargumentswhileremain-
ingattentivetothenarrativesequenceanditsdiscontinuities.Inthisvein,Ra-
monAguirrehasproposedtoreadthespeechesintheFlorentine Histories as
waysofdirectlyaddressingthereader,whereasPeterBondanellaseesthemas
‘ameansofstrengthening[Machiavelli’s]owntheoreticalarguments’.56Ifwe
takethesetwoideas–thatthespeechisanaddresstothereaderandthatit
servestoproposeatheoreticalargument–asinterpretivestartingpoints,we
mightaskhowthespeechfunctionsasanaddresstothereaderandwhattheo-
reticalargument(s)itservestostrengthen.

4 A Plebeian Call to Arms 

Rejectingaristocraticdoctrinesofnaturalhierarchyandinequality,theCiom-
pomakesthemostradicalclaimforhumanequalityinMachiavelli’swork:

Donotlettheirantiquityofblood[…]dismayyou:forallmen,having
had the same beginning, are equally ancient and have been made by
natureinonemode.Stripallofusnaked,youwillseethatwearealike;
dressusintheirclothesandtheminours,andwithoutadoubt,weshall
appear noble and they ignoble, for only poverty and riches make us
unequal(IFIII.13).

55 Struever1992,p.148.
56 Aguirre1978,p.42;Bondanella1973,p.96.
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Ifallmenhavethesamebeginning,andifonlyclothesdifferentiateus,social
hierarchiesdonotderivefromnature.Theclaimtoequalityisgroundedinthe
sharednudityofthebody,theunderlyingsamenessthatishiddenbytheim-
permanent and artificial trappings of dress and attire. If, as a philosophical
argument for equality, the trope that fine feathers make fine birds does not
holdwater,rhetorically,itisremarkablyeffectiveandservesasthebasisfora
series of arguments why political violence is a necessary and legitimate re-
sponsetoexploitationanddisenfranchisement.

Theoratorcounselstheworkerstopursuetwoobjectivesintheirdelibera-
tions:oneistoavoidpunishmentfortheriotsinwhichtheywereinvolvedand
theother‘istobeabletolivewithmorefreedomandmoresatisfactionthanwe
haveinthepast’(IFIII.13).Toescapetheirconditionofpoverty,workersmust
riseupandtakewhatisrightfullytheirs.

Itistoouradvantage,therefore,asitappearstome,ifwewishthatour
olderrorsbeforgivenus,tomakenewones,redoublingtheevils,multi-
plyingthearsonandrobbery–andtocontrivetohavemanycompanions
in this,becausewhenmanyerr,noone ispunished,andthoughsmall
faultsarepunished,greatandgraveonesarerewarded;andwhenmany
suffer, few seek for revenge, because universal injuries are borne with
greaterpatiencethanparticularones.Thusinmultiplyingevils,wewill
gainpardonmoreeasilyandwillopenthewayforustohavethethings
wedesiretohaveforourfreedom(IFIII.13).

Therecoursetoviolenceisamatterof‘necessity’,fortherearenoalternative
courses of action available, if the workers are to free themselves from their
masters. Forestalling objections to violence on moral grounds, the speaker
urges his audience to refrain from evaluating violent action according to
benchmarksofconscienceand instead toapplyapurely instrumental stan-
dard:

Weoughtnottotakeconscienceintoaccount,forwherethereis,aswith
us,fearofhungerandprison,therecannotandshouldnotbefearofhell.
Butifyouwilltakenoteofthemodeofproceedingofmen,youwillsee
thatallthosewhocometogreatrichesandgreatpowerhaveobtained
themeitherbyfraudorbyforce;andafterwards,tohidetheuglinessof
acquisition,theymakeitdecentbyapplyingthefalsetitleofearningsto
thingstheyhaveusurpedbydeceitorbyviolence.Andthosewho,outof
eitherlittleprudenceortoomuchfoolishness,shunthesemodesalways
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suffocateinservitudeorpoverty.Forfaithfulservantsarealwaysservants
andgoodmenarealwayspoor(IFIII.13).

Paintingthepictureofacannibalisticworldinwhich‘mendevouroneanoth-
er’,theoratorcallsontheworkerstobeboldandseizetheopportunitytobe-
come‘princesofallthecity’:

HowmanytimeshaveIheardyoulamenttheavariceofyoursuperiors
and the injusticeofyourmagistrates!Now is the timenotonly to free
ourselvesfromthembuttobecomesomuchtheirsuperiorsthattheywill
havemoretolamentandfearfromyouthanyoufromthem.Theoppor-
tunitybroughtusbytheoccasionisfleeting,andwhenithasgone,itwill
bevaintotrytorecoverit(Ibid.).

Theplebeianspeechisaremarkablerhetoricalachievement,blendingsophis-
ticatedtechniquesofargumentwithemotionalappeals,figuresofamplifica-
tion,vividexamples,andeffectiverepetitions,substitutions,andtransitions.
ThespeechalsoexhibitsanumberofMachiavellianthemes57:thepreference
forconflictoverharmony;theadvicetotheworkerstoseizetheopportunity
andtomaketheirownfortune;theideaofnecessityasateacher;theinsight
thatwhenmanytransgress,theywillnotbepunishedandthatwhereassmall
misdeedsarepunished,greatcrimesarefrequentlyrewarded;therejectionof
aChristianmodelofconscienceasanarbiterofpoliticalaction;therecogni-
tionthatpowerandwealthoftenhavetheiroriginsinviolenceandfraudand
thattheseoriginsaretypicallyshroudedinfabricatedtalesofmeritandenti-
tlement;thecounselthatintimesofcrisis,boldnessisprudence,andthata
failuretoactdecisivelyandifnecessaryviolentlymayleadtogreaterviolence
andmiserydowntheroad.

Politically,oneofthekeyissuesraisedbythespeechishowtointerpretits
callforviolence.Istheinclinationtoviolenceasymptomoftheplebs’spoliti-
calimmaturityormoralcorruption?Isthepopularviolenceaconsequenceof
thefailureoftheFlorentinepoliticalsystemtoprovideavenuesofparticipa-
tion?What distinguishes the people from the grandi, Machiavelli is fond of
repeating,isthatthelatterdesiretooppresswhereastheformerdesiremerely
toavoidbeingoppressed(DI.5;P9).Istheplebeiandesiretosubjugatetheir
mastersthereforeacuethattheyaregrandi inwaiting,andthattheyintendto
merelyinvertrelationsofdominationratherthantransformthem?Doesthe
aspirationtocrushandoppresstheirsuperiors,todominatethemandtoloot

57 Pitkin1984,p.311;Hulliung1983,pp.89–92;Bock1990,p.194.
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theirriches,signalthattheworkersaredrivenbythesameimpulsesastheot-
timati and that ambition is the fundamental anthropological constant that
shapessocialhierarchiesandrelationsofdomination?

IntheCiompo’scannibalisticworldinwhich‘mendevouroneanother’and
inwhichrichesandpowerareobtained‘eitherbyfraudorbyforce’,violence
doesindeedappeartohaveananthropologicalrationale.Violenceandfraud
arewhatsustainsthesocialorder,anorderinwhichthepopolo minuto ‘suffo-
cateinservitudeandpoverty’.Onemightinferthatviolenceherefunctionsas
auniversalinstrumentforachievingpoliticalaimsor,alternatively,thatMa-
chiavelli lamentstheuniversalhumancapacity ‘formindless,savage,unpre-
dictableviolence’.58Yet inthespeech, theanthropological rationalisationof
violenceiscomplementedbyaconjuncturalargument:sincetheworkershave
alreadytakenuparms,theyareliabletobeprosecutedunlesstheyarevictori-
ous.TheCiompimustthuspursueadouble-prongedstrategy:theemancipa-
tory struggle for ‘more freedom and more satisfaction (più libertà e più 
sodisfazione)’ must be combined with the immediate tactical need to avoid
punishment.Thisdoubleaimisbestattainednotbyaretreatbutbyamultipli-
cationofviolence.

Thethemeofapoliticalandsocialorderbasedonviolenceandfraudreso-
natesstronglywithThe Prince, whereMachiavelli,amongotherthings,laysout
varioustypesofviolenceandfraudnecessarytoacquireandmaintainpower.
Theproblemforthenewprinceistoremaketheentiresocialorderor,asMa-
chiavelliputsit,tolaygoodfoundations,toeliminatehisrivals,keepthenobles
incheck,andifnecessary,todestroyentirecities(P3).Allthewhile,thenew
princemuststriveto‘appearancient’(P24),thatis,tocreatethe‘falsetitleof
earnings’towhichthewoolworkeralludes.AndamongtheexamplesfromThe 
Prince,noneseemsasfittingtotheplebeian’scalltomultiplyviolenceasCe-
sareBorgia,thedukeValentino,describedinchapter7.Borgiaturnsviolence
intoacatharticmomentbyexecutinghisuniversallyhateddeputyandbyhav-
inghimdismemberedanddisplayedinthetownpiazza.Thatspettaculo ‘left
thepeopleatoncesatisfiedandstupefied’(P7),convertingtheirhatredand
vengefulnessintoablendofsatisfactionandawe,orinMachiavellianterms,
loveandfear.Weknowthateventhoughtheduke’sState-building(justlikethe
Ciompi’s)ultimatelyfailed,Machiavelliregardedhimasanexampleforhowto
foundaState(P7,8,13).Itmaynotbeallthatfar-fetchedtoaskwhetherthe
speechascribedtotheanonymousplebeianleaderismeanttoventriloquise
theduke’sactions.59

58 Rebhorn1988,p.99.
59 SeeBorsellino1974,p.323.
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Butventriloquiseinwhatsense?Theplebeianpoliticsthatemergefromthe
speecharenotmerelyanappliedversionoftheadvicedispensedinThe Prince. 
Itistruethattheorator’sstatedambitionisfortheworkerstobecome‘princes
ofallthecity(principi della città)’andatvariouspointsinthespeech,heindi-
catesthatitistimefortheoppressedtotradeplacewiththeoppressors.Butin
contrasttoThe Prince,whichdiscussesviolenceanddeceitasstrategiesosten-
siblyusefulforaspiringprinces,theworker’sspeechtreatsthemassourcesof
domination,inequality,anddestitution.Tobesure,theoratorseesviolenceas
anecessarytacticfortheemancipatoryworkers’movement;thatsaid,there-
coursetoviolenceisframedprimarilyintermsofshakingoffexistingrelations
ofdominationratherthanconstitutingnewones.Thespeech’sprincipalob-
jectiveistopierceandexposetheillusionsandappearancesthatmaskthevio-
lencethatsecuresthesocialorder.Aboveall,theworkersneedtounshackle
themselvesfromtheideologythataristocraticbirthrenderssomemensupe-
rior by nature and that hereditary social hierarchies have natural underpin-
nings.Thefirststepintheplebeians’emancipatorystruggle istodecolonise
theirminds,toshedtheirfearsandtoliberatethemselvesfromthepangsof
consciencethatimpedetheiractionandthatrenderthemcomplicitintheir
ownsubjection.Thespeaker, then, is significantlymoreconcernedwithad-
dressingthefearsandapprehensionsofhisfellowlabourersandwithelucidat-
ingtheirconditionthanwithrulingovertheelites.

Theobjectiveofplebeianviolenceisframedintermsof‘satisfaction’(sodis-
fazione),evokingbothBorgia’sassassinationofhishateddeputythatleftthe
people‘satisfied’(satisfatti)aswellasanepisodefromtheDiscourses,where
Clearchus‘cuttopiecesallthearistocrats,totheextremesatisfaction(sodis-
fazione)ofthepeople’(DI.16).TheCiompipursuea‘satisfaction’unlikethat
providedbythedukeorbyClearchus;nevertheless,theterminologicalconver-
gence is not entirely coincidental.The emphasis on satisfaction in all three
textssuggests thatviolence functionsnotmerelyan instrumentofcoercion
butalsoasawaytomobilisepopularsupportinamannerthatappealsdirectly
topopulardemandsforredressagainstoppression.Itisthisaffectivedimen-
sionofthepublicperformanceofviolencethatechoesthroughtheworker’s
speech. 

Thedemandforthiskindofviolentsatisfactionmayseemcrude,butrather
than recoil and reprimand the plebeians’ vindictiveness, we should under-
stand this demand as a phantasmatic response to social conditions. For the
resentmentandvengefulnessfueledbytheoratorarenothiscreation;theyare
the psycho-social consequences of enduring oppression and exploitation.
Moreprecisely,theyareanattempttoconvertfearintohatred.Andifpopular
hatred,asapoliticalaffect,isonlyremotelyasvaluabletoconspiratorasitis
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detrimental toprinces(P 10, 17, 19,20), thenthatconversionmakes the fear
thatisgrippingtheworkerspoliticallyproductive.

AsMachiavellinotesinThe Prince,thehatredagainstthegrandi hasaco-
gentpoliticalexplanation:thepeoplehatethegrandi becausetheyfearthem
and because they aspire to secure themselves against domination (P 19).To
readthespeech’spathosasstokingtheflamesofdangerousunsociablepas-
sionsistomissthepointthatthesepassionsarefigurednotsimplyasdepraved
desireslyingdormant.Whatemergesclearlyfromthespeechisthatitisad-
dressedtoafrightenedcrowd,anaudiencewhosedebilitating‘fearofhunger
and prison’ has to be transformed into a potential for collective action.The
demand for sodisfazione thus indicates that the constitution of an insurrec-
tionarypoliticalsubjectivitytakesplaceinthephantasmaticfieldofdesireand
affect,andthatthestrategiesavailabletopotentialinsurgentsmusttakethis
intoaccount.Toblametheplebeiansforacorruptunderstandingofjusticeis
toignoreanddisavowtheconditionsunderwhichthedesiretoinflictviolence
onthepowerfuloriginatesandthefeartowhichittestifies.Itisalsotodisre-
gard the phantasmatic structure of this desire and of the promise that ani-
mates it. By translating fear into vengefulness, the speech produces a
reorganisationofaffectthatisexactlytheinverseoftheoneachievedbyBor-
gia’sspettaculo.Ratherthanreadingthemliterally,wemightthusinterpretthe
callforrevengeandthepromisetobecomenewprincesasrhetoricalspettacu-
li,inotherwords,ashyperbolicperformancesaimedatgeneratingthecapacity
for political action among an audience debilitated by fear. But which audi-
ence?To whom is the speech ultimately addressed? In order to answer this
question,wefirstneedtoexamineanotheraspectofthespeech:itsfictional
character.

5 How to Read an Invented Speech

Theacerbiccritiqueoftheelites,thecommitmenttoapopularcause,andthe
presumptionthateffectivepoliticalactionisfoundedonpersuasionarechar-
acteristicsthatplacethisspeechsquarelywithinthetraditionofpopularpo-
liticaldiscourseofthethirteenthandfourteenthcenturies.60Yetthereisno
historicalrecordoftheworker’sspeechinanyofMachiavelli’ssourcesorinthe
archivalrecords,indicatingthatthespeechismostcertainlyfabricated.61How

60 Najemy2006,p.59.
61 SeethenotesbybothCarliinMachiavelli1962,p.311andbyFioriniinMachiavelli1967,

p. 299. As Brucker points out, the archival records of the revolutionary regime are
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muchweightoughtscholarsplaceonaninventedspeech?Howdoesoneinter-
pretan inventedspeech?Eventhoughas literarydevices, fictional speeches
arenotuntypicalinancientorRenaissancehistoriography,modernhistorians
oftensneeratthispractice.62FelixGilbert, for instance,writesthatMachia-
velli and other Renaissance historians were more concerned with ‘style and
form’thanwith‘facts’.AccordingtoGilbertandothermoderncritics,readers
shouldnottakeMachiavelli’sinventedspeechestooseriouslybecausetheyare
stylisticbellsandwhistleshumanisthistoriansusedto‘embellishtheirstory’.63
PasqualeVillarileviesasimilarchargeagainstBruniandBracciolini,arguing
that the speeches in their works are purely epideictic, mere displays of elo-
quence.64

Whereas the fabricated nature of the speeches in the Florentine Histories 
leadsGilbertandVillaritodismissthem,onecouldappealtotheverysame
reasonstobeespeciallymindfulofthem.Itisofcoursetrue–asHegelalready
pointedout–thatwhenhistorianstrytoportraythespiritofpasttimes,itis
usuallythespiritoftheirownagethattranspires.65Butdoesnotthismakethe
fabricated speeches rather more than less interesting for political theory?
Thus, insteadofberatingMachiavelli’smixof fictionandhistoriography,we
shouldperhapsaskwhattheroleandsignificanceisoffictioninthishistorical
textand in themomentofpopular insurrection inparticular.Toaccept the
fictionalmomentasarhetoricalrequirementofthetextitselfallowsustoask
adifferentsetofquestions:whymustthemostradicallyegalitarianclaimin
Machiavelli’stextbepresentedinfictionalform?Andwhatdoesthefictional
(andanonymous)statusofthisspeechrevealaboutMachiavelli’sviewofthe
Ciompiandofegalitarianinsurrectionsingeneral?

SinceHerodotus,speechesarefrequentlyusedasexplanatorydevicesthat
shedlightonacharacter’smotivationandprovidereasonsforthecharacter’s
actions.HerodotusandPolybiusreservedtheuseofspeechesfortheirmost
importantcharactersandwouldnothavecomposedaspeechforanunnamed

rudimentaryanddonotincludeminutesofworkerorcouncilmeetings(Brucker1968,p.
318).Asforthenarrativeevidence,neitherofthefivecontemporarychroniclescollected
byGinoScaramellamentionsthespeech.SeeGreen1990.

62 Untilthenineteenthcentury,historiansseemnottohavebeentroubledbythefabricated
statusofMachiavelli’sspeechandkeptreplicatingitintheirhistoriesofFlorence.Seefor
instanceNapier1846,pp.422–5.Amonglaterhistorians,however,hisblendof‘fact’and
‘fiction’contributedtopinningonMachiavelliareputationasapoorhistorian.SeeBock
1990,p.185,note14.

63 Gilbert1977,p.137.
64 Villari1892,p.95.
65 Hegel1975,p.17.



324 Winter

worker.Byattributingaspeechtoanunknownwoolcarder,Machiavelliposi-
tionshimselfclosertoLivy,whoemployedspeechesforawiderangeofchar-
acters,includingcommonsoldiersandcitizens.66Wemightthusfindfurther
interpretivecluesinMachiavelli’scommentaryonLivy,inotherwords,inthe
Discourses.ButwhereasLivyusedspeechestocomposedetailedpsychological
tableausofhisprotagonists,thespeechbytheanonymousCiomposhedslittle
lightonthefigurehimself.IfwelookforexampleswhereMachiavelli’suseof
speechesdivergesfromLivy’s,wefindaninstructivereferencetoThucydides.
InbookIIIoftheDiscourses, MachiavellicommendsThucydidesforapassage
inThe Peloponnesian War thatisnarratedalmostexclusivelythroughaseriesof
speeches(DIII.16).GivenMachiavelli’sapprovaloftheGreekhistorian’suseof
speeches,mighthealsohavesharedThucydides’principlesofcomposition?In
the firstbookof The Peloponnesian War,Thucydidesexplains thathesome-
timesmadeupspeechesaccordingtowhateachsituationrequired.67IfMa-
chiavelli’s approval of Thucydides’ narrative technique can be taken as an
indicationforhisownauthorialpractice,wemightinferthatMachiavelliem-
ploysspeechesasawaytoreconstructthelogicofasituation.68

Takingthelogicofthesituationastheinterpretiveyardstick,howdoesthe
speechmeasureup?Thespeechissetataworkers’meeting,andfromarchival
recordsweknowthattheFlorentineSignoriahadbeenconcernedaboutsuch
meetings, ‘colloquia’ and ‘murmurationes’ throughout the spring and early
summerof1378.69Andindeed,inMachiavelli’saccountofthesummerofdis-
contentof1378,thespeechoccupiesapivotalplace:itmarksthetransforma-
tion of the dispersed and unorganised riots of ‘primitive rebels’ into a
coordinateduprising.70Yetintermsofitspoliticalcontent,thespeechover-
shootsitstargets.

Themeetingatwhichthespeechispurportedlydeliveredtakesplaceprior
tothesecondactoftheuprisingthatinstallsMichelediLandoasgonfaloniere.
Nonetheless,thedemandsoftheJulyinsurrection,whileunprecedented,re-
mained within the terms of the corporatist regime: a widening of the fran-
chise,freedomofassociation, arevisionofthetaxcode,andsomeemergency
provisionsforthestarvingunemployedworkers–afarcryfromtherevolution-
arycall forequalityandviolencepresentedinthespeech.Thedemandsdid

66 SeeAguirre1978.
67 WhetherThucydidesabidesbyhisownrulesisofcourseanotherquestion.SeeWilson

1982.
68 SeeforinstanceBrucker1968,p.318;Goldthwaite2009,p.327.
69 Najemy1981,p.62.
70 Hobsbawm1959.
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notchallengethepremisesoftheregime;theywerewhollywithinthelogicof
corporatism,callingfortheextensionofguildrepresentationtoawiderrange
ofsocialgroups.TheJulyuprisingwas,asJohnNajemyputsit,a‘guildrevolu-
tion’,fortheCiompiframedtheirdemandsentirelywithinthecorporatistdis-
course,evenastheygavetheguildideologya‘radicaltwist’.71Yetashistorians
havenoted,eventheselimiteddemandswentunfulfilledbytheCiompigov-
ernment.The new members of the commission or balìa that took power in
JuneandJulywerelargelydrawnfromsmallshopkeepersnotfromtheproper-
tyless wage labourers.Their political instincts were moderate, perhaps even
conservative;andtheirimmediategoalwasnottoimplementarevolutionary
programbuttorestoreorderandreestablishlegitimacy.72Withtheexception
ofcreatingthreenewguildsandfillingsomepoliticaloffices,thebalìa ofthe
Ciompifailedtouseitsextraordinarypowerstoadvancetheworkers’agenda.
Thenewpetition,submittedon27AugustbytheradicalwingoftheCiompi,
demandedthatmostbalìa membersbeexcludedfromofficefortenyearsfor
the‘mistakes’theyhadcommitted.73

Thedemandsinthespeechandtheargumentsforanoverthrowoftheoli-
garchicregimethusseemoutofplace.Theincongruityisaccentuatedbythe
speech’scallforamultiplicationofviolence,forthepopularviolenceinJuly
remainedremarkablycontrolledandlow-impact.AccordingtoMichelMollat
andPhilippeWolff,theonlyrecordedmurderofthetumultuousdaysinJuly
wasthehangingofthepublicexecutioner,whichwouldmarkthisasoneofthe
leastbloodyrevolutionarymomentsinlatemedievalEuropeanhistory.74The
fourteenth century chronicler Stefani further reports that the rioters were
carefulnottolootthepalacesbeforeburningthemdown,becausetheydidnot
wanttocreatetheimpressionthattheywereafterthewealthofthegrandi.75
Thedemandsarticulatedinthespeechseemgearednottowardthesecondact
of theuprisingbut towardamoreradical social revolution thatwouldhave
involvedaprofoundreorganisationoftherelationsofproduction.Theassem-
bledworkersattheJulymeetingarethusunlikelytobetheintendedaudience.
Thespeechwouldhavebeenmorefittingasanappealtotheradicalswhore-
voltinthethirdactoftheuprisingandwho,afewweeksaftertheJulyevents,
confrontMichelediLando, theCiompi-turned-gonfaloniere, todemandreal

71 Najemy1979,p.66,and1981,p.65.
72 Brucker1968,pp.330–3.
73 Rubinstein1981,pp.105–6.
74 MollatandWolff1973,p.149.
75 Stefani,Cronaca Fiorentina,inGreen1990,p.82.Stefanifurtherrelateshowhesawsome-

one‘withahenandapieceofsaltedmeatinhishand’forcedtothrowbothintothefire.
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change.Contemporarychroniclesattestthatsuchameetingindeedtookplace
on August 28, 1378, in the church of Santa Maria Novella, where the popolo 
minuto discussedtheirdemandsandstrategies.76

Placingthespeechinthatcontextcouldhavebeenreadasbetrayingsympa-
thieswiththeradicalfactionoftheCiompi,apotentiallyriskymove.Asthe
Medici’scourthistorian,itwouldhardlyhavebehoovedMachiavellitocham-
pionaradicallydemocraticandredistributionistsocialagenda.Fromhiscor-
respondence at the time, we know that Machiavelli was concerned not to
offendtheMedici,anditwouldbeunsurprising,ifhehadcensoredhisFloren-
tine Histories soastoavoiddispleasinghispatrons.77TohisyoungfriendDo-
natoGiannotti,Machiavellisaidthat‘Icannotwritethishistory[…]justasI
wouldwriteitifIwerefreefromallreasonsforcaution’.Ifthereaderwishesto
fullyunderstandahistoricalcharacter,‘lethimobservewellwhatIshallhave
hisopponentssay,becausewhatIamnotwillingtosayascomingfrommyself,
Ishallhavehisopponentssay’.78IfwecantrustGiannotti’spen,thenMachia-
vellinotonlycensoredhisFlorentine Histories butalsoplanted‘opponents’to
whom he attributes his own criticisms of the oligarchs.79 If Machiavelli as-
cribedhisowncriticismoftheMedicitotheir(realorfictional)opponents,it
isnotimprobablethathewouldchalkuphiscontroversialcommentaryonthe
oligarchsandtheiralliestoananonymousCiompo.

6 Interpreting the Anonymous Voice

Asreadershavepointedout,itisremarkableforsuchacarefullycraftedspeech
tobeattributedtoanuneducatedwoolworker,raisingthequestionofwhether
theattributionisintendedtochallengetheoligarchicpresumptionaboutthe
politicalincompetenceoftheplebs.80Butthematterofthespeech’sattribu-
tion isnot justaquestionof thespeaker’s lackofahumanisteducation.Of
crucial importance is also his anonymity. The anonymous agitator appears

76 Stefani,Cronaca Fiorentina,inGreen1990,p.92.
77 Machiavelli wrote to Francesco Guicciardini that he would pay ten soldi to have

Guicciardinilookoverhisshouldertoensurehedoesnotoffendhissponsors.Letterto
FrancescoGuicciardini,August30,1524.Machiavelli1988,p.206.

78 Letter from Donato Giannotti to Antonio Michieli, 30 June 1533, in Machiavelli 1989,
p.1028.Fortheoriginalletter,seeFerrai1884,p.1582.

79 Cohnquotesthepassagebutfailstoattendtotheimplicationsoftheplanted‘opponents’
(Cohn1981,p.201).

80 Benner2009,p.306.SeealsoHulliung1983,p.89.
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onlybrieflyintheFlorentine Histories.81 Heoccupiesthespaceofasinglechap-
ter,yetthischapteriscriticalbothinthenarratologicalsenseofplotdevelop-
mentandinthetheoreticalelaborationoftherevolt.82Howarewetointerpret
thefactthatthenocturnalspeech’sauthor,eventhoughheisaprotagonistof
Machiavelli’snarrative,remainsunnamed?Machiavellididnot(orcouldnot?)
endowhimwithastoryandabiographyandthusmakehimahistoricalchar-
acter.What is thesignificanceof thisnameless,mysteriousvoice,of theab-
senceofadeterminatehistoricalidentity?

SincetheFlorentine Histories wereacommissionedwork,theambiguous-
nessofthisvoicemaybestrategic:ifanexplicitendorsementofaproletarian
uprisingwouldhavebeenincompatiblewithMachiavelli’sroleastheofficial
Medicihistorian,theindeterminacyprovideshimwithameasureofplausible
deniability.Itis,however,alsopossiblethattheanonymityofthisspeakeris
significantinadifferentsense.83WhatIwouldliketosuggestisthat,inaddi-
tiontothestrategicobjectiveofavoidingthesuspicionsoftheMedici,there
maybegoodtheoreticalreasonsforthisenigmaticattribution.

Perhaps the lackofanameandhistorical identityof thespeech’sauthor
emphasisestheephemeralandindeterminatestatusofapopularpolitics.In
theDiscourses, anonymousvoicesoftendesignatesupernaturalandextraordi-
naryaccidents, raisingthequestionofwhether thisvoicehasanequivalent
status(DI.56).Therevolutionaryvoiceremainsindeterminateandthusside-
stepsthetendencytoparticularisethecalltoarmsbyattributingittoaspe-
cificindividualwithadeterminatebiography.Byrefusingtocreditthepivotal
moment in the revolutionary mobilisation to a specific individual (whether
fictionalorhistorical),Machiavelli’stextde-subjectifiesandthusdemystifies
thelogicofpopularviolence.Insteadofcreatingadramatichero,Machiavelli
leavestheplaceoftheauthor–ofthespeechandperhapsalsothesubjectof
popularviolence–vacant.Popularviolenceisthusfiguredasaneventwithout
asubject,evokingwhatMiguelVatterhascalledtheeventofno-rule.84The

81 In addition to the nocturnal address by the Ciompo, there are five other anonymous
directspeechesintheFlorentine Histories:anaddresstoDukeWalterbyadelegatefrom
theSignoriain1342,IFII.34;anaddressofacitizentotheSignoridemandingreformin
1371, IF III.5; inhabitants from the Seravezze valley addressing theTen ofWar in 1429,
IFIV.21;supportersoftheLucchesein1437,IFV.11,198–9;ambassadorsoftheMilaneseto
FrancescoSforzain1448,IFVI.20.

82 SeeBorsellino1974.
83 HarveyMansfieldspeculatesthattheanonymousspeakercouldactuallybeMicheledi

Lando,butinthecontextofMichele’scollaborationwiththepopolo grasso, thisidentifi-
cationisnotpersuasive.Mansfield1996,p.17.

84 Vatter2000.
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eventitselfremainshistoricallyunderdetermined,asiftogesturetoagapthat
cannot be captured by the conventional norms of historical narrative and
agency. The anonymous subversive who ventriloquises duke Valentino does
nothimselfbecomethedukeoftheuprising.Byavoidingthenarrativegenre
oftragedy,Machiavellirefusestogenerateaherowithwhomhisreadersem-
pathiseandidentify.Thereispathosinthespeech,butthepathosisnottiedto
thecharacter’sfate,tothebiographyofaspecificindividual.

IncontrasttotheFlorentineelites,whoseprivilegesandestatesaretiedto
birth,thisCiompoisdetachedfromhisbiologicalancestry;hehasneitherped-
igreenorpatrimony.Hispoliticalclaim,authority,andappealrestsnotonoli-
garchicbirthrightbutonitsabsence.Inaclasssocietyfundamentallyshaped
by patrilineal inheritance and thus by the name of the father, this worker’s
voicefloutstheprinciplesofsuccession.Therejectionofnaturalisedsocialhi-
erarchiesarticulatedinthespeechisperformativelyenactedinthisfailureto
conformtothepatronymictermsthatsustainthesocialhierarchiesandmake
possibletheirreproduction.

Whatauthorisestheseterms,amongotherthings,arethestorieswetellour-
selvesabouttheoriginsandjustificationsofrelationsofdomination,including
accountspreparedbyhistorians.Byinterruptingthenarrativesequence,this
anonymousspeechthusquiteliterallygivespausetothechainofeventsandto
themythicalpremisesofheroichistoriography.Toclaimthattheanonymous
CiompoisproofofMachiavelli’shostilitytowardheroichistoriography,suchas
thatadvancedbyoligarchichistorianssuchasBruniwouldbetooverstatethe
case.AsMarkPhillipshasshown,Machiavelli’saccountoftheuprisingowes
toomuchtothenarrativeschemaoftheheroicdrama,whichwasfirstgrafted
onto the Ciompi revolt by Bruni.85 In Bruni’s script, the revolutionary mo-
ment is figured in terms of a moralised melodrama, pitting a righteous and
fearlessMichelediLandoagainstthevileandcontemptibleplebs.Butifmy
interpretationoftheanonymousspeechisright,thenMachiavelliinserts,ata
key dramatic juncture, a figure that is incongruous with the norms of both
heroichistoriographyandoligarchicorder.

Perhapsweoughttointerpretthisanonymousworkeralongthelinespro-
posedbyAntonioGramsci inhisessay ‘TheModernPrince’.Gramsciargues
thatMachiavelli’sprinceisarhetoricalfigurethatstandsforthecollectivewill:

85 In contrast to the fourteenth century chroniclers, who described the unfolding of the
revoltasasequenceofcollectiveactionstakenbyhighlyvolatilecrowds,Brunirecounts
theepisodebyinflatingtherolesoftwokeyfigures:Salvestrode’MediciandMicheledi
Lando.PhillipscontendsthatMachiavelliretainsBruni’snarrativepatternbutprivileges
MicheleoverSalvestro(Phillips1984,pp.598–603).
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itrepresentstheprocesswherebyacollectivepoliticalwillisformedthrough
thecharacteristicsandtraitsofaprince.86TakingThe Prince’slastchapteras
apointofdeparture,Gramscidrawsourattentiontothehistoricalabsenceof
thepoliticalsubjectthatcouldcarryouttherevolutionarypoliticalactofunit-
ingItaly.Theabsenceofthepoliticalsubjectthebookseekstosummonlends
The Prince a utopian quality and registers the untimeliness of Machiavelli’s
thought.ForGramsci,The Prince isapoliticalmanifesto,creatinga‘concrete
fantasywhichactsonadispersedandshatteredpeopletoarouseandorganize
itscollectivewill’.87Thefigureoftheprinceisthisfantasy.Itfunctionsasaci-
pher,arelayforthepeopletoreflectontheirpoliticalconditions,justasthe
anonymousCiompo’sspeechprovokesthereadertocontemplateradicalpo-
liticalactioninthefaceofdominationandinequality.

The woolworker’s speech resembles The Prince insofar as it lacks a pre-
definedaddressee.88IncongruouswiththetimelineoftheCiompirevoltand
underminingtheheroicnormsofhistoricalnarrativeandagency,therevolu-
tionaryaddresshasnodeterminaterecipient.Bycallingforpopularviolence
andforanoverthrowofthepoliticalandsocialorderwhilerejectingtheoligar-
chiclogicofprivilege,thespeechconjuresapoliticalsubjectthatdoesnotex-
ist in late medieval or early modern Florence. If the speech addresses an
audiencethatisyettocomeintobeing,wemustreaditasgeneratingapoliti-
calimaginarythattravelsandthatisconfinedneithertotheparticularsofthe
latefourteenth-centurycontextoftheCiompirevoltnortotheearlysixteenth-
centurycontextofthetimeofitscomposition.

Conclusion

ForRenaissancehumanists,theallegedexcessesoftheCiompiandthethreat
ofplebeianpolitics frequently servedas a motif to legitimate theoligarchic
restorationandsubsequentMedicirule.89BydepictingtheCiompiaspursuing
aradicalpoliticalproject,Machiavellichallengesthisoligarchicnarrativeand
outlinesthecontoursofaplebeianpolitics.Atthecenterofthisinsurrection-
aryprojectisthepopolo minuto’sclaimtoequalityandthedefenseofviolence
asameanstooverthrowtheiroppressors.Yetdespitethenaïveimageofrevers-
ingpoliticalfortunesandbecoming‘princesofthecity’,thespeechdoesnot

86 Gramsci1971,pp.125ff.
87 Gramsci1971,p.126,spellingadapted.
88 SeeBalakrishnan2009,p.267.
89 Najemy2000,pp.83–5.
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reducetherevolt tothe fantasyof tradingplaceswiththepowerful.Forthe
speechchallengesnotonlythepopolo minuto’soppressionbutalsothesym-
bolic conditions that organise that oppression. In late medieval Florence,
wherehavingalastnamewasameasureofsocialmobility,theanonymityof
theplebeianvoicesignalstherejectionofthetermsthatstructuresocialin-
equalityandstatus.

Therepudiationofoligarchicprivilegedoesnot,however,makethisspeech
anymoresubsumableunderthemantleofcivicrepublicanism.Fortheplebe-
ianpoliticsthatemergefromMachiavelli’saccountoftheCiompirevoltarea
politicsofstruggleandofantagonism.Itisnoaccidentthatthisantagonismis
preserveddespitetheplebeianassertionofequalityintheworker’sspeechand
thateventhisclaimtoequalityisarticulatedintermsofthefundamentalop-
positionbetweentheplebeiansandtheirsuperiori.Byinsistingonthatopposi-
tion,thespeechtacitlydismissestherepublicanpietiesoforder,socialpeace,
andpatrioticunity.Atnopointinthespeechdoesthepopolo minuto consti-
tuteitselfasauniversalandmaketheclaimtorepresentthepeopleasawhole.
Atnopointistheconflictbetweenpopolani andplebe resolved,nordoesthe
orator give any indication that such a resolution may be on the horizon of
emancipatory political action. Dismissing the promise of social harmony as
myth,thespeechurgesthereadertoconsiderinsurrectionarypoliticsascon-
tinuous and recurrent struggles with no guarantee for redemption. Just like
Gramsci’sprince,theanonymousCiompoisengagedintheproductionofan
untimelyhistoricalfantasy;yetunliketheprince,theanonymousworkerper-
formsthisphantasmaticworknotthroughanthropomorphicqualitiesorchar-
actertraitsbutbypreventingtheappropriationofthewoolworkers’uprising
byarepublicandiscourseofunity.BydepictingtheCiompi’sstruggleasun-
availablebothtoassimilationintotheoligarchicidiomofprivilegeandtothe
republican credo of order and social peace, Machiavelli summons a revolu-
tionarysubjectthatisnotonlyhistoricallyabsentbutalsonotsusceptibleto
absorptionintoavailableinstitutionalpoliticalforms.

Appendix: Full Text of the Speech

Ifwehadtodeliberatenowwhethertotakeuparms,toburnandtorobthehomesof
thecitizens,todespoilchurches,Iwouldbeoneofthosewhowouldjudgeitwasa
coursetothinkover,andperhapsIwouldagreetoputquietpovertyaheadofperilous
gain.Butbecausearmshavebeentakenupandmanyevilshavebeendone,itappears
tomethatonemustreasonthatarmsmustnotbeputasideandthatwemustcon-
siderhowwecansecureourselvesfromtheevilsthathavebeencommitted.Certainly
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Ibelievethatifothersdonotteachus,necessitydoes.Youseethiswholecityfullof
grievanceandhatredagainstus:thecitizensmeettogether;theSignoriaisalwayson
thesideofthemagistrates.Youshouldbelievethattrapsarebeingsetforusandthat
newforcesarebeingpreparedagainstourstrongholds.Wemustthereforeseektwo
things,andwemusthavetwoendsinourdeliberations:oneistomakeitimpossible
forustobepunishedforthethingswehavedoneinrecentdays,andtheotheristobe
abletolivewithmorefreedomandmoresatisfactionthanwehaveinthepast.It is to 
our advantage, therefore, as it appears to me, if we wish that our old errors be forgiven us, 
to make new ones, redoubling the evils, multiplying the arson and robbery – and to con-
trive to have many companions in this, because when many err, no one is punished, and 
though small faults are punished, great and grave ones are rewarded; and when many 
suffer, few seek for revenge, because universal injuries are borne with greater patience 
than particular ones. Thusinmultiplyingevils,wewillgainpardonmoreeasilyandwill
openthewayforustohavethethingswedesiretohaveforourfreedom.Anditap-
pears tomethatweareonthewaytoasureacquisition,because thosewhocould
hinderusaredisunitedandrich:theirdisunionwillthereforegiveusvictory,andtheir
riches,whentheyhavebecomeours,willmaintainitforus.Do not let their antiquity of 
blood, with which they will reproach us, dismay you; for all men, having had the same 
beginning, are equally ancient and have been made by nature in one mode. Strip all of us 
naked, you will see that we are alike; dress us in their clothes and them in ours, and with-
out a doubt we shall appear noble and they ignoble, for only poverty and riches make us 
unequal. ItpainsmemuchwhenIhearthatoutofconsciencemanyofyourepentthe
deedsthathavebeendoneandthatyouwishtoabstainfromnewdeeds;andcertainly,
ifthisistrue,youarenotthemenIbelievedyoutobe,forneitherconsciencenorin-
famyshoulddismayyou,becausethosewhowin,inwhatevermodetheywin,never
receiveshamefromit.Andwe ought not to take conscience into account, for where there 
is, as with us, fear of hunger and prison, there cannot and should not be fear of hell. Butif
youwilltakenoteofthemodeofproceedingofmen,youwillseethatall those who 
come to great riches and great power have obtained them either by fraud or by force; and 
afterwards, to hide the ugliness of acquisition, they make it decent by applying the false 
title of earnings to things they have usurped by deceit or by violence.Andthosewho,out
ofeitherlittleprudenceortoomuchfoolishness,shunthesemodesalwayssuffocatein
servitudeorpoverty.Forfaithful servants are always servants and good men are always 
poor; nor do they ever rise out of servitude unless they are unfaithful and bold, nor out of 
poverty unless they are rapacious and fraudulent.ForGodandnaturehaveputallthe
fortunesofmenintheirmidst,wheretheyareexposedmoretorapinethantoindustry
andmoretowickedthantogoodarts, fromwhichitarisesthatmen devour one an-
other and that those who can do less are always the worst off. Therefore, one should use 
force whenever the occasion for it is given to us;norcanagreateroccasionbeofferedus
byfortunethanthisone,whencitizensarestilldisunited,theSignoriairresolute,and
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the magistrates dismayed so that they can easily be crushed before they unite and
steadytheirspirits.Asaresult,eitherwe shall be left princes of all the city,orweshall
havesolargeapartofitthatnotonlywillourpasterrorsbepardonedbutweshall
even have authority enabling us to threaten them with new injuries. I confess this
courseisboldanddangerous,butwhen necessity presses, boldness is judged prudence;
andspiritedmennevertakeaccountofthedangeringreatthings,forthoseenterprises
thatarebegunwithdangeralwaysendwithreward,andoneneverescapesadanger
without danger. Moreover, I believe that when one sees the prisons, tortures, and
deathsbeingprepared,standing still is more to be feared than seeking to secure ourselves 
against them, for in the first case the evils are certain and in the other, doubtful. How 
many times have I heard you lament the avarice of your superiors and the injustice of your 
magistrates! Now is the time not only to free ourselves from them but to become so much 
their superiors that they will have more to lament and fear from you than you from them. 
The opportunity brought us by the occasion is fleeting, and when it has gone, it will be vain 
to try to recover it.Youseethepreparationsofyouradversaries.Letusbeaheadoftheir
thoughts; and whichever of us is first to take up arms again will without doubt be the 
conqueror, with ruin for the enemy and exaltation for himself. From this will come
honorformanyofusandsecurityforall.(IF,III.13,emphasisadded)
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Chapter17

Machiavelli’s Greek Tyrant as Republican Reformer

John P. McCormick

TheextenttowhichNiccolòMachiavelli isorisnota ‘Renaissancecivichu-
manist’remainsacontroversialissue.1Inthisessay,IarguethatMachiavelli’s
politicalthoughtdoesnoteasilyconformtotheparadigmofRenaissancecivic
Humanisminatleastonefundamentalrespect:Machiavelliintimatesrather
stronglythatcorruptrepublicsmustbereformedbyprincelyfiguresreminis-
centofancientGreektyrants.2Onthecontrary,thecivicrepublicansofMa-
chiavelli’sday,followingCicero,hopedthatmoreconservativeprincelyfigures
wouldassumethetaskof‘settingright’republicsthatwerebesetbycorruption
and social strife: for example, so-called ‘fathers of their country’, like Furius
Camillus,CaesarAugustusandCosimode’Medici;or,therectorrei publicaeof
Cicero’sliteraryimagination,ScipioAfricanustheYounger.3Mostcivichuman-
istshopedthatapatrician, ‘firstcitizen’wouldstepforthtosettlethesocial
crisesoftheircities;anticipatingthatsuchanindividualwoulddosowithei-
ther equanimity toward all classes, or, more preferably, in ways that advan-
tagedtheirrepublic’snobilities.

Machiavelliistheonly‘republican’whoofferstheancientGreektyrantasa
modelreformerofcorruptcivicorders:figureslikeHieroofSyracuse;Agatho-
clestheSicilian;theSpartans,CleomenesandNabis;andClearchusofHera-
clea.4Ifoneweretodrawanidealtypebasedonhistoricalaccountsofsuch
individuals,andonMachiavelli’sowndescriptionofthem,theperfectrepubli-
canreformerwoulddoallofthefollowing:crushthenobilityanddistributeits
wealth to the common people; eliminate all reliance on mercenary arms;
greatlyexpandtheranksofcitizensoldiers–especiallybyfreeingslavestodo
so;and,finally,manipulatediplomaticalliancessoastoreduceexternalthreats
posedbymorepowerfulforeignempires.InMachiavelli’sestimation,thecon-

* ThisessayispartofabookprojecttitledThe People’s Princes: Machiavelli, Leadership and 
Liberty.

1 See,paradigmatically,Baron1961,pp.217–53.
2 ForathoroughinvestigationofMachiavelli’snotionoftyranny,seeGiorgini2008,pp.230–56.

SeealsoGiorgini1993.
3 SeeDe re publicaandDe legibus.
4 Machiavelli1995,(Il Principe (De Principatibus)),composedcirca1513andpublishedin1532,

editedbyGiorgioInglese;Machiavelli1997a,(Discorsi[1513–19]),editedbyCorradoVivanti.
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servative,Ciceronian-humanisttypeofrepublicanreformer–typified,inhis
day,bytheMedici–usually takes theoppositecourse:hedisarmscommon
citizens,exacerbatestheirstatusasmereclientsoftheircity’snoblesorsena-
tors,andleavestheirpolityvulnerabletodominationbyforeignpowers.

1 Humanism and Tyranny

QuentinSkinneris,ofcourse,themostfamousexponentoftheideathatMa-
chiavelliis,firstandforemost,acivichumanist.Skinner–andformidablestu-
dents, such as Peter Stacey, and others, like Maurizio Viroli – insist that
Machiavelliisafaithfulcivichumanistbecausehedevoteshismostimportant
work,theDiscourses,exclusivelytothecauseofpromotingrepublicsoverprin-
cipalities.5Inparticular,SkinneriansattempttoconfineMachiavelli’sendorse-
ment of unilateral, often violent and criminal, behaviour to The Prince, and
theyworkstrenuouslytocasttheDiscoursesasaworkinwhichpoliticalaction
–includingactiontendingtowardviolenceandcoercion–occursexclusively
withinlegallycircumscribedbounds.

IncontrasttoSkinner,EricNelsonandJimHankinshavelocatedtheriseof
‘exclusivist republicanism’ to eras much later than the Italian Renaissance.
NelsonandHankinshaveshownthattherewasgreaterfluiditythanSkinner
acknowledgesbetweenunderstandingsofprincipalitiesandrepublicsinvirtu-
ally all traditional republican thinkers: for Nelson, it emerged in Dutch and
EnglishappropriationsofHebraicrepublicanism,and,forHankins,itreached
itsapotheosis in thedogmaticanti-monarchismof theFrenchrevolutionar-
ies.6Inanycase,historyaside,theverytextofMachiavelli’sDiscourseswould
seemtoposeaninsurmountableproblemforadvocatesofthecivichumanist
interpretation:theDiscoursesoffersadvice,notonlytoprinces,but,quiteex-
plicitly,totyrants.7

Forinstance,inDI.16,Machiavelliadvisesindividualswhowishtopursue
‘thewayoffreedom’toemulateLuciusBrutus,andthosewhodesiretopursue
thewayoftyrannyto imitateClearchusofHeraclea.Brutus,quite famously,
oversawthetrialandexecutionofhissonswhoconspiredtooverthrowthe
fledglingRomanrepublic,reinstatetheTarquinmonarchyandreassertaristo-
cratic privilege in the city. But Machiavelli invokes the far less well-known

5 See,forexample,Skinner2002,pp.10–38.See,also,Stacey2007,andStacey2013.See,also,
Viroli1998.

6 SeeNelson2007,pp.809–35;andHankins2010,pp.452–82.
7 SeeStrauss1958,pp.26,28,273.
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exampleofClearchustoinstructwould-betyrantsonthebestmeansofachiev-
ing their ends: Clearchus murders the entire nobility of Heraclea after they
madehimprince.

Machiavelli reiterates this lesson in book III of the Discourses, where he
writes:‘WhoeverestablishesatyrannyanddoesnotkillBrutus,andwhoever
establishesafreeStateanddoesnotkillthesonsofBrutus,maintainshimself
onlyforaveryshorttime’(DIII.3).LuciusBrutus’republicwaslong-livedbe-
causehekilledhistreacheroussons,whocouldnotendureconditionsofcivic
equality; Julius Caesar’s tyranny was short-lived because he did not do the
sametoMarcusBrutusandthelatter’sco-conspiratorsamongtheRomanno-
bility.Thisfateful,indeedfatal,oversightonCaesar’spartexemplifiesoneof
thechiefdifferences,inMachiavelli’sestimation,betweenRome’slargelyinef-
fectualtyrannicalreformersandthemoresuccessfulones,likeClearchus,who
characterisetheancientGreekpoliticalworld.

2 The Civil Tyranny

ItmaynotbeentirelyoutlandishtosuggestthatMachiavelliharbourssome
sympathyforaveryspecifickindoftyrant;thatis,onewhosuppressesnobles,
the grandi, and who economically and militarily empowers plebeians, the
popolo.Thisis,basically,theessenceofMachiavelli’sadvicetonewprincesin
Il Principe.Princesshouldnomorerelyonnobles,thantheyshoulddependon
fortresses,cavalryorartillery; theyought to relyexclusivelyon theirheavily
armedpopulaces.However,morecounter-intuitive,Ithink,isthenotionthat
thistypeofprinceortyrantmayserveasMachiavelli’smodelofarepublican
reformer.Tomakethiscase,IarguethatthefiguresofCleomenesandClearchus
in the Discourses complete the lessons offered by Machiavelli’s examples of
Hiero,AgathoclesandNabisinThe Prince.

Theseindividuals–civilprinces,asMachiavellisomewhatambiguouslyre-
fers to them in the one book; ‘tyrants’ as he more frankly calls them in the
other–donotinvariablyestablishmonarchicaldynasties:moreintriguingly,
severalof themactually lay the foundations for republicsmorehealthyand
vigorous–thatis,moreegalitarianandmartial–thantheoligarchicandweak
republicsthattheyinitiallyusurped.InwordsthatMachiavelliusesinarelated
context, such princes ‘keep the public rich and the citizens poor’ at home
(DI.37),andtheystrikefearintheheartsofenemiesabroad(P8,9).

Machiavelli’s most overt praise for a Greek tyrant in The Prince occurs in
chapter9,thewell-knownchapterdevotedtothetopicof‘civilprincipalities’.
There,MachiavelliextolsthepoliticalachievementsofNabistheSpartan;but
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hedemursfromspecifyingtheprecisemeansthatNabisusedtosuccessfully
attainhisends.AccordingtoMachiavelli,NabissatisfiedtheSpartanpeopleto
suchanextentthathesuccessfullymanagedtowithstandmilitaryassaultsby
‘allofGreece’,andevenbytheRomanRepublic.Yet,somewhatcuriously,Ma-
chiavellideclaresthathecannotprovideanydetailsofhowNabisgainedthe
people to himself, and how he fought-off superiorly numbered foreign ene-
mies.Machiavelliproteststhattherearesimplytoomanymeansavailablein
comparablecases;and,evenmoreunhelpfully,hedeclaresthatthereareno
‘fixedrules’thatapplytosuchcircumstances–thisintheworld’smostfamous
how-tobookonpolitics.

Machiavelli’shesitancetostipulateprecisemeasures inthispassage from
The Prince echoes his unwillingness to elaborate, in the Discourses, on the
‘manydangersandmuchblood’ thatareformerofacorruptrepublicmust,
respectively,endureandspill(DI.17–18).Theonlyway,Machiavelliwrites,that
acorruptcitymaybereformedisifoneverylong-livedvirtuousindividualor
twosuccessivelyvirtuous individualsofnormal lifespansprovidea republic
‘newlife’throughsuchdangersandblood.Machiavellideclares, ‘it isalmost
impossibletoproviderules’forthistopicsincecorruptionisamatterofde-
gree,forwhichremediestoomustvary(DI.18).

HowcanwecompensateforMachiavelli’sreticenceinthesetwoinstances?
Whatis,inMachiavelliestimation,thesecretofNabis’sdomesticandmilitary
success? And what, more specifically, are the dangerous and bloody means
thattheFlorentinedeemsnecessary forreformingacorruptrepublic?Ifwe
consultPolybiusandLivy,8Nabis,Machiavelli’sexemplarofacivilprincein
chapter9,behavesinverymuchthesamewayastwoSyracusanprinceswhose
morally questionable actions Machiavelli recounts in chapters immediately
precedingchapter9:HieroandAgathocles.Inchapter6,Machiavellidescribes
howHierorosefromprivatetoprincelystatusthroughSyracuse’scivicmili-
tary;and, later,herelateshowHieroendedhiscity’sdependenceonmerce-
nary soldiers – ‘cutting to pieces’ the latter, and thus further winning over
Syracuse’scitizen-soldierstohimself(P13).Incommandofanowexclusively
civil military, Hiero prevents the ever-voracious Roman Republic from con-
queringallofSicily.

Inchapter8,MachiavellidescribeshowAgathoclesrosefromevenhumbler
beginningsthanHierotobecomeprinceofSyracuse;winningthecity’sciti-
zen-soldierstohimselfthrougharduousmilitaryexploits,andbymurderingall
ofSyracuse’ssenatorsandwealthiestcitizens.Withsuchhardshipsandblood-
shed behind him, Machiavelli tells us, Agathocles then audaciously invades

8 SeeHistories13.6–8;Rome and the Mediterranean34.27.
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Africa to impose a truce on the mighty Carthaginian republic; a truce that
leavestheentireislandofSicilyunderSyracusanhegemony.Quitepointedly,
Machiavellinotes thatAgathocles’ssubjectsneitherrebelnorevenconspire
againsthim,duringhislongreign–evenwhenhewasfarawayfromthecity,
wagingwaronanothercontinent.

IfwereconsiderNabis,theprimaryexamplefromchapter9,inlightofthe
historicalsources,andmindfulofMachiavelli’saccountsofHieroandAgatho-
clesintwoprecedingchapters,weobservethatallthreeGreekprincesliberate
theirpeoplesfrombothdomesticandexternaloppressioninsimilarways.All
threeenhancethecivicqualityoftheircities’militaries:Hieroslaughtersunre-
liableforeignmercenaries(P7),andbothAgathoclesandNabismakefighting
subjectsoutofformerslavestoexpandtheirmilitaryforces.9Allthreeresort
to fraud in foreignaffairs: Agathocles revokesanunfavourablealliance with
Carthage(P8);Hieroswitchesalliances,athisconvenience,betweentheRo-
mansandCarthaginians;andNabisbetraystheMacedonianmonarchytothe
diplomaticandmilitaryadvantageofhisfatherland10–aword,patria,bythe
way,thatMachiavellidirectly, intimatelyassociateswithbothNabisandAg-
athocles.Indeed,allthreeprinces–oftentreatedaspettytyrantsbyancient
writers – impose advantageous truces upon, arguably, the greatest military
powersinhistory,Macedonia,CarthageandRome.

Butwhataboutdomesticaffairs?Inchapter8,Machiavelliexpressesgrave
reservationsoverthecriminalmeansemployedbyAgathoclesinwinningover
hiscitizen-soldiers.Intheverynextchapter,hedeemsNabisacivilprincefor
successfullygainingtohimself,Sparta’sarmedpopulace,evenifhedoesnot
specifythemeansthatNabisemployedtodoso.Ifweexaminetheexamples
moreclosely,Machiavelli’sinitialindictmentofAgathocles’scriminalityproves
tobe,atbest,provisional:AgathoclesultimatelyearnsMachiavelli’spraiseasa
practitionerof‘crueltywell-used’becauseheperpetrateshiscrimes–thatis,
hemurdershiscity’snobles–‘atastroke’(P8).Agathoclesconfineshiscruel
andviolentbehaviourexclusivelytothestartofhisreign;andwhenheresorts
tosuchbehavioursubsequently,itisonlyfor‘theutilityofhissubjects’.

By contrast, according to Polybius, Nabis takes a much less expeditious
routetowardsimilarends:Nabisintermittently,andoveramuchlongerperiod
oftime,kills,torturesandexilestherichestandmostpowerfulSpartansinor-
dertoredistributetheirwealthtothepeople.11Uponcloserinspectionsthere

9 SeePompeiusTrogus22.4;Rome and the Mediterranean34.27.
10 OnHiero’sandNabis’s foreignpolicies,see,respectively:Histories 1.8–16,Rome and the 

Mediterranean21.49–51,22.37,23.21;The War with Hannibal29.12,34.25,34.31,34.41,35.35.
11 SeeHistories13.6–8.
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does not seem to be much of a difference between a criminal prince and a
civilprince.Theonlypertinentdifferencebetweenthetwoseemstobethat
Agathocles,theso-calledcriminalprince,usescrueltymuchmoreeffectively
thandoesNabis,theso-calledcivilprince.

Thus,settingasidewhateverethicalmisgivingsMachiavellimayprofessre-
gardingthebehaviourofthesefigures,individually,wemayconcludethefol-
lowing:Hiero,AgathoclesandNabisallresorttocruelandcriminalmeansto
achievepoliticalendsthatMachiavelliemphaticallycondones.Eachofthese
Greekprincesincurmassivehardshipsandshedcopiousamountsofbloodto
improvetheircities,bothdomesticallyandinternationally:theyeithermurder
mercenariesorkillrich,prominentcitizens;theyallbetraypowerful foreign
allies;andtheyallsuccessfullyenlisttheirenlargedcivilmilitariestodefend
theirfatherlandsfromexternaldomination.

Indeed, Machiavelli’s apparently lesser examples, Hiero and Agathocles,
provemoresuccessfulthanNabis,hisexplicitmodelofacivilprince,atlaying
thegroundworkforthefuturereestablishmentofrepublicsintheircities:Dio-
dorusandJustinreportthatAgathoclesrestoresSyracuse’sdemocracyfromhis
deathbed;12and,intheDiscourses,MachiavellisuggeststhatHierokeptSyra-
cusesufficientlywellorderedthatitscitizensandsoldiersreinstituted‘afree
wayoflife’afterkillinghiscorruptgrandson,Hieronymous(DII.2).Ultimately,
the princely interregnums of Agathocles and Hiero initiate and guide the
transformation of formerly oligarchic republics into more democratic ones.
Twoofthesethreeso-calledtyrantslefttheirrepublics,byimportantMachia-
vellianstandards,inbettercivicandmilitaryconditionsthanwhentheyfirst
usurpedthem.

3 Corrupt Republics and Tyrannical Reformers

IntheDiscourses,MachiavelliembedshisdiscussionofGreektyrantswithina
broader account of the unavoidable corruption to which all republics must
succumb. It is inevitable, Machiavelli insists throughout the book, that in-
equalitywillriseinrepublicsovertime(D I.17–20, I.55).Atfirst,Machiavelli
describesperniciousinequalityinpurelycivilterms–allrepublics,evenRome,
hesuggests,aredestinedtosufferaseriousdeclineinequalitybeforethelaw
(D I.18). But, much more subtly, Machiavelli also intimates that this rise in
civilinequalitycanbetracedtoanunderlyingexpansionofeconomicinequal-
ity(seeD I.17–18,I.55,andIII.24).

12 SeeBibliotheca Historica21.16,7.
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AsMachiavelliultimatelydemonstratesinhischapteronRome’sAgrarian
Laws(DI.37),economicinequalityisarepublicandiseasenotreadilyamena-
bletoastrictlyrepublicancure.TiberiusandGaiusGracchusexhibitedgood
‘intentions’,Machiavellisuggests,whentheysoughttoaddresstheeconomic
inequality that was corrupting Rome’s civic-military virtue after the Punic
Wars;but,heconcludes,theyexhibitedmortallywoeful‘prudence’whenthey
expectedtheRomanSenatetosit-byquietlywhiletheytriedtopasslegislation
thatwouldstemthiseconomicinequality.TheGracchibasicallyaskedtheSen-
atepermissionto legallydistribute to the increasingly impoverishedRoman
plebs,thevastwealthcontrolledbythesenate.TheRomanSenate,asweknow,
respondedbymurderingoneGracchusbrotherandcompellingthesuicideof
theother.13

InadifferentsectionoftheDiscourses,MachiavellirecountshowtheGreek
prince,Agis,sufferedafatesimilartotheGracchi’s:atthebehestoftheSpartan
nobility,thechiefmagistrates,theEphors,killedAgisbeforehecouldreinsti-
tuteLycurgus’slaws,andsorestoreeconomicequalitytotherepublic(DI.9).
Knowingthis,asubsequentSpartanprince,Cleomenes–‘usinghisauthority
well’,Machiavelliwrites–tooktheinitiativeinmurderingtheEphors,rather
than,likeAgis,beeliminatedbythem(DI.19).Unimpededbyaristocraticob-
struction, he then set about re-establishing equality in Sparta. Cleomenes,
however,proveslessadeptthanAgathoclesorNabisinbothpursuingredistri-
butionathomeandexertingmilitarypowerabroad,ashewaseventuallyover-
comebyMacedonia.

ThiswasalessonapparentlylostonallpotentialRomanreformers,notjust
theGracchi,whosetabouttryingtoamelioratetheeconomicinequalitythat
would eventually destroy the republic for good. Machiavelli frequently re-
hearsesandpayshomagetotraditionalcivic-humanistcriticismsofthelikesof
ScipioAfricanus,GaiusMariusandJuliusCaesarforseekingtoexertundue,
eventyrannical,influenceovertheRomanRepublic.ThatthisisMachiavelli’s
ultimatejudgmentontheseindividualsisoneofthefewpointsofagreement
amongscholarsassociatedwithboththeCambridgeandStraussianschoolsof
Machiavelli-interpretation. However, the implicit contrast that Machiavelli
posesbetweenGreekandRomantyrannicalreformerssuggestsanaltogether

13 SeeVitae.MachiavellinoteselsewherethattheGracchi’sgreatuncleTiberiusSempronius
Gracchusonceimposedthethreatofcapitalpunishmentuponanysoldiersthatridiculed
formerslaveswhohadbeenenrolledintoRomanlegions(DII.26).Tiberiusthenephew
(whomMachiavellidoesnotexpresslydistinguishfromhisuncle,callingthelattersimply
‘Tiberius Gracchus’) apparently was unwilling to enlist similar severity against those,
namelyRomansenators,whowouldmakeslavesoutofcitizen-soldiers.
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differentconclusion:MachiavelliseemstoindicatethattheRomanreformers,
fromtheGracchithroughCaesar,wieldednotexcessiveauthorityoverthere-
public,butrather,thattheyexhibitedexcessivedeferencetotheRomanSen-
ate.Consequently,byeitherexilingormurderingeachso-calledtyrant,Rome’s
senatorseffectivelyscuttledeverypopulareattempttoreformtheRomanRe-
public.

ButletusreturntoMachiavelli’slessdeferentialand,hence,moresuccess-
fulGreekprinces:Machiavelli’sexampleofCleomenesbetterspecifies,inthe
Discourses,therolethatredistributionmustplayinthetyrannicalreformation
ofarepublicwherecorruptinginequalityhastakenhold,anideathatMachia-
vellionlyintimatesinThe Prince.Similarly,theexampleofClearchus,inthe
Discourses, completesa lessonconcerningclassallegiances thatMachiavelli
leavesonlypartiallytaughtinThe Prince.Inchapter9ofthatbook,Machia-
vellidefinesthe‘civilprincipality’asaregimewhereanindividualiselevated
toprincelyreputationbyeitheroneortheothercompetingsocialclassesof
everycity:eitherbythenobles,whoaredrivenbythehumourtooppressthe
people,orbythepeople,whoaremotivatedbythehumourtoavoidaristo-
craticoppression.

Machiavelliprovidesreasons,bothstrategicandmoral,whyaprinceshould
establish his civil principality on a popular rather than an aristocratic basis
(P9).Buthealsoopensthepossibilitythatacivilprincewhowaselevatedby
thenobilitytooppressthepeoplemightimprovethisdisadvantagedposition
bysimplyswitchingsidesonceinpower.Infact,Machiavellisuggests,thepeo-
plewillshowevengreateraffectionanddevotiontoaprincewhodefiestheir
expectationsofintensifiedoppression,anddelivers,instead,completeallevia-
tionofaristocraticdomination.

Leo Strauss astutely notes that Machiavelli, uncharacteristically, provides
nohistoricalexampleinchapter9ofamoderncivilprince.Indeed,hesuggests
thatMachiavellineednotdosobecausethemostproximateexampleofsuch
aprince is theveryaddresseeof thebook:Lorenzode’Medici.14ButStrauss
missesthemorespecificpointthatMachiavelliismakingthroughthisnotable
omission.TheMediciarenotonlymodernprinceswhocametopowerthrough
thesupportof fellowcitizens; theyareprinceswho,quite recently,cameto
powerthroughthesupportofthenobility;thatis,Lorenzoisanexampleofa
defectivecivilprince.TheMedici,ofcourse,werebroughtbackfromexileby
anaristocraticcoupthatoverthrewthedemocraticrepublic,thegoverno largo,
presidedoverbyPieroSoderini,andfaithfullyservedbyMachiavelli.Machia-
velli had made himself an enemy of the Florentine nobles by encouraging

14 SeeStrauss1958,p.306,note9.
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Soderini,ontheonehand,tomaintainaclosedomesticalliancewiththepeo-
pleassembledintheConsiglio Grande,and,ontheother,toestablishalarge
citizenmilitarywithinthecity.15

Asweknow,theFlorentinenobleswatereddownMachiavelli’splansfora
large-scalecivilmilitia,andtheyeventuallyenlistedaforeignpower,theSpan-
isharmy,toreinstalltheMediciinthecitytohelpthemdisempowertheFlo-
rentinepeople.16LessdiscussedisthefactthatMachiavelli’sfirstactuponthe
Medici’sreturnwastopenamemorandumtothenewprinces,‘aiPalleschi’;a
memoimploringthemtoswitchsidesandmakethepeople,ratherthanthe
nobles, the foundation of their regime.17The Medici responded by shutting
downtheConsiglio Grande,and,eventually,byarrestingandtorturingMachia-
velli.TheMedicineverinstitutedacivicmilitaryinFlorence,andsothecity
remained at the mercy of foreign powers, namely, the French and Spanish
monarchiesandtheGermanemperor.

IsuggestthatweshouldreadMachiavelli’saccountofClearchus,intheDis-
courses,inlightofthesecircumstances.Machiavellidescribeshowthenobles
ofancientHeraclea,fedupwiththepeoplecontestingtheirauthority,recalled
Clearchusfromexiletohelpthemoppressthecity’scommoncitizens(DI.16).
However,uponhisreturn,Clearchusbehavesinadecidedlyun-Mediceanfash-
ion:MachiavellidescribeshowClearchuscutstopiecestheentireHeraclean
nobility‘totheextremedelightofthepeople’.Wemightwonderwhetherthe
metaphorofcuttingtherichintopiecessignifiesnothinglessthantheparti-
tioning,parcellingandredistributionoftheirwealthtothepeople.Inanycase,
Clearchusclearly‘gotthememo’thattheMediciignoredroughlyeighteencen-
turieslater.18

Tosumup:theamalgamoftheseexamplesofGreektyrantsfrombothThe 
PrinceandtheDiscourses,Iargue,illustratewhatMachiavellidemandsfroma
republican reformer: a tyrant cum civil prince must eliminate the nobility,
whosedesiretooppressandexcessiveauthorityeventuallymakehealthycivic
and economic equality impossible within a republic; and he must deploy a
citizenarmy largeenoughtokeepatbayexpansivemilitarypowers likethe

15 SeeNajemyinBarthas2007;Barthas2011.
16 SeeRidolfi1963,pp.80–8.
17 SeeMachiavelli1997b,pp.87–9.
18 Clearchus,likehisfellowGreektyrantintheDiscourses,Cleomenes,waslesssuccessful

militarilythantheircounterparts,Hiero,AgathoclesandNabis,inThe Prince.Thisisnot
anunfamiliarpattern:Machiavelliemphasisesdomesticissuesintheformerworkand
militaryonesinthelatter(neveronetothecompleteexclusionoftheother,ofcourse).
Compare,forinstance,hiscriticismsofbothSavonarolaandScipioonmilitarygroundsin
The Prince(P6and17)andoncivicgroundsintheDiscourses(DI.45and29).
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Macedonian,CarthaginianandRomanempires.TheMedici,bycontrast,fol-
lowthelesspreferableexamplesofearlierpro-aristocratictyrantsdiscussedby
Machiavelli:AppiusClaudius,Sulla,AugustusandWalter,theDukeofAthens.
The Medici, deeply defective civil princes, effectively coddle the oppressive
‘sonsofBrutus’athome,andfacilitatecontinuedforeigndominationbythe
likesofFrance,SpainandGermany–foreignpowers,whom,incidentally,Ma-
chiavelliconsidersvastlyinferiortoancientMacedonia,CarthageandRome.

 Conclusion

Now,anaristocraticrepublicanofCiceronian,SkinnerianorStraussianstripe
mightraisethefollowingobjectiontomyaccountofMachiavelli’sGreekTy-
rant:havingremovedtheprincipalcheckonhisownpower–i.e.,thenobility
orsenateofhisrepublic–willnotthisso-calledcivilprincesimplybecomean
unaccountablyoppressivetyrant?Theanswer impliedbyMachiavelli is:not
necessarily.

Machiavelli’scivilprinceisalwaysbothenabledandconstrainedbyhissub-
ject-citizens.(ItisworthnotingthatMachiavelliusestheterms‘subjects’and
‘citizens’interchangeablywhendiscussingseveraloftheseexamples).Citizen-
subjectswhoarefullyandextensivelyarmed,andwhoenjoyrelativelyequal
socio-economicstatuswitheachother,mayrathereasilyconvertacivilprinci-
palityintoarepublic–especially,shouldtheirtyranteverfailtoobserve‘cru-
eltywell-used’,and,instead,beginstoengageincruelty,assuch.This,Ibelieve,
isoneof themost important implicationsofMachiavelli’sassertion: ‘where
therearegoodarmstherearealwaysgoodlaws’(P12).

Inpointoffact,theprincelyindividualwhoempowershispeoplebothcivi-
callyandmilitarilyisatyrantinnameonly.Machiavelli’sidealcivilprinceis
sufficientlyprudenttoabidebyastatementattributedtotheso-calledtyrant,
Agathocles:‘Irequirenobodyguardsbecausethepeoplearemybodyguards’.19
Given the central lessons imparted by Machiavelli’s infamous ‘piccolo libro’,
thisstatementcouldhaveservedasafittingepigramforthebookknownasIl 
Principe,The Prince.

19 SeeBibliotheca Historica,X,315.
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Chapter18

Essere Principe, Essere Populare: The Principle of 
Antagonism in Machiavelli’s Epistemology

Etienne Balibar

1 Knowledge, Conflict, Truth

Obviously,whileassigningtoMachiavellian ‘epistemology’,weshouldtryto
avoidthesheeranachronismofretrospectivelyprojectingontohisworkacat-
egorywhichacquiredvalidityonlymuchlater,incompletelydifferentcircum-
stancesandwithrespecttoaratherheterogeneouskindofdiscourse.However,
drawingmyinspirationfromClaudeLefort’sfamoustitle:Le travail de l’oeuvre 
Machiavel,Iwanttoarguethatwemaydothisbyfullyacknowledgingthepost-
poned effects of Machiavelli’s oeuvre, which both reveal it and transform it
throughaceaseless‘mobilization’ofitswordsandpropositions.1Theyinvolve
in particular a continuous ‘quarrel’ about the uneasy relationship between
knowledgeandpoliticalpartisanship,whichoverdeterminemorespecificde-
batesaboutrealism(orpragmatism,dependinghowoneinterpretsthemotto
ofandare dreto alla verità effettuale della cosa)andutopianism(ofwhich,para-
doxically,theauthorofDe principatibusiscertainlynotimmunehimself).Ina
lineofcommentarieswhichtracesbacktoSpinoza, toRousseauandHegel,
andcontinuesinsuchmodernreadersasLeoStrauss,CarlSchmitt,Gramsci,
and Althusser, this quarrel has been associated as well with a debate about
Machiavelli’spositioninadefiningconflictofhistimebetweenrepublicanism
andmonarchism,forwhichanalogiescouldalwaysbefoundinothertimes.It
canbeaptlysummarised(orsymbolised)bythedifficultyofrelatinghisown
positiontothedilemmathatseemstobedelineatedinthe‘DedicatoryEpistle’
ofThe Prince,betweenthe‘pointofview’ofthePrincesandthe‘pointofview’
ofthepeople,whicharealsopoliticalandsocialstandpoints:doeshehimself
adoptoneofthesestandpointsinhisconstructionofascienceofpolitics?And
ifyes,whichone?Itwouldseemthat,moregenerally,thisquestion–which
alsodividesthereaders–cruciallymatterstotheunderstandingofa‘conflic-
tual epistemology’, by which, provisionally, I mean a concept of knowledge

1 Lefort1972.
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thatdoesnotonlyaddressconflictasanobjectofdescription,butviewsitas
itsownconditionofpossibility.

2 The Prince and the People: Knowing Each Other’s Nature

Hereisatranslationoftherelevantpassageofthe‘DedicatoryEpistle’:

NeitherdoIwishthatitbethoughtpresumptuousifamanoflowand
inferiorsocialcondition(basso e infimo stato) darestoexamineandlay
down rules for the governance of princes. For just as those who paint
landscapesplace themselves ina lowpositionontheplain inorder to
consider(considerare) thenatureofthemountainsandtheheights,and
placethemselveshighontopofmountainsinordertostudy(consider-
are) theplains,inlikemanner,toknow(conoscere bene) thenatureofthe
people(populo) wellonemustbeaprince(essere principe),andtoknow
thenatureofprinceswellonemustbeofthepeople(essere populare).2

Amongthereaderswhowereinterestedincommentingonthisformulation
withoutreducingittoameretacticalorrhetoricalgesturetowardsthefinal
dedicateeofthebook,PrinceLorenzode’Medici,DukeofUrbino(1492–1519),
butgranteditthevalueofan‘address’whichisnotreallyseparablefromthe
‘analysis’ or ‘theory’ that it foregrounds, therefore acknowledged the illocu-
tionary statusof thebook’swriting,wemay first singleoutLeoStraussand
Althusser.

InhisThoughts on Machiavelli(1958)3LeoStraussasksaconvolutedques-
tion.At‘firstglance’,hewrites,The Prince ‘belongstoatraditionalgenre:the
mirrors of Princes’,writtenforlegitimateprincesbytheircounsellorsorcourt-
iersabouttheartofgoverning.Hencethequestionthatwecanraise:whoisit
thatholdsthe‘mirror’(speculum)forthePrince?Infact,explainsStrauss,Ma-
chiavelli’sbookisnotreally‘impartial’or‘scientific’;itisa‘militant’bookora
‘fightinglibel’clothedintheformofaTreatise.What(orwhom)thenisitfight-
ing for?Asurprisewouldawaitus inthe lastchapter,withthe liftingof the
maskwornbytheauthor:butthisrevelationinvolvesinfactagainatorsion,
because theapparentsymmetryof the twoconditionsofknowledge(essere 
principe, essere populare)intheframeworkofsuchan‘address’meansthatMa-
chiavelli himself is ‘representing’ or ‘impersonating’ the people, while the

2 Machiavelli2005(KindleLocations798–802).
3 IretranslatefromtheFrenchedition,Strauss1982.



351Essere Principe, Essere Populare

princewhomheaddresses(presumablyLorenzo)isrepresentingorimperson-
ating the general figure of ‘The Prince’. Far from their two complementary
viewpointsepitomisingpoliticalwisdom,theconsequencewouldbethatMa-
chiavelli’s interventionwouldhelpthePrincetocoverhis intentions for the
people.Inaword,itistheoppositeofRousseau’sthesis(whichitselfreversed
the anti-Machiavellian discourse). But then a surprise arises within the sur-
prise:anyoppositionbetweenprinceandpeople(comparedtothatofmoun-
tainandplain),saysStrauss,isabsurd,becauseinfactMachiavelli’saimisto
intellectually dominate the Prince,tobecomehismasterorthePrince’sPrince.
Readthisway,theallegoryinthe‘DedicatoryEpistle’isarepetition‘hiddenin
plainview’ofthestrategydisplayedinthewholetext;itepitomisesthetradi-
tionof‘doubletruth’,whichisthelawofpoliticalwriting.

Inhisposthumouslypublishedbook,Machiavelli and Us(writtenca.1976),
Althusserproposesadifferentreading,ifperhapsnotentirelyincompatible.4
ForAlthusser,Machiavelli’sdiscourseof‘politicalscience’isnottheoreticalin
theuniversalistsense(asthediscourseofMontesquieuis,orwantstobe,for
example,Althusser’sothergreatexample):becauseitisneither‘withoutasub-
ject’nor ‘withoutanaddressee’.5Machiavelliwrites from withinaconflictual
situation–whatAlthussercallswriting‘under’theconstraintofthepolitical
conjuncture, in order to influence or change it, i.e. produce an effect (or be
‘effective’).

DoesthissimplyamounttothefactthatMachiavelliistaking sides,rallying
a‘party’intheconflictwherehefindshimself?Apparentlyitismorecompli-
cated:thealternativeoftwopositionsorviewpoints(essere principe vs.essere 
populare)createsa‘topologicalspace’wherethe‘places’(tópoi)ofthePrince
andtheauthor-writer-scientistarelocalisedatthesametimeinsocial,politi-
cal,andepistemologicalterms.ForAlthusser,whatMachiavelliismainlysay-
ing,isthatinorderto‘know’thefunctionor‘nature’ofthePrinceinhistory(in
thestrongsenseofacognitionthatdissipatesthemis-recognition,ortheillu-
sionintrinsictopoliticalhierarchies),onehastoadoptthepeople’s‘place’or
perspective(sincewhattheallegoryofthemountainandtheplainshowsis
that thenotionof ‘place’ is relational: it isaviewpointonanotherplace,or
evenbetter: it isa viewpoint on another viewpoint,apossibilityofperceiving
thepointfromwhereoneisseen).AnditispossibleforMachiavellitoadopt

4 Althusser2009.Irecommendinparticulartheextensivecommentaryandoriginaldevelop-
mentofAlthusser’sMachiavelli-interpretationbyLahtinen2009who,however,doesnot
directlyexaminetheinterpretationofMachiavelli’s‘DedicatoryEpistle’.

5 Althusser1959.
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theperspectivefromwhichthePrincesareobserved,becauseheishimself‘of
humbleorigin’,i.e.‘ofthepeople’.

Thisquitenaturallyleadstothequestion:whydoesMachiavelliaddasym-
metricsentence,advisingessere principeinorderto‘knowthepeople’?ForAl-
thusser(clearlyinspiredherebyRousseau,morethan,forinstance,Spinoza,
butneverthelessadoptingsomethingofStrauss’sreasoning),thisisatextual
ruse,aliterarytrompe l’oeil. EvidenceisgivenbythefactthatMachiavellionly
writes one book, The Prince, and not the other one, which could have been
calledThe People.6InMarxiantermsheisinfactadoptinganddevelopinga
‘classposition’,whichisa‘classperspective’.Thisisastrongandcleverwayto
articulate the doublet of popolo (class) and populare (position). It indicates
alsocleverlythatthedichotomyofessere principe vs. esser popularecoversnot
onlyadualitybutalsoaconflict, whichhastobe‘resolved’onewayoranother
ifapoliticsistoemergehistorically.But,itseemstome,therearetwo(related)
difficultieshere.First,toadoptthepeople’s‘viewpoint’or‘place’doesnotin-
volvethatMachiavelliisaddressingthepeople.Infacthecouldberatherwrit-
ingin its placeor‘replacing’it,meaningthatinpoliticsthepeoplehasnosay,
novoiceofitsown,exceptthatofatheoreticalsubstitute.Second,theargu-
mentthatproducesthedissymmetry(‘MachiavellidoesnotwriteThe People’)
is either tautological or teleological. Given Althusser’s standard references,
whatitdoesinfactsuggestisthatMachiavellidoesnotwriteThe Peoplebe-
causeheisnotyetMarx,whowillrenameittheproletariat.Throughtheinter-
ventionofatheoristlikeMachiavelli,thePrincehimselfmustsomehow(inhis
politics)become‘popular’,butthepeoplearenotyetcalledtobecome‘prince’
(asGramsciwilltrytoestablish).Theprincemakeshistoryfromthepeople’s
pointofview,butthepeoplearenot yetthesubjectofhistory.Henceitisim-
portantforthepeopletoknow theprince(ifonlytounderstandandaccept
thathispoliticsisinthepeople’sinterests),butthepeoplemustremainun-
known,ifnotunthought.Machiavellithuswouldbe‘unthinking’theveryplace
wherehestands.

6 Itwillbeleftforlaterwritersto‘add’thecounterpart(orsubstituteit).Ofcoursemanycom-
mentatorsexplicitlyorimplicitlyassumethatMachiavelli’sThe Peopledoesinfactexist:itis
the‘republican’workcalledDiscorsi. Andthefactthat,apparently,thecompositionofthetwo
workswasinfactsimultaneousorintertwinedprovidesanotherargumentforthischiasmatic
articulation.Butotherconfigurationsarepossible.ForGramsci,clearly,Il Principeisalsoa
bookabout‘thePeople’–oritcouldbecomesuchiftransformedintoa‘new’Prince(i.e.anew
‘newPrince’),theoreticallyaswellashistorically.ForAlthusser,thequestionof‘thePeople’
remainsaporetic,becauseitcannotrefertoabourgeois‘republican’polity,onlytoaproletar-
ianpoliticalsubject(oragent),whichisactiveinhistory,butremains(asyet)theoretically
unidentified.
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Herewemustpauseandreturntothetext.Althusser’sideaofthetopogra-
phy of conflictcertainlyasksagoodquestion,butanswersitwithasymptom-
aticreductionofitsownimplicationsthatStrauss’sreferencetotheallegoryof
themirrormayhelpidentify:howdoesaspecularcombinationofpartialview-
points,involvingatthesametimerecognitionandmisrecognition,producea
cognitionorknowledge,andforwhom?Whyisitnecessarilyboundtothesitu-
ationofthe‘knowingsubject’withinaconflict,andthetransformationsofthe
conflict?Ishalltrytoresolvethesequestionsintwosuccessivesteps.

3 Embodying Political Antagonism into Knowledge

First,letusreturntotheletter.Itisimpossiblenottoreferthenamesusedin
theEpistletotheirelucidationinthetheoryproposedbythebook(sincethe
addressandthetheorycircumscribeeachother:thisisthetypical‘trope’ofthe
book).Principeandpopoloareclearlyinterdependent,ormirroringeachother,
butinterpretingtheirnamesleadtodifferentplacesinthedevelopmentofthe
theory.

Principeiseverywhere,ofcourse,butthekeypassageforourpurposeisat
theend(chapter26)ofthebook,callingfora‘redemptor’ofItaly(andarous-
ing Strauss’s surprise). This is confirmed by Gramsci’s interpretation, which
bringsintheimportantdynamicnotionofa‘becoming’:tobecome‘popular’is
tobeabletounderstandwhatthe Prince must become (namelya‘new’Prince
who is also a ‘new type of Prince’).7 What Strauss reads as a surprise and
Gramsciasaconversioninthelastchapterisindicativeoftheinterestof the 
peopleinthebecomingofthePrince,butalsoexplainswhyitisfromthe‘pop-
ular’pointofviewthatthe‘nature’ofthePrinceisrevealed.Theword‘nature’
heredoesnotsomuchrefertoanessencethanacriteriontoidentifythediffer-
encesbetweentheprinceswhobearthesamename,buthavedifferentmodes
ofgovernanceandaimatdifferentpoliticalgoals.IfthePrincesthemselvesdo

7 ‘Nell’interovolumettoMachiavellitrattadicomedeveessereilPrincipepercondurreun
popoloallafondazionedelnuovoStato,elatrattazioneècondottaconrigorelogico,con
distaccoscientifico:nellaconclusione,ilMachiavellistessosifapopolo,siconfondeconil
popolo,manonconunpopolo“genericamente”inteso,macolpopolocheilMachiavelliha
convintoconlasuatrattazioneprecedente[…]Eccoperchél’epilogodelPrincipenonèqual-
cosadiestrinseco,di“appiccicato”dall’esterno,diretorico,madeveesserespiegatocome
elementonecessariodell’opera’(Gramsci1932–34,p.1556).Gramsci’sreadingisopposedby
Negri,whothinksthatthisfinalexhortationisridiculous:itshowshowinconsistentabook
The PrinceiswithrespecttotheDiscorsi,wheretheviewpointoftheconstituentpowerorthe
multituderemainsconsistentlyasserted(Negri1992).
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not‘know’or‘recognise’(conoscere)theirownnature,itisbecausetheydonot
perceive differences among themselves or within their own behaviour, they
merelyseethemselvesasparticularincarnationsofauniversalfigureorfunc-
tion,thatofthegeneric‘Prince’,orthatofpower.Thereforearelationshipto
exteriority(andinfactalatentconflict,tobe‘resolved’fromoutside)isneeded
tomakeadistinctionamongthevariousrealisationsofthesamefunction.

Howabouttheothersidenow–thesideofthepeople?Atextualreference
isnotdifficulttofindinchapter9on‘thecivilprincipate’(De principatu civili).
Butitleadstoaproblematiccontent.AsindicatedbyFournelandZancarini,
commentators are puzzled by this oxymoronic formula, since ‘civil’ in fact
meansrepublican.8Theformula,theytellus, is ‘loadedwithutopia’,butalso
indicatesinwhichparadoxicalmannertheaimsofarepublicangovernment
couldbeobtained: through itsapparentopposite,aprincipate (not tosaya
dictatorship). What is especially meaningful, however, is the quotation (or
mention) of the doctrine of the two umori (a term notoriously difficult to
translateinmodernlanguages,sinceitrefersatthesametimetoclasses,inter-
ests,andregimesofpassions)that‘divide’thecity.The‘people’quaensemble
ofitscitizens(démos)iscomposedof/decomposedintopopolo minuto (i.e.the
popular element: il volgo,tò pléthos, plebsormultitudo inancientlanguages)
andpopolo grasso (i.e. thepatriciansorgrandees).Hencepopolo isa synec-
dochicterm:itnamesatthesametimethewholeandthepart.Tounderstand
thiscomposition-decompositionispreciselytoknowwhatthe‘people’is:again
a ‘nature’ that is a difference – albeit not a conjunctural or strategic one (as
amongthedifferentprinces,ortheirrespectivepolitics),butapermanentor
structuralone.

Itisalsotoknowwhat to make of that differencepolitically.Thekeypassage
isin§4ofchapter9:

Hewhoattainstheprincipalitywiththehelpofthenobilitymaintainsit
withmoredifficultythanhewhobecomesprincewiththehelpof the
common people, for he finds himself a prince amidst many who feel
themselvestobehisequals,andbecauseofthishecanneithergovern
nor manage them as he wishes. But he who attains the principality
throughpopularfavorfindshimselfalone,andhasaroundhimeitherno
oneorveryfewwhoarenotreadytoobeyhim[…]Theworstthataprince
canexpectfromahostilepeopleistobeabandonedbythem;butwitha
hostilenobility,notonlydoeshehavetofearbeingabandoned,butalso
that they will oppose him […] Furthermore, a prince must always live

8 Machiavelli2000,pp.320–21(‘Fondementsdelapolitique’).
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withthesamecommonpeople,buthecaneasilydowithoutthesame
nobles[…].9

ThePrincemustdissimilatefromthepatricians(whoarehisrivals,ifnothis
equals),andisolate himselfinordertorisetoasuperiorpowerwithrespectto
hislikes,whilenotassimilatingtothePlebeians:thereforeitisnotaquestion
forhimtoexactly‘represent’thembutrathertoforgea‘friendship’oranalli-
ancewiththem.Butsuchanalliancemakessenseonlyifitisdirectedagainst
a common enemy (inside the city). It is here, of course, that the ‘antithetic
epistemology’isbroughttothefore:wehavetodowithacombinationofes-
sereandconoscere,anditisfromtheprince’sperspectivethatthenatureofthe
antagonismthat‘structures’thepeople(henceitstypicaleffects)isrevealedas
aconstitutive dissymmetry(ontheoneside,awilltodominate,ontheother
sideawillnottobeoppressed).10

So,inasense,Althusserhasperfectlyseenthisstructure.Histhesisthatthe
Princedemonstratesacapacityofallyingwiththepeoplethrough‘suppress-
ing’thegrandees,oraiminghiscrueltymore (andmorevisibly)atthegrandees
thanthepeople,expressesjustthatinpoliticalterms.But(followingGramsci)
heneutraliseshisownthesisbyextrapolatingfromthefinalchapter(where
theItalianpeopleindistressandawaitingasaviourisallegoricallycompared
totheHebrewpeople)anideathat‘people’herepracticallymeansthenation
ofa ‘nation-State’tocome(first inamonarchic,theninarepublicanform),
which encompasses all the social differences or teleologically identifies the
wholeandthepart‒theinterestoftheexploitedclasswiththeinterestofthe
nationassuch.

We may conclude with a first clarification of the idea of an antithetic or
conflictualepistemology.Itisbasedontheincorporationofpoliticalantago-
nismintothequasi-transcendental(orempirical-transcendental)conditions
ofpossibilityofknowledge,whichformsthereversesideofan‘ontological’lo-
cationofknowledge(quaknowledgeofthesituation,knowledgeoftheother,
ortheadversary,andknowledgeoftheconflictassuch)withinantagonism.

9 Machiavelli2005(KindleLocations1265–8).
10 ThedifferencewiththeDiscorsi wheretheideaofthetwoconstitutiveumoriismorefully

explained(DI.4–6)liesnotsomuchintheformaldefinitionthaninthefunctionofthe
argument:inThe Prince,itisnota‘civic’interest(aimingatthestability,thepower,the
expansionofthecity)butaprince’s interestthatcommandstheevaluationofdifferent
outcomesfortheclassstruggle.Thisalsoaffectsthefinaldoctrine,ofcourse:theprivi-
legedoutcomeisnotaregulationoftheconflictthroughthe‘representation’ofthepeo-
plequaplebswithintheState,whichcontributestotheimperialpowerofRome,butthe
capacityoftheprincetogovernandretainhispower.
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Antagonism becomestheintrinsicconditionofknowledgebecauseknowledge
isaimingat‘handling’orpracticing conflict(makinguseofit,transformingits
configuration).Machiavelli’s‘epistemology’inhistimeappearsthusastheex-
actantithesisofthefuturebourgeoisandpositivistepistemologyofthe‘axio-
logical neutrality of science’ – perhaps in fact because that ‘positivist’
epistemologywasitselfarejectionoftheMachiavellianandpost-Machiavel-
lianconceptionofknowledge.11

I submit now two interesting implications of this pattern of a reciprocal
‘conditioning’ofantagonismandknowledge:

(a) Itisanti-utopian–andinthatsenserealisticormaterialist–inaprecise
sense:‘utopia’(asSpinozaremindedusinhiscommentaryinthePolitical Trea-
tise)beginswiththeillusionofatranscendent orsynopticviewpoint:tostand
neitheronthemountainnorintheplain.Butwherecouldthatbe?Whereto
findthis‘Archimedeanpoint’whichmakesitpossibletoriseabovetheconflict
andbecomeliberatedfromitspartiality(ifalsotothinkorexplainit)?12The
synopticviewpointmustbelocatedout of the (Platonic) Cave:inGodorinthe
LightoftheGood,aplaceeitherascribedtotheSovereignortothePhiloso-
pherortheircouple.Oritmustbelocatedinatranscendental faculty ofratio-
nalknowledgethat,infact,begsthequestion(because–asshownbyFoucault

11 ThisinterpretationalsoclearlydiffersfromPocock’sviewofthe‘position’ofMachiavelli
inIl Principe:‘heidentifieshimselfneitherwiththeottimati[…]norwiththose[…]who
demandedtherestorationoftheCouncilandwidespreadparticipazione. Il Principeisnot
aworkofideology,inthesensethatitcannotbeidentifiedasexpressingtheoutlookofa
group[…]inproportionasthepoliticalsystemceasestobeauniversalandisseenasa
particular,itbecomesdifficultforittodothis.Therepubliccandominatefortunaonlyby
integrating itscitizens inaself-sufficientuniversitas’ (Pocock 1975,p. 156).Thisview is
linkedtothefactthatPocock‘s‘republicanism’isconstantlyanticipatingtheneutralisa-
tion of antagonisms in ‘citizenship’, whereas, in agreement with Lefort, I think that
Machiavellidoesjusttheopposite:heis‘indefinitely’assertingconflictualpatternsofthe
divisionofthe‘city’,whichforhimareindeedtherealobjectofaconcrete analysisofthe
presentstateofaffairs.Paradoxically,Negri–forwhomIl Principeremainsan‘aporetic’
treatise,asopposedtothe‘constructive’capacityoftheDiscorsi–tendsmoreinthedirec-
tionofPocock:theconstituentpowerisobscuredandblockedinaworkwhich‘isinter-
estedinthecrisis,notitsresolution’(Negri1997,p.71).

12 Animportantquestionofepistemologyandtopologyatthesametimeisinvolvedhere:
fromwhichviewpointorangleisaconflict‘visible’as conflict?Isitfrom‘inside’(where
whatisperceivediseitheronepositionortheother),orfrom‘outside’(wherebothposi-
tionsareperceptible,butseparated)?ThiswasofcourseacrucialobjectofHegeland
Marx’sdialectics,whotendedtoexplainthatone sideonlyperceivesitselfanditsrelation-
shiptotheadversary,hencetheconflictassuch,butintheperspectiveofits‘overcoming’.
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inparticular–itpresupposesananthropologicalsubjectalreadyisolated from
the‘pathological’dimensionsofexperience).13

(b) Ifonefurtherasksthequestion:whatisthe‘place’ofthetheoristinre-
lationtothePrince,ortherelationoftheknowingfunctiontotherulingfunc-
tion,theonlypossibleansweristhatitisa change of place,ora‘displacement’,
because it is immanent to the conflict, but also essentially unstable. Such a
displacement could well be described as a kind of ‘supplement’: in order to
makeuseoftheconflict,thePrincemustappearasa‘thirdparty’,hemustdis-
similate fromthepatricians whilenot assimilatingtothePlebeians,thusdif-
ferentiating himself from both, producing a dynamic ‘difference within the
difference’whichtransformstherelationshipoftheconflictingparts,inorder
toproduceapoliticalpower effect.Butthisisalsoadisplacementinthe‘topo-
logical’sense:thePrinceasitwere‘migrates’acrosstheboard,fromonesideto
theother(ortosupporttheother)inamodalitythatcanbeexplainedonly
fromthe‘people’spointofview’,orfromthepointofviewoftheinterests of the 
people. And this is the reason why the political writer needs to occupy this
‘popular’ place, which otherwise would remain obscure and cancelled, not
onlyinanintellectualmanner,butalsoinapassionatemanner.Notsomuch
‘OccupyWallStreet’,then,than‘OccupyMainStreet’…

4 Partiality, Truth and the Displacement of the Prince

Iwantnowtoattempta second reading,takingintoaccountatthesametime
thelatent problemsofthe‘topography’whichwasidentifiedasamatrixofMa-
chiavelli’santitheticepistemology,andtheconflicting effectsthatitproduces
amongitsreadersandinterpreters,especiallythosewhopush the idea to the 
extreme, because they identify the very possibility of understanding politics
withtheadoptionofa‘partisanviewpoint’.

Whatarethelatentdifficulties?Theyarisefromthefactthatadoublebind,
atthesametimelogicalandpolitical,isinvolvedinthisnotionofimmanentor
quasi-transcendentaldivisionoftheknowingsubject(whichinfactisrather
somethinglikeapracticalagencywhoseactionwouldbetheunderstandingof
thepolitical ‘matters’).Wedonotknowyet,orreally,whattheoppositeofa
‘synoptic’orcomprehensive andtotalisingdiscoursecouldbe,ifitistoperform
anepistemicfunction.AformalindicationcanbederivedfromDeleuze’sno-
tionofa‘disjunctivesynthesis’,howeverenigmaticitfirstappears,sinceina
whole it holds the heterogeneous ‘parts’ together while maintaining their

13 SeeTerray1990;andFoucault1966.
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separation,eventheirincompatibility,oritforcesthemtoenterthesamedis-
cursive‘place’.Inothertermsitstages a placewithindiscourseforthe‘presen-
tation’ofconflictassuch.14Wecandiscussthisdoublebindattwosuccessive
levels, one that is purely formal, and another that is more ‘historical’, or in-
volveshistoryasanarrative.

Formally, mysuggestionisthatwerelatethefluidityoruncertaintyofMa-
chiavelli’scountingofthesocialandpolitical‘places’(orpositions)totheissue
ofaconstitutivedissymmetrywithintheepistemic‘topography’itself,without
whichtherewouldbeno‘knowledgeeffect’.15InsteadofseeingtheMachiavel-
lian dispositif of ‘power-knowledge’ as a static description, a topography of
given placeswhereagentsorsubjectsarecalledto ‘locate’themselves(as, in
theolddiscourseofclassandpartypolitics,individualsandgroupswerecom-
pelledto‘assume’aclass-positionandaparty-position),wecaninterpretitas
amobileandeven(tosomeextent)reversiblerelationship,affectingboth power
and knowledge.The ‘places’ undoubtedly are always at the same time posi-
tionsofpowerandpositionsofknowledge.Henceitisimportantheretokeep
thedoublemeaningofpowerinEnglishwithrespecttoFrenchorLatin(poten-
tiaandpotestas,hencepuissanceandpouvoir),whichisalsothereintheItalian
wordpotere(atleastinitscurrentuse).16Butwheredoesthedissymmetryul-
timatelylie?The‘newPrince’willnotbeabletoexerciseapoweroverthepeo-
ple(andthepeople’sumori,meaningitsconflictsofpassionsandinterests)if
hedoesnotknow the structureor‘nature’ofthepeople.Inthissenseknowl-
edgeisaninstrumentoftheprince’sempowerment.Thereverseisalsotrue,
butonaminor key:inBookI,chapter4oftheDiscourses(i.e.thechapteron
civil conflictasthesourceoftheimperialpowerofRome),Machiavelliwrites,
quotingfromCicero:‘albeitignorant,thepeoplesarecapableofunderstanding
truth’. But the latent idea in Il Principe is stronger than this: the people (or,
rather,the‘popular’elementwithinthepeople,i.e.thepart,notthewhole)do
supportthepoliticsofthePrince,inasmuchasitactivelyknowsthePrince’s
nature.Inpracticethismeansthatthepeoplecandiscriminateamongtypesof
principalitiesandmodesofprincelygovernment:first,byexperiencingthem,

14 SeeDeleuze1969.
15 InAlthusser’sepistemology,‘knowledgeeffect’isakeyformula:seeAlthusseretal1996,

p.69(‘Du“Capital”àlaphilosophiedeMarx’).
16 AntonioNegri,incidentally,hasatendencytoalwaysattributepotentiatothepeopleor

themultitude,qua‘constituentpower’,whereastheState,andmoregenerallytherulers
onlyexercisepotestas.Asaconsequencehedepriveshimselfofthepossibilityofthinking
astrategiccirculationorahistoricaldisplacementofthevariousaspectsofpoweramong
thevariousactorsofpolitics,andinfacthemakespoliticsasapracticeunthinkable,just
asRancièrealbeitfordifferentreasons.
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andsecondbyanticipatingor‘calculating’theirconsequences.Notwithstand-
ing,itisthepolitical writer(Machiavellihimself,andperhapssomeothersbe-
forehim)whowillbecomeempowered,capableofproducinganeffectinthe
historicaldistributionandredistributionofpower,howeveraleatoryoruncer-
tainitremains,throughtheknowledgethatheacquiresanddivulgatesinan
accessiblemannertothe‘parts’involvedintheconflict–notexactlyspeaking
adoubletruth,butaimingattworeadershipsatthesametime.Whoarethen
thereadersanticipatedbyMachiavelli?Mysuggestionis:theyareall the parts 
in all places, butinadifferentiatedmanner(whereasRousseauwassuggesting
thatMachiavelliseeminglywritesforthePrinces,butreally writesforthepeo-
ples). Machiavelli the writer is one who can compose a single text with two 
different meaningsfortwo different readerships.

Thisleadstointerpretingtherelationshipbetweentheuncertain‘counting’
ofplacesandthedissymmetryofthesocial‘positions’inamoredynamicway,
as implications of the idea of a displacement, already mentioned, which in-
volvesatemporary‘mediation’(oravanishingmediator):17thebasicstructure
ordistribution ofplaces is dualistic, it refers to thedistinctionofpatricians
(popolo grasso)andplebeians(popolo minuto),whoseinterestsasweknoware
dissymmetric(ononeside,towagepowerordomination,ontheotherside,
nottobedominated).Butthisstructureissupplementedtwiceinarow:with
theadjunctionoftheprincewho‘isolates’himselffromhisclass(becominga
‘public’figureinthestrongsense,notmerelyastrongerpatrician),18andwith
theadjunctionofthewriterwhowritesabookcalled‘ThePrince’(makingthe
publicfigurea‘historic’figure).Asitwere,two becomes threeandthree becomes 
four.Butthevirtualtendencyisareturntothesituationofduality,albeittrans-
formedwithrespecttoitsinitialqualityoritspolitical‘composition’.

Wecanseethatatransformationtookplace,whichthewritingofthebook
assertsperformatively.Butperhapstherewillremainanuncertainty,because
wearenotsuretohavecompletelyarrestedMachiavelli’selusivetheoretical
strategyandpoliticallyfixeditsresults…Wecouldsay:theresultisaregulated 
conflictbetweenthePrinceandthepeople,withthePrinceactingasmediator
andregulatorof thepassionsof thepeople.Orwecouldsay: the result isa
moreorlessstable rulingofthePrinceoverthepeople,inthe‘objectiveinter-
est’ofthepeople,i.e.throughtheneutralisation ofthepatricians(grandees),
ortheir(relative)disempowerment.Inanycaseonehastopassfromanappar-
entsymmetrytoarealdissymmetry,whichneverthelessincorporatesorinte-
grates the ‘dominated’ viewpoint within the ‘dominant’ viewpoint, i.e. the

17 Jameson1988,vol.2,pp.3–34.
18 ‘Maperchédiprivatosidiventaprincipe…’(P8).
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exerciseofdomination.Andthiscanbedoneonlythroughthe‘vanishing’me-
diationofthewriterwho,atthesametime,exhibits(indiscourse)thehetero-
geneityofdiscourse,and‘migrates’fromoneplacetotheother,thusreversing 
the place of the enunciation of truth on power,anddisruptingtheillusion of a 
self-knowing power–inthatsensea‘sovereign’discourse,formingan‘absolute
knowledge’ofpower.19

ItisusefulheretocomparewiththeAristoteliannotionofthereciprocityof
placesinthedefinitionofthepoliticalrealm,becausecitizenshipinitsAristo-
teliandefinitionalsoinvolvedbothpower and knowledge. InPolitics, BookIII,
Aristotle proposed three successive ‘definitions’ of the citizen, which are in
factmomentsintheconstructionofthecompleteconceptofthepolítesasac-
tive member of the pólis (or political constituency, polity).The second mo-
ment(1277b7–15)readsasfollows:

Butthereexistsaformofauthoritybywhichamanrulesoverpersonsof
thesameraceashimself,andfreemen(forthatishowwedescribepolit-
icalauthority),andthistherulershould learnbybeingruled, justasa
manshouldcommandcavalryafterhavingservedasatrooper,command
aregimentafterhavingservedinaregimentandbeenincommandofa
companyandofaplatoon.Hencethereismuchtruthinthesayingthat
it is impossibletobecomeagoodrulerwithouthavingbeenasubject.
Andalthoughthegoodnessofarulerandthatofasubjectaredifferent,
thegoodcitizenmusthavetheknowledgeandtheabilitybothtoberuled
andtorule,andthemeritofthegoodcitizenconsistsinhavingaknowl-
edgeofthegovernmentoffreemenonbothsides.Andthereforeboth
thesevirtuesarecharacteristicofagoodman,evenif temperanceand
justiceinarulerareofadifferentkindfromtemperanceandjusticeina
subject;forclearlyagoodman’svirtue,forexamplehisjustice,willnotbe
oneandthesamewhenheisundergovernmentandwhenheisfree,but
itwillbeofdifferentkinds,onefittinghimtoruleandonetoberuled,
justastemperanceandcouragearedifferentinamanandinawoman.20

19 Thisisanextremelystrongelementof‘secularisation’inMachiavelli’sdiscourse:notin
the sense of transferring to a ‘secular’ or profane sovereign the qualities defining God
theologically(especiallyHisself-knowledge),butonthecontrary,inthesenseofcutting
any real prince or ruler from this mythical representation of sovereignty, through the
simpleadjunctionofawriterwhoknows the Prince’s nature from outside.

20 Aristotle1959,p.193.
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Thekeyideais,therefore,thatinordertolearnhowtorule(orgiveorders)
(árchein),onehas toexperienceobedience,andpossiblyaswell inorder to
learnhow(andwhy)toobey(ortakeorders)(árchesthai),onehastoexperi-
encetheartofruling.Thisisindeedpurelysymmetric,andismeanttoinsti-
tuteequality(intheformofreciprocity).The‘power’(arché)ofwhichitisa
questionhereinvolvesnorealantagonism(oritpresupposesthatantagonism
has been bracketed ex ante – reason why Aristotle sets limitations on the
spreadofwealthasaconditionofactualcitizenship).Conversely,inMachia-
velli’sscheme,adistance,allegorisedbythemodelofthe‘landscape’,hastobe
createdor,rather,ithastoberevealed(becauseitalwaysalreadyexisted).This
distanceisnottobeabolished,butitistobeusedbythewriterwhotakes one 
side(oroccupiesoneplace)inorderto‘teach’thePrince(butalsothepeople)
howtoincorporatetheconsiderationoftheir ‘other’intotheirownpolitical
strategy,which thencanaimat reducing thedistance,ormoderating itsef-
fects.21Divisionleadstodistanciation,whichleadstoproductiveinequality,of
which‘equality’isbutahistoricalmodality.

5 Back to the Present: Machiavelli’s Challenge to Universalism

Fromthisformaldiscussion,wemaynowjumptoadifferentkindofconsider-
ation, which tries to read the ‘trace’ of such topographic patterns of power-
knowledgeincontemporarythinkerswhoidentifythepossibilityofpolitical
‘science’(or‘theory’)withapartisan discourse:somethingthatisexecratedby
liberalpoliticaltheorists,whoarealsomostofthetimeuneasywithMachia-
velliandespeciallywithIl Principe (eveninthecaseof‘republican’theorists,as
illustratedbyPocock).Butitisinsistentincriticalpoliticaltheory.

Althusserisanespeciallyinterestingcase,becauseofhiscontinuousevolu-
tionwithrespecttotheideaof ‘classstruggleintheory’(which,forhim,de-
finesphilosophy).22IfindithowevermoreinterestingtoreadAlthussernotin

21 Andevenbetter,moredialectically:howtoincorporatethe other’s image of oneselfinto
one’spolitics.ThisisthecoreofAlthusser’sinterpretationofthepoliticsofthePrinceas
a‘politicsofideology’,wherebythePrincebecomesabletocalibrate,use,andtransform
the‘opinionofthePrince(=himself)intheimaginationofthePeople’.But,followinghis
onesidedreadingofthetopography(orhisbracketingofthereciprocal,ifnotsymmetric,
question:whyisitalsonecessarytoessere Principe to ‘knowthePeople’?),hedoesnot
discusstheissueoftheimage(opinion)ofthePeople(orthe idea of People)afterwhicha
Prince(ruler,government,politicalorganisation)ismodellinghis‘popular’(orpopulist)
politics.

22 Althusser1976.
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isolation,butincomparison,especiallywithSchmittandTronti.Togetherwith
Gramsci,thethreeofthemofcourseheavilyrelyontheimageofLeninasthe
great‘Machiavellian’figureinthetwentiethcentury,whowouldembodythe
combinationofapoliticalactorandapoliticaltheoristinasingleindividual.23

WhatIwanttobrieflyconsiderfirst isnotthe ‘mature’Schmitt,madefa-
mousbyhisConcept of the Political(Der Begriff des Politischen, firstpublished
asalengthyarticlein1927,thenmodifiedandpublishedinbookformin1932),
butanearlierSchmitt,whowasanavidreaderofLenin’stheoryofthedictator-
shipoftheproletariat,whichhewantedtoturnagainstthecommunistrevolu-
tion,creatingasortof‘Leninismontheright’(hencepowerfullycontributing
totheconstitutionoftheideaofconservative revolution).24Amongthewrit-
ingsoftheearlyperiod,whichincludeDie Diktatur (1921),withaninterpreta-
tionofMachiavelliandamissingchapteronLeninandTrotsky,IthinkthatDie 
geistesgeschichtliche Lage des heutigen Parlamentarismus,1923(secondedition
in1926)25isthemostinterestingforushere.Thisisbecauseitdoesnotonly
describe a political conflict of the first order among classes or parties with
whomtoside(as‘friend’)orwhomtooppose(as‘enemy’),butalsoaconflict of 
the second order,amongthetwoideologies(or,asSchmittcallsthem,thetwo
rival‘myths’,themythofclassleadingtothecommunisttheoryofthedictator-
shipoftheproletariat,andthenational myth,whichunderpinsfascism),which
ismoredecisiveforthedefinitionofthepoliticalfield.Ofcourse,thesourceof
thisterminologyisSorel(aswasalsothecaseforGramsciatthetime).Schmitt’s
idea is that the rival myths express distinct ways of describing the political
antagonism,hierarchisingitstermsandanticipatingitseffects.Thehistorical
sequenceleadingfromtheSovietrevolutiontotheadventofItalianfascism
(withMussolini’s‘MarchonRome’inOctober1922formingthemomentwhen
its hegemony is made visible), with its rapid succession of revolutions and
counter-revolutionsacrossEurope,would formanexperimentaldemonstra-
tionofthesuperiorityofthenationalmythovertheproletarianmyth–asupe-
rioritywhichdoesnotonlyexpressarelationshipofmaterialforces,butalsoa
greatercapacitytoprovidehistoricalintelligibility.Whatisindeedinteresting
hereisapossibility(perhapsatemptation)toreversetheargumentinfavour

23 PreparingforGramsci’sinventionofthe‘ModernPrince’whoisatthesametimea‘collec-
tiveintellectual’andacapacityof‘direction’forthetransformationofthesociety.Atypi-
calvacillationofthismodeltakesplacebetweentherepresentationofthis fusionina
collectivebody,apartyoran‘organised’class,andtherepresentationofthesamefusion
inthefigureofaleader.Imustleavethisquestionasidefornow.

24 SeeBreuer1993.
25 Schmitt1988.
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oftheproletarianmyth/ideology,orevenadda‘meta-conflict’ of the third order,
byshowingthattheproletarianmythbecomesinfactstronger,whenitrisesto
thequalityofa‘counter-counter-revolutionary’strategy.26Thisisindeedwhat
communismdesperatelytriedtoachieveinthetwentiethcentury,especially
whenpassingfromthe‘classagainstclass’strategytothe‘popularfront’strat-
egy,ontheconditionthatitremainedrootedintheideaofproletarianhege-
mony, or did not simply shift from a ‘class standpoint’ to a ‘democratic’ or
‘popular’standpoint,wherethepoliticalsubjectisshiftedfromaparttothe
whole–minusthe‘anti-popular’elements,butincorporatedanunderstanding
ofthetendenciesand‘contradictionswithinthepeople’intheconstructionof
theclassstandpointitself.27

FromSchmittwepassquitenaturallytoTronti’snotionofthe‘one-sided-
ness’ofclasspolitics(parzialità,unilateralità),whichcombinesthetwomean-
ingsof ‘part’,establishinganintrinsiccorrespondencebetweenthefactthat
theworkingclassisapart of the society,andthefactthatitimmediatelyactsas
apartyintheclassstruggle(because,asMarxhadassertedintheCommunist 
Manifesto,‘thestruggleoftheproletariatbeginswithitsveryexistence’,itisa
conditionofsurvivalfortheproletariansthemselves).28Trontipushedtothe
extremetheideathatno‘totalisation’ispossible,neitheraspoliticalconsensus
norassyntheticrepresentationofthewhole,becauseradicaldisjunctionisthe
lawofmodernhistory.Towhichheaddedtheideathata(proletarian)class
canpracticallyknowitself(notonlyasasituationinsociety,butasahistoric
power)onlythroughthecriticalreversaloftheenemy’sperceptionofoneself

26 It was largely exploited by twentieth century ‘left Schmittianism’, which also often
returnedtoMachiavelli,explicitlyorallegorically:seetheanthologyofthejournalIl Cen-
tauroinAccarinoet alii2007.

27 ItakeitthatthisisthecoreofGramsci’sunfinishedtheoryofthe‘warofposition’asa
reversalofhegemonywithrespecttotheon-going‘passiverevolution’,whichinthatsense
istrulypost-Machiavellian.

28 Inthistheorisation,whichhebelievedtobevindicatedbytheexperienceofclassstrug-
glesinFordistAmericaaswellasItalianindustrialrevolutioninthe60’s,Trontiwasina
sensereversing thetheoryof‘class-consciousness’whichhehadborrowedfromLukács:it
wasnolongertheaccesstoanunderstandingofthewholethatwasverifyingthedialecti-
cal superiority of proletarian class-consciousness over bourgeois ideology, but, on the
contrary,itsdecidedpartialityorone-sidedness,excludingevery‘synthesis’ofthedivided
socialrelationshipincapitalism.Inthiscommentary,IamrelyingonTronti’sclassicmas-
terwork,Operai e capitale(1966/1972),stilluntranslatedasawholeintoEnglish(however,
theessayonclass and partyisavailableontheweb:http://operaismoinenglish.wordpress.
com/category/mario-tronti/page/2/).
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(whichinpractice,fortheworkingclass,isthecapitalist’seconomictheory).29
Heassumedadistinctionof‘science’and‘ideology’wherescienceisentirely
onthesideoftherevolutionaryclassandideologyentirelyonthesideofthe
dominantconservativeclass,butthetruth effectthathewasdescribinglayin
thepracticalreversaloftheepistemicrelationbetweenbothclasses,wherethe
theoristcanplayaroleonlythroughhisincorporationinthestruggleofthe
class.

Itwouldbeinterestingtocomparethis ‘proletarian’understandingofthe
autonomyofthepoliticalwithJacquesRancière’snotionofa‘politicsofequal-
ity’,basedontheideaoftherecognitionofthe‘partofno-parts’.Rancièreis
certainlynoMachiavellian,butboththeoristsworkmoreradicallythanothers
withtheideathatthereisnopartisanshipthatisnotalsopartiality,andthe
ideathatextremepartialityis‘exclusion’fromtheexistingdistributionofpow-
erandknowledge.ButforTrontitheexcludedpartremainsmorethanevera
substantial class,theclassofindustrialworkers(acategorywhichhetendsto
substitutetothatofthe‘proletariat’inMarxism),whereasforRancièreithasto
bean‘empty’class,howeverfilledwithrealpeopleandrealexperiences,thus
havingnoessentiallinktotheworkers(whocanonlyoccupy that placehistori-
cally,byvirtueoftheirpoliticalexclusionfromrepresentation),butkeeping
muchofMarx’soriginalideaoftheproletariatasauniversal classbyvirtueof
itsradicalnegativity.30

Onthisbackground,Althusser’sevolutionbecomesmoreinteresting.Itwas
initiatedintheessayfrom1968,Lenin and Philosophy,withtheideathat‘phi-
losophy represents politics for science and represents science for politics’,
whichleftapossibilityofmediatingbetweentheextremes.However,itdidnot
lead to stabilising or institutionalising the position of the ‘philosopher’: Al-
thusserwouldfamouslywritethatthephilosopher’svocationwasto‘vanishin
hisintervention’,disparaître dans son intervention.31Further,itledtotheidea
thatphilosophyisthediscoursewhichmakesexplicittheclassdimensionof
the political discourse or ‘science’, i.e. reveals and enacts the ‘class struggle
within theory’, thus transforminga latent structuraldeterminationofparts/
classesintoa‘partisan’positionwithanepistemologicalfunction.AstheReply 

29 SeetherecentaccountofthehistoryofItalianoperaismo in Tronti2009(apartialEnglish
translationwaspublishedinTronti2012).

30 See Balibar 2011 (‘Le moment messianique de Marx’). There seems to be, however, a
significantshiftinRancière’sdefinitionofthe‘partofnoparts’,betweenhisearlyworks
(La Nuit des Prolétaires 1981,Aux bords du politique 1990),andhismorerecentdefenceof
democracy(La Haine de la démocratie 2005).

31 Althusser1971.
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to John Lewisfrom1972waskeentoexplain,itisthisphilosophical‘classstrug-
glewithintheory’,whichonlymakesitpossiblefortheorytomigrateoutofits
‘ideological’embeddednessandachieveascientific status inthefieldofpoli-
tics.32 And finally (although of course this was an interrupted evolution), it
leadstothemostdialectical (althoughnotHegelian) formulation,which in-
volvesthenotionofa ‘schismaticscience’(forAlthusser,apropertythatap-
pliesinananalogousmannertoMarxismandpsychoanalysis).33Aprotracted
‘schism’or‘scission’doesnotonlyformtheexternalconditionofknowledge,
butitsinternalpatternofdevelopment.Notonlyinsuchdisciplinesor‘knowl-
edges’aretherepermanentconflictsofinterpretationofthesameprinciples,
butthe‘struggle’betweentendenciesistheonlypossibilityforthemtoexplore
anobjectandincreasetheircognitivevalue.Thistakesplace,however,atthe
risk of the opposite effect: sterile antagonism.Therefore it is an ambivalent
characterof‘knowledge’(orinAlthusseriantermsitlacks a guaranty ofprog-
ressorsuccess).

TheMachiavellianmodelofsplit locationfortheknowingsubjectbecomes
hereoverdeterminedbyaPascaliannotionof the ‘pointofheresy’,whereby
there is no ‘orthodoxy’ except as an empty place from which the antithetic
‘deviations’aredeparting.Truthoradequateknowledgethereforeonlyexists
asapermanentoscillation,aconflictof‘tendencies’ordeviationsthathavea
classdeterminationinthelastinstance(or,inthecaseofpsychoanalysis,an
unconsciousdetermination).Butthelast‘instance’remainsassuchinaccessi-
ble:itisdetermining,butnotdetermined.Thisis,inasense,wherethemost
interesting analogieswitha Schmittianpatternof themeta-level ofconflict
couldarise,whereastheinitialformulaonthe‘doublerepresentation’ofsci-
enceforpolitics,andpoliticsforscience(inLenin and Philosophy),wasclosest
totheMachiavelliantopographyasproposedinthe‘DedicatoryEpistle’ ofThe 
Prince.Infact,whatIamtemptedtoconcludeisthatMachiavelli’sequivocal
dispositivecouldneverreallybeused(orretrieved)bytheposteritywithout
somesimplification,whileforminganidealofpoliticaldiscursivitywhenever
thesynopticmodelsof‘politicalscience’becameunacceptableorirrelevant.
Theyremaininterestingforusinasmuchaswelookforacriticalmethodology
toholdincheckthedominantpositivisticorabstractuniversalisticnotionof
sciencebasedontheseparationoffactsandvalues.

32 SeeAlthusser1973.
33 See Althusser 1991 (On Marx and Freud). Althusser literally speaks of a science that is

always‘split’.TheGermantranslatorsofAlthusser,RolfLöperandPeterSchöttler,intro-
ducedtheformula‘schismaticscience’,whichItaketoexpresstheideaevenbetter.
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Chapter19

The Different Faces of the People: On Machiavelli’s 
Political Topography

Stefano Visentin

1 The Apparition of the People

TheaimofthispaperistoextractfromMachiavelli’sdiscussionofthe‘nature’
ofthepeople(popolo)severalimportanttheoreticalelements,whichhaunted
andcontinuetohauntmodernpoliticalthought,andinparticulareverypo-
litical theory meant to project the building of a unitary political form (the
State)which,asWeberstated,possessesthelegitimatemonopolyofthelegiti-
matemonopolyofviolence.1Thisattemptisdeterminedbytheconvictionthat
Machiavelli’sreflectionontheideaofthepeopledoesnotonlycreatearadical
discontinuitywithmedievaltradition,butalsopresentsaradicalalternativeto
mainstream modern political theory, whose birth can be traced back to the
Hobbesiantheoryofsovereignty.2

IwilltrytodemonstratethataveryrelevantpartofMachiavelli’sthoughtis
focusedonthestrategiesbywhichthepeoplerevealsitselfwithinahistorical
framework,determinedbyaspecificconjuncture,andbydoingthisitcontrib-
utes to theconstructionofa newpoliticalorder,althoughpermanentlyun-
stable. As a point of departure, we could say that Machiavelli describes the
peopleasaprecariousandchangeableunionofdifferentsingularities,occupy-
ingacommonspaceandoftensharingthesamepassions–or,atleast,being
intertwinedbystrongemotional ties,even ifat timesconflictual.Therefore,
the people can strengthen its internal connections by the acquisition of a

1 ApreviousattempttoexaminethisissuehasbeenmadeinVisentin2012.
2 Thisinterpretationissharedbyotherscholars,e.g.byMarcoGeuna,whowrites:‘Machiavelli

succeedsindevelopingatotallynewandpeculiarconsiderationonconflicts,whichplaces
himinapositionofradicaldiscontinuitywiththeancientandmedievaltraditionofwestern
politicalthought;but,atthesametime,alsoinamarginalpositionwithinthemodernpolitical
project,fromBodintoHobbesandonwards,centredontheroleofsovereignpowerandon
theneutralisationofconflict’(Geuna2012,p.109;mytranslation).WhatGeunasaysabout
Machiavelli’sreflectiononconflictscanalsobesaidabouthisanalysisofthenatureofthe
people,whichistobeconsideredanexceptionwithinpoliticalmodernity.OnMachiavelli’s
solitudeinthehistoryofmodernpoliticalthoughtseeAlthusser1998.

© koninklijkebrillnv,leiden,2015 | doi10.1163/9789004287686_021
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sharedimaginationandacollectivepractise,whichisexpressedthroughdif-
ferentfigures,butnevergivesbirthtoanartificialunity.Inotherwords,wecan
saythatMachiavelli’speople–justlikethenewprince(principe nuovo)–has
nosubstantialreality,sinceitonlyexistsinsofarasitappearsonthepolitical
scene:itisexactlywhatitseemstobe,anditsmodalityofactionsiscomplete-
lydeterminedbythespecificimageitassumeswhilecomingintoview.3

FirstIwilltakeintoaccountThe Princeandthe Discourses on the First De-
cade of Livy,concludingwithareferencetobookIIIoftheFlorentine Histories,
whoseanalysiswillallowamoreindepthdiscussionoftheconceptualframe
previously sketched out; in fact, whereas the ‘faces’ of the people emerging
fromThe Princeandthe Discoursesarepositive(evenwithanambivalentchar-
acter),thefacepresentedbytheFlorentine Historiesisnegative(althoughalso
ambivalent),andthisgivesustheopportunitytore-examinetheentiretopicin
adifferent light.4Many scholarsalreadynoticed that theMachiavellian dis-
cussiononthenatureofthepeoplehasnohistoricaldimension(andcertainly
notasociologicalone),butiseminentlyapoliticalissue,sincethepeople,as
FabioFrosinirecentlywrote,occupiesapoliticalspacewhichis ‘structurally
disputable (and thus not yet decided), homogeneous (and thus egalitarian)
andcommon’.5Inotherwords,thepeopleownsanidentityandasubstance
onlyinsofarasitpresentsitself–makingitselfvisible–onthepoliticalscene:
instrictanalogywiththenewprince,alsothepeopleiswhatitappearstobe
–andactsinsofarasitappearswithadefinitefigure;wecouldalsosaythat
thereisnothinglikeanideaofthepeople–orapeoplelikeanideal).Tobe-
comevisiblemeanstohavethepossibilityofoccupyingapoliticalspace,thus
producingeffectswhichcaninfluenceotherpoliticalactors–andonthecon-
trary,thepossibilitytobeinfluencedandmodifiedbythem.Thisemergenceof
thepeople,i.e.itsbecomingvisible,canessentiallyhappenindifferentways,
dependingonthehistoricalandpoliticalcircumstances.

3 Pedullà2011,p.339:‘apeopledoesnotexistinabstractsense’(mytranslation).SeealsoInglese.
2006,p.90:‘itisimpossibletogiveaunivocalface,fromasocial-historicalperspective,towhat
Machiavellicalls“thepeople”’(mytranslation).

4 Anotherrelevanttopiccouldbetheanalysisofthepeopleinarms–orbetter:thepeopleas
army–discussedbyMachiavelliinTheArt of War,wheretheimportanceofdisciplineasa
politicaltoolisclearlyhighlighted.

5 Frosini2010,p.104(mytranslation).



370 Visentin

2 The People as Plebs

The first figure I will take into account is the figure of the people as plebs
(plebe).Asweknow,Machiavelliintroducesthisfigureinhis‘doctrineofhu-
mours’(dottrina degli umori),whichispresentbothinThe Princeandinthe
Discourses,andisexplainedinthetwobookswiththefollowingwords:

Ineverycitythesetwodifferenthumoursarefound,whenceitarisesthat
thepeopledesiretobeneithercommandednoroppressedbythegreats,
andthegreatsdesirebothtocommandandtooppressthepeople.From
thesetwodifferentappetitestherearisesinthecityoneofthreeeffects:
principality,orliberty,orlicense.6

Ineveryrepublictherearetwodifferenthumours,thatofthepeopleand
thatofthegreats,andthatalllegislationfavourabletolibertyisbrought
aboutbytheclashbetweenthem.7

TheMachiavellianoverthrowoftheMedievalandthenHumanisticprinciple
ofconcord(concordia),containedinthefamousSallustianmaximthat ‘con-
cordia parvae res crescunt, discordia maximae dilabuntur(withconcordsmall
thingsincrease,withdiscordthegreatestthingsgotoruin)’,isexemplifiedby
thehistoricalgenesisinRomeoftheTribunesofthePlebs,whicharetheinsti-
tutional result of popular tumults, in order to contrast ‘the ambition of the
nobility’, which ‘would in that case have corrupted the republic long before
they did’.8 Here the people appears within the context of a struggle against
anotherpartoftherepublic,butitspositionisnotsymmetricalwiththeposi-
tionof thenobles (or ‘thegreats’),because thepopulardesire tobeneither
commanded,noroppressedispotentiallyuniversal,sinceitcanbeexpanded,
atleasttheoretically,toallcitizens;while,onthecontrary,thearistocraticde-
siretocommandandoppressisalwayshierarchicalandexclusive,asitcon-
tinuouslyneedstomaintaintheinequalityamongthepartsofthecity;thatis
thereasonwhyaristocraticgovernments tendtobecomeoligarchies, that is
‘governmentbythefew’.9

6 Machiavelli2005,p.69(P9).
7 Machiavelli1998,p.113(DI.4).
8 Machiavelli1998,pp.437–8(DIII.11).RegardingthisseeRaimondi2013,p.22,note5:‘The

tumultisacollectiveencounter,oracollectivecollision,whichmarksthebeginningofevery
formoflife[andtherefore]itexpandslifebeyonditself,evenbymeansofdestruction.Itis
theplacewheremen’svirtuerevealsitself,wheretheyrisktheirownlife’(mytranslation).

9 Machiavelli1998,p.106(DI.2).
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In other words, the humour of nobles causes the corruption of common
good,whereasthehumourofthepeoplereinforceseveryone’sfreedom;there-
fore the people’s desires are ‘very seldom harmful to liberty’.10 The people,
fightingagainstthenobility,playstheroleofapart–apartofthecityagainst
anotherpart–,nevertheless,bydoingso,itprotectsthefreedomofeveryone;
asMachiavelliwritesinDiscoursesI.5,it

[is]keenonlibertysince[its]hopeofusurpingdominionoverotherswill
belessthaninthecaseoftheupperclass.Sothatifthepopulace(popu-
lari)bemadeguardiansofliberty,itisreasonabletosupposethatthey
willtakemorecareofit,andthat,sinceitisimpossibleforthemtousurp
power,theywillnotpermitotherstodoso.11

Thisparadoxicalunionofpartialityanduniversalityisthusthepeculiarityof
theplebsbothinthereconstructionofthegenesisoftheRomanrepublicin
theDiscourses,12andintheanalysisofthecivilprincipalityinThe Prince:ifthe
oppositionagainstthenoblesclearlyexpressesaspecificpoliticalperspective
ofapartofthecitizenry,onthecontrarytheoutcomeofthefightisthebuild-
ingofafreerepublic,althoughunstableandfrail,sincethedesiretobeneither
commanded, nor oppressed is present in every citizen, without exclusion
(even within the nobility).13 The reason why the people fights for freedom
comesfromthepositionitoccupieswithinthespaceofthecity,thatisaposi-

10 Machiavelli1998,pp.114–15(DI.4).
11 Machiavelli1998,p.116.
12 Itmustberememberedthattheword‘universale’isoftenusedbyMachiavellitoindicate

thepeople,sometimesopposedto‘thegreats’(seeMachiavelli1998,p.110(DI.2)):‘many
constitutionsweremadewherebytorestrainthearroganceoftheGreatsandthelicen-
tiousnessoftheuniversality’),sometimesto‘thefew’(seeMachiavelli1998,p.155(DI.16):
‘hewhohasbutthefewashisenemies,caneasily[…]makehimselfsecure,buthewho
hastheuniversalityforhisenemycannevermakehimselfsecure’).

13 SeeAmes2103,p.230:‘ThepeopleandtheGreatsconfronteachotherfromanasymmet-
ricperspective[…]Howisthisasymmetrytobeunderstood?Thepossiblealternatives
seemtobethefollowing.Thefirstoneisthatthepeopledoesnotwanttobecommanded,
becausetheGreatsalwaysseektomakethemostoftheiroppression;thesecondoneis
thattheGreats’commandisconsideredbythepeopleasaformofoppressioninitself,
thereforeitdoesnotwanttobecommandedinanyway.Ifweconsiderthefirstalterna-
tive[…],thecreationofapoliticalorderissurelypossible;butifthetruthisinthesecond
alternative,thenthepeople’sdesireissimplynotcompatiblewithanypoliticalform’(my
translation).Thesimultaneouspresenceofthesetworeasonsinthepeople’shumouris
thecauseoftheunavoidableinstabilityofeveryrepublicanorder.Onthehumourofthe
peopleasademandforno-ruleseealsoVatter2000.
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tionofsubalternity,andfromitsattempttoberidofit–anattemptthatcan-
notobtaintheresultofconqueringthedominion,andthusmustbecontentto
limitthearistocracy’spower.Infactpopulartumultsdonothavetheaimofa
revolutionaryoverturningofthesocialandpoliticalsituation,14butratheraim
tocreateaconcretepossibilityfortheregulationofsocialconflicts.Thisisthe
reasonwhythetribunesoftheplebscanalsobedefinedas‘institutionsofnon-
dominion’,asFabioRaimondiwrites,sincetheyservenotonlyinbridlingthe
ambitionofthepowerfulagainsttheplebs,butalsoinbridlingtheambition
whichthemembersoftheplebscoulddemonstratetowardseachother.15We
shallseethattheFlorentine Historiesdealexactlywiththelatterproblem.

So,bypassingfrominvisibilitytovisibilityonthepoliticalscene,thepeople
ontheonehandupsetsthepresumednaturalnessofthepreviousorderand
therelationshipofdominationwhichsupportedit;ontheother,itforcesthe
otherpoliticalactorstomodifytheirbehaviours,duetotheconfrontationwith
itsactivepresence:bydoingso,thepeopleresiststheattempttobeconsidered
merelyapassivemattertobemoulded.Theemergenceofthepeopledoesnot
createabsolutedisorder–andforthisreasonMachiavelliwritesthattheRo-
manrepublicwasneither ‘divided’,nor ‘disordered’–,butonthecontraryit
establishesanewpoliticalorder,16whichtakesitsstrengthfromthesocialdi-
vision,andwhichnonethelessmustberegulatedbylaws:

nothing does so much to stabilize and strengthen a republic as some
institutions whereby the changeable humours which agitate it are
affordedaproperoutletbywayofthelaws.17

Asaconsequence,thelawsareboththeoutcomeoftumults,sincetheyorigi-
natefromthestrugglebetweenthehumours,andtheinstrumenttoturnthis
struggleintoaquestforfreedom,sincetheyavoidtheriskthatthepartialityof
thepeoplebecomessectarian.Inanycase,tumultscanneverbecompletely
neutralised,notevenbyaperfectoramixedconstitution,astheyalwaysarise
againandagain,andmustbeuninterruptedlydealtwithbywhomever is in
chargeoftherepublic.InMachiavelli’sview,thedivisionswithinthepolitical
body are a constituent element, and neither just laws, nor virtuous govern-

14 SeeIlluminatiandRispoli2011,p.55.
15 See Raimondi 2013, pp. 147–8. On the role of the people’s tribunate (‘the institution

that earns Machiavelli’s highest praise’) as an instrument of ‘constitutional check’ see
McCormick2011.

16 Machiavelli1998,p.114(DI.4).
17 Machiavelli1998,p.124(DI.7).
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mentcanunifythempermanently:lawscanintroduceatruceoranamnesty
inthecity,18buttheycanneverneutralisetheconflictbetweenthepeopleand
thenobility;evenbecause,asweshallseebyconsideringtheFlorentine Histo-
ries, the complete defeat of one part causes the creation of a new division
withinthevictoriouspart,asifthedesireofthepeoplealsoneedstobecon-
tainedwithinwell-definedlimits,sinceallmen‘seekfirsttobefreefromap-
prehension,thenmakeotherapprehensive[…]asifitwerenecessaryeitherto
treatothersillortobeill-treated’.19Inchapter5ofthefirstbookoftheDis-
coursesMachiavellidoesnotonlyunderlinetherelationshipbetweentheposi-
tionofsubalternityofthepeopleanditsdesireforfreedom,butalsoasserts
thatsuchadesirecomesfromagenuineimpossibilitytodominate:aswehave
seen,thepeopleismoreconcentratedonliberty,becauseithasnopossibility
togainpower.Nevertheless,nothingprevents,asamatterofprinciple,thatthe
peoplecouldtransformitsnegativedesireintoapositiveone:

yetagaintheir[ofthegreats]corruptandgraspingdeportmentarouses
inthemindsofthe‘have-nots’thedesiretohave,eithertorevengethem-
selvesbydesportingthem,orthattheymayagainshareinthoseriches
andhonoursinregardtowhichtheydeemthemselvestohavebeenused
bytheotherparty.20

Infact,humandesireisnothingbutanindefiniteaccumulationofpower,in
orderto‘holdsecurely’whateveryindividualowns.21Moreover,thisstatement
seemstoexhibittheabsoluteinstabilityoftheconflictualmodel,sincetheRo-
manplebs,oncetheygainedasafepositionagainstthethreatsofthenobles,
‘atoncebegantoquarrelwiththenoblesoutofambition,andtodemandalso

18 SeeTorres2012abouttheimportanceofthepoliticalamnesty(anditsetymologicalprox-
imitywith‘amnesia’)intheDiscourses.

19 Machiavelli1998,p.224(DI.46).
20 Machiavelli1998,p.118(DI.5).
21 ‘Menareinclinedtothinkthattheycannotholdsecurelywhattheypossessunlessthey

getmoreatothers’expenses’(ibid).SeealsoMachiavelli2005,p.49(P3):‘Itisathingtruly
verynaturalandordinarytodesiretoacquire’,andaboveallMachiavelli1998,p.200(D
I.37):‘wheneverthereisnoneedformentofight,theyfightforambition’ssake;andso
powerful is theswaythatambitionexercisesover thehumanheart that itnever relin-
quishesthem,nomatterhowhightheyhaverisen’.Suchunlimitedambition,whichcan
neverbesatisfied,makesmen‘illcontentwithwhattheypossess’(ibid.).,andthisdevel-
opsanegativeanthropologythatMachiavellishareswithothermodernthinkers,espe-
cially with Thomas Hobbes. See on this subject Borrelli 2009, especially chapter 1:
Contentezza/contenzioni: antropologia e politica in Machiavelli.
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toshareinthedistributionofhonoursandofproperty’.22Eventyrannyoften
arisesbecauseof‘theexcessivedemandofthepeopleforfreedomand[…]the
excessivedemandtodominateonthepartofthenobles’,23asifthefreedomof
thepeoplehadtofacetoodifficultatask,thatistofindineveryhistoricalcon-
junctureitsownself-determination,sinceitmustbecontainedwithinalimit,
otherwiseitisalwaysatrisktorevertintoslavery.ThefamousTacitianmaxim,
thatthepeople‘musteitherbeterrorizedorinstilsterror(terrere ni paveant)’
seemstobeacceptedalsobytheFlorentinewriter;buttobesureofsucha
conclusion,wemustalsoconsiderasecondfaceofthepeople.

3 The People as Multitude

Thissecondfaceorfigureisthepeopleasmultitude,i.e.asaconstituentmul-
tiplicity.ItappearsinthelastchaptersofthefirstbookoftheDiscourses,start-
ingfromchapter44,evenifalreadyannouncedinchapter4:‘though[…]the
peoplemaybe ignorant, it iscapableofgrasping the truth’.24 Inchapter58,
whosetitle is: ‘Themultitude ismoreknowingandmoreconstant than isa
prince’,Machiavelliatfirstdescribesthemaincharacteristicsoftheanti-popu-
larideology,culminatinginthefamousmaximfromLivy: ‘Itisthenatureof
themultitude,eitherservilelytoobey,orarrogantlytodomineer(Haec natura 
multitudinis est: aut humiliter servit, aut superbe dominatur)’;25thenheover-
turns thiscriticism,byaccusingtheprincesofhavingthesamevicesof the
multitude,eveninamuchmoredangerousform.Finally,heconcludesthat

if[…]itbeaquestionofaprincesubservienttothelawsandofapeople
chainedupbylaws,morevirtuewillbefoundinthepeoplethaninthe
prince;andifitbeaquestionofeitherofthemloosedfromthecontrolby
thelaw,therewillbefoundfewererrorsinthepeoplethanintheprince.26

Nevertheless,alsothemultitudemustbe‘regulated’,toavoidthedangerofit
becoming‘loosed’,thatis,aserialsequenceofindividualsseparatedonefrom
another,asthemultitudedescribedbyThomasHobbesintheLeviathan:such

22 Machiavelli1998,p.201(DI.37).Athoroughanalysisofthedifferentkindsofconflictsin
Machiavelli’sworksisinDelLucchese2009.

23 Machiavelli1998,p.214(DI.40).
24 Machiavelli1998,p.115.
25 Machiavelli1998,p.252.
26 Machiavelli1998,p.256.
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amultitudecanhardlyactincommon,sinceitisapureamountofdifferent
individuals;27while,whenaloosedmultitudeactsasasinglebody,itsactionis
atthecompletemercyofunreasonableforces,whichpushittodestroyevery
limit,andattheendtobesubjectedtoatyrant.28ThereforeMachiavelliem-
phasises that lawsandpolitical institutionsshoulddefine– that is, createa
commonframe,validforall–thebehavioursofthemultitude,inordertode-
featpersonalambitions,andtoimprovetheforceofcollectiveaffectsinthe
direction of cooperation. In any case, these institutions do not arise from a
powerexternaltothemultitudeitself,sincetheyarerootedinitsbody.Ma-
chiavellistatesthatafreelifemeans

thepossibilityofenjoyingwhatonehas,freelyandwithoutincurringsus-
picion for instance, the assurance that one’s wife and children will be
respected,theabsenceoffearforoneself.29

Butafreerepublicisalsomeanttobuildaspaceofcommoneducation,inor-
dertoselectandreinforcethepassionsthatkeepthemultitudetogether,while
fightingthosepassionsthatdisruptit.Actually,theaffectsandthedesiresof
themultitudecausethesuperiorityofarepublicanconstitutionoveraprince-
lygovernment,becauseofitsvarietyanditscapacitytochangetogetherwith
changingtimes:

arepublichasafullerlifeandenjoysgoodfortuneforalongertimethan
a principality, since it is better able to adapt itself to diverse circum-
stancesowingtothediversityfoundamongitscitizensthanaprincecan
do.30

27 As it is well known, Hobbes states that ‘the multitude naturally is not one, but many’,
thereforeitcanbeunderstoodasoneonlywhenit isrepresented ‘byoneman,orone
person’(Hobbes1994,p.95).

28 Also in the Florentine Histories,Machiavelli,describing theplebeianrevolt in the 1378,
usesthedefinitionof‘scioltamoltitudine’(loosedmultitude),toexpressthatthemulti-
tudeactsasasinglebody,butlackinganyrationalplan.Thesetwodifferentexamplesof
a loosed multitude have in common the unstable and contradictory character of its
behaviour,whichexposes it to theriskofbecominganeasyprey fordemagoguesand
tyrants(IFIII.14).

29 Machiavelli1998,p.154(DI.16).
30 Machiavelli1998,p.431(DIII.9);butseealsoMachiavelli2005,p.54(P5):‘intherepublics

thereisgreaterlife,greaterhatred,moredesireforrevenge’,since‘inrebellionitalways
takesrefugethenameoflibertyanditsancientconstitution’.
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Thus,thefaceofthepeopleasmultitudeexpressestheconstituentprimacyof
multiplicityoverunity–justastheemergenceofthepeopleasplebswasthe
expressionofitstransformingpower,whichcouldleadineitherapositiveora
negativedirection.Thismeansthatthemultitudeisnotnecessarilyopposedto
unity,butratherthatitisalwayssuperiortothepowerofone:so,politicalau-
thoritycanbeheldbyasingleman,onlyifheisstrictlycontrolledbypublic
lawsandinstitutions,thatis,bythepowerofmany.31Onthecontrary,Machia-
vellistatesthat‘absolutepowerwillverysooncorruptitbymakingfriendsand
partisans’.32

Nevertheless, Machiavelli highlights the ambivalence of the multitude’s
power,sincetheindividualsthatconstituteitare‘oftenbold’

incriticizingthedecisionsof theirruler[…]butwhentheyseebefore
theireyesthepenaltyattached,eachmistruststheother,andtheyhasten
toobey.33

Onceagain,fearseemstoplayadecisiveroleintransformingthemultitude
fromacohesiveandstrongsubjectintoafeebleanddisintegratedmass;and
especiallywhenfearisassociatedwithdistrust,thatisthelackofanaffective
tieamongmen,passiveobedienceeasilyfollows.ForthisreasontheFlorentine
notesthatmen‘whentogetherallarestrong,butwheneachbeginstoconsider
thedangerheisin,theybecomecowardlyandweak’,34sincethepowerfulfeel-
ingofcohesioncreatedby‘beingtogether’ischallengedbytheanxietyof‘con-
sideringthedanger’,whichpitsoneindividualagainstanother–andeveryone
against his own weakness, that is the weakness of his (imaginary) indepen-
dence.

However,feardoesnotonlyrepresentadangerforpoliticalunification,as
manyexamplestakenfromMachiavelli’sworkscantestify.Forinstance,when
theplebsfrightentheSenate, theresult is thatthearroganceofthe latter is
restrained;35or,whenfearcomesfromthethreatofanexternalenemy,itpro-

31 SeeMachiavelli 1998,p. 193(D I.34),whosetitle is: ‘Dictatorialauthoritydidgood,not
harm,totheRepublicofRome:itistheauthoritywhichcitizensarrogatetothemselves,
notthatgrantedbyfreesuffrage,thatisharmfultociviclife’.

32 Machiavelli1998,p.198(DI.35).
33 Machiavelli1998,p.250(DI.57).
34 Machiavelli1998,p.251(DI.57).
35 See Machiavelli 1998, p. 112 (D I.3), where Machiavelli connects ‘the utmost harmony

betweentheplebsandthesenate’tothefearofthenoblesthat,‘iftheytreatedtheplebs
badly,itwouldnotbefriendlytowardsthem,butwouldmakecommoncausewiththe
Tarquins’.
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ducesamoralisingeffectwithinthepeople,bystrengtheningitsvirtue;36and
finally,thereverencegeneratedbyreligion,as inthecaseoftheceremonies
introducedinRomebykingNumaPompilius,37unifiesandcivilisesthepopu-
lation,defeatingitssavageryandcreatingapatrioticsentiment.Theimageofa
divinityhelpsthelawsmaintaintheunityofthecollectivebody,asthepages
of the Discourses concerning the role of religious rituals and premonitions
show,38 and ‘where the fear of God is wanting, it comes about either that a
kingdomisruined,orthatitiskeptgoingbythefearofaprince,whichmakes
upforthelackofreligion’.39Asaconsequence,itismoreusefulforthesafety
andthefreedomofthecitytofearadivinity–acommonimageofaperfect
being,withwhichthepeoplecanidentify–thantofearaprince,whoseambi-
tioninevitablytendstoturnthisfearintohate,andthusintoadanger–the
dangeroftyranny–forthelifeofthepoliticalcommunity.40

DespitetheclearassumptionwithintheDiscourses ofthepoliticalpre-emi-
nenceofamultitudeoveraprince,Machiavellidoesnotsimplyremovethe
princelyfigurefromtheframeofhisreasoningontherepublicansystem,since
heisawarethatthebuildingofa‘republicofthemultitude’isnotaneasytask,
especiallyifthepeopleis‘accustomedtoliveunderaprince’,sinceinthiscase,
‘should it by some eventuality become free, will with difficulty maintain its
freedom’.41InthesepagesMachiavelliintroducestheimage–areversedcopy
ofthemultitude‘knowing’and‘constant’–ofapeopleasa‘wildanimal[…],
broughtupincaptivityandservitude’,wherethedesirenottobedominated
seemstobereplacedbythehabittoliveasslave;evenmore,itisthemultitude
itselfwhichplacestheyokeonitsneck,42seeking‘itsownruin’–inakindof

36 ConcerningthecorruptionwhichgrewinRomebecauseoftheabsenceofenemiessee
Machiavelli1998,p.162(DI.18):‘Thissenseofsecurityandthisweaknessonthepartof
theirenemiescausedtheRomanpeopleinappointingtotheconsulatetoconsidernota
man’svirtue,buthispopularity[…]Thusowingtothedefectivenessofthisinstitutionit
cameaboutthatgoodmenwerewhollyexcludedfromconsularrank’.

37 SeeMachiavelli1998,pp.139–42(DI.11).OnthepoliticalroleofRomanreligioninrela-
tionshipwithMachiavelliantheoryofconflictsseeGeuna2012.

38 SeeMachiavelli 1998,p. 150especiallytheconclusions(D I.14): ‘Nordidthiscustomof
consultingtheauspicestendtoproduceanyresultsavetocausetroopstogoconfidently
intobattle,[…]confidencealmostalwaysleadstovictory’.

39 Machiavelli1998,p.141(DI.11).
40 Regardingthisissue,Raimondi2013,p.140,rightlywritesabout‘amobilizingfear,differ-

entlyfromtheHobbesianone,whichimmobilizestheindividuals,drivingthemtotrust
intherepresentativesovereign’.

41 Machiavelli1998,p.153(DI.16).
42 Machiavelli1998,p.158(DI.17).
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voluntaryservitude–,insofarasitis‘misledbythefalseappearanceofgood’.43
Themaincauseof theoverturningof thisdesireto live free intoadesireto
servestemsfrommen’sinabilitytocontaintheirownhopes:

therearemenwhomakethismistake,inthattotheirhopestheysetno
bound, and are ruined because they rely on such hopes and take no
accountofotherthings.44

Onceagain,itistheabsenceofa(common)measure,i.e.thelackofself-deter-
mination of the desire, that prevents the people from adapting itself to the
politicalconjuncture;asaconsequence,themultitudeisalwaysatriskofbe-
ingfragmented,andofbecomingeasypreytothepowerofasingleman,thus
reversingthehierarchybetweenthemanyandtheone.

4 The Tie between the People and Its Prince

Insuchasituation,thepeopleseemstobeunabletoexpressitswillautono-
mously;thehistoricalexampleMachiavelliproposescomesfromtheRoman
plebs,which,whentheyretreatedtoMons Sacer,couldnotreplytotheSenate
because

sogreatwastherespectwhichtheplebshadfortheauthorityofthesen-
atethat,sincetheyhadnoneoftheirleaderswiththem,nooneventured
toreply.Not,saysTitusLivy,thattheylackedthematerialforareply,but
thattheylackedthementomakeit.Thisshowsatoncehowuselessa
multitudeiswithoutahead.45

Machiavelli concludes that ‘a multitude is useless without a head’, and
thismakestheemergenceofanewfigureofthepeoplenecessary.Thisappari-
tionisprobablythemostparadoxicalandproblematicone:thepeoplereveal-
ing itself by means of a prince, who assumes the role of reorganising (or

43 Machiavelli 1998, p. 238 (D I.53). The topic of voluntary servitude has been directly
afforded,intheearly-modernpoliticalliterature,byEtienneDelaBoétieinhisDiscours 
sur la servitude volontaire(DelaBoétie1553–4),butitissomehowimplicitlypresentalso
in many other authors, for example in Baruch Spinoza, as a theoretical instrument to
developa radicalcriticismofabsolutesovereignty.Seeon this issueVisentin2010and
Albiac2011.

44 Machiavelli1998,p.366(DII.27).
45 Machiavelli1998,p.219(DI.44).
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re-founding)thepoliticalcommunity:infact,withinaspecifichistoricalcon-
junctureonlytheprincecanmakethepeopletalkandact.

ItmustbenotedthatMachiavellidoesnotconferanyrepresentativevalue
–neitherfromajuridical,norfromanexistentialpointofview–totheprince-
lypower,whichcannotabsorbthepluralityandthevarietyofpopulardesires
intoauniqueform:thereisnothinglikea‘king’stwobodies’doctrineinMa-
chiavelli’sthought.46Rather,theprince’sauthorityestablishesasetofrelation-
ships, in different ways and with different gradations of intensity, with the
emotional and imaginative horizon of the people. As a consequence, the
princelydeedsarealwaysdeterminedbyarestlessdialecticwiththepassions
andtheimaginationsofhispeople.Thisisalsothecaseofthenewprince,to
whomThe Princeisdedicated.TheparadigmatichistoryofCesareBorgiare-
vealshowheestablisheshisauthorityoverhisnewsubjects,followingatwo-
foldstrategy:ontheoneside,theuseofanunhesitatingviolence,devoidof
any self-satisfaction and entirely concentrated on its purpose; on the other
side,acommunicativeskillthatcannotbesimplyreducedeithertoamanipu-
lationofpeople’saffects,ortoacreationofaregimeoffear,butisratherthe
ability to construct an empathetic link with the imaginative and emotional
dimensionsofthepeople.Fromthispointofview,theprince’sauthoritycoin-
cideswiththeeffectivenessofhisacts,lackinginanya prioriguarantee,since
theeyesofthesubjectsareallturnedtohim:asMachiavelliwrites,

all men, when they are spoken about, and especially princes, because
they are placed higher, are noted for some of the following qualities,
whichbringthemeitherblameorpraise,47

sothattheymustbeableto‘tofleetheinfamyofthosevicesthattakethe
Stateaway’fromthem.48

Sincetheprinceisplacedhigher,liketheheadofacollectivebody,hedoesnot
onlyobserveeverything,butheisalsoobservedbyeveryone;therelationship
betweenhimandhispeoplecannotbereducedtoamono-directionalaction
ofthefirstoverthelatter,asinanAristoteliandualismofcreativeformand
inertialmatter,becausethedesiresofthepeoplepossessarelativeautonomy,
which can not be moulded as wax: it is the encounter between a virtuous
princeandanot-completelycorruptedpeoplewhichgeneratesachangeinthe

46 ThereferenceisobviouslytothefamousbookfromErnstH.Kantorowicz.
47 Machiavelli2005,pp.87–8(P15).
48 Ibid.
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politicalformofacity.Thereforewecansaythatthereisneitheraprincewith-
outa(his)people,noranewandstablepoliticalorderwithouttheallianceof
asinglevirtuousmanwithacollectivebody.49Thereforetheprincemustbe
abletoweaveacomplexnetofsharedpassionsandimaginationswithhissub-
jects,andinordertoreachthisend,hemustcontinuouslychangehisownbe-
haviour,tosatisfy,fromtimetotime,thenecessity‘toretainamongmenthe
name of a liberal man’,50 ‘to be believed compassionate and not cruel’,51 ‘to
avoidthosethingsthatcouldmakehimhatefulandcontemptible’.52Agood
example of such a bidirectional emotional relationship between the prince
andhispeople(orthepeopleanditsprince)isofferedbythepassionoffear:
actually,ifsometimesaprincecanusefullyfrightenhissubjects,nevertheless
hemustalsopayattentiontonotbecometheirenemy,since

aprincemusthavetwofears:oneinside,onaccountofhissubjects,the
otheroutside,onaccountofexternalpowers[…]Butastohissubjects,if
externalthingsarenotinmotion,hehastofearthattheymayconspire
secretly,againstwhichtheprincesecureshimselfverywellifheavoids
beinghatedanddespisedandkeepsthepeoplesatisfiedwithhim.53

Toassurehisownposition,theprincemustactinorder‘tomakethepeoplehis
friend’:54hissecuritynecessarilydependsonthatofthemultitude,andvice
versa, ina fragile,butat thesametime insurmountableconnection.That is
why,whendiscussingthecivilprincipality,Machiavelliexhortstheprince

withhisspiritandhisorderstokeeptheuniversalityinspired,[sothat]
hewillneverfindhimselfdeceivedbythepeopleandhewilljudgethat
hehasbuiltgoodfoundations.55

49 SeeAmes2013,p.238,whoindicatesasanelementarypoliticaltruththefactthat‘noone
cankeepthepowerwithoutestablishingalliances.However,everyallianceisanexchange:
inreturnforthesupporthisalliesgivetohim,theprinceis“bound”tothem’(mytransla-
tion).

50 Machiavelli2005,p.88(P16).
51 Machiavelli2005,p.90(P17).
52 Machiavelli2005,p.96(P19).AmasterlyinterpretationoftheMachiavellianpoliticsof

imaginationisinLefort2012.
53 Ibid.
54 Machiavelli1998,p.155(DI.16).
55 Machiavelli2005,p.71(P9).
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‘Tokeeptheuniversalityinspired’meansneithertoprovideasoultosomeone
whohasnone,nortogivelifetoaninertbody;itmeansrathertoreactivate
those desires the people already possess, but that for conjunctural reasons
have been weakenedby corruption.Thuswecansay that theprince’svoice
originatesnotonlyfromthehead,butfromtheentirebodyofthepeople,from
thehumoursandpassionsofacollectivity;moreover,sincetheorderofthe
cityisneverassuredonceandforall,itisnecessaryfortheprincetoworkcon-
tinuouslyontheproductionofaffectsandimaginationsofthemultitude,let-
tingthevirtuecirculatewithinitsbody:theprincelyactions,liketherepublican
laws,shouldjustdefinetheframeofthiscirculation,sothatthepoliticalbody
wouldnotsufferfromexcessivetension.Thisalsomeansthatbetweentheim-
ageofhimselfthattheprinceprojectsonthepoliticalsceneandthedesiresof
thepeopletheremustalwaysbeaslightdifference,asmalldistancewhichal-
lowsthetwosubjects–princeandpeople–to‘haveadialogue’andtoinflu-
enceeachother.Thereforetheparadoxicalfigureofthe‘peopleboundtohis
prince’,whichcanbeportrayedasasortofmonstrousbodywithtwoheads
talkingtoeachother,expressesthepartialautonomyoftheprincelyactions
fromthepopularpowersupportingthem:theprince’sstrength,thatishisca-
pacityto‘makethereply’(i.e.totakearapiddecision),isbaseduponthemain-
tenance of this proper distance between him and the people, which avoids
bothatotaldependenceandanabsoluteindependence.But,atthesametime,
therelationshipwithhispeopleallowstheprincetobefreeofanyothertie,
aboveallanytraditionaldependencefromfeudalnobility,inordertocreatea
brandneworganisationofcivicinstitutions.56

5 The People Internally Divided

Wehaveseenthatthecreationofanewprinceisnecessarytodefeatthecor-
ruptionthatsometimesemergeswithinthepeople,weakeningitsimmanent
powerandcohesion.InthelastfigureIwillconsider–thatis,thefigureofthe
people internallydivided,describedintheFlorentine Histories–Machiavelli
showsadifferentoutcomefromthetensionscrossingthepopularbody.InMa-
chiavelli’s interpretation Florence had a very particular historical develop-
ment,fromitsgenesistoitsgreatness,whichiscomparableneitherwiththe
historyofRome,norwithanyother‘example’inancientandmodernhistory.
Therefore the reason this city could never find an institutional balance be-
tweenitshumoursmustbetracedbacktoitsorigins:itisanoriginaldivision

56 SeeagainAlthusser1998,especiallypp.315–16.
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–thedivisionbetweennativesandRomansettlers–whichleftapermanent
signonconsequenteventsofFlorence.SotheFlorentinehistoryisatestament
totheriskofatransformationofthepeople’shumourinsectarianism,when
political institutions do not succeed in constructing a frame to bind the
strengthofambitions:

TheenmitiesinFlorencewerealwaysaccompaniedbysectsandthere-
forealwaysharmful;neverdidawinningsectremainunitedexceptwhen
thehostilesectwasactive,butassoonastheoneconqueredwaselimi-
nated,therulingone,nolongerhavingfeartorestrainitororderwithin
itselftocheckit,wouldbecomedividedagain.57

Thematerialconditionof‘modern’Florenceisquitedifferentfromthatofan-
cientRome:thecitizensofFlorencearedirectlyinvolvedinthedevelopment
ofthecommercialandeconomicalgrowthofthecity,especiallytheso-called
‘popolograsso’(higherpeople),thereforethepassionofambition–together
withits‘political’equivalent:insolence–flowsthroughtheentirebodyofthe
city.Thisiswhy

ifinanyrepublictherewereevernotabledivisions,thoseofFlorenceare
mostnotable.Formostotherrepublicsaboutwhichwehaveanyinfor-
mation have been content with one division by which, depending on
accidents, theyhavesometimesexpandedandsometimesruinedtheir
city;butFlorence,notcontentwithone,mademany.[…]InFlorencethe
nobles were, first, divided among themselves: then the nobles and the
people;andintheendthepeopleandtheplebs.58

Thedivisionbetweenthepeopleandtheplebs,whichisthemaintopicofthe
thirdbookoftheHistories,iscausedbythedifferentoutcome,comparedwith
Rome,ofthestrugglebetweenthenoblesandthepeople:whereastheRoman
lawsandinstitutionswereabletotransformthisconflictintopositiveenergy,
which kept the city free, in Florence, because of the institutions of the city
‘whichwerenotgood(i non buoni ordini suoi)’,59thepeople’sdesiresoonbe-
came‘injuriousandunjust’,sinceit‘foughttobealoneinthegovernmentwith-
outtheparticipationofthenobles’.60Andwhenthepeopleoccupiestheplace

57 Machiavelli1988,p.277(IFVII.1).
58 Machiavelli1988,pp.6–7(IFPreface).
59 Machiavelli1988,p.106(IFIII.2).
60 Machiavelli1988,p.105(IFIII.1).
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ofthenoblesinrulingthecity,itsdesirechangesfromnegative(tobeneither
commanded,noroppressed)topositive(tocommandandoppress).61Making
referencetothewordspronouncedbyaFlorentinecitizenbeforethe‘Signori’,
Machiavellimakesclearthedifferencebetween‘humour’and‘sect’,orbetter
thetransformationofthepopularhumourinsectarianism,whichcannotfind
alimitationbymeansoflaws:

ThecommoncorruptionofallItaliancities,magnificentSignori,hascor-
ruptedandstillcorruptsyourcity,foreversincethisprovinceextricated
itselffromundertheforcesoftheempire,itscitieshavehadnopowerful
checktorestrainthemandhaveorderedtheirStatesandgovernmentsso
asnottobefreebutdividedintosects.62

Theconclusionisquiteevident:‘inacitythatpreferstomaintainitselfwith
sectsratherthanwithlaws,assoonasonesectislefttherewithoutopposition,
itmustofnecessitybedividedwithinitself ’;63inotherwords,sincethepeople
(inparticularthe‘powerfulpeople’)assumesthehumourofthenobles,64that
is,thedesiretocommandandtooppress,itneedstoseparatefromitselfapart,
whichmustbecommandedandoppressed:thelowestpeople,i.e.theplebs.
Thus,whilethepeopleistryingtounifythecityunderitssoleauthority,the
consequencesareinfacttheproductionofanewinternaldivision,asifthe
divisionofthecitycouldneverbeovercome,butonlygovernedby(just)laws.
Therigiddivisionbetween‘useful’conflicts(i.e.thestruggleforfreedomand
honours)and‘harmful’conflicts(thestruggleformaterialgoods)whichhad
beendevelopedintheDiscourses, isnowsubstitutedbyasinglecategoryof
struggle,thatis,thestruggletotakepossessionof‘la roba’:thegoodsandthe
wealth.AsFilippoDelLucchesepointedout, thisradicalchangeinMachia-
velli’s thought alters the concept of crisis which was already present in the

61 Thisdemonstratesthatthehumourshavenomoralcharacter,butoriginatefromaspe-
cificpositionwithinthedivisionofthepoliticalspace.

62 Machiavelli1988,pp.109–10(IFIII.5).SeealsobookVII,chapter1,p.276:‘Andthereforeit
istobeknownthatcitizensincitiesacquirereputationintwomodes:eitherbypublic
waysorbyprivatemodes’,andfromthelatter‘sectsandpartisansarise’.

63 Machiavelli1988,p.111(IFIII.5).
64 Thereforethe‘powerfulpeople’appearstobeanintermediateclassbetweenthenobility

andthelowerclassofartisansandwagedworkers–theso-called‘lowpeople’;but,unlike
thenobles,itsexponentshad‘morecreditwiththepeople[i.e.thelowpeople]’,sothat
‘whentheywereunited,itseemedtothemthatthetimehadcometotaketheformofa
freewayof lifeandanorderthatwouldenablethemtodefendthemselves,beforethe
newemperorshouldacquireforces’(Machiavelli1988,p.57(IFII.4)).
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previousworks:thecrisisisnolongerthesignoftheweakeningoftherepub-
lic,asitwasintheanalysisofRome,butratheristhemainagentoftheentire
historyofFlorence,bothofitsstrengthandofitsvulnerability.65

Theburstingonthesceneofthe‘infimaplebe’,whosetumultsdevastatethe
city,66dramaticallytransformsthefaceofFlorence,byintroducinganelement
ofpoliticalinstabilitythatcreatesanungovernabledisorder.Thefamous‘dis-
corsodelCiompo’(thespeechofaWoolguildsman),thatMachiavellirepro-
duces(andmostlikelypartiallyreinvents)inchapter13oftheIIIbook,isnot
onlyafurtherreasoningonhumanequality,67norjustarhetoricalrepetitionof
Machiavellianteachingonthestrengthofnecessity,comparedtoanymoral
principle,68butisalsoandaboveallaprofoundlessonontheimpossibilityto
stopthefightamongthecity’sparts,iftheinstitutionswhichshouldkeepthe
humourswithintheirlimitsarelacking.69Theabsenceofanyformofself-con-
tainment of the plebeian desire explains why in these pages Machiavelli’s
judgementonthenatureofthemultitudeissonegative:‘impatientandfickle’,70
drivenby‘indecency’andsubjugatedbythe‘malignityorfear’ofthose‘who
could have checked or crushed it’;71 however, the tragic history of these tu-
multsalsomakesclearthatfreedomisnotanoriginalstateofmen,butisal-
waysaverydifficulttasktoconquer,andthat,onthecontrary,servitudeisthe
outcomenotonlyofthewickednessofpowerfulrulers,butalsooftheweak-
nessandtheself-deceitoftheruled.Finally,therevoltofthe‘Ciompi’testifies

65 SeeDelLucchese2001.
66 ‘Thegreaterpartofthearsonandrobberythattookplaceintheprecedingdayshadbeen

donebythelowestplebsofthecity[…]Addedtothiswasthehatredthatthelesserpeo-
plehadfortherichcitizensandprincesoftheGuilds,sinceitdidnotappeartothemthat
theyhadbeensatisfiedfortheirlaborastheybelievedtheyjustlydeserved’(Machiavelli
1988,p. 121 (IF III.12)).Borrelli2012,p.49comments: ‘theplebs liveoutsidethe frame-
worksofthelawandoftheuseful:however,althougharedeprivedofanywealth,theydo
notignoretheimportanceoftheinstitutions,andseektoconqueracloserpositiontothe
socialclasseswhichholdthemostconsiderablepartofpublicpowers’(mytranslation).

67 ‘All men, having had the same beginning, are equally ancient and have been made by
natureinonemode.Stripallofusnaked,youwillseethatwearealike;dressusintheir
clothesandtheminours,andwithoutadoubtweshallappearnobleandtheyignoble,for
onlypovertyandrichesmakeusunequal’(Machiavelli1988,pp.122–3).

68 ‘Andweoughtnottotakeconscienceintoaccount,forwherethereis,aswithus,fearof
hungerandprison,therecannotandshouldnotbefearofhell’(Machiavelli1988,p.123).

69 ‘Nowisthetimenotonlytofreeourselvesfromthembuttobecomesomuchtheirsupe-
riorsthattheywillhavemoretolamentandfearfromyouthanyoufromthem’(Machia-
velli1988,p.123).

70 Machiavelli1988,p.126(IFIII.15).
71 Machiavelli1988,p.127(IFIII.15).
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thatdivisionisthesolefundamentalconstantinpolitics,adivisionwhichex-
hibitsitsmostdangerouseffects–thatis,thecorruptionofthepoliticalcom-
munityandcivilwar–as soonasapartof thecity tries tomonopolise the
entirespaceofpolitics,i.e.torepresentitselfastheoneandonlyholderofthe
politicalpower.Onthecontrary,aswehavealreadyseen,itisonlythemainte-
nanceofaseparation,orofaproperdistance,betweentherulerandtheruled
–thepeople–bymeansofaconflictregulatedbytheinstitutions,thatmakes
thedivisionavitalforce.72Ineffect,itisonlythisdistance,basedonacorrect
mixtureofstruggleandcooperation,thatcreatesthepossibilitiesforthecircu-
lationofvirtuewithinthebodyofthecity,andthereforeallowsthedifferent
partstolivefreefromfearanddomination.73

6 The Place of the People, the Place of Machiavelli

IntheFlorentine HistoriesMachiavelliclearlydemonstrateswhatintheprevi-
ousworkswasonlyimplied:thepeopledoesnotpossessanyanthropological
orethicalsuperioritycomparedtothenobles;asFabioRaimondiwrites,there
isnomotivetoconsiderthepeopleas intrinsicallygoodor just,as if itpos-
sessedamoralimperativetofightforeveryone’sfreedom(andthisisespecially
valid for the people of Florence throughout the emergence of commercial
capitalism).74Onthecontrary,itistheexistenceofapoliticalandhierarchical
divisionwithinthespaceofthecitythatallowsthepeople(oranypartwhich
occupiesthelowerlevel),underdeterminateconditions,toactasthedefender
ofeveryone’sfreedom.Thisiswhy

thosewhohopethatarepubliccanbeunitedareverymuchdeceivedin
thishope.Itistruethatsomedivisionsareharmfultorepublicsandsome
arehelpful.Thoseareharmfulthatareaccompaniedbysectsandparti-
sans;thosearehelpfulthataremaintainedwithoutsectsandpartisans.
Thus,sinceafounderofarepubliccannotprovidethattherebenoenmi-
tiesinit,hehastoprovideatleastthattherenotbesects.75

72 OnthedivisionasanoriginalelementofpoliticssinceancienttimesseeLoraux2002.
73 Forastimulatingpresentationofpoliticallibertyasnon-domination,withintheconcep-

tual context of republicanism, see Pettit 1997, which I discussed, as far as it concerns
Machiavelli,inVisentin2009.

74 ‘Noone,noteventhepeople,possessesthemonopolyofthedesiretobenotdominated,
whose existence seems to be seriously threatened by the capitalistic development’
(Raimondi2013,p.151(mytranslation)).

75 Machiavelli1988,p.276(IFVII.1).
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Politicscoincideswiththeimpossibilityofastableunity:thereisnopolitics
butthebreakingofthespatialuniformitywithinthecommunity,andanyat-
tempttobuildanewunitybymeansoftheneutralisationofthestrugglesjust
causesanewdivision.Theonlypossibleunionistheparadoxicalcohabitation
–deeplyrootedintheinstitutionsofnon-dominion–oftwooppositedesires,
throughwhichthedivisionbecomesproductive.

Inanycase,thedesiretonotbedominatedandtolivefreeisnotanatural
one,notevenforthepeople,andMachiavellirepeatedlyemphasises‘howdan-
gerousitistowanttofreeapeoplewhowantineverymodetobeenslaved’:76
thestruggleforfreedomistheresultofacomplexinterrelationbetweenhu-
moursandlaws,desiresandinstitutions,tendencytounificationandpreserva-
tionofadistancebetweenthepartsofthecity.Suchaprocessalwaysfollows
different paths, depending on the historical conjunctures, which demands
fromtimetotimetheemergenceofadeterminedfigureofthepeopleandits
hegemony.SoMachiavellitransformstheclassicaltopicofthedifferentforms
ofgovernment(monarchy,aristocracyanddemocracy)intotheanalysisofthe
specifichistoricalandpoliticalconditionsunderwhichthepeopleacquiresa
determined face.The structural unsteadiness of every government is traced
backto theoriginalunsteadinessofhumannature: ‘sincehumanaffairsare
ever in a state of flux, [so that] they move either upwards or downwards’;77
therefore

it is impossible forarepublictoremainforever inthepeacefulenjoy-
mentofitslibertiesanditsnarrowconfines;for,thoughitmaynotmolest
otherStates,itwillbemolestedbythem,and,whenthusmolested,there
willariseinitthedesire,andtheneed,forconquest.78

Ontheonehandsuchanunsteadinessisthefateofeverypoliticalorder,but
ontheotheritisalsoaclearsignofthevitalityofapeople,since–astheDis-
courses,III.1pointsout–‘those[republics]arebetterconstitutedandhavea
longerlife,whoseinstitutionsmakefrequentrenovationspossible’:79thecon-
tinuous renovation of political institutions shows the partial autonomy of
people’s constituent power, i.e. its strength and its limits simultaneously –
better:itsstrengthasalimit,asaprecisedetermination.

76 Machiavelli1988,p.143(IFIII.27).
77 Machiavelli1998,p.266(DIIPreface).
78 Machiavelli1998,pp.335–6(DII.19).
79 Machiavelli1998,p.385.
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Lastbutnotleast,Machiavellihighlightsthatpoliticaldiscourse(whichis
alwaysadiscourseofthepoliticsandaboutthepolitics)isrepeatedlydecom-
posedandrecomposedbytheirruptionofthehistoricalcontingency(ofthe
fortuna),sothatpoliticalorderalwaysemergesfromanunsettledtimeandan
undeterminedspace:bothunitaryandplural,unitedanddivided,closedand
expansive. The polymorphous nature of the people, its fluid and magmatic
character,continuouslyreshapesthespatialcoordinateswhichdeterminesthe
frameworkofpoliticalactions: thepolitical space isalwaysmodifiedby the
emergenceofnewfiguresandbytherelationshipstheyestablishwithother
pre-existingcollectiveactors.Ifthedivisionandthedistanceamongthesesub-
jectsarenotmaintainedthroughjustlaws,anyreductio ad unum(reductionto
unity),i.e.anyconstructionofauniformandpacifiedspace,isatriskofbeing
overturnedintoaHobbesianstateofwar.Thusthereisnopoliticswithoutthis
continuous breaking of a spatial uniformity and the subsequent attempt to
recreateadynamicbalanceofthedifferentforcesinplay,andwhichexpress
themselvesthroughdifferentactorsfromtimetotime.Humoursandpassions
transmigrateandreproducethemselves,sothatthedivisionalwaysrecreates
itself,wheneveroneseekstoconstructapoliticalunitybymeansoftheirneu-
tralisation.

Inconclusion,thetransformationofthedifferentformsofgovernmentinto
theconditionsofvisibilityofthepeopletestifiestothestrategicnatureofMa-
chiavelli’sthought,i.e.tothedeeplinkbetweenhiswork,neverreducibletoa
transparentscientifictheory,andpoliticalstruggle;80astrategywhichisrooted
in the experience of politics as a permanent repetition of ‘affirmation’ and
‘resistance’,81–anefforttoimposeone’sdesireoverthatofothers,andanop-
positeefforttokeepone’sdesirefree.Suchan‘experience’ispossiblyoneof
themostdecisiveaspectsofMachiavellianmodernity,stillsodifficulttorecog-
niseandsohardtoaccept.
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Chapter20

Machiavelli was Not a Republicanist – or 
Monarchist: On Louis Althusser’s ‘Aleatory’ 
Interpretation of The Prince 

Mikko Lahtinen

1 The State and the Law

EventhoughneitherAlthussernorGramscidisputethatMachiavelli’sthinking
containsobviousrepublican tendenciesordimensions,theybothnevertheless
emphasisethehistoricallyutopian natureoftherepublicanmoment.Thehis-
torical situation on the Apennine peninsula during Machiavelli’s time was
suchthatamovetowardsthecollectivemomentoftherepublic,andthecol-
lectivewillitrequired,wasnotpossible.Therewasnottheoccasioneforare-
public.Before itcouldoccur, itwasnecessary togothroughthe ‘momentof
solitude’ofthenew.

In other words, the organisation or thorough reformation of a republic
basedonthelawnecessarilyrequiresasaformoftransitionaprinceorlegisla-
torwho,bymeansofpower,persuasionandcunning,leadsthepeopletowards
therepublicancollectivemoment.Suchaninterpretationcanalsobeapplied
tothefollowingpassagefromThe Discourses –Machiavelli’smost‘republican’
work:

[W]emustassume,asageneralrule,thatitneverorrarelyhappensthat
arepublicormonarchyiswellconstituted,oritsoldinstitutionsentirely
reformed,unless it isdonebyonlyone individual; it isevennecessary
thathewhosemindhasconceivedsuchaconstitutionshouldbealonein
carrying it into effect. A sagacious legislator of a republic, therefore,
whoseobjectistopromotethepublicgood,andnothisprivateinterests,
andwhoprefershiscountrytohisownsuccessors,shouldconcentrateall
authorityinhimself.1

1 Machiavelli1949,p.119,and1950,p.138(DI.9),see1949,p.220,and1950,p.265(DI.58).Also
thetitleofChapter55ofBookOneofThe Discourses isinthissenseveryillustrative:‘Public
affairsareeasilymanagedinacitywherethebodyofthepeopleisnotcorrupt;andwhere

© koninklijkebrillnv,leiden,2015 | doi10.1163/9789004287686_022
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Inthisquotethereareindicationsthat,inthecaseofMachiavelli,whatismost
essentialisnotnecessarilythedifferentiationbetweenmonarchist(regno)and
republican(republica) formsofgovernment.However, it isessential tonote
thedifferencebetweentheindividualmomentoffoundingarepublicor mon-
archyandthecollectivemoment–basedonthelaw–aswellaswhetherthe
individualfounderoftherepublicormonarchyactsforthebenefitofhimself
andhisfamilyorforthecommongood(atthispointMachiavelliisnotneces-
sarilyfarawayfromthedifferentiationbetweentheformsofStateproposedby
Aristotle inthePolitics,basedonthecriterionofwhethertheywork for the
individualorcommongood).

Whatthismeansisthat,particularlyinthe‘momentofsolitude’,thenew
princeisalonealsointhesensethatonly hecaninterprettherealinterestsof
thepeople,whereaswiththe‘collectivemoment’thepeoplegraduallylearnto
understandwhattheirowninterestsare.Theybecome a people (devenir-peu-
ple)asapoliticalactorinanewkindofState.2

AccordingtoAlthusser,theinterestsof‘apeople’areimprintedinthecon-
stitutionoftheState.Itisintheconstitutionthattheinterestsof‘apeople’are
institutionalisedinrelationtoits‘classenemy’,thepowerfulnobility.Thelaw
isalsotheabsoluteconditionfortheState’sdurabilityanditscapacitytoex-
pand,becausethentheStateisnolongerdependentuponthepracticeofthe
prince.Inotherwords,theprincehasmadehimselfsuperfluous:

Tothesecondmomentcorrespondsthemetaphoroftakingroot:thisis
theconcrete,organicmomenteitherofthepenetrationofthelawsthus
decreedintotheantagonisticsocialclasses,oroftheproductionoflaws
bypopularstruggleagainstthenobles.ThisrootingofthePrince’spower
inthepeoplebythemechanismoflawsistheabsoluteconditionforthe
State’sduration andpower –thatistosay,itscapacitytoexpand.3

AccordingtoAlthusser,oneshouldnotthink,onthebasisofthesecondmo-
ment,thatMachiavelliwasarepublicanlikethemajorityoftheencyclopae-
dists, Rousseau, Foscolo or the many ideologists of the Risorgimento. Even
thoughthesecondmomentdescribedinThe Discourses couldbedefinedasa
republicanmoment,Machiavelli’sposition thereisthesameasinthefirstmo-

equalityexists,therenoprincipalitycanbeestablished;norcanarepublicbeestablished
wherethereisnoequality’.

2 Althusser1995,p.160,and1999,p.102.
3 Althusser1995,pp.115–16,and1999,p.65(originalemphasis).
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mentdescribedinThe Prince.Inbothworks,Machiavellidiscussesthesame
issue,theconditionsforthefoundingofadurableState.4

Afterdiscussingthis,AlthusserreturnstohisviewpointthatMachiavelli’s
politicalproblemarisesfromhisownconjuncture.Asmentionedearlier,even
though Machiavelli does present in the first twelve chapters of The Prince  
examples fromantiquity, theirpurpose isonly tosupport the lessonsof the
Italianexamplesofhisowntime.5

Inthesechapters,Machiavellicarriesoutananalysisofhisownconjuncture
byutilisingtheanalysisofpastcases.Hiscentralobjectiveistoassess,inthe
lightofexistingandpastexamples,whatkindofanewprincipalitywouldnot
onlybepossiblebutalsoagoodone.AccordingtoAlthusser’sinterpretation,
theonlysuitablealternativeinfoundingaprincipalityisacompletelynewone
acquiredbymeansofthenewprince’sownweaponsofvirtù and/orfortuna.
Old principalities simply do not work: they are expressions of feudal power
structuresandwaysofthinking,orientedtowardsthepast,asAlthusserindeed
states.6 In this context, Machiavelli’s historical utopianism and thinking
reachingforthe‘limitsofthepossible’–withthemetaphorofskilfularchers,
who,whentheirtargetseemstoodistant, ‘aimagooddealhigherthantheir
objective’7–comeintothepicture,becausesuchanewprincipalityandnew
princewhoactsbyrelyingonhisownweaponsandfortuna donotexist:

… to aim above all existing principalities, beyond their limits. […]The
Princedoesnotpre-existtheNewPrincipality;theNewPrincipalitydoes
notprecedetheNewPrince.Theymustbegintogether,andthisbegin-
ningiswhatMachiavellicallsan ‘adventure’: ‘thisadventureofpassing
fromprivatecitizentoruler’.8

FollowingAlthusser’sreasoning,onecouldthinkthatMachiavelli’sviewpoint
is ‘completely utopian’, particularly when he rejects all the existing alterna-
tives.ButitisimportanttonotethatMachiavelli’sutopianismisdefinedfrom
thestartingpointoftheexistingpoliticalconditions,withregardtowhichno
kindofcompromiseispossible.Furthermore,whenMachiavellispeaksabout

4 Althusser1995,p.117,and1999,p.66.
5 Althusser1995,pp.120–1,and1999,p.69.
6 Althusser1995,p.130,and1999,p.77.Inconnectionwiththis,AlthusserreferstoRenaudet’s

bookMachiavel (Renaudet1956).
7 Machiavelli1949,p.17,and2004,p.22.
8 Althusser1995,pp.125–6,and1999,p.73(originalemphasis).Attheendofthisquotation

AlthusserisfreelycitingfromaFrenchtranslationofMachiavelli,referringtoThe Prince,
chapter4.
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thenewprincewithoutactuallynaminghim–insteadpresentinganabstract
theory about the encounter of virtù and fortuna in the prince-subject – the
anonymityoftheprinceisnottheresultofatheoreticalprocessofabstraction
(fromthespecifictothegeneral)but‘theabstract formofthetheoryisthein-
dexandeffectofaconcrete politicalstance’.9

Machiavelli left the new prince and principality unidentified or simply
looselydefinednotbecausethesewouldhavestoodforanonymous‘generali-
sations’ofexistingprincesandprincipalities,butratherbecausetheexisting
princesandprincipalitiescouldnotoffer thecomponents for thedefinition
andidentificationofthenewprinceandnewprincipality.AsAlthusserputsit:
‘[Machiavelli]rejectsthemallonaccountoftheirhistoricalimpotence’.10

Machiavelli’ssilencehasindeedapositive politicalmeaning.Itshowsthat
thefutureofItalycannotbebuiltonexistingpowersbutratheronemustreach
beyond the borders (‘to aim above all existing principalities, beyond their
limits’).11 Thus Machiavelli’s utopianism is based on the existing ‘effective
truth’(verità effettuale della cosa),whichheatthesametimetakesastheob-
jectofhissubversivecritique.

PopeAlexanderVI’s son,countValentinoCesareBorgia,was, forMachia-
velli, theonlyexampleormodelforthehistoric ‘newprince’.12Accordingto
Machiavelli,BorgiacouldhaveunitedItaly,ifan‘extraordinaryandinordinate
maliceoffortune(una estraordinaria ed estrema malignità di fortuna)’hadnot
befallenhim.13

Theadvantageofemphasisingthetwomomentsinthefoundationofthe
Stateisalsothattheprocessual andaleatory natureoffoundingandmaintain-
ingaStateemerge.Althusser’sinterpretationemphasisesthattheStateisnot
astaticorganisation,butratheracomplexprocess,wheretherenewalofeven
themoststableStaterequiresitssimultaneousproduction.Inotherwords,in
Machiavelli’sview,themostcentralfactorisnottheStateasafait accompli but
thealeatorynatureofthefoundingandrenewaloftheState.14Inthisinterpre-

9 Althusser1995,p.129,and1999,p.76(originalemphasis).
10 Althusser1995,p.130,and1999,p.77.
11 Althusser1995,p.125,and1999,p.73(originalemphasis).
12 ForathoroughpresentationofthedifferentstagesoftheBorgiafamily,seeMallet1987.
13 Machiavelli1949,p.22,and2004,p.28.
14 ThedifferencebetweenrepublicanistandaleatoryinterpretationsofMachiavellicanalso

bedefinedasfollows:intheformerinterpretationtheemphasisisonissuessustaining
peaceandharmony,whereasthelatterinterpretationdiscussestheelementsofchance
thatliebehindpeaceandharmony,aswellasthestrugglesandconflictscharacterisedby
this, which Althusser refers to with the expression ‘l’accumulation primitive politique’
(Althusser1990,p.35,and1988,p.475).Emphasisingpeace,expansionandthe‘moment
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tation Machiavelli shows himself mainly as the theoretician of the aleatory
gamebetweenchangeanddurability(durée).Inthiscontext,thethreattothe
Statecomesfromchangestoexistinglaws,whichbecomeinvalidandleadto
chaos(alla rovina).15

Withthecollectivemomentofthelawandtherepublic,theStateisnolon-
germerelydependentonthevirtù oftheprinceandthe ‘fortunate’aleatory
encounters,butcanitself‘endure’.However,noteventhiscanguaranteethat
somesurprisingeventoccurringatthewrongmomentwouldstillnotdestroy
theState–and,atthesametime,alsoopenupnewpossibilitiesforactionfor
thosewhodonotapproveoftheexistingState.TheStateisnotaself-evident
fact:‘[N]othingguaranteesthatthe reality of the accomplished fact isthe guar-
antee of its durability’.16 History is ‘the permanent revocation of the accom-
plishedfact’,17whereoneneverknowswhereorhowtherevocationwilloccur.
Althusserencapsulatesthisinthestatementthat‘onedaynewhandswillhave
to be dealt out, and the dice thrown again on to the empty table (un jour 

ofpassivity’atthecostofthestrugglesandconflictsthatprecededthemwasacentral
methodologicalsolutionforwhichGramscicriticisedCroce’swritingsStoria d’Italia dal 
1871 al 1915 (1928)andStoria d’Europa nel secolo decimonono (1932):‘Withrespecttothese
twoworks[Storia d’Europa andStoria d’Italia],thequestionsatoncearise:isitpossibleto
write (conceive of) a history of Europe in the nineteenth century without an organic
treatmentoftheFrenchRevolutionandtheNapoleonicWars?Andisitpossibletowrite
ahistoryof Italy inmodern timeswithouta treatmentof thestrugglesof theRisorgi-
mento? In other words: is it by accident, or is it for a tendentious motive, that Croce
beginshisnarrativesfrom1815and1871?Thatis,thatheexcludesthemomentofstruggle;
themomentinwhichtheconflictingforcesareformed,areassembledandtakeuptheir
positions; the moment in which one ethical-political system dissolves and another is
formedbyfireandbysteel;themomentinwhichonesystemofsocialrelationsdisinte-
gratesandfallsandanotherarisesandassertsitself?Andinsteadtoassumetotakeup
placidlyashistorythemomentofculturalorethical-politicalexpansion?’(Gramsci1975,
p.1227;afterthequotetherefollowsGramsci’sownpreliminaryoutlineforahistoryof
Europe;seeGramsci1975,pp.1228–9).

15 Althusser1994,p.567,and2006,p.194.Alsoofinteresthereistheuseoftheword‘stato’
inreferencetothemaintenance of a position,asevidentinMachiavelli’sexpression‘man-
tenerelostato’,tomaintainaposition’.YetanothersimilartypeofexpressioninMachia-
velli’stextsis‘averemoltostato’inreferencetotheprince(see,forexample,Machiavelli
1949,p.617).Maintainingapositionrequiresthecontinuousreproductionofitscondi-
tions;inotherwords,thereproductionofthedurationofthestateagainsttheever-loom-
ing‘Polybian’processofcorruption.

16 Althusser1994,p.547,and2006,p.174(originalemphasis).
17 Ibid.
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 viendra où les jeux seront à redistribuer, et les dés de nouveau à jeter sur la table 
vide)’.18

The central instrument of the taking hold and rooting of the State is the
military.Apartfromtheapparatusofviolence,themilitaryisalsothepolitical-
ideological‘crucible’,thecentraltaskofwhichistounitetheunorganisedmul-
titudeinto‘apeople’,toupholdtheprocessoftheir‘becomingpeople’:

Intheseconditionswecanappreciatewhythearmyisthequintessential
instrumentofStatepower–notonlyoftheexerciseofStatepower,but
oftheState’sveryexistence;andwhyitisassignedthenotonlymilitary,
butalsopoliticalandideological–sinceitisthecrucibleofthepeople’s
political and ideological unity, the training school of the people, the
becoming-peopleofthepeople.19

Withregardtothe ‘becoming-peopleof thepeople’,onemustkeep inmind
thatintheideological-politicalpracticeoftheprincethequestionisnotonly
aboutgoverninga‘ready’peopleandthereproductionofthiscontrol,but also 
about the production of a people,whichAlthusserdescribeswiththeterm‘de-
venir-peuple’.Theprinceandhisnewprincipalityarea‘tool’orinstrumentby
meansofwhich thepeopleasa multitude (molti)canbe takenholdofasa
durable‘people’–andultimatelya‘nation’,intheformationofnation-Statesin
thenineteenthandtwentiethcenturies.Machiavellidoesnotproposeanyfor-
malistic or generally applicable ‘theory of the State’, ‘State philosophy’ or a
classificationoftheformsofgovernment,butdiscusseswithregardtohisown
casethosehistoricalopportunitiesandnecessitieswhicharerequiredinorder
toproduceanationandtakeholdofadurableState.

2 Philosopher of the Effective Truth

If one wishes to pick out some generally applicable theoretical points from
Machiavelli,the‘generaltheoryoftheState’wouldnotbeit:rather,itwouldbe
thewayinwhichhesetsoutquestionsandpoliticalproblemstobesolvedby
thepoliticalactor-subjectsofeachhistoricalsituation.AccordingtoAlthusser,
Hegel understood this in Machiavelli’s works. Machiavelli did not ‘speak’ to
HegelasaphilosopheroftheStatebutasawriterwholaidoutthepolitical
problematicsoftheunificationofItaly.Hegelalso‘identifies’withMachiavelli,

18 Ibid.
19 Althusser1995,p.160,and1999,p.102.
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notasaphilosopherbutasanintellectualormanofactionwhowasoccupied
bythefutureofhisownpoliticalconjuncture–inHegel’scase,thatofearly
nineteenth-centuryGermany.20

WhattheinterpretationsofHegel,GramsciandAlthusserhaveincommon
isanemphasisonthe‘effectivetruth’,ratherthanthegeneraltruthaboutprac-
ticalmatters.Intheirinterpretations,theoften-quotedexpressionfromchap-
ter15ofThe Prince –‘torepresentthingsastheyareinaneffectivetruth,rather
thanastheyareimagined’–isappliedtoMachiavelli’sownwritings.The ‘truth’ 
lies in things, in historical practices, not outside them –notpost-festum ora prio-
ri,asinaphilosophicaltruth,which,forinstance,somephilosophicalsystem
wouldpromisetorevealortoshowtothepracticalactors.

WhenMachiavellisaysthathedoesnotwishtopresentafantasyimageofa
Statethismeans,assessedinthelightoftheinterpretationsofHegel,Gramsci
andAlthusser, thathedoesnotevenattempttopropose, for instance,what
kindofformtheunifiedItalianStateshouldhave.Infact,hehasnoexisting
modelsthatwouldprovidethenecessaryandsufficientconditionsforsolving
thisissue.UnlikethesubjectsoftheideologicalStateapparatusesofnation-
States, Machiavelli did not have at his disposal an existing ‘nation-State’ or
‘representativedemocracy’forwhichhecouldhavestrivenwithhiswritings.
AnextensiveanddurableStatewasforhimanaleatorypossibilitybut,likethe
newprince,Machiavellicouldnotknowinwhatkindofdevelopmentandjus-
tification processes of the historical national States of future centuries his
theorieswouldbepossiblypositioned:

Machiavellicastsaharshlightonthebeginningsofourera:thatofbour-
geoissocieties.Hecastsaharshlight,too,byhisveryutopianism,bythe
simultaneouslynecessaryandunthinkablehypothesisthatthenewState
could begin anywhere, on the aleatory character of the formation of 
nation-States.Forustheyaredrawnonthemap,asifforeverfixedina
destiny that always preceded them. For him, on the contrary, they are
largelyaleatory,theirfrontiersarenotfixed,therehavetobeconquests,
buthowfar?Totheboundariesoflanguagesorbeyond?Tothelimitsof
theirforces?Wehaveforgottenallthis.Whenwereadhim,wearegripped
byhimasbywhatwehaveforgotten,bythatstrangefamiliarity,asFreud
calledit,thatofsomethingrepressed.21

20 Althusser1995,p.49,and1999,p.9.
21 Althusser1990,p.36,and1988,pp.475–6(originalemphasis).
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3 Aleatory Dynamics

AlthussermanagestoopenupMachiavelli’s‘dynamic’conceptionofpolitical
practiceasIliketocallit.ThepicturethatemergesofMachiavelli’sthinkingis
ratherdifferentfromthatfound,forinstance,inQuentinSkinner’sinterpreta-
tion,whichhasreceivedmuchattentioninrecentdecades.AccordingtoSkin-
ner,Machiavelli’s‘politicaldynamics’,circlingaroundthenotionsofvirtù and
fortuna,remainintheshadowofasortof‘politicalstatics’concerning‘repub-
licanism’,whichinitselfismeritoriousbutformalistic.22EventhoughSkinner
paysattentiontoMachiavelli’snotionthatitisnotpossibletofoundarepublic
inastateofadvancedcorruptionbut,rather,beingliberatedfromcorruption
requirestheautocraticactionofasingleperson,hedoesnotanalysethelogic
ofpoliticalpracticelinkedwiththeproblematicsofcorruptionandliberation.
Instead,heconcentratesmainlyonthe‘endresult’oftheprocess,namely,the
republic(andinMachiavelli’srepublicanideas),which,accordingtoSkinner,
isMachiavelli’spreferredformofgovernment.23

AlthussermanagesbetterthanSkinnerincomingtogripswiththedynam-
icsofpoliticalaction.ThiscritiquemayseemstrangeinrelationtoSkinner’s
emphasis on concepts and concept changes in political struggles. However,
I agree with Palonen, who shows how ‘Skinner’s interest, even in concept
changes, isprimarilyontherhetorical level, inotherwords,concernedwith
thelegitimisationratherthantheexplicationofconceptualnoveltiesandcon-
flicts,andratheronthelevelofestablishedlanguageusethantheconstruction
ofprofiledconceptions’.24TothisIwouldaddthatSkinner’sinterestisdirected
attheconceptual-rhetoricalmanifestationsofpoliticalconflictsandnotother
kindsof‘lessrhetorical’functionaldimensionsofconflictsandtheirlogic.By
this,Idonotmeanthatrhetoricwouldnotbeanessentialpartofpoliticalac-
tivityorthatrhetoricwouldnotalsoexist‘materially’,butratherthatpolitical
action isnotmerelyaquestionofrhetoric,normustthehistoryofpolitical
thinking be analysed only by means of a research method concerned with
rhetoricorconceptualhistory.

InAlthusser’sinterpretation,themostessentialquestiondoesnotconcern,
forinstance,whetherornotMachiavellisupported‘republican’or‘monarchist’
formsofgovernmentorperhapsacombinationofthetwo.Itismoreimpor-
tanttoanalysethelogicoftheactionsofpoliticalactorsandgroupsofactors
thansuchalready‘fixed’forms,becausetheytrytousethealeatorysituations

22 ForSkinner’sinterpretationofMachiavelli,seeSkinner1978,and1979.
23 Skinner1978,especiallyp.124,seealso1979,pp.64–79.
24 Palonen1997,p.140.
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to theiradvantageandcopewith them.As I try to show inmybookonAl-
thusser’sMachiavelli,thisaimtogovernthealeatoryrealitycanbecharacter-
isedas‘tamingchance’.25Onehistoricalresponsetoahighlyaleatorysituation
hasbeentofoundarepublicor,alternatively,amonarchyoramixedformof
government.EventhoughnotevenAlthusserdeniesthatMachiavelli’sthink-
ingwouldnotincluderepublicanelementsandpreferences(forexample,the
viewpointofthepeopleinThe Prince),itismoreimportanttopayattentionto
theconditionsofeachhistoricalconjuncture(seethenecessityofthearrival
ofthenewprinceinThe Prince),duringwhichthepoliticalactionoccursand
becomespossible.

ForAlthusser,thepointistoelaboratethealeatoryandcase-specificnature
ofpoliticalpractice, for instance, in the foundingofanewStateor formof
government. In Althusser’s interpretation, Machiavelli’s The Prince and his
otherworksaretheoreticalanalysesofaleatorysituationsandseriesofevents.
Understood this way, the problematics of virtù and fortuna refer to political
actionwithnoguaranteeofsuccess(itisinthissensethatwecanunderstand
aleatorinessasadventure).Eventhoughtherepublicanformofgovernment
wouldbetheultimatepoliticalgoal,theconjuncturedoesnotnecessarilyoffer
realisticopportunitiesforsuchan‘attachment’.Forinstance,inMachiavelli’s
ownhistoricalcontext,thenewprinceandtheprincipalityledbyhim–the
foundationofakindofmonarchy–werealsoaweakaleatorypossibility.Not
asingleexistingcity-State,princeorprincipalityhadwhatittooktobeamod-
elforthenewprincipality,andtherewasnonewprinceloomingontheItalian
horizon.Oneopportunityhadopenedandclosed,namelyCesareBorgiaand
histroops.Butevenhisaleatoryadventure,whichhadbegunsuccessfully,cul-
minatedindisasterduetothefatefulwhimsoffortuna.

4 ‘Verità effettuale della cosa’ – The Effective Truth

AccordingtoAlthusser,oneofthemainreasonswhyMachiavellicanbede-
finedasatheoretician of the conjuncture isthathestudiedtheconjuncturesof
boththepastandhisowntimefromthepointofviewofthe‘veritàeffettuale

25 Theexpressionthe‘tamingofchance’,comesfromIanHacking(see,forexample,Hack-
ing1990,and1991).HiscentralargumentisthattheerosionofclassicalLaplaciandeter-
minisminthenineteenthcenturydidnotleadtoanemphasisonfreedom,butratherto
thetamingofchance,whichwasevidentinboththeoryandsocialpractice.Thismeant,
forinstance,analliancebetweenstatisticsandthecontrolofthepopulation(seeHacking
1991,p.185).SeealsoLahtinen2009,pp.302–305.
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dellacosa’,thatis,theeffectivetruth.Asalreadymentioned,accordingtoAl-
thusser, Machiavelli presents empirical-factual descriptions of conjunctures.
Thisisanimportantobservationbecauseitenablesthecritiqueandsurpass-
ing of antagonistic dualisms such as real-imaginary, authentic-artificial or
moral-political.Theproblematicoftheeffectivetruth ofAlthusser’smaterial-
istic interpretation isevident, for instance, inrelationto theprinceandthe
people. Althusser characterises the prince as ‘the first ideological State
apparatus’,26whichfunctionsbymeansoftheeffectivetruth.Theprince’sap-
paratusmaterialisesinhisinstitutionsandpracticesaswellasinthestrategies
throughwhichheinfluencessuchmateriallyexistinginstitutions(suchasthe
Church)thatproduceandrenewmoral-religiousbeliefsandfantasies.

Asiswellknown,Machiavelliarguedthattherearetwowaysoffighting,by
law or by force, and that the first way is natural to men and the second to
beasts.This led to his well-known argument that a prince must understand
howtomakeuseofboththebeastandtheman.Intermsofbeasts,hegivesthe
specificexamplesofthefoxandthelion:onemustbeafoxinordertorecog-
nisetrapsandalioninordertofrightenoffwolves.27AccordingtoAlthusser,
theprincerequiresthe‘instinctofafox’inordertorealisewhentoappearhon-
estintheeyesofthepeopleandwhentoappearcruel,whentoappearvirtu-
ousorwhatever.28HeemphasisesthatMachiavelli’sprincehasno‘essence’;he
is not‘good’or‘bad’,but,rather,his‘essence’liesinthenotionthathecanap-
pear the way that he should in each situation in order to achieve what he
wants.

Itfollowsfromtheaboveargumentthatthethesisrepeatedinthestandard
textbooksofpolitics,namelythat‘Machiavelliseparatedpoliticsfrommorals’,
isproblematic.29InthelightofAlthusser’sinterpretationofthepracticeofthe
prince,onecanseethatMachiavellibynomeansseparatedpoliticsfrommor-
alsbutrather,onthecontrary,he‘politicised’ morals.Inotherwords,hestud-
iedmorals,aswellasreligionandjustice,fromthepointofviewoftheeffective
truth.Heassessesandteachesotherstoassessmoral,religiousandjuridical
principles, discourses or doctrines according to their effective truth. It be-
comesevident fromMachiavelli’scorrespondence, forexample, thathewas

26 Althusser1993,p.106.
27 Machiavelli2004,p.xviii.
28 Althusser1993,p.93.
29 The thesis goes back at least to Benedetto Croce in his writings about Machiavelli

from the end of the 1920s (Croce 1981, p. 205; for other examples see Cochrane 1961,
pp.113–36).
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deeplyinterestedinwhatmakespeoplebelievethatthereare‘deeper’moral-
religiousprinciplesbehindtheexistingworld.

Seeninthislight,Skinner’sinterpretation–accordingtowhichMachiavelli
onlyabandonsChristianmoralsandvirtueethicsbutnotmoralityassuch–
remainsincomplete.AccordingtoSkinner,thequestionisnotaboutthecon-
trastbetween‘amoralviewofpolitics’and‘aviewofpoliticsasdivorcedfrom
morality’,but‘theessentialcontrastisratherbetweentwodifferentmoralities’.
Machiavelliisnotwithoutmorality,thatis,‘immoral’,buthismoralityiscon-
tained within the admonition that the prince must by any means available
‘maintainhisState’(mantenere lo stato).30However,Skinnerdoesnottakeinto
accounttheothersideofthematter,namely,inwhatwayMachiavelliisspe-
cificallyinterestedintheChristianmoralsofhistimeastheeffectivetruth.The
problemwithSkinner’sviewpoint–apartfrombeinganachronistic–isthathe
understandsmorality,likephilosophyitself,asaquestionaboutgoodandevil,
andnotasanessentialdimensionofthepolitical practiceestablishedfromthe
viewpointoftheeffectivetruth,asdoestheobjectofhisresearch–namely,
Machiavelli.

Conclusion: Materialist Political Theory

Althusser’sinterpretationsofMachiavelliandAlthusser’sconceptofthealea-
toryaresignificantcontributionstopoliticaltheory.Heoutlineshisnotionof
an‘aleatoryMachiavelli’and,withthehelpoftheEpicureantradition,atheory
ofmaterialistpoliticsthatopensupaviewofpoliticsasanactionoccurringin
aconjuncturewhereeachactoraimstoorganiseandgoverntheeffective truth,
butwherenosinglepartycaneverbecertainabouttheirvictory.Andeachvic-
torycanonlybe temporary.Evenevery ‘fixed’political formoforganisation
restsonanuncertainaleatoryfoundation.Aleatorylogic,indeed,referstothe
factthatthereisastruggleatthecentreofpolitics,whereasastateofpeaceis
adisplacedformofstruggle.Therefore,theAlthusseriantheoryofpoliticsis
thetheoryofstrugglesandconflictscharacterisedbydisplacementsandcon-
densationswithintheeffectivetruth.

This does not mean, however, that political action could not strive for a
worldbetterthantheexistingone.Onthecontrary,Althusserwasinterestedin
howtherevolutionarypoliticalmovementshouldoperateinorderforitsstrat-
egytobebotheffectiveand‘utopian’.AsheshowsinthecaseofMachiavelli,
‘utopia’doesnot,however,refertotheconstructionofanabstractidealsociety

30 Skinner1978,pp.134–5.
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buttoapoliticalgoal,theattainmentofwhichrequiresatheoreticalanalysis
of thehistoricalconjunctureandthepoliticalactionthateffectivelyutilises
andadaptstheconditionsoftheconjuncture.
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Chapter21

Lectures machiavéliennes d’Althusser

Mohamed Moulfi

Jemeproposedeparlerd’uneœuvred’unphilosopheenmouvement,loinde
toutemansuétudequejustifieraitunequelconquesolitudeouuneécrasante
tourmente.1Pourcefaire,j’aborderaitroispoints.

1 Résurgence de Machiavel 

Dès 1962, Louis Althusser s’intéresse à Machiavel. Ses cours l’attestent. Mais
c’est entre Lénine et la philosophie,2 Réponse à John Lewis3 et Éléments 
d’autocritique,4qu’ilélaboreMachiavel et nous.5DanslaSoutenance d’Amiens 
(1975),6 il cite explicitement la règle de méthode de Machiavel: ‘penser aux 
extrêmes, entendonsdansunepositionoùl’onénoncedesthèses-limites,où,
pourrendrelapenséepossible,onoccupelaplacedel’impossible’.7Onaassez
épiloguésuruneprétendueréflexionparallèle.Celapourraitêtreévidemment
uneapprochepourentendresonœuvre.Cependant,iln’étaitsansdoutepasle
seulàvivrecetteexpériencedeméditationsetd’écriture.Mutatis mutandis,F.
Engelsl’avaitdéjàvécu.Ilavaitproduitl’Anti-Dühringalorsqu’ilrecueillaittou-
jours et encore des notes pour sa Dialectique de la nature.8 Machiavel, lui-

1 VoirDeIpola2012.
2 Althusser1969.
3 Althusser1972.Publiéenjuin1972enanglaisdansMarxism Today.
4 Althusser1974.VoiraussiinAlthusser1998.
5 Althusser2009.FrançoisMatheron,éditeuravertidesmanuscritsdeAlthusserpensequecette

‘premièreversionaétérédigéeen1971–2(Althusser2009,p.32).Enévoquantleprojetde
préfacede1975,ilcitel’auteurquiécrit‘Cespages,quireproduisentlesnotesd’uncoursde
1965,reprisen1972,nesauraientprétendreproposer,aprèstantd’autres,une‘uneinterpréta-
tion’del’œuvredeMachiavel(Althusser2009,p.31).Cetexte,datantde1972,estremissurle
métierparl’auteurjusqu’en1986.N.B.:Saufindicationexpresse,lescitationssontextraitesde
cetteédition.OntrouveralemêmetexteinAlthusser,1995–7.

6 VoirdansAlthusser1998.
7 Althusser1998,p.205.
8 Sespremièresesquissesdatentde1875–6etsecontinuentjusqu’enfin1882,sansqueceprojet

nevoitlejour.L’Anti-Dühringestachevéenjuin1878.
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même, interrompit Les discours sur les dix premiers livres de l’Histoire de 
Tite-Live pour rédiger Le Prince.9 N’est-ce pas ainsi que s’effectue un frayage
nouveau?N’est-cepaslàlepropred’unepenséeenmouvementetendéplace-
ment?

Aussisil’œuvredeL.Althusserenregistre-t-elledespiétinementspourdire,
chaquefoispourlapremièrefois,cequ’ilatoujoursdit,avecMachiavel,ilne
saurait y avoir une dénégation, un tournant ou des mises en cause destruc-
trices,commecelaestparfoisaffirmé.DeMachiavel,iltentededonnerànou-
veaux frais une autre vue que celles de ses prédécesseurs, Claude Lefort et
Maurice Merleau-Ponty notamment.10 C’est parce que Machiavel l’intéresse
aussi.11Loindelalecture‘machiavélique’où,danslemeilleurdescas,onvoit
l’œuvredeMachiaveldansleregistred’un‘livredesMiroirs’,miroirdesprinces,
commeLa Monarchie espagnole –1604deTommasoCampanella,12nourrissant
cettetraditionqui‘toutenétanttravaillé[e]parunidéalgouvernementalfon-
dé sur l’assimilation des expériences des grands souverains de l’Antiquité
(Alexandre le Grand, les Rois perses),13 demeure tout de même fortement
attentiveauxcontingencesduréel.

9 Il travaille Les discours, commencésen février 1513, jusqu’en 1520, lorsque Le Prince fut
achevé l’été 1513, voir Mounin 1966, p. 117 et seq. S’appuyant sur des éditions savantes,
M.Gaille-Nikodimov(Gaille-Nikodimov2011,p.6)ditquelarédactionduPrince‘pourrait
s’étendrejusqu’enmai1514,voirejusqu’en1518’.

10 Lefort1972,s’estintéresséàlaproblématiquedeladivisiondusocialetdel’institutiondu
politique. Ilyexamine lapenséedeDante,LaBoétie,Sade,Guizot,Tocqueville,Marx,
Weber,Arendt,Michaux,LeoStrauss,Orwell,Clastres,Merleau-Ponty.QuantàMerleau-
Ponty (Merleau-Ponty 1983, p. 376), il voit chez Machiavel la formulation de ‘quelques
conditionsdetouthumanismesérieux’.

11 Althusser1969,p.12écritqueMachiavel,Spinoza,Hobbes,Grotius,LockeetmêmeRous-
seauétaient‘abandonnésauxlittérairesetauxjuristes,commedesrestes’.

12 VoirStegmann,1978,pp.195–211.
13 Abbès2009,p.14etseq. Voilàcequ’enditAbbès(Abbès2009,p.193etseq.):‘lesphiloso-

phespartagentaveclesauteursdesMiroirsuncertainintérêtportéàlaculturedugouver-
nement de soi, et à la détermination éthique de la politique. Cependant, malgré la
présenced’élémentsaristotéliciens(lenaturalisme)oustoïciens(legouvernementdesoi
etdesautres)chezlesauteursdeMiroirs,ilsnepeuventêtreconsidéréscommereprésen-
tatifs de la tradition de philosophie politique’. Par ailleurs, Nietzsche (Nietzsche 1986,
tome11[54],pp.225–6)évoqueuntractatus politicus:‘iltraitedelapolitiquedelavertu,
desesmoyensetdesesvoiesquil’amènentaupouvoir[…]Oraucunphilosophenerévo-
queraendoutecequiconstitueletypedelaperfectionenpolitique:àsavoirlemachiavé-
lisme. Mais le machiavélisme pur, sans mélange, cru, vert, dans toute son âpreté est
surhumain,divin,transcendant,iln’estjamaisatteintparl’homme,toutjusteeffleuré[…]
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Machiavel parle donc à Louis Althusser. Il est une ressource actuelle qui
avaitdéjàparléàGramscietàHegel.Maisleplusimportant,c’estqu’ilparle
surtoutaufutur.C’estd’ailleursàcetitrequ’ilveutl’‘enrôler...dans ses rangs’14
dephilosophepourproposeruneinterprétationalternative,nouvelle.Enétu-
diant,à la foisparallèlementetpresquesimultanément,MarxetMachiavel,
l’unparl’autre,toutenmettantaupointsonprojetthéoriquepropreauprix,
celavadesoi,d’autocritiques,deremisesenquestionetderemaniementsde
l’œuvreetduprojet,ilrelève‘lecaractèreinsolite’duPrince.15

Pourtant,sonintérêtpourMachiavelnes’expliquepasseulementparlefait
qu’il sertdepré-textepourMarxetviceversa.Dansunecertainemesure, il
s’explique aussi, cela est admis, de par la forma mentis du théoricien, par
l’orientationpersonnelledesesélaborationsthéorico-philosophiques:dépas-
ser, entre autres questions et problématiques connexes, l’historicisme, mais
aussi combler le ‘manque’ d’un concept de la politique et de l’État dans le
marxisme.S’ilenestainsi,Machiavelserait-ilalorsuneautresourced’inspira-
tion occultée pour le marxisme et, par conséquent, une tentative de mise à
jourdelathéoriedelarévolution?S’ilestdifficiledepenserlaconfirmationà
reboursdumarxismeparletextemachiavélienmarqué,celaestévident,par
uneconjoncturerévolue,onesttentédecroirequesiunethéoriedelarévolu-
tionseprofileàpeinechezMarx,c’estqu’elleétaitdéjàchezMachiavel.L’affir-
mer, c’est admettre plus généralement avec Etienne Balibar que, dans les
travauxdeL.Althusser,le‘textemachiavélienestaussi,toujoursencore,une
confrontationcontinuée–àlafoisempriseetdéprise-avecletextemarxien,
mais,ajoute-t-il,commesourcedeladifficulté.16

2 Pour une théorie politique 

Lelecteuraaffairenonpasàunéchangemaisàlacaptureetl’appropriationde
Marxpar/avecMachiavel.LapenséedeL.Althussern’est-ellepashabitéepar
cette tension redoutable et permanente que commande l’intervention de la
politique dans son appréhension et son interprétation de l’œuvre de Marx?
Machiavelenportepourunepartleprojet.L.Althussers’yefforcedeproblé-

Danscetteespèceplusétroitedelapolitiquedelavertu,ilsemblequepasplusqu’ailleurs
l’idéaln’aitjamaisatteint.Platonluiaussin’afaitquel’effleurer’.

14 Althusser2009,p.37.
15 Althusser2009, p.69.
16 Préface àAlthusser2009,p.30.
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matiserlerapportentreletexteetl’espace,lelieudelapratiquepolitique,la
politiquequ’ilouvre.17

Or précisément, toute sa démonstration consiste à faire admettre que Le 
Prince n’estpasuntextehorsespace.Qu’est-ceàdire?IlarracheeneffetMa-
chiavelàlatentationdel’Aufklärungdepenserque‘lavéritén’apasdelieu’,et
qu’elle ‘agitparl’efficaceduvraidontl’essenceestd’agirenéclairant’.18Pour
Machiavel,‘iln’yadevérité,ouplutôtdevraiqu’effectif,c’est-à-direportépar
seseffets,inexistantendehorsd’eux,etquel’effectivitéduvraiseconfondtou-
joursavecl’activitédeshommes’.19Àl’instarduManifeste deMarx,Le Prince
n’estpasqu’unsimpletexte.Ils’inscritdansledispositifdelapolitique.

QuantaudispositifgénéraldeMarx,ilestainsistructuré.Outrel’efficacede
lapolitique,l’autreélémentdudispositifqu’ilmetenévidenceestla‘moyenne
idéale’,objetdeMarx,quiest‘défini[e]entermesdeconnaissances,dansl’abs-
tractionduconcept’.20Cen’estdoncpasunobjetidéalopposéàunobjetréel.
Orcettedistinctionestcomme‘ledevoirêtredel’être,lanormedufait’.21Elle
n’estpas‘devoirêtredel’être’.Etdenepasl’être,l’‘idéalitéestlaconnotation
nonpasdunon-réel,oudelanormeidéale,maisduconceptduréel’,22nonpas
unemoyenneempiristedunon-singulier,maisleconceptdeladifférencespé-
cifique.L’AngleterreestlepaysdontMarxaempruntéseulement,rappelons-
le,‘lesfaitsetexemplesprincipauxquiserventd’illustrationaudéveloppement
de[s]esthéories’.23Ladifférencespécifiquesupposequedanssonœuvre,Marx
aproposésinondesressourcesdumoinsdesélémentssuffisantsd’unethéorie
delatransition,élémentsquipeuventparfoisêtreéquivoques,carà‘résonance
historiciste’.24L’approchehistoricistes’appuie,ilestvrai,surunordrederap-
portsetdestructuresquiautorisel’anticipationdel’aveniretlatransformation
del’ordreétabli.Maispourra-t-onraisonnablementétablirunecésureradicale

17 Althusser 2009, p. 40. Althusser souligne que Machiavel semble avoir perçu l’‘étrange
va cillement dans le statut, philosophiquement traditionnel, de ces propositions théo-
riques:commesiellesétaientminéesparuneinstanceautrequecellequilesproduit,par
l’instance de la pratique politique’ (Althusser 2009, p. 57). D’autant plus que pour lui,
l’‘espacedelapolitiquen’apasdepointsetn’estpasespacesinonparfigure’,(etqu’)‘iln’y
apasqu’uneplacevidedanscetespace,maisdeux’(Althusser2009, p.59).

18 Althusser2009, p.61.
19 Ibid.
20 Althusser1968etalii,tomeII,p.75.
21 Althusser1968et alii,tomeII,p.75etpassim.
22 Althusser1968et alii,tomeII, p.75.
23 Althusser1968et alii,tomeII,p.74 etseq.
24 VoirAlthusser1968et alii,tomeII,p.78.N.B.:Lathéorieestdéfiniecomme‘unsystème

rigoureuxdeconceptsscientifiquesdebase’(Althusser1969a,p.9etseq.).
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entrelatransitionquedéterminel’ordredelastructure,etlaconjonctured’où
pourraitsurgirl’urgenceimprévuedelatransformation,alorsquetouteladé-
marche de Marx et d’Engels est de tenir les deux? Les exigences propédeu-
tiqueslaissenteneffetexhiberunMarxdesstructuresséparéd’avecceluides
moments.OrMarxestlepenseurdelatransitionetdelarévolutionpensée
comme ‘une présentation de l’infini dans l’ici-maintenant, qui ne comporte
rienderationneloumêmederaisonnable’.25Toutleproblèmeestdonccelui
dumomentdelarencontreentrel’ici etlemaintenant.N’est-cepaslàlemo-
mentdelaVerbindung commemomentdelaconjonctionetdel’association?
C’estlàquesesitue,pourunepart,lanouveautédel’approchedeMachiavel.
ElleestdanslecaractèresingulierduPrince.Dépassés,périmés,cestextesres-
tentsaisissants.26

Autrementdit,sil’onpeutconsidérerdesélémentsd’unethéoriegénérale
delatransition(Übergang)chezMarx,onpourraenregistreraumoinsque,du
traitédeMachiavel,L.Althussercaptelesélémentsderuptureparlarévolu-
tion,quiheurtentlapertinenced’ununiqueschèmedetransition.Certes,si
pourLes luttes de classes en France, larévolutionetleschangementssontdéter-
minésselon‘chaquepeuplesuivantsasituation’,laproblématiquegénéralede
latransitionnefutàvraidirecontrariéequeparlasituationparticulièredela
Russie.Marxsedevaiteneffetdes’expliquersursonanalysedelagenèsedu
capital,nuancéedurestedansl’éditionfrançaisefaiteàpartirdeladeuxième
traductiondel’original.OrlesRussesontdisposédelapremièretraductionde
la1èreéditionduCapital traduitenrusseavantla2èmeéditioncorrigée.Lamo-
dificationportaitsurlarestrictionduchampd’analysedelagenèseetdudéve-
loppementducapitalàl’Europeoccidentale.

Par rapport à cette problématique, que trouve-t-il donc chez Machiavel?
Qu’ytrouvons-‘nous’,nousaussi?Le‘Je’deL.Althusserestaussiun‘Nouscol-
lectif, i.e. ces ‘contemporainsdesespremiers lecteursanonymes’27qui trou-
ventdequoi‘penserlapolitique,nonpourelle-même,maissouslaformedela
positiond’unproblèmeetdeladéfinitiond’unetâchehistorique’.28L’actualité
deMachiavel,c’estdoncl’actualitédesonaccueilcontemporain.29Ilestàce
point ‘saisissant’ qu’il ‘se saisit de nous’ tout en étant ‘insaisissable’;30 il est

25 DeleuzeetGuattari1991,p.97.
26 Althusser2009,p.42.
27 Althusser2009,p.29.
28 Althusser2009,p.44.
29 Nietzsche(Nietzsche1986,tome9[77],p.47)situeMachiavelparmileshommespost-

humes dont il dit qu’ils ‘sont plus mal compris mais mieux écoutés que les actuels.
Ouplusrigoureusement:ilsnesontjamaiscompris;etdelàleurautorité’.

30 Althusser2009,p.36.Voirégalementp.69.
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‘étonnant,stupéfiant’.31CommeLe Manifeste.Et‘cesimplerapprochement,où
denouveaurecommenceuncommencement,peutnousmettresurlavoiede
comprendre un peu mieux pourquoi, aujourd’hui même, Machiavel nous
toucheetnoussaisitd’uneforcedéconcertante’.32Un‘déjà-pensé’vasesaisir
dupensabledel’impensabledeMachiavel.Ainsi,‘apprendreensachantdéjà
et à l’avance ce qu’on apprend, c’est brusquement savoir d’un savoir vécu’.33
Qu’est-ceàdire?Quele‘déjà-pensé’estlesaisissement.Unsurgissement.

Lesurgissement,c’estceluidu‘discoursobjectifetuniversel’exposant,se-
lonundispositifsingulier, l’énoncédethèsescontradictoireset,paradoxale-
ment comme dans le discours de Montesquieu, un énoncé ‘objectif car 
universel,énonçantlesloisdesonobjet,leconcretdel’objetn’étantqu’uncas
particulierdecetuniversel’.34C’estdoncl’‘exposition,dansunordrecontrôlé,
de concepts abstraits et universels, dont la corrélation dégage les invariants
(peut-ondireleslois?)souslesquelssesubsumentlesvariationsparticulières
d’unobjetconcretquis’appellelapolitique’.35

Ilfaudrapourtantbienrecueillircettethéoriediffuse,lamettreenévidence,
laconfigurer,pour‘l’énoncersousformesystématique,danslaformedel’uni-
versalitéduconcept’.36Ladifficultéestencoreconsidérable;ilenvaainside
toutethéorieengestation,car‘paradoxalement[…]lepointcentral,oùthéori-
quementtoutsenoue,échappeinterminablementàlarecherche’.37Eneffet,
toutenconfirmantl’idéedeCroce,ilsoulignecetaspectparadoxaldutextede
Machiavel, à la fois, intéressant et ‘inachevé’, fragmenté comme ce ‘quelque
chosequiéchappeauxrèglesdelaconvention’.38Cequelquechosequijaillit
setrouvedanslapratiquepolitique,39car

31 Althusser2009,p.38.
32 Althusser2009,p.49.
33 Jankélévich2008,p.17
34 Althusser2009, p.51.
35 Althusser2009,p.50.
36 Althusser2009,p.51etpassim.
37 Ibid.
38 Ibid.VoirProust1994,p.254):‘Lefragment,eneffet,danslapremièreversionduroman-

tisme,toutaumoins(maisyena-t-iluneautre?),estlamiseenformedel’œuvredela
subjectivité.Labrièvetéetladensitéfulgurantesdufragment[…]veutrenfermerlatotalité
objectivedumondedanslaformeparfaiteetclosed’uneexpressionspirituelleobjective’.
Elle dira encore: ‘Faire en sorte qu’une vérité, collecter des éclats de vérité, telle est la
tâchedeceluiquicherche,aujourd’hui,àphilosopher,c’est-à-direàprésenterunevérité’
(Proust1994, p.252).

39 VoirAlthusser2009,p.52.
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cequil’intéresse,cen’estpas‘lanaturedeschoses’engénéral(Montes-
quieu) mais, pour donner à son mot toute sa force, ‘la verità effettuale 
della cosa’,de lachosedanssoncôtésingulier, i.e. lasingularitédeson
‘cas’.40

3 Machiavel comme philosophe41

C’estdirequeMachiavel,théoriciendelaphilosophiepolitique,42estlepen-
seurdu jaillissement,de l’avènementdusurgissementducas.Faut-ilcepen-
dant corréler l’inattendu, l’inouï des situations avec la politique, laquelle
politique a partie liée avec l’utopie? Pour L. Althusser, l’utopie théorique‘se
produitetproduitseseffetsdans la théorie.Elleseconfondeneffetavecl’effort
de Machiavel pour penser les conditions de possibilités d’une tâche impos-
sible,ensomme‘penserl’impensable᾿,ces‘formesdepenséeàpeuprèssans
précédent’.43Sitelleestsafonction,ilestunautrerapport,celuidurapportde
lathéorieetdelapratiquepolitique.C’estlàquesetrouvelacomplexitédes
choses.Lapratiquepolitiquefaitappelàdesélémentsdethéoriepolitique,on
lesait.Mieux,elle ‘seule[…]fixe lamodalitédurapportauxélémentsde la
théoriepolitique’.44

Onneselaisserapourtantpasglisserversuneapparentehomologieentre
utopieetpolitique.L’utopieestuneconstructionimaginaire,lapolitiqueestla
créativité et la création de nouvelles institutions, de nouvelles manières de
vivreetdeformesdepouvoir.Cettecréativitéjustifie-t-elle ‘l’insituabledela
politique’, selon la formule de François Matheron,45 comme un sans-précé-
dent,à la fois,attenduet inattendu.Commelapromesse.N’est-cepas juste-
ment cette caractéristique qui rend une théorie politique impossible, si elle
n’estquesurgissementetconcrétisationdeformessansprécédent,nonprécé-
déede‘conceptd[u]concept’?46

Ilyauraitpeut-êtreunsituable delapolitique.L.Althussernel’entrevoit-il
pasdansuneontologiedu‘vide’quitienttouteslesautrescatégories:lacontin-
gence,lasituationconcrète,lerapportdesforces,lapratiquedel’idéologieou

40 Ibid.VoiràproposdeMontesquieu,p.50.
41 Althusserreconnaîtqu’‘ilseraittropcourtd’avancerqueMachiavelestl’antiphilosophe,

l’autredelaphilosophie’(Althusser2009,p.38).
42 Althusser1972, p.12.
43 Althusser2009,p.104etpassim.
44 Althusser2009,p.54.
45 Voir Althusser2009,p.192.
46 Matheron,dans Althusser2009,p.202.
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la‘ruse’del’histoire?Levideseraitainsil’espacepossibledelapolitique,desa
miseenœuvrecommel’acteinattenduquipourraitréaliserl’utopie.Enva-t-il
demêmepourlephilosophique?DansLénine et la philosophie,encoreunefois,
ilmetdéjàenchantiersathéoriedelaphilosophie: ‘Toutcequitoucheàla
politiquepeutêtremortelàlaphilosophie,carelleenvit’.47

Maisavecletextemachiavélien,ilvoitunetoutautrearticulationentrele
politiqueetlephilosophique.Le‘vide’48semblelesconcernertouslesdeux.Il
constituel’étrangenœudoùilssecroisentetsedéterminent,car‘ausenslarge
toutephilosophieestdoncpolitique oupratique:“Ethique”’.49Là,onestloinde
laprétenduemenacedemortdelapolitiquesurlaphilosophie.Pourtantleur
rapportestàtelpointproblématiquequeplusieurstropismessontàenregis-
trer.Levideestespaceàremplirdecontenusetdechangementsconcrets,et
nonpasespaceàcréerpourfairejustementplaceaunouveau,i.e. lestransfor-
mationshistoriques.C’estpourquoi,toutcomptefait,s’agissantduchampdu
politiquemaisaussiceluiduphilosophique,l’‘aléatoire’ouplutôtle‘videaléa-
toire’50luipermet,toutenévitantunmatérialismedéterministeréducteur,de
recouriràl’idéed’‘écart’.

C’estàcroirequ’ilentrevoitundestincommunentrelepolitiqueetlephilo-
sophiquequescellelemomentuniquedeleursurgissementrespectif.Ilrap-
pelleavecforceleproblèmeducommencementde/dans laphilosophie:

Àlaquestion,quin’acessédehanteretnevacesserdehanterlaphiloso-
phie:parquoifaut-ilcommencer?,Machiavelrépond,endehorsdetoute
philosophie,maispardesthèsesquinesontpassanséchophilosophique:
il faut commencer par le commencement,51 décidément non par le
‘néant’,maisparlevide,52conditiondepossibilitédu‘devenirnouveau,
ducommencement’,53

47 Althusser1972,p.12.Voirl’idéedelaphilosophieetsonrefoulé, lapolitique(Althusser
1972, p.16);‘laphilosophieseraitlapolitiquecontinuéed’unecertainemanière’(Althusser
1972, p.42).

48 Legendre2001,p. 103écritque ‘L’esthétiquenousenseigneencorececi: lavéritéestun
lieu,parhypothèselelieuvideoùiln’yarien,sicen’estdestextes’.

49 CitéparMatheron,dans Althusser2009, p.25.N.B.:S’agissantdel’intérêtpourlerapport
universel/concretetobjectif,l’allusionpourraitconcerneraussiMontesquieu.L’objectivité
decetordreenfaitun‘discours“sanssujet”commetoutdiscoursscientifique,sanssujet,
sansdestinataire’(voir Althusser2009, p.51).

50 Althusser2009,p.142.
51 Althusser2009, p.125.
52 Ibid.
53 Althusser2009,p.133.
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comme‘aventure’,i.e.commeévénementimprévu,extraordinaire,surprenant,
comme‘aveniraléatoire’.54Celanerappelle-t-ilpasletempsdela‘solitudedu
commencement’,55la‘solitudeduréformateur’?56

AinsiL.Althusserpourrait-ilenvisagercequ’ilappellelenécessaireimpos-
siblequigîtouéchappedansledécalage,cetécartquin’estpasceluientreun
contenupolitiqueetun idéal illusoire,maiscelui ‘entreunetâchepolitique
nécessaire,etsesconditionsderéalisationàlafoispossiblesetpensables,mais
enmêmetemps impossibles et impensables,caraléatoires’.57D’oùl’impératif
de‘penseràlalimitedupossiblepourpenserleréel’,58etnonpasdepenserle
virtuel,penserle‘purpossible-impossiblealéatoire’.59

Lenécessaireimpossible-possibles’origineparadoxalementdansl’insaisis-
sable vide. Le vide est l’absolu commencement, l’inaugural. Mais si l’impos-
sible est déjà inaugural commencement, il n’est plus impossible; il est le
possiblenécessaire,lenouveau.AussibiendanslePrince quedanslesDiscours,60

54 Althusser2009,p.56.
55 Althusser2009,p.125.Pourtantlesphilosophesontdesavisdifférents.DeleuzeetGuettari

1991, p.21,pensentqu’‘iln’yapasdeconceptàuneseulecomposante:mêmelepremier
concept,celuiparlequelunephilosophie“commence”,aplusieurscomposantes,puisqu’il
n’est pas évident que la philosophie doive avoir un commencement, et que, si elle en
détermineun,elledoityjoindreunpointdevueouuneraison.Descartes,Hegel,Feuer-
bach non seulement ne commencement pas par le même concept, mais n’ont pas le
même concept de commencement’. Tandis que Nietzsche 2008, p. 27 (Crépuscule des 
Idoles§4)poseque‘Toutcequiestdepremierordredoitêtrecausa sui.[…]C’estl’ultime,
leplusmince,leplusvide,qu’onplaceàl’origine,commecauseensoi,commeens realis-
simum’.

56 Althusser2009,p.120etseq.
57 Althusser2009,p.104.
58 Althusser2009, p.109.
59 Althusser2009,p.67.Ilseraitintéressantderapprochercettethèseavecl’argumentDomi-

nateurdeDiodoreChronosrapportéparÉpictète(‘Toutepropositionvraieconcernantle
passéestnécessaire.L’impossiblenesuitpaslogiquementdupossible.Estpossiblecequi
n’estpasactuellementvraietneleserapas’),E.Zellerproposecetteinterprétation: ‘Si
quelquechoseétaitpossiblequin’estninesera,unimpossiblerésulteraitd’unpossible.
Orunimpossiblenepeutrésulterd’unpossible.Doncrienn’estpossiblequin’estnine
sera’(voirVuillemin,1984,pp.15–6).Jankélévitch2008,p.107,donnequelquesindications
àproposd’unefiguredeceparadoxe:‘Ledevenirpossibilisel’impossiblecoexistenceen
desserrantlasymbiosedesincompossibles:ilestdoncunmodusvivendiavecletragique
[…]L’impossible-nécessaire’.

60 Althussermontreque‘lesDiscoursneparlentpasd’autrechosequelePrince:ilsparlent
delamême chose,ilsaboutissentaumêmepoint,maispardescomparaisonsgénérales,
quiontpourfonctiondedéfinirl’espacethéoriquedel’objetduPrince,pourpermettre
d’ysitueravecprécisioncetobjetmême’(Althusser2009, p.123).D’oùl’idéedeleurnon-
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Machiavelcroitque‘cequisurprendleshommesparexcellence,c’estlanou-
veauté:lejamaisvu’.61VoilàcequeL.Althusserretient:

Machiaveln’estlethéoriciendelanouveautéqueparcequ’ilest[…]le
théoriciendescommencements,ducommencement:62ilestcommence-
ment,fondement‘d’unethéoriesansprécédent’,63

nouvelleparcequ’inconnue.
D’autrepart,lanouveautéestdanslaconjoncturesingulièreavectoutesses

déterminationsetdontlerecensementnesuffitpaspourlepenseur.Lacontin-
gencedesévénementsetlesdonnéesconcrètesimposentàMachiaveldepen-
ser sous la catégorie de la conjoncture pour ‘littéralement se soumettre au
problèmequeproduitetimposesoncas:leproblèmepolitiquedel’uniténa-
tionale,delaconstitutiondel’ItalieenEtatnational’.64Laconjoncturepossibi-
lise‘l’impossible-possible’ouvertparlasingularitéducas.C’estlàquesetrouve
lacomplexitédurapportdelathéorieetdelapratiquepolitique,rapportque
tenterad’approcherle‘matérialismealéatoire’65ou,d’unautremot,du‘maté-
rialismedelarencontre’.66

Poursonargumentation,Althussers’appuiesurPlaton,DescartesetSpino-
za.Ilenregistre,chezMachiavel,

1. unetypologiedesgouvernementsquirésulted’une‘opérationcarté-
siennedes“démembrementsentiers”etquiaboutitàunerevuespécula-

différence, leur unité profonde (voir Althusser 2009, p. 122). Si le Prince représente la
forme absolue du commencement, l’instauration du pouvoir absolu, la monarchie
absolue, lesDiscoursreprésententlesecondmoment, ‘celuidesformesquipermettent
l’enracinementdupouvoird’Etatdanslepeuple,parl’intermédiairedeslois,etfontde
l’EtatunEtatcapableàlafoisdedureretdes’étendre’(Althusser2009,p.122).Voirégale-
mentAlthusser2009,p.56.

61 Althusser2009, p.39.Voirégalementàproposdel’importanceduthèmedelanouveauté,
Althusser2009, pp.48et109.

62 Ibid.VoirArendt2007,p.45.Elleparle,entermesaugustiniens,de‘commencementd’un
commencement’(voirArendt2007, p.21).QuantàPlatonVI.775e,ill’évoquecomme‘le
commencementqui,lorsqu’ons’yinstalleàlafaçond’uneDivinité,estlesalutdetoutle
reste’.

63 Althusser2009,p.41.
64 Althusser2009,p.55.
65 Althusser2009, pp.55,80,88,104.
66 VoirAlthusser2001,pp.553–94. 
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tive.Cette‘méthodededivisionquifaitpenseràlaméthode
platonicienneduSophiste’,67ladiairesis.

2. Quantàl’allusionàSpinoza,ellerenvoieàlanégation:nonpasune
contradictionpureetsimplein terminus:elleconstitueplutôtune
articulation,unjeu,unedéterminationpositivedelanégation.68

3. D’oùla‘régressionthéoriqueméthodique’,69
4. etlamétaphoredudéplacement.70

Aussiconclut-ilquelemodederaisonnementdeMachiavels’appuiesurledi-
lemme71etla‘réductionthéorique’.72Ledéplacementsupposel’existencedu
vide,cevideparticulierquiestl’espacenécessaireau‘sautdanslevidethéo-
rique’,73e.g. uneanticipationou,clind’œilàHegel,la‘négationdelanégation
delanégation’.74C’estbienlaconditiond’existence‘d’uneœuvre,d’uneinno-
vationpolitique’.75C’estlanégationdéterminante:

Cettefois[…]ellecontientunécart.Ainsidevient-elleunecontre-posi-
tion positive, où le terme nouveau n’est pas déterminé par une simple
négationformelle,maisparuncontenudifférent,introduitsouslaforme
delanégation.76

C’estledevoir-êtredelapolitique77:‘voicilepointcrucialdecettethéorie,où
lapolitiqueseprésenteenpersonne:sous la forme de l’absence déterminée’.78

Cependant, l’idéededécalagepeutêtreheurtéechezMachiavelcar ilya
‘unethéoriedel’histoire’,‘une théorie générale des lois de l’histoire’,etcemalgré
la‘routenouvelle’etla‘méthodenouvelle:expérimentale’.L.Althussers’inter-
roge:‘Lathéoriegénéraledel’histoireest-ellelerésultatdescomparaisonsex-

67 Althusser2009,p.126 etseq.
68 Althusser2009,p.87.
69 Althusser2009,p.124etseq.
70 Althusser2009,p.57.
71 Althusser2009, pp.110,115.
72 Althusser2009, pp.115,142.
73 Althusser2009, p.89.
74 Althusser2009,p.90
75 Althusser2009, p.91.
76 Althusser2009, p.89.
77 VoirAlthusser2009, pp.59–60.
78 Althusser2009, p.137.
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périmentalesoules“loisdel’histoire”79sont-elles laconditiondepossibilité
descomparaisonsexpérimentales’?80

Certes,ilenvisagecettedialectiqueenparlantdethèses surl’histoireuniver-
selleplutôtquedelois.Cettethèsephilosophiqueproposequelemondeest
immuable,doncpasderévolution.Elleestconsidéréecommeunethèsed’ob-
jectivité et d’universalité. Elle fonde la possibilité des comparaisons expéri-
mentalesdescas.Mais ilestunedeuxièmethèse,ditethèse ‘dialectique’,ou
plutôt‘aléatoire’,aprèsunethèsematérialiste,quiproposequesitoutestdonc
dansunmouvementperpétuel(fortune),alorslarévolutionestpossible.Cette
thèseestditethèsematérialiste, ‘dialectique’,ouplutôt‘aléatoire’,maisd’une
‘nécessitéimprévisible’.81

Au-delàdecesdeuxthèsesa prioricontradictoires,coextensivesdesdéve-
loppementsdeMachiavel,L.Althusservoit,dans la théoriecyclique de l’his-
toire82 (théoriereprisedirectementdePolybe,dansses variantes:‘mêmecercle
infini’ouencore‘lemouvementimmobile,l’immuablemouvementdelarépé-
titiondesmêmeschangements’),83unesynthèsedesdeuxthèses.C’estainsi
qu’ilmetenévidencelathéoriepolitiquedessociétés,laquellethéoriemeten
perspectivel’originedessociétésetdesgouvernements(lehasard-laFortune).
Ils’appuiesurla‘dispersioncongénitale’auhasarddepuisDémocriteetEpi-
cure,jusqu’àRousseau(Deuxième discours)pourévidemmentrejetertouteon-
tologie anthropologique de la société et de la politique. C’est en particulier
refuserlathéoried’Aristote,84cegrandabsentdelapenséedeMachiavel,de
l’hommeanimalpolitiqueparnature.Maisc’estaussirefuser,àladifférence
d’Epicure,toutethéoriecontractuelledel’originedelasociétéetdugouverne-
ment.

Autrementdit,pourlui,etselonMachiavel,lepolitiquesemesureparrap-
port aux orientations et aux sens que dispose une philosophie de l’histoire,
selonleprincipedupensablepossible,maisaussiselonleprincipedelaren-
contre,l’‘invariantaléatoire’85pouvantaccoucherd’uncommencement:‘Ma-
chiavelaffirmeparlàcettepropositionremarquablequelesmoyenspropresà
résoudreunproblèmedoiventdéjàêtreen soi,réaliserensoi,lasolutiondece

79 Althusser2009, p.77.Voirégalementp.93.
80 Althusser2009, pp.78–9.
81 Althusser2009, p.80.
82 Althusser2009, p.81.
83 Althusser2009, p.84.Celaressortdelatypologiepolybienne,traditionelle-mêmeissue

d’Aristote,quiparlede la ‘duréede l’Etat’ (Althusser2009,p.86),etdecette ‘formede
gouvernementtoutàfaitinédite’(Althusser2009,p.87).

84 Althusser2009, p.82.
85 Althusser2009, p.104.
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problème’.86Cequ’illustrel’exempledeCésarBorgia,filsdupapeAlexandreVI,
commenouveauPrince,commencementabsolu,nécessaire.
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Chapter22

Machiavelli after Althusser

Banu Bargu

AttheendofMachiavelli and Us,LouisAlthussersalutesMachiavellias ‘the
greatestmaterialistphilosopherinhistory’.1Machiavelli,heposits,isthe‘equal
ofSpinoza,whodeclaredhim“acutissimus”,mostacute’.2Buthequicklyadds:
‘Spinozaconsideredhimacutissimusinpolitics.Hewouldappearnottohave
suspectedthatMachiavelliwasalsomostincisiveinmaterialistphilosophy’.3
Formulatedthus,whatappearsasanassertionoftheparityofimportanceof
both figures turns out to affirm Machiavelli’s indisputable, though unrecog-
nisedplaceinthehistoryofphilosophy.InpositingMachiavellionparwith
Spinoza,Althusserredefineshimasamaterialistphilosopher.Further,byevok-
ingtheinadequacyofSpinoza’sappreciationofMachiavelli(limited,asitwas,
onlytopolitics),AlthusseralsoinsinuatesthatMachiavelli isnotonly ‘most
incisiveinmaterialist philosophy’,but,ineffect,the‘mostincisive’materialist
philosopher,whoseimportancewentunsuspectedorunrecognisedor,atleast,
notfullyrecognised,bythegreatestmindsthatcameafterhim.

Thisisaclaimnottobetakenlightly,ifonlybecausethesameAlthusser,
rejectingthechargeofstructuralism,confessestobeing‘guiltyofanequally
powerful and compromising passion’ – that of being Spinozist.4 Explaining
thispassion,Althusserclarifies: ‘wemadeadetourviaSpinozainordertoim-
proveourunderstandingofMarx’sphilosophy.Tobeprecise:sinceMarx’sma-
terialismforcedustothink outthemeaningofthenecessarydetourviaHegel,
we made the detour via Spinoza in order to clarify our understanding of Marx’s 
detour via Hegel’.5 While the Spinozist road traversed a significant distance
towardunderstandingthe‘mystificationoftheHegeliandialectic’,suchasthe
telosinherentinthe‘negationofthenegation’,contributedtoatheoryofide-
ology,andhelpedconstructaconceptionof‘immanentcausality’toaccount
for the relation between the parts and the whole, Althusser nevertheless
questionedthesufficiencyof theeffort: ‘is itenoughtogetridof them[the

1 Althusser1999,p.103.
2 Ibid.
3 Ibid.
4 Althusser1976,p.132.
5 Althusser1976,p.134.
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mystificationsoftheHegeliandialectic]inordertointroducethematerialist
dialecticofMarxism,byasimpleprocessofsubtractionandinversion?Thatis
not at all sure, because, freed of these fetters, the new dialectic can revolve
endlesslyinthevoidofidealism,unlessitisrootedinnew forms,unknownto
Hegel,andwhichcanconferonitthestatusofmaterialism’.6

Iftheincessantsearchforthenewformsofthedialecticthatwouldensure
itsmaterialistcharacterpavedthepathtoMachiavelli, the journeywaspro-
pelledbyAlthusser’sadmissionthattheSpinozistroadhadfailedtoreachthe
desireddestination:thisroadwasapathburdenedbyashortcoming;namely,
theabsenceofcontradiction inSpinoza’s thought,whoseeffectwas thene-
glectofclassstruggleinideologyandacertaintheoreticism.Notafalsepath,
butadetour,orperhapsaswervethat,inretrospect,turnedouttobenecessary
butnotsufficient.RegardlessofwhetherornotAlthusser’sself-critiqueregard-
ing theultimate inadequacyof theSpinozist road in theattempt to rethink
materialism isa fairestimation, itwouldbe fair tonote that thiscritique is
neverthelessthedrivingforcethatseemstohavetakenAlthussertoMachia-
velli.7 InMachiavelli,Althusserwantstorecovertheelementsofamaterial-
ism that neither had been inflected by the Hegelian dialectic nor would be
pronetolosesightofcontradiction.Itwillberecalledthatthesamesearchhad
previously led Althusser to propose the concept of overdetermination, as a
principleoftheproperlymaterialistdialectic,whichhecontrastedwiththatof
Hegel,adialecticthatheindictednotonlyforbeinginherentlyteleologicalbut
also,andrelatedly,forhavingasimplenotionofcontradiction.8‘Thesimplic-
ityoftheHegeliancontradictionismadepossibleonlybythesimplicityofthe
internal principlethatconstitutestheessenceofanyhistoricalperiod’,Althuss-
erwrote,aprincipletowhichthewholeofasocietyisreduced.9Thecontradic-
tion is simple because simplistic and reductive: ‘the reduction of all the
elementsthatmakeuptheconcretelifeofahistoricalepoch(economic,so-
cial,politicalandlegalinstitutions,customs,ethics,art,religion,philosophy,
andevenhistoricalevents:wars,battles,defeats,andsoon)tooneprinciple
of internal unity, is itself only possible on the absolute condition of taking
thewholeconcretelifeofapeoplefortheexternalization-alienation(Entäusse-

6 Althusser1976,p.138.
7 ForanevaluationofSpinoza’sroleinAlthusser’sthought(andinthethoughtofhisclose

collaborators),seeMontag1998,pp.vii–xx,and1993,pp.51–8;Goshgarian2013,pp.89–111;
Williams2013,pp.153–63.

8 Fortheconceptofoverdetermination,seeAlthusser1969,pp.87–128.Fortheconceptofun-
derdetermination,seeAlthusser1975,pp.163–207.

9 Althusser1969,p.103.
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rung-Entfremdung)ofaninternal spiritual principle,whichcannever definitely 
be anything but the most abstract form of that epoch’s consciousness of itself: its 
religious or philosophical consciousness, that is, its own ideology’.10

According to Althusser, the simplicity of the Hegelian contradiction has
devastatingtheoreticalconsequences:notonlydoesitrenderthepeoplesin
realhistoryembodimentsofdifferentmomentsof the Idea,whose fortunes
riseandfallastheresultofanarbitrary‘play’ofdialecticsdrivenbythissimple
contradiction,but,moreimportantly,iteliminatesthepossibilityofareal‘rup-
ture’inhistoryand,therefore,‘anyradicalbeginning’.11Inthislight,itispos-
sibletosaythatitwasnotonlythesearchforaformofcontradiction,absentin
SpinozaandreductivelypresentinHegel,thatledAlthussertoMachiavelli,in
ordertoworkoutthenewformsinwhichthedialecticcanbe‘rooted’oran-
choredsothatitwouldnot ‘revolveendlesslyinthevoidofidealism’.Itwas
alsothesearchforthetheorisationofruptureandthepossibilityofanewbe-
ginning.12However,thisswervefromSpinozatoMachiavelli,whichrerouted
Althusser’spathinsearchofmaterialistphilosophyinthelate1970sandearly
1980s,andwhichleftbehindtheposthumouslypublishedmanuscript,Machi-
avelli and Us,wasatonceanadvance,astopontheway,andareturnhome–
ananabasisofsorts,consideringthatAlthusser’sencounterwithMachiavelli
datesbackto1961.13‘EversinceIhavetriedtoreadMachiavelli,tounderstand
him,Ihaveceaselesslyreturnedtohim’,Althusserwrote.14

Althusser’skeeninterest innew forms seemstohavefoundastrongreso-
nanceinMachiavelli’sthought,bothinMachiavelli’sself-proclamationsabout
theoriginalityofhisownwork,whenhedeclares in theprefaceof the Dis-
courses,‘Ihavedecidedtoenteruponanewwayasyetuntroddenbyanyone
else’,forexample,and,shouldwehesitatetotakeMachiavelliathisword,in
thediscoverieshemakesonthatpath,whichevenifithadbeentroddenby
others,didnotseemtoleadanyone,accordingtoAlthusser,tothesame‘un-
knownlandsandseas’.15ThisresonancefindsexpressioninAlthusser’sstrong
assertionthathighlightsMachiavelli’snoveltyintheformofasolitudethatre-

10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
12 Inthisline,Terrayargues:‘Machiavelliappearstohim[Althusser]tobeatheoreticianof

therevolution’(Terray1996,p.264).
13 Xenophon 2008. According to Elliott, Althusser’s ‘discovery’ of Machiavelli goes back

tothesummerof1961,andhisfirstlecturecourseonMachiavelliwasheldin1962.The
manuscriptwasfirstpublishedin1995(Elliott1999,pp.xiv,xi).

14 Althusser1997,p.14.
15 Machiavelli2003,p.97.
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mainsunperturbed,notsimplybecausehe‘wasaloneinstatinganewtruth’,16
butalso,andmoreimportantly,because,noonehasfollowedhim,evenimper-
fectly,despiteMachiavelli’sownstatementinchapter6ofthePrincethat‘men
almostalwayswalkonpathsbeatenbyothersandproceedintheiractionsby
imitation’.17Onthecontrary,Althussercontends,Machiavellihasnotbeenfol-
lowed;heremainsalonebecause ‘no one has thought in his thought’,18either
withhimormoredevastatingly,ofcourse,eversince.

ItisthisdualqualitythatAlthusserattributestoMachiavellithatIwould
liketoextrapolateandattempttosharpenfurther,asencapsulatingthespeci-
ficityofAlthusser’sinterpretationamongthevastliteraturethatMachiavelli
hasinspired:MachiavelliasatheoristofthenewandMachiavelliasanew the-
orist.Ontheonehand,Machiavelliputsforthatheoryofbeginnings,ofthe
foundationsof themodernState–anewpolitical form;ontheotherhand,
Machiavellibeginsanew ‘modeof thinking’,anewmethodof theorisation,
whichifnotinauguratesthenatleastsanctionsamaterialistphilosophy,ora
materialistpositioninphilosophy,withimportantpoliticalimplications.Be-
foreImovetotakeupthesetwoqualitiesinturn,letmeelucidatebrieflywhat
‘new’entails,sinceitisdoingmuchofthetheoreticalworkindistinguishing
Althusser’sdiscourseonMachiavelli.Althussercontends:

Novelty can only repose on the surface of things; it can only affect an
aspectofthings,andfadeswiththemomentthatinducedit.Incontrast,
thebeginningis,sotospeak,rootedintheessenceofathing,sinceitis
thebeginningofthisthing.Itaffectsallitsdeterminations,anddoesnot
fadewiththemoment,butendureswiththethingitself.Ifoneconsiders
thethingwhichbegins,andisnovelbecauseitbegins,beforeittherewas
somethingelse,butnothingofit.19

Thus,newnessquabeginningisnotasuperficialfeature,oneamongothers,
thatisboundtothefleetingtemporalmomentinwhichitarises.Itisacon-
stituentcharacteristicthattravelsintimewiththethingitmarks,imbuingit
withpermanence.WhatAlthusserthereforepositsasnew,hequicklyqualifies:
thenewisbothwhatstandsindistinctionfromtheoldandwhatrupturesfrom
it,whatstands inopposition to itby itsdifference. Inotherwords, thenew
pointstoadiachronicshiftandasynchronicopposition,onethatendureswith

16 Althusser1999,p.123.
17 Machiavelli1998,p.22.
18 Althusser1999,p.123.
19 Althusser1999,p.6.
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thethingandcontrastswiththealreadyexisting,ortheold.Thus,thenewis
notsimplywhatisnovel;itisaninauguration,anemergence(surgissement),
alreadyantagonisticallystructuredandstructuringbothwhatprecedesitret-
roactivelyanditselfasunprecedented.ThenewisJanus-faced:itisanadvent,
anarrival,whichis,atthesametime,thestartingpoint;itiswhatmarksapas-
sagebutwithoutpassing;itarisesasadeparturebutiscarriedalongaspartof
whatdepartsanddifferentiates;ithasanoriginarypositivitybutisalreadystri-
atedbyantagonism.Withtheseconnotationsinmind,Iwouldnowproposeto
turntoAlthusser’sinterpretationofMachiavelliasatheoristofthenewanda
newtheoristtoexploretheimplicationsofthisdualquality.

1 Primitive Political Accumulation

According to Althusser, Machiavelli advances a theory of founding, of the
foundationofaunifiednationalStateinItaly.Suchareadingisnotcompletely
unfamiliartoscholarsofMachiavelli,whohaveencountereditmostforcefully
inAntonioGramsci,throughwhoseprismAlthusserapproachesMachiavelli.20
AsGregoryElliottalsonotes,asimilarargumentthatpositionsMachiavellias
thetheoristofItalianunityis‘[a]nticipatedbyHegelin1802,elaboratedbyDe
Sanctisin1870,andadoptedbyGramsciinthe1930s’.21Asaresult,interpreters
havearguedthatAlthusserresumesanalreadyexistingtraditionofinterpreta-
tionofMachiavelli’sthought,withoutmuchoriginality.TimothyO’Hagan,for
example,notes:‘[I]fAlthusser’sMachiavelliissolitary,hisreadingofMachia-
velliisnot’.22Similarly,FilippoDelLucchesearguesthatAlthusser’sreadingis
‘amatterofanoftenambivalentorfragmentaryand,inmanycases,notvery
originalreading’,23whichgainsitspoweronlywhensituatedwithinthetradi-
tion of aleatory materialism. By contrast, according to Mikko Lahtinen, Alt-
husser’sinterpretationofMachiavelliisanimportantcontributionnotonlyto
Machiavellischolarshipbutalsotopoliticaltheory,whichisonlyfurtherpro-
nouncedinlightofaleatorymaterialism.24

However,whattendstogounacknowledgedinthesecommentariesisthat
theconventionalinterpretationofMachiavelliasthetheoristofthefounding

20 Gramsci1971,pp.123–205.
21 Elliott1999,p.xvii.
22 O’Hagan1988,p.466.AlsoquotedbyElliott1999,p.xvii.
23 DelLucchese2010,p.2.
24 Foranin-depthexpositionofaleatorymaterialisminlightoftheMachiavelliconnection,

seeLahtinen2009.



425MachiavelliafterAlthusser

isqualifiedsoonafteritisadoptedbyAlthusser:ontheonehand,Machiavelli
notonlytheorisesthefoundingofthenational-popularStatebutdoessoby
disclosingitsviolentandconflictualnature,i.e.,heexpoundsatheoryof‘prim-
itivepoliticalaccumulation’;25ontheotherhand,Machiavelliisalsoatheorist
ofthefunctioningandreproductionofsuchaStateoncefounded,forwhich
he articulates in broad strokes the complex relationship between force and
consentthatwillcruciallyinformGramsci’stheoryofhegemonyaswellasAl-
thusser’stheoryofideology,thoughindifferentways.26Assuch,Althusserar-
gues against the artificial polarity between the absolutist and republican
interpretationsofMachiavelli’spolitical theory, subsumingbothasdifferent
moments in the problematic that concerns the founding of a State that en-
dures.27Thisfounding,moreover,isonethatmusttakeplaceinthevoid,asit
were,inwhichfavourableconditionsareabsent.28AsAntonioNegrihascon-
vincinglystated,‘[a]fterrecuperatingthetraditionalinterpretationofMachia-
velli, Althusser, in fact turns it upside down: it is no longer the project that
counts,but,rather,theradicalismexpressedbyMachiavelli’sthoughtwhenit
clashes against the impossibility of realizing the project: the thought of the
new,therefore, intheabsenceofitsconditions’.29Thisiterationoftheargu-
menttransformsMachiavelliintoatheoristofrupture–abreakfromthepo-
liticalformsofthepast,whicharenotcommensuratetothetaskofcreating
nationalunity,aswellasabreakfromtheideologiesofthepast:Christianthe-
ology, ancient political philosophy and the Humanism of Machiavelli’s own
times.30 According to Emmanuel Terray, Althusser’s Machiavelli is ‘the first

25 Althusser1999,p.125.
26 OntherelationshipbetweenGramsciandAlthusser,seeThomas2009,pp.1–39.
27 Althusser1999,p.47,and2006,p.175.
28 Althusser1999,p.64,and2006,p.171.AccordingtoIchida,thevoidisthatofaSchmittian

decisionthatisgroundless(ex nihilo)butgroundingoftheform(seeIchida2005).How-
ever,accordingtoMorfino, ‘Althusser’s interpretationinrealityhasnothingtodowith
thisproblematic,whichisfundamentallyajuridicalone’(Morfino2013,pp.69–70).

29 Negri 1996,p.54.ForNegri (thoughnotnecessarily forAlthusser), this is toarguethat
Machiavelliisthetheoristofconstituent power(seeNegri1999,pp.37–97).Forasimilar
interpretationofthe‘newprince’asaconstituentactor,seeKalyvas2000,pp.343–76.

30 Inthisvein,HannahArendtisaccuratetosuggestthatMachiavelliis‘thespiritualfather
ofrevolution’,whererevolutionisunderstoodasboththedesire for liberationandthe
foundationofthenew.EventhoughMachiavellineverusestheconceptofrevolutionin
thissense,theideaoffoundingabodypolitic,Arendtcontends,is ‘central,ifnotpara-
mount’inhisthought(Arendt1965,pp.36,38–9).Arendtalsopositsamoreorlessdirect
lineofdescentbetweenMachiavelliandRobespierre,especiallyintermsofthecentrality
ofviolence:‘WhenRobespierrejustifiesterror,“thedespotismoflibertyagainsttyranny”,
hesoundsat timesas ifhewererepeatingalmostword forwordMachiavelli’s famous
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modern theoretician of politics. The first, in all senses of the term: from a
chronologicalpointofviewbutalsofromthepointofviewofimportanceand
historicalrole’.31

Althusser’sinterpretationisimportantinseveralrespects.First,itactsasa
correctiveagainstreadingsofMachiavellithatposithimasafigureoftransi-
tion:betweenfeudalismandcapitalism,accordingtoareductiveMarxistread-
ing, between theological politics and modern theories of sovereignty or a
politicaltheology,betweenFlorentineHumanismandtheEnlightenment.For
Althusser,MachiavelliappearsasthetheoristofthenewState-form,notasthe
antecedentofmodernsovereigntybutitspioneer,bothitsstartingpointand
alreadyitsarrival,inantagonisticrelationtothepoliticalformsthatprecedeit.
Hecomesforthnotasatransitionalfigurebetweenthemedieval,moraltradi-
tionofpoliticalthoughtandthephilosophyofnaturallaw,inwhichthebour-
geoisieastheascendingclassfounditsself-representation.Rather,hestandsas
anexception,onethatcannotbesubsumedintowhatcomesbefore,norcanbe
eradicatedbywhatcomesafter.‘Machiavelli’ssolitude’,saysAlthusser,‘layin
hishavingfreedhimselffromthefirsttraditionbeforethesecondsubmerged
everything’,32thatis,incommandingtheabilitytoarticulatetheviolentbirth
throesofthemodernStatewithoutreferencetoeitheranontologicalpredis-
positionofhumanbeingsaszôon politikòn,whichtendstonaturalisetheState,
orthebourgeoismythoftheState’snaturalandlawfulemergencefroma‘state
ofnature’,whichtendstoneutralisetheState.

AlthusserrestoresMachiavelli’soriginality,withoutlosingsightofhishisto-
ricity,bothintermsofhisinnovativeabilitytocapturehisowntemporalityin
theoryandhisabilitytodosowithoutrecoursetothephilosophicaltraditions
inheritedfromthepast;indeed,bybreakingwiththem.Hedoesso,moreover,
inawaywhosenewnessdoesnotfadeorcannotbeerasedbywhatcomesaf-
ter:inasense,Machiavelliisevenmore‘ahead’or‘advanced’thanhishistorical
successors,ashepresentsacritiqueofliberalism’serasureorneutralisationof
theviolentoriginsofthemodernStateevenbeforeliberalism.Machiavellian-
ticipatesMarxinthefieldofpolitics:whatMarx’sworkdoestothe‘ideologists
of capitalism’ (though after capitalism is already in place, after the accom-

statementsonthenecessityofviolenceforthefoundingofnewpoliticalbodiesandfor
thereformingofcorruptones’(Arendt1961,p.139).Althusserdoesnotventuresuchalink
betweenMachiavelliandRobespierre(alinkwhichisrathertenuous,inmyopinion),but
evenifitweretobedemonstrated,AlthusserwouldhardlyshareArendt’sdeepdistrust
towardthecontinentalrevolutionarytradition.

31 Terray1996,p.267(emphasisadded).ButseeLahtinen2009,pp.177,309.
32 Althusser1999,p.124.
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plishedfact),bydisclosingtheprocessofenclosuresanddispossession,orthe
‘storyofpillage,theft,exaction’thatunderwritestheirorigin-narrativewhich
consistsin‘labor,thrift,andgenerosity’,Machiavelli’sthoughtdoestothe‘ide-
ologists’ofthemodernState(andasacritiquearticulatedbeforeitbecomes
fact).33Putanotherway,Machiavelli’soriginality lies intheresistanceofhis
thought to being subsumed into the liberal-humanist ideology that rises to
dominanceafterhimevenasthephenomenonhetheorises,andwhichliberal
humanismsanctifies,i.e.,themodernState,becomestheprevalentandhege-
monicpoliticalform.Consequently,Machiavellidoesnotonlytheorisearup-
ture,heishimselftherupture:histhoughtistheadventofaneweratowhich
hecausesembarrassmentwithhisaudacitybydisclosingtherealstoryofits
founding.

2 Machiavelli, the Materialist

Butthisisonlypartofthepicture.AlthusserassertsthatMachiavellidoesnot
onlytheorisethenewinpolitics.Healsoreconfigurestheendeavoroftheorisa-
tionitself.ThisbringsmetothesecondelementofAlthusser’sinterpretation:
Machiavelliasanewtheorist,whoseuniquenessliesinhisabilitytograspthe
roleofcontingencyinhistoryandtotheorisethesingularityofeachconjunc-
ture, bringing political practise into the domain of philosophy. Being a new
theoristisalsobeingamaterialist,analysingpoliticsinamaterialistway,and
occupying a materialist position within philosophy. Althusser finds Machia-
velli tobe in thecompanyofMarx in that theywere theonly thinkerswho
‘neverentertainedany illusionsabout the“omnipotenceof ideas”, including
[their]own’.34Machiavellialsofiguresprominentlyinthetraditionofaleatory
materialismAlthusserconstructs.35Hisisa‘curiousphilosophy which is a “ma-
terialism of the encounter” thought by way of politics,andwhich,assuch,does
not takeanything forgranted’.36Thepoliticalvoid inwhich the virtù of the
princemustencounterfortunasothataStatecan‘congeal’or‘takehold’points
toastartingpointofnothingness,ofcontingentorigin,withoutanyoriginal
cause,fundamentalprinciple,ortelos.

33 Althusser1999,p.125.
34 Althusser2006,p.47.
35 Althusser2006,p.167.
36 Althusser2006,p.173.
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Machiavelli’snew‘modeofthinking’,37accordingtoAlthusser,isrevealedby
a theoretical dispositive, which ‘establishes particular relations between the
discourseandits“object”,thediscourseandits“subject”’.38Suchaformulation,
ofcourse,signalsthatweareenteringadifferentterrain,nolongerthatofhis-
toryandpoliticsassuch,butofphilosophy,orofthephilosophicalinquiryon
thestatusofMachiavelli’shistoricalandpoliticalanalysis.Thismoveisanevo-
cationofReading CapitalwhereAlthusserputsforthapractiseofreadingthat
involvesputtingintoquestiontherelationofthediscoursetoitsobject(though
nottoitssubject–Iwillreturntothis),39andthroughthisrelation,articulating
the procedures and epistemology of analysis appropriate to that object and
elaboratingitsrelationtotruth.WhatarethedistinguishingfeaturesofMa-
chiavelli’sdispositive?

First is its epistemological status. Machiavelli’s discourse is not scientific.
True,itappearsasascienceofpoliticsbecauseofMachiavelli’sexplicitdistan-
ciationfrom‘imaginedrepublics’andcommitmenttogotothe‘actualtruthof
thething’(verità effettuale della cosa).However,Althusserinsists,Machiavelli’s
thoughtescapesthesystematicityofascientificdiscourse;hisreflectionsre-
mainfragmentary,contradictory,andwithoutaunifyingfocus.Incontrastto
thedefinitionofscienceadvancedinReading Capital,wherethereisnoconsti-
tutivesubject(sciencedoesnotdependonasubject),40orwhatisatstakeis
nolongerthe‘subjectwhichsees’butafield‘thatseesitselfintheobjectsor
problemsitdefines’,41Machiavelli’sdiscourseretainsasubject,orrather,sub-
jects.At first, thesesubjectsaredoubledandantagonisticallyposited, inthe
metaphorofthemountainandtheplain,andthusthemeaningofeverything

37 Althusser1999,p.53.
38 Althusser1999,p.14.
39 AlthusserandBalibar1997,p.14.
40 Accordingly,‘[a]nyobjectorproblemsituatedontheterrainandwithinthehorizon,i.e.,

inthedefinitestructuredfieldofthetheoreticalproblematicofagiventheoreticaldisci-
pline,isvisible.Wemusttakethesewordsliterally.Thesightingisthusnolongertheact
ofanindividualsubject,endowedwiththefacultyof“vision”whichheexerciseseither
attentivelyordistractedly;thesightingistheactofitsstructuralconditions,itistherela-
tionofimmanentreflectionbetweenthefieldoftheproblematicanditsobjectsandits
problems.Visionthenlosesthereligiousprivilegesofdivinereading:Itisnomorethana
reflectionoftheimmanentnecessitythattiesanobjectorproblemtoitsconditionsof
existence,whichlieintheconditionsofitsproduction.Itisliterallynolongertheeye(the
mind’seye)ofasubjectwhichseeswhatexistsinthefielddefinedbyatheoreticalprob-
lematic:itisthisfielditselfwhichsees itselfintheobjectsorproblemsitdefines–sighting
beingmerelythenecessaryreflectionofthefieldonitsobjects’(AlthusserandBalibar
1997,p.25).

41 Ibid.
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thatMachiavellisaysdepends–onwhetheroneisofthemountainorofthe
plain.42Moreover,however,thisdualityismultipliedintoaninfinitepossibility
ofsubjectswhomaybecometheprince–undefined,unspecifiedsubjectswho
areinvitedor,better,incitedtooccupythe‘emptyplace’ofpoliticalpractise
awaitingtobefilled.43Thismultiplicityisfurthercompoundedbytheinfinite
possibilitiesoftheencounterbetweenvirtùandfortuna,whoseunspecifiable
andunpredictablequalityisinscribedinitsverydefinition.44

ButMachiavelli’sdiscoursealsodiffersfromscience,especiallyitsempiri-
cistform,becausetheconceptofthethingdoesnotdominateorsubsumeits
concretemanifestations.45AcaseisnottakenupbyMachiavelliasaparticular
instantiationoftheuniversal;rather,theexpositionofeachcasedriveswhat
fragmentsoftheuniversalwillbecalleduponinordertoshedlightonthat
case.This isastrategicappeal totheuniversal,much likethewayhistory is
selectivelyutilisedintheserviceofthepresent.AlthussermaintainsthatMa-
chiavelli’sexamplesfromthepastarenotappliedtothepresentwhentheyare
invokedforcomparisonsbut juxtaposed instead.Eachtime, it isthespecific
casethatdetermineswhatoftheuniversalandwhatofthehistoricalwillbe
marshalled,strategically,inordertoilluminateit.46Atstakeinthisillumina-
tionisnotanillustrationorademonstration,butbywayofcomparison,adis-
tanciation–inotherwords,Machiavelliholdsontoandactivelycultivatesan
irreducibletensionbetweentheconceptandtherealityitispurportedtocap-
ture.Inthislight,IwouldsubmitthatinconsideringMachiavelli’sepistemol-
ogy as an antithetical one, we should take into consideration not only the
conflictual reality that he conceptualises as the precondition of knowledge,
witharemarkablefidelitytotherealitythatisneutralisedbymanywhocame
afterhim,asEtienneBalibarhasproposed,butalsotheantagonismthatMa-
chiavellipreservesintherelationbetweentheconceptanditsreferent.47Each
conceptinMachiavelli,viewedthroughAlthusser’sanalysisofhisdispositive,
has the paradoxical effect of deferring a final definition of or statement

42 It is worth quoting the ‘Dedicatory Letter’ to The Prince as the original and much dis-
cussedsiteforthesemetaphors(thoughnottheonlysuchsite): ‘For justasthosewho
sketchlandscapesplacethemselvesdownintheplaintoconsiderthenatureofmoun-
tainsandhighplacesandtoconsiderthenatureoflowplacesplacethemselveshighatop
mountains,similarly,toknowwellthenatureofpeoplesoneneedstobeprince,andto
knowwellthenatureofprincesoneneedstobeofthepeople’(Machiavelli1998p.4).

43 Althusser1999,p.20.
44 Althusser1999,p.76,and2006,p.172.
45 ForAlthusser’scritiqueofempiricism,seeAlthusserandBalibar1997,pp.35–41.
46 Althusser1999,pp.47–8.
47 Balibar2015,p.355.
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onreality,asaconsequenceofwhichtheineradicablesingularityofrealityis
privilegedoverthegeneralityoftheconcepttowhichrealityalwaysremainsat
acertaindistance.Viewedthus,wearealreadyclosertoanewanswertothe
questionoftherelationshipbetweentheconceptandthereal,arelationship
whichhadplaguedAlthusser’s formerclaimsaboutthedistinctionbetween
scientificandnon-scientificknowledgesandcastdoubtonthescience-ideolo-
gydichotomythatundergirdedthewell-knownthesisofthe‘epistemological
break’because it remainedanunresolvedproblemofhismaterialistepiste-
mology.

Thesecondattributeofthisdispositive,and,tomymind,thekeytowhat
situates Machiavelli’s reflections in the domain of materialist knowledge, as
separatefromeitherscienceorideology,liesintheorderingofhisreflections
forAlthusser.ItwillberecalledthatAlthusserputagreatemphasisontheor-
deringofconceptsinahierarchicalstructurevisibleonlyinitseffectsasthe
materialistclaimtoobjectivity.ThisconcernalsoimbueshisreadingofMa-
chiavelli.Althusserarguesthattherelationbetweendifferentelementsinthe
sequence of Machiavelli’s apparently contradictory theses is what uniquely
constitutesMachiavelli’snew‘modeofthinking’.

AlthusserdemonstratesthatthearrangementofMachiavelli’sthesesonhis-
toryissuchthat,bywayofconsecutivecontradictions,itproceedstoproduce
conceptsthatarenotdeduciblefromthesethesesthemselves.48Letusreview
thisarrangementbrieflybyrecapitulatingAlthusser’sanalysis:first,ageneral
thesisonknowledge(theimmutabilityoftheworld)isposited,inordertoes-
tablishthepossibilityofobjectivityaswellasthegroundsofconductingcom-
parisons across space and time. However, this thesis is negated in its very
positing(andfurtherdeterminedintheprocessofnegation)bythethesisof
contingency(thecontinualmotionof theworld),whichfoundsthebasisof
variationsandvariability.Afterwards,thecontradictionbetweenthetwoispu-
tatively resolved by reference to an apparent ‘synthesis’, which adds further
determinacy:thisisthecyclicaltheoryofhistory,whichcombinestheimmu-
tabilityoftheworldwithchange,butnowaccordingtodifferentformsofgov-
ernment.Thisisthethirdthesis.Sofar,onecanonlyexpresssurpriseatthis
proto-HegelianreadingthatAlthusserhasgrafteduponMachiavelli.However,
andthisistherealmarkoftheMachiavellianprocedure,thePolybian‘synthe-
sis’ ispositedonlytobecompletelyrejectedinthefourththesis(allgovern-
mentalformsinthePolybiancyclearedefectivebecausetheyareeitherbador
transient) and by a new negation, which Althusser calls a displacement, we
arriveatsomethingcompletelynew:ashift inthedefinitionoftheobjectof

48 Althusser1999,pp.34–44.
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knowledge(fromtemporaryformsofgovernmenttoaStatethat endures).This
isanobject,Althusserremarks,whichisalsoapoliticalobjectiveandwhich
requiresapracticalsolution(escapingthePolybiancyclebyamixedgovern-
mentalformthatpromotesthelongevityandgrandeuroftheState).

Toappreciatethisoperation,letusrecallAlthusser’sexhortationinReading 
Capital: ‘Wemustcompletelyreorganizetheideawehaveofknowledge,we
mustabandonthemirrormythsof immediatevisionandreading,andcon-
ceiveknowledgeasaproduction’.49But,Althussernotes,inMarx’sCapital,this
operationremainstrappedwithinacertaincircularity:‘itisthereforeaques-
tion of producing, in the precise sense of the word, which seems to signify
makingmanifestwhatislatent,butwhichreallymeanstransforming(inorder
togiveapre-existingrawmaterialtheformofanobjectadaptedtoanend),
somethingwhichinasensealreadyexists’.50Itisworthnotinginpassinghow
thispassageonthenecessityandmethodofamaterialistepistemologyevokes
and alludes to Machiavelli’s characterisation of the ‘most excellent princes’
(Moses,Cyrus,Romulus,Theseus)inchapter6ofThe Prince,princestowhom
fortune provided ‘the matter enabling them to introduce any form they
pleased’.51

WhatAlthusserdoesnotmakeexplicitinhisanalysisofMachiavelli’sdis-
positivebutwhichwecanappreciateinlightofhisreflectionsonMarx’smate-
rialismisthis: thatthedispositive inMachiavellibreakstheepistemological
circularityinMarx’sCapital,anddoessointwoways:first,bythesequentiality
thatproducesanew conceptthatcannotbefoundeveninlatentforminthe
discoursethatpre-existsit,andsecond,byopeningthefinalstepoftheknowl-
edgeoperationto ‘contamination’bythereal–wherethetheoreticalobject
and the political objective, and therefore theoretical and political practise,
converge, preventing the closure of the movement of thought. Machiavelli’s
method,Althussercontends,isthe‘negationofthenegationofthenegation’:
incontrasttotheHegeliandialecticwherethesupersession(Aufhebung)pre-
servesthe‘truth’oftheelementsthatarenegatedinthehigher‘synthesis’,Ma-
chiavelli posits the ‘synthesis’ only to be refuted and redirects the negation
towardtheproductionofsomethingthatdidnotexistbefore–aconceptthat
canonlyariseorbeproducedbysuchsequentialitybutisultimatelyirreduc-
ible to is anteriority. But Machiavelli does not stop there; he also opens the
conceptuptothechallengeof itspracticalsingularity,withwhich italways
retainsitsantagonistictension,itsdistance.

49 AlthusserandBalibar1997,p.24.
50 AlthusserandBalibar1997,p.34.
51 Machiavelli1998,p.22.
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Theformal structureofthissequentialitythatleadstotheproductionofa
new concept is a possible new form of the materialist dialectic, a structure
withoutwhichitmight,asAlthusserfeared, ‘revolveendlesslyinthevoidof
idealism’whenseveredfromitsHegelianfeatures.52Thisstructure,asthemost
importantfeatureofthematerialistdialectic inMachiavelli’sthought, isthe
reasonwhy IdisagreewithVittorioMorfino’s interpretationofMachiavelli’s
materialismthroughareformulationofMachiavelli’stheses(incontradistinc-
tiontotheirformulationinAlthusser’saccount).53Briefly,Morfinokeepsthe
first two theses of immutability and contingency, but then introduces three
differenttheses:theprimacyoftheencounteroverform,theinterweavingof
temporalities,andthedisarticulationofhistoryandmemory.Whileeachof
thesethesesmayindeedhavetheirplaceinMachiavelli’sthought,thelackof
linearity intheirpresentationortheunderspecifiedrelationality intheiror-
deringtendstodisruptandoccludethemovementofthoughtthatproduces
thenewconcept,whichitthenopenstothechallengeofthereal.Toelaborate,
inMorfino’sformulation,neitherdowefindthatthethesisontheprimacyof
theencounter(thesis3)followsfromthethesisofcontingency(thesis2)asa
negation,norcanwespecifytherelationbetweentheensuingthesesontem-
poralityandthosethatprecededthem.Bycontrast,itistheverystructureof
this movement that characterises Althusser’s interpretation of Machiavelli’s
materialism.

Allowmetoemphasisethissequentiality,whichMorfinotendstooverlook,
withadifferentexample.ItisacuriousfactthatMachiavelli and Usconcen-
tratesalmostexclusivelyon The Prince and The Discourses and,except fora
brief reference to The Art of War, largely omits Machiavelli’s other works.54
Thereasonsforthisdecisionareunclear,especiallysincetheFlorentine Histo-
rieslendsmuchsupporttoAlthusser’sanalysisoftheoreticaldispositiveasthe
mark of Machiavelli’s new method of thinking.55 In fact, a similar series of

52 According to IchidaandMatheron, thealeatory inaleatorymaterialismsignifies ‘non-
dialectical’.Similarly,Sotirisaffirmsthispositionbypositingtheencounterandthemate-
rialistdialecticinopposing,mutuallyexclusiveterms.InlightofmyreadingofAlthusser’s
Machiavelli,Itakedistancefromtheirview.Insteadofbeingnon-oranti-dialectical,alea-
torymaterialism,itseemstome,isasearchforthereallymaterialistdialectic.SeeIchida
andMatheron2005,pp.167–78;andSotiris2008,pp.172–3.

53 Morfino2015,p.147.
54 TheArt of WarismentionedinAlthusser1999,p.5.
55 Machiavelli1988. ItmightbethattheFlorentine HistoriesislessrevealingofMachiavelli’s

overarchingprojectofthefoundationofanationalpopularstate.Atthesametime,how-
ever,itservesasafirmdemonstrationofmanyofMachiavelli’sargumentsregardingpoli-
ticsinthethickness,conflictuality,andirreduciblecontingencyofFlorence’shistory.
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theses(similarintheorderofexposition),thistimenot(only)onhistorybut
alsoonpolitics,couldbeextrapolatedfromtheFlorentine Histories:

Thesis1: Conflict/antagonismastheself-generatinganddrivingforceof
politics.56 Such that the periods without conflict are omitted from the
narrativeofFlorence’shistory.Atthesametime,thisconflictisnotsingu-
larorhomogenous,butpluralandheterogeneous–theirconstituentsare
differentactors,justasthecontentofantagonismisextremelyvariable
– hatred, jealousy, interest, revenge, inequality, even amorous passion.
Ontheonehand,thereistheconflictbetweendifferentnoblefamilies.
Ontheotherhand,thereisthestrugglebetweenclasses:thenobles,the
people(themiddleclass),theplebeians(artisansandtheworkers,and
the‘lesserpeople’).Butthisisnotexhaustive.Then,thereistheconflict
betweenfactions,sects,guilds,andindividuals.Finally,thereisthecon-
flictbetweenFlorenceandothercities,itsexternalenemies.Thesetypes
ofconflict,orwhatwemaycallcontradictions,aredynamic,interwoven,
overlapping,atodds,mutuallyreinforcing,andsoon,insomanyways,
providing a stark contrast with the contradiction of Hegel’s dialectic,
which,asAlthusserhasargued,boilsdowntoasingleprinciplethat is
supposed to account for the irreducible plurality and complexity of a
society.

Thesis2: TheunityofFlorenceasthepoliticalobjective,theperforma-
tivehorizonofFlorentinepolitics:Thecityisatonceaunityandsimulta-
neouslyaforcefieldcrisscrossedbyamultitudeofantagonismsbetween
individuals,groups,classes.ButFlorenceisalsoaperformancebecauseit
isassumedandcreated,withtheexplicitintentiontoforgeunity,through
multipleconflicts.

Sowehaveanegation–conflictwithunity.Thesis3: Libertyistheunity
oftheconflicted,contentiouscity.57Thefearofoutsideenemies,orthe
fearoflosingthelibertyofthecity,iswhatultimatelyforgesunitywith,
in,andthroughconflictsanddivisions.58ThehistoryofFlorencecanalso

56 Onthisnote,Vatterhasconvincinglyarguedthat,inMachiavelli,Althusseridentifies‘the
self-constitution of the political out of the abyssal “basis” of an irreconcilable social
antagonism’(Vatter2004par.19).

57 AccordingtoDelLucchese,‘sedition–andconflictingeneral–isattherootofliberty’
(DelLucchese2007,par.13).

58 DelLucchese2007,par.17.
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be read as the successive attempts to externalise the internal antago-
nismsuponaforeignenemyinordertoprotectthelibertyofthecityand
addtoitsgrandeur,whileforgingitsunity,especiallyaslawsandinstitu-
tionsproveinsufficientinmanagingthesameconflicts.Thus,thecontra-
dictionbetweenthefirsttwothesesisresolvedbyanapparent‘synthesis’.

Thesis4: Butthisseemingresolutionisquicklyunderminedbyaforth
thesis: theunityof thecity (read, liberty) isbecomingmoreandmore
difficult to maintain.The history of Florence is also a series of mostly
failedattemptstoforgeandmaintainunity.Thereisatragicelementin
thenarrativeoftheFlorentine Histories:despitebestefforts,thereemerges
a negative arc of corruption and decline, dispersion and dissolution,
which culminates at the end of the book in the death of Lorenzo de’
Medici.ThismomentputstheFlorentine HistoriesmuchclosertoMachi-
avelli’sotherworks:intermsnotasexplicitasinThe Prince,thoughstill
present,thebookterminateswithanarrativeinvokingthethreatofruin
thatbeckons Italy– the impossibility tomaintainFlorentine liberty in
thecurrentconjunctureandtheneedtouniteItaly,eveninlightofits
very impossibility.Atthebackground,there isonceagainthePolybian
thesis of the cyclical view of governments, against which Machiavelli
caststhefluctuatinghistoryofFlorentineconstitutions,struggles,revolu-
tions, and reconstitutions. Recall how, according to Althusser, Machia-
velli’sthesisofimmutabilitystandsintensionwiththesubsequentthesis
ofthecontingencyinhistory:theconstantirruptionofunforeseenevents
andconflicts.IfMachiavelli’ssolutiontothediscrepancybetweenthese
twothesesinTheDiscoursesismixedgovernment,astheformsuitable
forStatesthatendure(sincePolybianformsarealldefective),theFloren-
tinecasegoesevenfurtherandrevealstheprecarityofthissolution:how
itisconstantlysubjecttocontestationandremakingandhowitssecurity
isultimatelytiedtotheprojectofnationalunification.Itthereforepro-
ducesanegation,whichisatthesametimeadisplacement,oftheappar-
ent ‘synthesis’, thusarrivingatMachiavelli’snewtheoreticalobject–a
Statethatendures.

Anunexpectedresultofthisprocedure,andthisbringsmetothethirddistin-
guishingfeatureofMachiavelli’snew‘modeofthinking’,isitstemporalorien-
tation. This discourse is ultimately marked by futurity – the ‘fact to be
accomplished’ instead of the ‘accomplished fact’. In other words, instead of
pastforms,arguments,conceptsdominatingtheunderstandingofthepresent,
Machiavelli’sdiscourseisorientedtowhatistocome.Neitherasateleological



435MachiavelliafterAlthusser

movement,norasaprognosticdevice,butasadiscoursethatprecludesclo-
sureandtermination.BecauseMachiavelli’sthoughtisdrivenbypolitics,bya
politicalproblem,thesequentialityofthediscoursecannotbehalteduntilthe
solutiontothatproblemintheformofapoliticalobjectiveisformulated.But
itsformulationisnotsufficient–itmustbeenacted.Sincetheintroductionof
apoliticalobjective intothespaceoftheoryalreadyinflectsthatspace, it is
onlytherealisationofthetheoreticalsolutionintheworldofpoliticsthatcan
bringclosure.However,sincetheproblemisnotsimplythefoundingofana-
tionalpopularStatebutalsomakingitendure,theproblemisnotopentoa
finalresolution,eitherpoliticalortheoretical.Hence,theporosity,open-end-
edness,anduncanny ‘contemporaneity’ofMachiavelli.Thus,thematerialist
dialecticnecessitatesacomplexanalysisoftime(asitrequiresacomplexprin-
cipleofcontradiction).Here,despitemydisagreementwithMorfino’stheses
onthegroundsofthenecessitytoemphasisetheformalsequentialityofthe
contradictions, Iwouldconcedethe importanceofhissubstantivepointre-
gardingthepluralityoftemporalitieswithinMachiavelli’sdiscourse(histheses
4and5)–namely,thattheopennesstofuturityinMachiavelli’sdiscoursedoes
notmeanthatthepastiswipedcleaneachtimethenewemerges,irruptsasa
naturalcatastropheorrevolution,orisintroduced;onthecontrary,thetraces
ofthepastareretainedinlanguage,inmemory,sometimesonlyinname.Par-
allel tothewaythesetracesbecomethesubstratumuponwhichthenewis
erected, sowe can thinkofMachiavelli’s rupture fromthepastasnotcom-
pletelyannihilatingwhatcamebeforehimbutretainingasasubstratumaplu-
ralityoftemporalitieswhoseconjuncturecanbegenerativeofnewencounters.59

Finally,Machiavelli’stheoreticaldispositiveisalsodistinguishedbyitsim-
mensepoliticalimplications.Itunderminesanyclaimtoneutralitybyopenly
adoptingapartisanfunction,rallyingtheclaimtotruth(‘goingdirectlytothe
effectualtruthofthething’)astheveryperformanceoftruthitself.Truthisnot
an external point of view, outside the conflictual field of forces, but rather
shapedinandthroughthem,anditbecomestruetoitsnameonlybyadvocat-
ingforonesideintheconflict,bylendingitselftotheserviceofpoliticalstrug-
gleasaweaponinthatstruggle.Letusnote,then,theconceptoftruth,too,
retainsacertaindistancefromtheconflictualrealitythatitdenotesinaparti-
sanway.WhatAlthusserdesignatesasthe‘textthatisanimpassionedappeal
forthepoliticalsolutionitheralds’simplyobliteratesthepossibilityofapurely
philosophicaldiscourse,byadvocatingandindeedpractising,theperformativ-
ityof theory.60Ontheonehand,Machiavelli’s text interpellatesanagentto

59 Morfino2015,pp.161-71.
60 Althusser1999,p.23.
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occupy the empty space of political practise, rendering itself a tool of that
agent.Ontheotherhand,situatingitselfwithinthefieldofforcesthatittheo-
rises,thetextthatarguesforpoliticalpractise,andinfactstagesaninterven-
tionthatisaformofpoliticalpractise,isconstantlythreatenedbythepolitical
practisethatpenetrates,intrudes,makesincursionsinto,anddrivesthetext,
openingituptotheproliferationofitsinterpretationsandtheimpossibilityof
completelyenlistingthetexttoone’sownforces,orwhatAlthussercallsthe
difficulty‘toenrollMachiavelliin[one’s]ownranks’.61Itistheanalysisofthis
dispositive, which Althusser calls ‘thinking in the conjuncture’, but what I
would furtherqualifyas thinkingbyandthrougha distanciation (epistemo-
logical, dialectical, and political), that I think really marks the originality of
Althusser’sinterpretationofMachiavelli.

3 An Aleatory Materialist Dialectic? 

Bywayofconclusion,IwouldliketosuggestthatAlthusser’sinterestincasting
Machiavelli as a materialist philosopher cannot be considered in isolation
fromtheattempttorethinkhistoricalmaterialisminwaysthatbreakwiththe
latter’steleologicalconceptionofhistory,flirtationwiththemoralideologyof
Humanism, and reductionist renditions of determinacy. In Machiavelli, Alt-
husserfoundthecontingencyofhistory,theineradicabilityofconflict,parti-
sanshipinphilosophy,andabraveexpressionofthe‘aleatoryfoundationsof
the current world’ we take for granted.Through his analysis of Machiavelli,
Althusserputforththepossibilityofanepistemologywhichdoesnotassume
animmediateandtransparentidentitybetweentheobjectofthoughtandthe
realobjectbutonethatratherretainsthedistancebetweentheconceptand
therealandthuscontributestotheconcept’sabilitytorepresentaconflictual
socialandpolitical reality.Moreover, inMachiavelli’s theoreticaldispositive,
Althusserdiscoveredadialecticalstructure(‘negationofthenegationofthe
negation’,whichisadisplacementandtheemergenceofsomethingnew)that
could overcome the idealist dialectic of Hegel, whose idealism, Althusser
thought,wasnotonlyintheusetowhichitwasput(teleologicalUniversalHis-
tory),butalsoinscribedinitsverystructure,throughasimplisticdefinitionof
contradictionandthemechanismofsupersession(Aufhebung),whichelimi-
natedthepossibilityofarealrupture.Inthissense,Isubmit,Althusser’salea-
toryreadingofMachiavelliwashardlyhostiletodialecticalthoughtassuch,

61 Althusser1999,p.5.



437MachiavelliafterAlthusser

butrather,anefforttorethinkthematerialistdialectic,tofindthose‘new forms,
unknowntoHegel,andwhichcanconferonitthestatusofmaterialism’.62

WhenconfrontedwithaquestionregardingtherelationshipbetweenMa-
chiavelliandtheMarxisttradition,inthebeginningofhislectureon‘Machia-
velli’sSolitude’, (and ifweare to takewhatAlthusser saysaboutbeginnings
seriously,weshouldinferthatthisbeginningisnotasuperficialfeaturethat
vanishesbutonethatremainsandcontinuestodeterminethevectorofhis
reflections), Althusser qualified this relationship as ‘one of coincidence and
repetition,ratherthanoneofdirectdescent’.63 IhavetriedtoshowthatAl-
thusser’sattemptwastorecoverwhatwaslostinthisaleatoryrepetitionbya 
retreat,bygoingtothebeginnings,followingthepaththattookhimfromSpi-
nozatoMachiavelli.IfMachiavelliusedhisexamplesofantiquitytocreatea
distanciationfromhisownpresent,maywenotconsiderAlthusser’sreadingof
Machiavelliasasimilarattemptforus:recoveringMachiavelli’smemoryand
invitingustore-inhabithispositioninphilosophy?IfMachiavelli’sdiscourse
hailsthefutureconcealedinthepast,perhapsAlthusser,speakingtousfrom
thepastandfromapathlesstaken,maystillhavesomethingtosayaboutthe
future of materialist philosophy – ‘the future inherent in the past and the
present’.64
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Chapter23

Gramsci’s Machiavellian Metaphor: Restaging  
The Prince

Peter Thomas

Inearly1932,over2yearsafterbeginninghiscarceralwritingproject,Gramsci
wrotewhatweretobecomesomeofthemostfamouslinesofthePrison Note-
books.‘TheModernPrince’,heargued,

themyth-Prince,cannotbearealperson,aconcreteindividual.Itcanbe
onlyanorganism,asocialelementinwhichthebecomingconcreteofa
collective will, partially recognised and affirmed in action, has already
begun.Thisorganismisalreadygivenbyhistoricaldevelopment;itisthe
politicalparty,themodernforminwhichthepartial,collectivewillsthat
tendtobecomeuniversalandtotalaregatheredtogether.[…]TheMod-
ernPrince,asitdevelops,overturnsthewholesystemofintellectualand
moralrelations,inthatitsdevelopmentmeanspreciselythatanygiven
actisusefulorharmful,virtuousorwicked,insofarasithasasitscon-
cretepointofreferencetheModernPrinceitself,andhelpstostrengthen
ortoopposeit.Inpeople’sconsciences,thePrincetakestheplaceofthe
divinityorthecategoricalimperative,andbecomesthebasisforamod-
ernlaicismandforacompletelaicisationofallaspectsoflifeandofall
customaryrelationships.1

Itisonthebasisofcitationssuchasthisthatithasoftenbeenargued,fromthe
earlyyearsofthereceptionofthePrison Notebooksuntiltoday,thatthemeta-
phoroftheModernPrinceshouldbeunderstoodasamerelya‘codeword’for
aCommunistParty,conceivedeitherincontinuationwithasupposedly ‘Le-
ninist’,democratic-centralistconceptionoftheparty,orasa‘WesternMarxist’

1 Q 8, §21, pp. 951–3 (January–February 1932). References to Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks
[Quaderni del carcere]followtheinternationallyestablishedstandardofnotebooknumber
(Q),numberofnote(§),followedbypagereferencetotheItaliancriticaledition(Gramsci
1975).

© koninklijkebrillnv,leiden,2015 | doi10.1163/9789004287686_025
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alternativetoit,dependingupontheparticularinterpreters’predispositions.2
Sometimes the Modern Prince has been ‘deciphered’ in a more expansive
sense,asagenericdescriptionofthemodernpoliticalpartyassuch,represent-
ingadistinctivesynthesisofthenormative,motivationalandexecutivesourc-
es of the democratic ethos that underwrites modern mass societies.3 More
recently,andincreasingly,ithasbeensuggestedthattheModernPrinceshould
beunderstoodasrepresentingaparadigmaticembodimentofthenovelcon-
ceptionofpoliticalpowerasself-foundationalthatemergedinthetwentieth
century,fromWeber’stheorisationofcharismaticdominationtoitsformalisa-
tionintheSchmittiannotionoftheself-referentialdecision.4JustasMachia-
vellicalledforhisnewprincetobethe‘redeemer’ofthe‘leaderless,lawless,
crushed,despoiled,torn,overrun’Italiannation,5Gramsci’sModernPrinceis
conceived as a proletarian kairós, uniquely capable of resolving the antino-
miesofpoliticalmodernity.

The Prison Notebooks do indeed contain extensive notes on the political
partyasanecessaryprotagonistofmodernpoliticallife.Gramscidevelopsa
noveltripartitetheoryofthe‘fundamentalelements’requiredfortheexistence
ofapoliticalparty: ‘amasselement’;a ‘principalcohesiveelement’;and ‘an
intermediate element, which articulates the first [mass] element with the
second [cohesive element] and maintains contact between them, not only
physicallybutalsomorallyandintellectually’.6Hedistinguishesbetweendem-
ocratic and bureaucratic centralism, in a polemic against not only the anti-
Stalinist Bordiga’s programmism, but against the consolidating Stalinist
orthodoxyitself.7Healsoidentifiesthespecificnatureofthetypeofleadership
oftheModernPrince,whichtendstoputsitselfoutofbusiness,progressively
reducingthedistancebetweenleadersandtheled,inarelationof‘dialectical
pedagogy’. It is inthisdynamicthatwefindthedistinctivenessofGramsci’s
theoryofhegemony(thatis,ofleadership)translatedintothetermsofatheory
ofpoliticalorganisation.

SuchistherichnessofGramsci’sreflectionsonthemeofpoliticalorganisa-
tionthatthereisagreattemptationtosynthesisehisdisparatenotesontheart

2 SeeAlthusser1999,p.13:‘Gramsci’sModernPrinceistheMarxist-Leninistproletarianparty’;
HoldenandElden2005.Forasurveyofinterpretations,seeFontana1993.

3 SeeWhiteandYpi2010.
4 Forrepresentativereadingsthattendinthisdirection,seeKalyvas2000andMorfino2099,p.

99.SeeFarris2013forasuggestivediscussionofthenoveltyofWeber’sconceptionofthe
foundationsofpoliticalpower.

5 Machiavelli1961,p.81
6 Q14,§70,p.1733(February1933);seeSassoon1987,pp.150–79.
7 Q13,§36,pp.1632–5;seeCospito2011,pp.228–44.
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andscienceofpoliticsscatteredthroughoutthePrison Notebooks intoasys-
tematicpresentation.ThisispreciselywhatwasdonebyGramsci’sfirsteditors,
PlatoneandTogliatti,whentheyassembledsomeofGramsci’swritingsonMa-
chiavelliandpoliticsasthethirdvolumeinthepost-warthematiceditionof
thePrison Notebooks.8Theparticularemphasisofthisorganisationofnotes,
and perhaps even more so, its exclusions, established the coordinates for
Gramsci’searlyreceptionintheAnglophoneworldinparticular.The Modern 
Prince and Other EssayswasthetitleofthefirstpresentationofGramsci’scar-
ceralwritingsinEnglishin1957.9PlatoneandTogliatti’sselectionandorgani-
sationof thesenotesalso formedthebasis for thesectiondedicated to ‘the
ModernPrince’inSelections from the Prison Notebooks,thepublicationmore
responsiblethatanyotherfortheinternationaldiffusionofGramsci’sthought.10
ThuswascreatedtheimageofaMachiavellian‘political’Gramsci,relatedto
butdistinctfromthemanyotherimagesofGramscithathavebeenderivedby
differentdisciplinary interests:aCrocean ‘philosophical’,aDesanctian ‘liter-
ary’Gramsci,andsoforth.

Gramscihimselfseemstoproposesuchaprojectofsystematisationofhis
politicalreflections,inQ4,§10(writteninthesummerof1930),whenheproj-
ectsa‘bookwhichwouldderivefromMarxistdoctrinesanorderedsystemof
contemporary politics like The Prince. The argument would be the political
party,initsrelationswithclassesandtheState:notthepartyasasociological
category,butthepartythatseekstofoundtheState’.11Immediately,however,
he specifies that the decisive feature of Machiavelli’s The Prince, which any
modernrewritingofitmustalsoembody,isitsdramaticform.‘Itwouldthusbe
acase,notofcompilinganorganicrepertoryofpoliticalmaxims,butofwrit-
inga“dramatic”bookinacertainsense,anhistoricaldramainaction,inwhich
thepoliticalmaximswouldbepresentedasindividualisednecessityandnotas

8 Publishedin1949,thevolumewasentitledNotes on Machiavelli, Politics and the Modern 
State(Note sul Machiavelli, sulla politica e sullo stato moderno).

9 Gramsci1957.
10 Gramsci1971,pp.123–204.
11 Q4,§10,p.432.Gramscirepeatstheidentificationof‘thenotionofthe“Prince”’,‘trans-

latedintomodernpoliticallanguage’,withthepoliticalpartyinQ 5,§127,pp.661–2,writ-
teninNovember–December1930.Hisreferenceto‘certainStates’inwhichthepolitical
partyfunctionsdefactoasthe‘headofstate’indicatesthatherehehasinmindtherecent
experiencesinSovietRussia.Hefurtherspecifiesthatthetypeofstatethatsuchapoliti-
calpartyaimstofoundisnotdeterminedby‘constitutionalRight,ofatraditionaltype’,
butaccordingtoa‘systemofprinciplesthataffirmtheendoftheStateasitsownend,its
ownvanishing,thatis,there-absorptionofpoliticalsocietyincivilsociety’.
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scientificprinciples’.12Inearly1932Gramscireturnstothisthemeanddeepens
it.Ratherthanapossibletemplateforanorderedsystemofpoliticalprinciples
ordoctrines,The Princeisnowvalorisedentirelyintermsofitsdynamicstruc-
ture.Gramsciarguesthat‘thefundamentalcharacterofthePrinceisthatitis
not a systematic treatment, but a “living” book, in which ideology becomes
“myth”,thatis,fantasticandartistic“image”betweenutopiaandscholarlytrea-
tiseinwhichthedoctrinalandrationalelementispersonifiedbythe“condot-
tiere”, the “anthropomorphic” and plastic symbol of the “collective will”’.13
Machiavellididnothaverecourseto‘pedanticdisquisitionsofprinciplesand
criteriaforamethodofaction’.Instead,herepresentedtheprocessofthefor-
mationofacollectivewillintermsofthe‘qualitiesandduties’ofaconcrete
person.14

Timeandtimeagain,theformertheatrecriticandprofessionalrevolution-
ary Gramsci emphasises the dramatic form of the playwright and politician
Machiavelli’s Darstellungsweise. This in fact seems to Gramsci to have been
Machiavelli’sgreatinnovation,ofmuchgreaterimportancethantheidentifi-
cationofan‘autonomyofthepolitical’(whichwasCroce’sreadingofthehis-
torico-theoretical significance of Machiavelli, a position which Gramsci
initiallyconsidersbutultimatelyrejects, infavourofatheorynotoftheau-
tonomy of politics, but of its ‘translatability’).15 Machiavelli, according to
Gramsci,literallycreatedthemodern‘politicalmanifesto’,inthedramaticepi-
logueofThe Prince,wheretheprince,that‘concretephantasy’,mergeswiththe
peoplewhosedispersedandpulverisedlivesithasorganisedintoacollective
will.16Machiavelli’s ‘newPrince’forGramsciisnottheprophetwhohascre-
ated his own people, according to a decisionistic reading of Machiavelli’s
thoughtthathasonlygrownstrongerthroughoutthetwentiethcentury.Rath-

12 Q4,§10,p.432.
13 Q 8, §21, p. 951 (January–February 1932). Gramsci’s reference to The Prince as a ‘living’

(vivente)bookshouldbeunderstoodinstrictrelationtohisuseoftheterm‘livingphilol-
ogy’todescribetheformationofthepoliticalpartyasa‘collectiveman’.SeeQ7,§6,p.857
(November1930);Q11,§25,p.1430(July–August1932).

14 Q8,§21,p.951.
15 ForGramsci’s(alreadycritical)considerationoftheCroceanthesisofanautonomyofthe

politicalinMachiavelli,seeQ4,§4p.425(May1930);Q4,§8,pp.430–1(May1930).Q8,
§61,pp.977–8(February1932),withthenotionofpoliticalactivitylinkedtoare-elabo-
ratedconceptionofsuperstructures,marksanimportantsteptowardsGramsci’snotion
of the translatability of history-politics-philosophy, most intensely developed in Note-
book11.

16 Q13,§1,p.1556(May1932).
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er,itisthepropheticfigurecreatedbyMachiavelli’sdramaticenactmentofthe
‘qualities,characteristics,dutiesandneeds’ofthepeopleitself.17

IwouldliketosuggestthatGramsci’sMachiavellianmetaphoroftheMod-
ernPrinceneedstobeunderstoodinasimilarsense;namely,notasasystem-
atic presentation, codified in a series of directly political maxims or
organisationalproposals,whichwereorevencouldbecontainedwithinone
specialnotebook,andwhichcouldthenbepresentedasamerely‘mythical’–
in a illusory sense – euphemism for an actually existing political party (the
ItalianCommunistParty),orevenfortheconceptofthepoliticalpartyassuch.
Rather,theModernPrinceshouldbeunderstoodinthefirstinstanceasadra-
maticdevelopmentthatunfoldsthroughoutthediscourseitselfofthePrison 
Notebooks,alchemicallytransformingthedispersedandpulverisedlivesofthe
subalternsocialgroups.Inotherwords,withthedistinctivenotionoftheMod-
ern Prince,Gramscisethimselfthetask,notofrepeatingorreproducingthe
Machiavellianfigureofthe‘newPrince’,butof‘actualising’or‘restaging’Ma-
chiavelli’sstrategicgestureintheverychangedpoliticalconditionsofGrams-
ci’s own time. In so doing, Gramsci not only transforms the concept of the
political party, but also the concept of the political itself. Finally, it is in
theincessantlytraverseddistancebetweenGramsci’stwoproposals–between
theearlyproposalofatreatiseofanordereddoctrine,andlateremphasisupon
anunfoldingdramaticdevelopment–thatwecanseetheemergenceofthe
ModernPrinceasfundamentalchangeofterrainoftheresearchprojectofthe
Prison Notebooks,whichbecomesalaboratoryforexperimentationinthisnew
principleandpracticeofsocio-politicalorganisation.Inordertounderstand
thetermsandthesignificanceofthistransformation,weneedtoconsiderthe
roleofMachiavelliinGramsci’soverallproject,anditsrelationtoothercentral
elementsofit.

Gramsci’shadalonginterestinMachiavellidatingbackatleasttohisuni-
versityyears.18WhileafunctionaryoftheCominterntravelingthroughBerlin
inMay1922,heencounteredhisoldProfessorUmbertoCosmo,whourgedhim
towritethebookonMachiavellithathehadlongawaitedfromhim.19Mus-
soliniwouldsoonwritehisown‘Prelude’toThe Princein1924,aswouldLev
Kamenevadecade later,aneditorial ‘indiscretion’ laterusedagainsthimby
theStalinistprosecutionathisshowtrial.20Beforeanduponimprisonment

17 Q13,§1,p.1555.
18 AsPagginotes,MachiavelliwasnotsimplyametaphorforGramsci,orexterioranalogue,

but‘aconcretepointofreferenceforhisentirepoliticalevolution’(Paggi1969,p.834).
19 Gramsci1996,p.399.
20 Mussolini1979;Kamenev1962.
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GramscitookakeeninterestinthedebatethenunderwayinItalyandEurope
betweenliberalandFascistreturnstotheFlorentinesecretary,includingcon-
tributionsfromMosca,Ercole,Gobetti,Russo,ChabodandCroce.21Heeven
undertookadetailedsurveyofstudiesthatemergedinthewakeofthecom-
memorationsofthefourthcenturyofMachiavelli’sdeathinJune1927,ashe
laterrecalledinalettertohissister-in-lawTania.22

ItisthereforenotablethatMachiavelliisabsentfromGramsci’sfirstwork
plans,inalettertoTaniaof19March1927andatthebeginningofhisfirstnote-
bookon8February1929.23WhenMachiavellidoesappearintheearlynote-
books, in 1929–30, it is largely as an historically important figure in early
EuropeanmodernityandItalianStateformation.Thiswasnot,however,are-
newalofthereadingofMachiavelliasprecursorofnationalunificationvalo-
risedduringtheItalianRisorgimento,asanumberofGramsci’sreadershave
hastilysupposed.24Rather,Gramsciwasprimarilyreactingagainstthemachia-
vellisticaofhistimethathademergedfromthisstoryofnationalredemption
–in primis,Croce–whichpresentedtheFlorentineSecretaryasa‘classic’po-
liticaltheorist,good‘foralltimes’.25Instead,Gramsciemphasisedtheneedto
comprehendthespecificityofthepoliticalconditionsunderwhichMachia-
vellioperated,intheexceptionalcaseofastillfragmentedItalysurroundedby
theemergingabsolutistnationalmonarchiesofearlymodernEurope.26

Gramsci’s ‘contextualisation’ of Machiavelli’s thought, however, does not
leadhimtoconsignThe Princetoapreviouspoliticalconceptuality,whichthe
present could reconstruct and contemplate, but not ‘actualise’. On the con-
trary,it isonthebasisofthehistoricisationofMachiavelli’sthoughtthathe

21 ForasurveyoftheItaliandebateonMachiavelliinthe1920s,seePaggi1984,p.404etseq.
andFiorillo2007.

22 Gramsci1996,pp.132–3.
23 Gramsci1996,pp.54–7;Q1,‘Argomentiprincipali’,p.5.
24 ElementsofsuchareadingarepresentinLefort1986,whichmayhaveledAlthusseralso

tooverestimateGramsci’s indebtednesstothistraditionattimes.Althusser’semphasis
elsewhereuponMachiavelli’s‘solitude’,andparticularlythenotionof‘primitivepolitical
accumulation’,however,displaysadeeperappreciationofthenoveltyofGramsci’sposi-
tion (1999, pp. 10–11; 121). For a recent overview of interpretations of Machiavelli that
emergedfromtheRisorgimento,seeSartorello2009.ForastudyofAlthusser’sreadingof
Machiavelli,seeLahtinen2009.

25 Q1,§10,p.8(June–July1929);Q13,§13,p.1572(Spring–Summer1932).
26 SeeGramsci’slettertoTaniaof14November1927(Gramsci1996,p.133).Gramsci’sreading

in this sense shares something with Hegel’s assessment of Machiavelli’s ‘untimeliness’
in Die Verfassung Deutschlands, as Althusser discerned. See Hegel 1971, particularly
pp.553–8andAlthusser1999,p.10.
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proposestounderstanditspotentialtheoreticalsignificanceinhisownpres-
ent.Steadilybutsurely,GramscibeginstoexplorethethemeofMachiavellias
atheoreticianandevenasaphilosopher,withtentativesuggestionsregarding
hisdecisiveroleinagenealogyofthephilosophyofpraxis,inNotebook4and
5, in 1930–1.27 By the time of the beginning of Notebook 8, in late 1931 and
early1932,thisinterestbeginstosolidifyintoadistinctivelynewresearchproj-
ect,alreadyintuitedinlate1930.Machiavellifigurestwiceamongthetopicsat
beginning of Notebook 8, in the seventh and twentieth places in the list of
‘principleessays’writtenattheendof1930.Inthe‘groupingofmaterials’that
GramscicomposesinApril1932onthefollowingpage(prefiguringinpartthe
structureofsubsequentthematicspecialnotebooks),however,‘Machiavelli’is
the second topic.28 Gramsci had provided this new research project with a
name in the title of the decisive note Q 8, §21, written in January–February
1932: ‘theModernPrince’. ‘Underthistitlecanbegatheredallthoseideasof
political science thatcanbeassembled intoaworkofpolitical science that
wouldbeconceivedandorganizedalong the linesofMachiavelli’s Prince’.29
From this point forward, it will be the exploration of this qualitatively new
conceptionoftheModern Prince,ratherthanthemere‘actualisation’ofMa-
chiavelli’s ‘new Prince’, that constitutes the focus of Gramsci’s attention
throughoutNotebook8andaboveallinNotebook13,begunsoonafter(inMay
1932),andwhichopenswithtranscriptions(withsignificantmodificationsand
developments)ofthenotesfromNotebook8writtenonlyafewmonthsearli-
er.30

ItispreciselyinthissameperiodthatGramscibeginsworksonhisso–called
specialnotebooks,inwhichhetranscribes,sometimeswithsignificantamend-
ments, notes previously written in earlier notebooks, alongside new notes.
Notebook13,entitled ‘NotesonthePoliticsofMachiavelli’(writtenbetween
May1932toearly1934),seemstocomeclosesttotheplanforasystematicbook
onpoliticaltheory.Butthisre-organisationofhisresearchsoonspillsoverinto
asignificantnumberofentirelynewnotesinother,‘miscellaneous’notebooks

27 See,e.g.,Q4,§8,pp.430–1(May1930);Q5,§127,p.657(November–December1930).
28 Q8,pp.935–6.
29 Q8,§21,p.951(January–February1932).
30 Gramsci does refer to the ‘new Prince’ at least once more after the emergence of the

notionoftheModernPrinceinJanuary–February1932,inQ13,§21,p.1601(presumably
writteninSummer–Autumn1932).Thisnote,however,entitled‘Continuationofthe“New
Prince”’,isatranscription,withsignificantrevisions,oftheargumentsdevelopedinQ4,
§10,p.432inSummer1930inrelationtorecentexperiencesinSovietRussia.
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(Notebooks14,15,17).31Fromhismarginalstatusinearliernotebooks,Machia-
vellihasnowbecomeanetherthatpervadesalmostallofGramsci’snotes,ar-
guablypresenteveninhisabsence,inthemostunexpectedways,atouchstone
againstwhichsomanyofGramsci’sseeminglyunrelatedinterestswillbemea-
sured.Thus,Gramscinotonlyemphasisesinincreasinglydetailedtermsthat
Machiavelliisanalmostsingularforerunnerofthephilosophyofpraxis;32he
alsodeepenshisargumentthatMachiavellirepresentsItaly’sfirst‘precocious’
Jacobin,insofarasMachiavelli’sconcernwithapopularor‘patriotic’reformof
thearmywaslinkedtothequestionofforgingastablebasisforrelationsbe-
tweenthecountryandthecity–aJacobinism‘ofcontent’thatthusturnsout
alsotobeeffectivelya‘precocious’‘Leninism’.33Theconceptofhegemonyit-
self is rethoughtthroughthe lensesof interpretationsofThe Princeandthe
Discourses,particularlythoseofCroceandaboveallofLuigiRusso.34Noteven
Gramsci’seconomicreflectionsaresparedfromthisobsessionwiththeFloren-
tinesecretary.Thus,heposesquestions,viaTania,toPieroSraffa,withwhom
hediscussedeconomictheoryregularlythroughouthisimprisonment,about
Machiavelli’spossiblerelationshiptomercantilism.35

WhythisturntoMachiavelli,whichexceedsitsownboundaries?Atleast
tworeasonsseemtometobedecisive:thefirst,‘internal’tothedevelopment
ofthetextofthePrison Notebooksprojectandinfactdecisiveforits‘refounda-
tion’in1932;thesecond,thepoliticalcontextthatoverdeterminesGramsci’s
projectinallofitsstages.Takentogether,theyenableustoseethattheModern
Princeissomethingmorethansimplyaformofpoliticalorganisation,how-
ever novel, but is instead a proposal for a new theorisation and practice of
politics,or,touseaLeninistphrase,apolitics‘ofanothertype’.

31 CospitoandFrancioni2009,p.154providesanoverviewofthedisseminationofMachia-
vellithroughoutthe‘special’and‘miscellaneous’notebooks.

32 Q8,§237,p.1090(May1932);Q11,§52,pp.1480–1(Autumn1932).
33 Q13,§1,p.1560(May1932).ThereisastrikingparallelbetweenGramscichangingassess-

mentofbothMachiavelli(ormoreprecisely, ‘Machiavellianism’)andJacobinism,from
hisearlywritingstothePrison Notebooks,wherebyaninitiallyaggressivelynegativeread-
ingofpopularstereotypesgiveswaytoasustainedsubstantialengagementandrevalua-
tion.SeeLaPorta2009aand2009b.

34 SeeQ13,§5,p.1564(presumablyMay1932),whichcontainsimportantrevisionstoQ8,
§48,p.970(February1932).SeealsoQ10II,§41x,p.1315(August–December1932).Onthe
importanceofGramsci’sreadingofLuigiRusso’s Prolegomeni a Machiavelli(1931)forthe
emergenceofthenotionoftheModernPrince,seeFrosini2013.

35 Gramsci1996,pp.548–9(14March1932);seeQ8,§78,p.985(March1932).Foranimpor-
tantstudyofMachiavelli’sthoughtinrelationtoFlorentineeconomichistory,seeBarthas
2011.
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Ontheonehand, in termsof the ‘internal’ reasons for thisdevelopment,
Gramsci turns to Machiavelli intensively at a moment when his previous
organisingperspectiveshavereachedan impasse. Intheearlyphasesof the
Prison Notebooks,whenMachiavelliplayedapredominantlyhistoricalrather
than theoretical role, Gramsci had been primarily concerned to analyse the
emergence of the forms of bourgeois political modernity.36 This line of re-
searchisencapsulatedinhisdistinctivenotionof ‘passiverevolution’,acon-
ceptthatundergoesatleastthreephasesofexpansion:inafirstmoment,from
1930toearly1932,Gramsciusedtheconceptofpassiverevolutioninorderto
describetheformationofthemodernItalianStateintheRisorgimento,par-
ticularlytheexclusionofthepopularclassesfromautonomousandorganised
participationintheprocessofmodernisation.37Inasecondmoment,partially
contemporaneouswiththefirst,beginninginlate1930,Gramsciextendedthe
conceptinordertoanalyseothersocialformations,suchasGermany,which
seemedtohavegonethroughasimilarcontradictoryprocessof(economic)
modernisation without (political) modernisation, lacking a radical Jacobin
momentsuchashadaccompaniedtheFrenchRevolution.38Finally,inathird
moment,from1932onwards,itseemsasifGramscithoughtthatthenotionof
passiverevolutioncouldhaveainternationalandevenepochalmeaning,al-
mostasifpoliticalmodernityhasdescendedintoarationalisedandbureau-
craticWeberian ironcageofa permanent ‘organiccrisis’ thatcould onlybe
managed,butnotresolved,byadministrativedeformationsofpoliticalprac-
tice.39 By early 1933 at the latest, however, Gramsci began to argue that the
conceptofpassiverevolutionneededtobecleansedof‘everytraceoffatalism’.40
Theconceptofpassiverevolutioncouldhaveaconcretepoliticalsensenotby
positingitasapolitical ‘programme’,butonlyifit ‘assumes,orpostulatesas
necessary,avigorousantithesis’,whichautonomouslyandintransigentlysets
all its forces in motion.41 In other words, the concept of passive revolution
neededtobeconfrontedbythepotentialforaprocessofde-pacificationand
activerevolutionbyandwithintheactionofthepopularclasses.Theemer-
genceofthenotionoftheModernPrinceinearly1932isthenameofthisnew
researchprojectintothepoliticalpotentialofthesubalternclasses,adramatic
metaphorthatvividlycapturesitsnecessarilyvibrantforms.

36 SeeBurgio2002.
37 Q 1,§44,pp.40–54(February–March1930);Q 8,§25,p.957(January1932).
38 Q 4,§57,p.504(November1930).
39 Q 8,§236,pp.1088–9(April1932);Q 10I,§9,pp.1226–9(April–May1932).
40 Q 15,§17,pp.1774–5(April–May1933).
41 Q 15,§62,p.1827(June–July1933).
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AswithsomanyelementsofGramsci’scarceralresearches,theyear1932,
whichIhaveelsewheredefinedasGramsci’sveritableannus mirabilis,alsowit-
nessesasingularlyintenseandrapiddevelopmentofhisengagementwithMa-
chiavelli.42 In fact, no sooner has Gramsci nominated the new figure of the
ModernPrinceinearly1932,thanheproposes,onlyafewmonthslateratthe
beginningofSpring,asignificantprecisionregardingitsdistinctivefeatures,
andinparticular,regardingthedistinctiveMachiavelliandramaticgesturethat
GramsciproposestoinheritandtoactualisewiththeModernPrince.InJanu-
ary–February1932,withthefirstappearanceof theModernPrince,Gramsci
writesthat

Machiavelli’s Prince could be studied as a historical exemplification of
theSorelian‘myth’,thatis,ofapoliticalideologythatisnotpresentedas
acoldutopiaorasarationaliseddoctrinebutasaconcrete‘fantasy’that
worksonadispersedandpulverisedpeopletoarouseandorganize its
collectivewill.TheutopiancharacterofthePrince comesfromthefact
thatthe‘prince’didnotreallyexisthistoricallyanddidnotappearbefore
the Italian people in a historically immediate form, but was himself a
‘doctrinaire abstraction’, the symbol of the generic leader, of the ‘ideal
condottiere’.OnecanstudyhowSorelneveradvancedfromtheconcep-
tionof‘myth’totheconceptionofthepoliticalparty[…].43

Asa ‘textof transition’, thisnotedisplaysstrongcontinuitieswithGramsci’s
previouslyannounced‘translation’ofMachiavelli’sprinceintomodernpoliti-
callanguagewiththenotionofthepoliticalparty.Atthisstage,Gramscican
arguethatMachiavelli’sThe Princeisneither‘acoldutopia’or‘arationalised
doctrine’,butrather,‘aconcrete“fantasy”’;indeed,utopiaanddoctrinearear-
guedtobetwosignsofthesamecointhatdefinesthe‘concretefantasy’inits
antithesis.However,whenitcomestospecifyingthenatureofThe Princeasa
‘concrete“fantasy”’capableofarousingthecollectivewillofapulverisedpeo-
ple–thatis,preciselytheelementthatwouldmakeofitan‘historicalexempli-
fication’andthereforenon-speculativetranslationofSorel’snotionofpolitical
myth, rather than simply its equally utopian and doctrinaire forerunner –
Gramscicandonomorethaninvokethenecessityofadvancingasquicklyas
possibletotheconceptofthepoliticalparty.

42 SeeThomas2009,xix.
43 Q8,§21,p.951.
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Thissituationisfundamentallytransformedonlyafewmonthslater,when
GramscitranscribesandrevisesthisnoteatthebeginningofNotebook13in
May1932.44Herepeatsthat

TheutopiancharacterofthePrince comesfromthefactthatthe‘prince’
didnotreallyexisthistoricallyanddidnotappearbeforetheItalianpeo-
pleinahistoricallyimmediateform,butwasapuredoctrinaireabstrac-
tion,thesymboloftheleader,oftheidealcondottiere.

Now,however, seeminglystrongly influencedbyhis readingofLuigiRusso’s
Prolegomeni a Machiavelliintheinterveningmonths,45Gramsciisinaposition
tospecifytheprecisesenseinwhichThe Princeconstitutesa‘aconcrete“fan-
tasy”’,evenbeforethepoliticalpartyisproposedasapotential‘modernform’
thatcouldembodyit.Previously,GramscihaddefinedThe Princeasa‘living’
bookbecauseitanthropomorphicallyrepresentedtheprocessofformationof
acollectivewillina‘concretepersonality’,arousingpassionthroughtheuseof
‘artistic fantasy’. In Q 13, §1, however, he emphasises not the representative
powerofThe Prince’scontent,butthepowerofretrospectivereconfiguration
thatliesinitsdistinctivelydramaticform:

However,withadramaticmovementofgreateffect, themythical,pas-
sionalelementscontainedintheentirelittlevolumearedrawntogether
andbecomealive intheconclusion, inthe invocationofaprincewho
‘reallyexists’.Throughoutthebook,MachiavellidiscusseswhatthePrince
mustbelikeifheistoleadapeopletofoundanewState;theargument
isdevelopedwithrigorouslogic,withscientificdetachment.Inthecon-
clusion, Machiavelli merges with the people, becomes the people, but
notwithsome‘generic’people,butthepeoplewhomhe,Machiavelli,has
convincedbytheprecedingargument,thepeopleofwhomhebecomes
and feels himself to be the conscience and expression, with whom he
feels himself to be one (si sente medesimezza). It now seems that the

44 Significantly, Q 13, §1 begins directly by discussing the fundamental character of The 
Princeasa‘living’book,thusdispensingwiththeopeninglineofQ8,§21thathadcontin-
ued to project a ‘work of political science’ conceived and organised like Machiavelli’s
work,withthetitleofthe‘ModernPrince’.

45 Frosini2013reconstructsindetailthedecisiveimpactofGramsci’sreadingofRussoPro-
legomeni a Machiavelli(fromwhichitseemsthatGramsci’semphasisontheepilogueof
The Prince at least in part derives; see Russo 1931, p. 32) upon the development of the
notionoftheModernPrince,includingthefeaturesthatmakeitirreducibletoapurely
Soreliannotionofmyth.



451Gramsci’sMachiavellianMetaphor

entire‘logical’argumentisnothingotherthananauto-reflectionofthe
people,aninnerreasoningworkedoutinthepopularconscience,which
hasitsconclusioninanimpassioned,urgentcry.Passion,reasoningon
itself,becomesonceagain‘affect’,fever,fanaticismofaction.Thisiswhy
theepilogueofThe Princeisnotsomethingextrinsic,‘tackedon’fromthe
outside,rhetorical,buthastobeunderstoodasanecessaryelementof
thework–indeed,astheelementthatreflectsitstruelightontheentire
workandmakesitakindof‘politicalmanifesto’.

Herein lies Gramsci’s ‘little’ discovery in Machiavellian scholarship.46 The 
Princeconstitutesa‘concretefantasy’becauseMachiavelli’simpassionedad-
vocacyintheepiloguethatthetimehascomeforItaly’sredemptionfromen-
slavement,oppressionandscattering reactsbackupon theentirepreceding
argument.47Thefigureoftheprinceisrevealedasbutanauto-reflectionofthe
peopleitselfuponitsown‘qualities,characteristics,dutiesandneeds’,whichit
has until then observedonly ‘as if in a dream’, in a resonantShakespearean
phrase–ormoreprecisely,as if in a drama.Theepilogue is themomentof
peripeteiarapidlyfollowinguponanagnorisisintheaudience,inatransforma-
tion of the Aristotelian order and object of address, as the people suddenly
realisethatallalongthroughoutthebookithasonlybeenobservingitself,that
is,thedramaticstagingofits‘qualities,characteristics,dutiesandneeds’,which
itcanonlynowrecogniseasitsown.TheepilogueofThe Princethusmakesthe
bookakindof‘politicalmanifesto’becauseitperformsinitsverystructurethe
processofliberationthattheprotagonistofthebookhasbeencalleduponto
enact.ThepeopletherebydiscoverthatthePrincehasbeennomere‘utopian’
or‘doctrinaire’description,butthe‘concretefantasy’ofitsownreallyexisting
capacities,aboveall,forself-liberationandself-governance.Gramscithereby
establishesnotonlyanovelapproachtoThe Princethatwillbeprogressively
exploredthroughoutanimportantstrandofsubsequentMachiavellischolar-
shipinthetwentiethcentury,particularly inAlthusser’sreading,andwhose
suggestivenessandfecundityhavenotyetbeenexhausted.Italsodetermines
therestofhisowncarceralproject,notonlyinhisnotesonMachiavellibutin

46 ThereferenceistoGramsci’sdescriptionofhiscontributiontoDantescholarship,inhis
readingofCantoXoftheInfernoandpolemicagainstCroce’sseparationofpoetryand
structure. See Q 4, §78–§87, pp. 516–30 (May 1930); Rosengarten 1986. Just as Gramsci
focuses on the performative dimensions of Dante’s representation of Cavalcanti (‘The
structuralpassageisnotonlystructure[…]itisalsopoetry,itisanecessaryelementofthe
drama that has occurred’; Q 4, §78, pp. 516–18), so too does his reading of The Prince
emphasisethesignificanceofitsstructureforcomprehendingits‘poetry’.

47 Machiavelli1961,pp.80–1.
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theveryfundamentalconceptsofthephilosophyofpraxis,particularlyinthe
qualitativelynewconceptthatGramsciwilldevelopofthepoliticalpartyin
1932,as‘compassionality’anda‘collective-man’.48

This distinctive Machiavellian moment within the Prison Notebooks coin-
cideswith–reinforcesandisreinforcedby–averypreciseoverdetermination
bythepoliticalcontext,whoseconsistenttracesthroughoutthenotesmake
thiscontextsomethinginternaltoGramsci’sdiscourseitself:thedeepeningof
Gramsci’srepeatedcallsthroughoutthe1930sforaCostituenteofanti-fascist
forces.ThiswasnotsimplyareproposaloftheRepublicanAssemblyof1924–6,
or a suggestion of the possibility of a post-fascist Constituent Assembly, as
later occurred in the pre-constitutional phase of what became the post-war
ItalianRepublic.49Rather,inbothcarceralcolloquiaandincommunications
viaSraffatohisparty,Gramsciwasarguingforadeeperprocessofunification
oftheanti-fascistforcesalreadywithinandagainsttheFascistregime.Itwas
anargumentforthere-activationofthepoliticsoftheUnitedFront,against
themadnessofthesectarianthirdperiod,encapsulatedintheaccusationthat
socialdemocracywasmerelytheleftwingoffascism.Gramsci’spositionwas
foundeduponanactivememoryofthedecisivedebatesinwhichhehadpar-
ticipatedinMoscowin1922–3,andtheimplementationofwhichmarkedhis
owntenureasheadoftheItalianCommunistPartysoonafter.Whatcouldbe
theformsofsuchaconstituentprocessofpoliticalstruggle?

Iwouldarguethattheprojectsofthespecialandevenlatermiscellaneous
notebooks,from1932until1935whenGramscicaneffectivelynolongerwrite,
weredesigned,inpart,astheattempttoconducttherigorousreconnaissance
oftheintertwiningofthenationalandinternationalterrainsthatLeninhad
recommendedinthedebatesinthe1920s,inordertodiscovertheconditions
of and potentials for communist transformation in each national tradition.
Theseincludethe19notebooks(Notebooks10–29)thatGramscicompiles,for
themostpart, from1932onwards, includingnotebooksofbothrevisedtexts
andnewdepartures–thatis,themajorityofthe29Prison Notebooks(exclud-
ingthe4notebooksoftranslations).Theformoftheselaternotebookshave
oftenstruckeventhemostattentivereadersassignsofexhaustion,elevating
Gramsci’s normal ‘incompletions’ into a structuring principle. Indeed, at
firstglanceitseemsthattheyoftendonotspeakofpoliticalorganisationat
all, but rather cultural, socio-economic or historical themes (e.g., culture,

48 Q11,§25,p.1430(July–August1932).
49 Onthecentralityofthenotionofan‘offensive’anti-fascist ‘constituentism’,seeFrosini

2013.TheclassicaccountofGramsci’spositionsintheearly1930sisLisa1973.Themost
recenthistoricalresearchissynthesisedinVacca2012,particularlypp.153–9.
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Risorgimento,catholicaction,popularliterature,literarycriticism,journalism,
folklore,Fordism,thedevelopmentofsubalterngroups,historical linguistics
andgrammar).Takentogether,however,thesespecialnotebooksshouldbere-
gardedasconstitutinganarticulated‘cognitivemap’ofthemanydifferent‘ter-
rains’oftheModernPrince.Outofthediversityandrichnessofthethemesin
thesenotebooksGramscislowlycomposesasketch,ormanysketches,ofthe
formsofpopularpracticeandorganisationthatmightbecapableofdefeating
thepassiverevolutionofbourgeoismodernityitself.Farfromamessofbroken
pottageorfragmentsthatGramscishoredupagainsthisimpendingruin,oran
effectiveretreatfrompolitics,thespecialnotebooksneedtobeunderstoodas
aprocessofthedramaticandconcreteworkingoutofthepossibleformsofa
proletarianhegemonicapparatus.Theywere,inshort,theformsof‘staging’of
theModernPrince,itselfconceivedasa‘restaging’ofMachiavelli’scriticalges-
ture:theformsof‘concretefantasy’inwhichthesubalternclassescouldrecog-
nisethemselves,inorderfinallytorealisethesecretoftheirownconstituent
power.

Gramsci’sconceptoftheModernPrinceisthusnotamerecodewordforan
existingpoliticalparty,whetherofaCommunistorotherpersuasion;itrecon-
figurestheconceptofthepoliticalpartyitselfastheinstitutionalsummation
ofa‘concretefantasy’thatconstitutivelyexceedsanyattempttoformaliseits
expansivedynamic.NorcanthisdramaticmetaphorberestrictedtoGramsci’s
notesthatexplicitlyrefertoMachiavelli,asextensiveastheymaybe;emerging
fromadecisivelyintensedevelopmentinGramsci’sreflectionsonMachiavelli
inSpring1932, theModernPrince is immediately ‘disseminated’ throughout
thePrison Notebooks,50constitutingthedramatictechniqueandstrategiclogic
thatoverdeterminesallofGramsci’ssubsequentwritings,inbothselectionof
themeandmodeofpresentation.Notrepetition,nortranslation,stilllessimi-
tation;butarestaging,whichbordersonre-creation,ofthetermsandcondi-
tionsthataccompaniedMachiavelli’soriginalstrategicgesture,theimmanence
of a specific, passionate urgent cry to the conditions that necessarily call it
forth.ItispreciselythiselementofGramsci’sMachiavelliantechniqueofthe
dramaticenactmentofthe‘qualities,characteristics,dutiesandneeds’ofthe
peopleitselfthatmakesthePrison Notebooksalsoasortof‘politicalmanifesto’,
aconcretefantasywhose‘impassioned,urgentcry’continuestorouseustoday.

50 InapreciseDerrideansense(1981).
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