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Abstract

This thesis offers an alternative way to read Machiavelli's Discorsi. As such. it is
not a dialectical work; it does not concemn itself with undermining or refuting a given
position. Rather it introduces a new model with which to understand Machiavelli’s
writing and thought.

A popular view of Machiavelli is that which claims this author to be the founder
of modernity. Scholars such as Robert Hariman, in his excellent “Composing Modernity
in Machiavelli's Prince.” (1989), claim that he inaugerates the period of modem thinking
by inventing ontological-thetic rationality and in particular. instrumental reason. It is the
central claim of this thesis that it is more productive to consider Machiavelli to be a
Renaissance Humanist, making use of this period’s rhetorical employ of reason. This
reading takes shape by way of an analysis of Machiavelli’s notion of virru - a cognitive
and active operator that is vehicled through a calculated use of the metaphor of the body.
We see the advent of this operator in the rhetorical stategy at the heart of Discorsi [NI. In
particular, we see Machiavelli disclosing the event of a process of embodiment that is
both textual and material. With this, Machiavelli's writing becomes typically Humanist. /t
is a discourse of the body on the body. For the sake of clarity. the argument of this thesis
proceeds by laying out this modernist interpretation in Chapter One and then in Chapter
Two, by considering the literal, material, rhetorical and philosophical dimensions of
Discorsi NI, present a Renaissance reading of Machiavelii.

This thesis embraces a methodology, presented in the introduction as well as in
the case-study of Hariman’s article, that is decidely rhetorical. It examines the space of
discourse. While some readers may object to this choice, claiming that such a
methodology is not philosophical, investigating Machiavelli in such does indeed draw
philosophical import. It sheds light on the issues of truth, reason and art in a seemingly
“non-philosophical” text. Furthermore, it opens new avenues of research in regards to this
kind of thinking.
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Rhetoric and Embodiment in Machiavelli’s Discorsi I\

General Introduction

“Listen rather. my brothers. to the voice of the healthy
body: this is a purer voice and a more honest one.

Purer and more honest of speech is the healthy body.
perfect and square-built: and it speaks of the meaning

of the earth.”

~Of The Afterworldsmen™ from

Nietzsche's Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Nietzsche. 1969. p.61)

“But the awakened. the enlightened man says: [ am body
entirely. and nothing beside: and soul is only a word for
something in the body. The body is a great intelligence.
a multiplicity with one sense. a war and a peace. a herd
and a herdsman.™

~Of The Despisers of The Body™ from

Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Ibid.. p.61)

Part ITI Prop. II “For no one has thus far determined the power of the body. that is. no one
has vet been taught by experience what the body can do merely by the laws of nature. in so
far as nature is considered merely as corporeal and what it cannot do save. when
determined by the mind.” from Spinoza’s Ethics (Spinoza. 1985. p.87)

Within the volumous writings that constitute Niccolo Machiavelli’s corpus. we
see a variety of modes of expression. We see correspondence. dispatches. diplomatic
analysis and recommendations, theoretical treatises, plays. poems. confessions. compiled
histories. pamphlets and studies of military matters. While indeed vehicling Machiavelli’s
thought, this whole host of works does so in a plurality of manners: differing in style.
purpose, methodology and texture. A common feature of this writing, we contemporary
readers tend to notice, is its “literary character”. And this reading experience is quite
typical of the spectrum of Renaissance writings. Niccolo Machiavelli, the political
scientist, the philosopher. the man of action “par excellence™. his books read like epic

literature. From out of his works, whether that be The Prince or History of Florence. leaps

symbolism, hyperbole, analogy and historical, even literary reference. To what this gives
rise is not just a chorus of varying readings of any one of his books but rather a
cacophony of different interpretations of Machiavelli’s thought. as a whole.

In his book, Machiavel, G. Mounin forwards five of the most influential readings
of Machiavelli (Mounin, 1958, p.147). First and indeed the most popular position



circulating after Machiavelli's death. particularly in the Northern Renaissance. held that
our thinker composed a kind of graphic political demonology. This view is still held in
contemporary times by the lay public. Here. Machiavelli is accused of providing a “start-
up” manual for despotism: in direct conflict with Christian morality and public order.

Innocent Gentillet’s 1571 text. Discours contre Machiavel. echoes this idea. In their

respective 1972 articles. Berlin and Strauss stand as two contemporary critics that make
Machiavelli an object of ethical inquiry.

According to Mounin. Machiavelli’s thought is often taken to be an exercise in
Machiavellianism itself! in other words. cynical. sly, deceptive and manipulative with
regards to its own purposes. This approach to Machiavelli was very popular in England
during the late 1500°s. particularly in literary circles. In the Elizabethan drama at this
time. there is usually a “Machiavellian™ character of some sort: world-weary and
scheming behind the scenes. Examples of this range from Shakespeare's Richard I in his
Henrv VI and Christopher Marlowe's Jew of Malta. where Machiavelli himself (!) comes
on stage as Prologue.

During the Italian Wars of Unification in the latter half of the Nineteenth century.
and making its presence known in academic studies up until the 1960s. was the belief that
Machiavelli was above all a great Italian patriot. His republicanism. his feverish love for
Rome’s golden age. his untiring quest for Italian unification and indeed. his xenophobic
zeal inspired many an [talian partisan in his\her wars against foreigners and the Pope.
Cnitics that have voiced this position are the master Machiavelli scholars Villari (1892)
and F. Gilbert (1965).

Another interpretation of which Mounin makes mention. is that which sees
Machiavelli's thought as emergent from the esoteric tradition of Renaissance philosophy.
Before the time of the specialist’s expertise, Machiavelli was held to be representative of
the Pre-Modem, “Uomo Universale™ as defined by Alberti around 1450: a veritable
Renaissance man in taste and purpose. Contemporary research in Machiavelli.
particularly over the last ten years, has been moving more and more to this position. once

deemed dated, even simplistic.



With the Nineteenth Century sees the fullest. most systematic elucidation of
Machiavelli's thinking: as vet dominant in critical circles. This interpretation came to be
out of the methodology and inspiration of the new disciplines of the Humanities, such a
political science. The central claim of this understanding of Machiavelli. is that he is the
first thinker. even founder of modemity for he is the first thinker to apply the scientific
model, characterized by the experimental methodology and predictive laws. to his object
of inquiry. This object in question being the sphere of politics.

What is important to stress here is the over-arching complexity and hence
ambiguity that accompanies Machiavelli scholarship. Each of these above readings. and it
is indeed possible that there are more. embodies a claim for a strategy of interpretation-
translation. None of these readings is de facto righr or wrong. Well argued. they can find
wide ranging support through textual evidence and other data, be it biographical or a
classification by genre. At times. critics will change their position given new findings or
even make a case for a different perspective on Machiavelli whilst using the same data as
before. Anthony Parel is one such scholar. Once a partisan of the modernist interpretation
of Machiavelli. he has since presented a reading of Machiavelli as a quintessential
Renaissance thinker.

To complicate matters further, within each of these interpretations there are
philosophical, literary and historical dimensions and considerations that have been taken
up as objects by these respective fields of research. Philosophy tends to see Machiavelli
as a scientist. in the sense of a thinker positing claims. This discipline then examines the
import of the claims which it isolates from the text in question; considering their
relationship to the Real, to the Truth. Whereas Literary Theory and History consider
Machiavelli in the wider context of the question of discourse itself. They focus on
discourse as a meeting space of forces and sense, material and communicative; and their
direct result of organizing consciousness. From out of each of these fields. a different
Machiavelli emerges. For Isaiah Berlin, the philosopher, Machiavelli presents us with a
the clash between two very different conceptions of Truth: one Pagan, one Christian. For

the political philosopher, Sami Nair, in his Machiavel et Marx: fetischisme du pouvoir et

passion_du_social (1984), our thinker is a study of the question of power in social



organization. Philippe Desan. a literary critic, makes Machiavelli a case-study in
methodology. Nancy Struever. a philosopher with a background in History and an interest
in literature, gives us an analysis of the consciousness of History in Renaissance writing.
in which our author figures prominently. And finally. historian Felix Gilbert looks at the
material context for the thought of both Machiavelli and Guicciardini.

Thus. to ask the question of how to read Machiavelli is to at once involve oneself
in a conversation that is really about choices. commitments, risk. invention and above all.
seduction. Each interpretation indeed paints a very different picture of this curious figure
of the Renaissance. The object of this present study is Machiavelli’s idea of virzu. which
is not a concept but rather a performative idea. It is a concrete exercise. the event of sense
incarnating itself through forces of attraction and seduction. It is virzs that is capabie of
producing, maintaining, even saving a city-state by giving itself as a spirit of aggression.
informed by civic values. longing for glory. As such it is reminiscent of those heroic acts
detailed by Homer or the history of republican Rome.

The critic Robert Hariman in his “Composing Modernity in Machiavelli's Prince™

(1989) has well understood this mode of discursive intelligibility engaged in action - this
expressionist, injunctive. structuring discourse which attains its truth only in mobilizing
others in the poetic splendour of its eloquence. Virru, a model inherited from the Roman
thinkers Cicero and Quintilian. inscribes itself in the body. It is thus an order wholly other
than that of the abstract and theoretical. It coincides with a logic of discourse that presents
itself as global, primordial, common. anonymous, a vehicle of sense and tradition. This
singular logic is known as rhetorical reason and it found its employ in the writing of the
Humanists of the Italian Quattrocento Renaissance. The Quattrocento. we now use this
term to cover the Italian Renaissance. is an period of thought spanning Petrarch’s glorious
coronation as poet laureate in 1350 to the death of historian-writer Francesco Guicciardini
in 1540. In particular. Quattrocento thinking is associated with Florentine Civic
Humanism, a discourse of plastic art, philology (the science of discourse), poetry,
philosophy and history that sought to restore the city-state of antiquity. This discourse
met its end at the hands of foreign armies, the Imperial soldiery under Emperor Charles

Vth, in 1527.



However. though Hariman presents a detailed study of this context and employs a
methodology cognizant and inclusive of the subtlety of this space, both polycentric and
dialogical. concerning Machiavelli. he draws an altogether different conclusion. Hariman
claims Machiavelli marks the end of the Renaissance and hence heralds the debut of
modemity. in that he invents ontologico-thetic rationality with the figure of instrumental
reason (Hariman. 1989, pp.16.23.28).

Though Hariman's claims differ from those of this paper. his presentation of the
functioning of rhetorical reason is so well executed. clear and pertinent. that [ shall make
use of the methodology used in his article. In particular. this methodology details the
rhetorical strategy exercised by Machiavelli and brings to light the question of discourse -
the grammar of thought of a particular period whose regulative rules give texts their sense
and whose tactics of seduction assure their authority. Chapter One of this thesis examines
in detail the issues and claims Hariman brings forth in his “Composing Modemity in

Machiavelli’s Prince™.

Thesis Statement

The question this paper deals with is whether Robert Hariman. given the findings
of his research, is wrong to exclude Machiavelli from the Quattrocento Humanist
rhetorical use of reason. My claim here is that he is. Significant parts of Machiavelli's
discourse belong to the Quattrocento Renaissance, in particular. the Humanist belief and
practice organized around the notion of virru. This notion is explicitly rejected by
modernity, that discourse of which Hariman claims Machiavelli is the engineer.

The argument for this claim, articulated in Chapter Two, shall revolve around a
literal analysis of parts NI of Machiavelli's masterwork the Discorsi. The findings
gathered from this analysis will be taken up and further examined from the standpoint of
the rhetorical strategy or seduction employed by our thinker. What will stand revealed is
that Machiavelli uses reason, strategically to both explore his object and appeal to his
audience. This event is best captured in the model of embodiment through which we can

understand the dynamic, plural forces at work in Discorsi Nl. The embodiment in



Discorsi VI shall disclose itself as a material and textual process vehicled through a
calculated use of the metaphor of the body. My conclusion is that Machiavelli's thought
takes shape as an anthropological. epistemological monism. Virriz. an embodied operator
with cognitive dimensions. will be a philosophical way to understand the event of sense in
stvle. From this writing. centered upon aesthetics, come implications for a notion of truth.
rationality and value that are wholly absent from and at odds with the discourse of
modernity.

The methodology of the present study revolves around the model of rhetorical
reading defined in “Composing Modernity in Machiavelli's Prince™. The workings of this
model will be made complete by an appeal to the insights and ideas on Machiavelli by the
scholars. Arendt. Ball. Kahn. Price. Raimondi and Wood. The lexicon of the following
theoretical model, based upon Hariman's paper. displays a set of categories which are
clearly loaded by anthropology: action. energy, vitality. instinct. force, animality and
glory. The syntax includes: interpellation. vengeance, urgency. and consensus. This
syntax facilitates an understanding of the model of embodiment operating in Discorsi
M\I: a model whereby a materialist view of language and interpellation directly give rise
to a codified agent. The methodology is rounded off by its linguistic import. It shall
include an analysis of the original Italian terminology. the form statements take and the
relationship between normative and imperative senses of propositions. Over all. what this
methodology will enable us to appreciate is the real difference between the monism at
work in the discourse of the Quattrocento Renaissance and the dualism inherent in the
discourse of modemity. [ will consider that my text has satisfied the conditions for proof
of my claims. if it has has succeeded in demonstrating the presence of these categories in
Machiavelli's text; pulling out their epistemological implications for the Discorsi and
Machiavelli's thought as a whole; analyzing the anthropological dimensions to virtu: and
demonstrating the presence, in Machiavelli’s writing, of a contextualized, de-ontological
rationality - a rationality with aesthetic import.

The conclusion reached by this thesis is that. by examining his doctrine of virru,

we see that Machiavelli's discourse is that of a Renaissance thinker.



Chapter One

The Modernist Interpretation of Machiavelli and Hariman’s Thesis

1. Modernity as an Alleged Character of Machiavelli’s Thought and Theorv

Insights and tabulations of the regulating rules of modemity are seen in the works
of thinkers such as Weber, Husserl, and Foucault. Given our purposes. Husserl's
examination of modemity in Parts One and Two of the Crisis of European Sciences. will
be most helpful. Husserl describes this thinking in the following way.

Philosophy in its ancient origins wanted to be “science”. universal knowledge of the
universe of what is: it wanted to be not vague and relative evervday knowledge... but
rational knowledge... But the true idea of rationality. and in connection with that the true
idea of universal science. was not vet attained in ancient philosophy - such was the
conviction of the founders of the modern age. The new ideal was possible only according
to the mode!l of the newly formed mathematics and natural science. It proved its possibility
in the inspiring pace of its realization... The worid is in itseif a rational systematic unity -
this is thought to be a matter of apodictic insight - in which each and every singular detail
must be rationally determined. Its systematic form (the universal structure of its essence)
can be attained. is indeed known and ready for us in advance. at least insofar as it is purely
mathematical. Only its particularity remains to be determined: and unfortunately this is
possible only through induction...

Husserl tells us that modemity takes its inspiration from the success of modem
mathematics and geometry. By utilizing their methodology and co-opting their ends. it
was able to partake in their results, so desirable as they bore the character of absolute
certainty. With this, modem thinking became a veritable science - lifted away from all
empirical conditions of contigency and particularity to the universal, the necessary.
Modern rationality is now initiated into a pure, immutable, timeless realm.

...This is the path - infinite, to be sure - to omniscience. Thus one lives in the happy
centainty of a path leading forth from the near to the distant. from the more or less known
into the unknown. as an infallible method of broadening knowledge. through which truly
all of the totality of what is will be known as it is “in-itself” - in an infinite progression. To
this always belongs another progression: that of approximating what is given sensibly and
intuitively in the surrounding life-world to the mathematically ideal. ie.. the perfecting of
the always merely approximate “subsumptions™ of empirical data under the ideal concepts
pertaining to them. This involves the development of a methodology. the refinement of
measurements. the growing efficiency of instruments. etc...



We see here the dualism inherent in this kind of thinking. Scientists. though articulating
an icy world of equations. nevertheless conduct their experiments and draw up their laws
in a concrete world of the singular. How can such a radical chasm be bridged? Modemity
solves this puzzle by discounting or erasing the empirical world by bringing it under the
sterile. empty import of the concept. Once circumscribed into these parameters. this world
is resurrected: but transformed. It becomes statistical data of use only to the predictive

enterprises of science.

Along with his growing. more and more perfect cognitive power over the universe. man
also gains an ever more perfect mastery over his practical surrounding world. one which
expands in an unending progression. This also involves a mastery over mankind as
belonging to the real surrounding world ie.. mastery over himself and his fellow man. an
every greater power over his fate. and thus an ever fuller ~“happiness™ - “happiness™ as
rationally conceivable for man. For he can also know what is true in itself about values and
goods. All this lies within the horizon of this rationalism as its obvious consequence for
man. Man is thus truly an image of God. (Husserl. 1954. pp.65-6)

In this passage. Husserl shows the extent to which the world is baptized in the objectivity
of modem thinking. Reason now instrumentally calculates the data of our socio-cultural
living. Our goals and values thus become redefined in league with the ends of science and
technology: our existential lives are now part of the scientific project which aims to
explain and control everything.

In the monology of modemity, there operates two conceptions of reason.
Metaphysical reason answers the question of “why?”. This shape of reason is best seen in
Cartesian Science; offering the possibility of a science of Being. This theoretical view of
the world opens up a realm of pure necessity. immutable laws. essential natures and
objective entities. On the other hand we see instrumental reason. Of this Husserl says:

Like arithmetic itself. in technically developing its methodology it is drawn into process
of transformation. through which it becomes a sort of technique: that is. it becomes a mere
art of achieving. through a calculating technique according to technical rules. results the
genuine sense of whose truth can be attained only by concretely intuitive thinking actually
directed at the subject matter itself. (Husserl. 1954. p.46)

This form of reason answers the question of “how?”" and is best seen in the technological
strategies of the industrial revolution or better. our contemporary “information™ epoch.
Through its operations it provides the neutral calculations of means as related to an end

without posing any judgment on the quality or desirability of such an end. With its sole



concern being efficiency. particularly the optimization of its procedures. it is isolated
from all questions of value. Instrumental reason yields only techniques and technologies.

Instrumental reason is best characterized in reference to the analytic method at
work in every laboratory. where there is a call for objectivity, distance. and anonymity.
Conceming its object. the whole process of treatment is fragmented. The end. to which all
effort is aimed. is cut out and suspended. The scientists or “experts™ then proceed by
examining. in isolation. each part of the process in question. With the reduction of
quantity comes the desired cumulative. transferable and repeatable results. There is then
the imperative to simplify and correct this process through experimentation under
controlled repeatable conditions. Says Husserl:

In the progression there is growing perfection. and for all of natural science taken as a

totality this means that it comes more and more to itself. to its “ultimate™ true being. that it
gives us a better and better “representation™ of what “true nature™ is. (Husserl. 1954. p.42)

While they indeed perform separate tasks, these two shapes of reason share the
intimate bond of being currents in a greater rationality, that rationality characterizing
modemity itself - ontologico-thetic reason. Ontologico-thetic reason stands as that reason
that claims to grasp its objects. scientifically. as they are in and of themselves.

Ultimately, this reason traces a system of discursive rules best captured in the
metaphor of “the machine”. In modemity, knowledge of a universal and necessary
character appears as the understanding of the dynamics of causal events in league with the
idea that the same cause produces the same effect. regardless of circumstantial factors.

Scientific knowing then comes down to the procedure of isolating the means and
controlling the relevant conditions so that an exact, predictable, reproducible result is
produced. In short. it is a procedure of prediction. It is, in the words of Husserl. ultimately
a form of applied geometry™:

... coming into contact with the art of measuring and then guiding it. mathematics -
thereby descending again from the world of idealities to the empirically intuited world -
showed that one can universally obtain objectively true knowledge of a completely new
sort about the things of the intuitively actual world. in respect to that aspect of them
(which all things necessarily share) which alone interests the mathematics of shapes. ie.. a
[type of] knowledge related in an approximating fashion to its own idealities. All the
things of the empirically intuitable world have. in accord with the world-style. a bodily
character are res extensae, are experienced in changeable collocations which. taken as a
whole. have their total collocation; in these. particular bodies have their relative positions.



etc. By means of pure mathematics and the practical art of measuring. one can produce. for
evervthing in the world of the bodies which is extended in this way. a completely new kind
of inductive prediction: namely. one can “calculate™ with compelling necessity. on the
basis of given and measured events involving shapes. events which are unknown and were
accessible to direct measurement. (Husserl. 1954. pp.32-3)

To such a determinism. a correspondence theory of truth accrues. Modem thinking
follows a binary logic of the “True™ and the “False™. A phenomenon is either such a way
or it is not. This has drastic consequences for the notion of authority in this discursive
space. Moderns assume a position of personal authority before speaking on a given
matter. They speak with absolute authority on an issue and. if a degree of uncertainty is
introduced. compromising the global scope of their knowledge. they opt to remain silent.
In Descartes’ Discourse on Method, for example. we see the telling words. “Indubitable
Certainty™.

This novel approach to authority is best seen in the particular sense of the
grammatical use of “I" in Descartes” Meditations. “I" is now not simply a pronoun but
comes to stand for the mark of Subjectivity - of an auto-foundational, seif-appointed
epistemological subject who constructs its objects according to a conceptual system. No
longer is there a trace of existential, empirical individuality. It is a central facet of
modemity for the individual to know what he or she means, better, who they are when
they say “I”. Through the transparency of introspection, an individual is acquainted with
the functioning of the apparatus of consciousness. with all its representations and. more
importantly. through this, with a pure, abstract. self-identical rationality. In saying “I" an
individual is aware of the contents of his\her consciousness and hence, qua scientific
knower, feels the imperative to rid his\herself of all error. At once, “I" yields the
ambivalence of the modem scientific project: that of the personal quest for an impersonal
Truth. Discursive activity is now a communication via logical code. Gone is the
intertextuality and concrete intersubjectivity of earlier thinking.

Modem thinking equates Being with knowing. It is a system of discursive rules
that gives itself as objective, neutral. linear, efficient, culminative, uniform, democratic

by design and pedagogical by aim. It is strictly univocal and manifests itself in its various



disciplines. by a compulsion to control. We can say that behind the clarity and
detachment lurks the power of modern engineering.
From a rationality such as this ultimately derives a radical. irreconcilable dualism.

As Husserl states:

[n general we must realize that the conception of the new idea of “nature™ as an
encapsulated. really and theoretically self-enclosed world of bodies soon brings about a
complete transformation of the idea of the world in general. The world splits. so to speak.
into two worlds: nature and the psychic world. although the latter. because of the way in
which it is related to nature. does not achieve the status of an independent world. (Husserl.
1954. p.60)

Standing outside and against a sterile. self-identical scientific cognition is a world now
unknown in its particularity. its rich exoticism - the body. nature. culture and history.
Emasculated by the quantifying activity of science. this otherness is now rendered mute.

foreign. hostile, brute. And above due to its “irrationality”. False.

2. The Modernist Interpretation of Machiavelli

Critics and commentators of our day make it their central claim that Machiavelli
is the founder of our modern thinking. This conclusion is drawn by way of inference. In
his works, Machiavelli seems to invent, then employ a modem, instrumental reason. This
is indeed despite the historical fact that such a rationality made its widespread debut many
centuries later. His writing is said to be punctual, calculating, specific. efficient. His
message: a call for comportment befitting a “lion and fox™ - that metaphor modemist
readers trumpet as a sure indication of our thinker’s technical. strategic spirt. In short.
Machiavelli is seen as providing a cold. calculated. precise method for the domination of
his object of inquiry. this being the political sphere. The Prince. in particular. is heralded
as being masterwork of modem technology. For those seeking power. prestige or wealth.
this tiny pamphlet is an amoral. neutral manual for getting what one wishes. providing
one follows the instructions diligently.

Machiavelli himself seems to support this reading. The connotations of his project
are competent, punctual - never global. While this may seem to contradict the values and

scope of Cartesian Metaphysics for example, it is nevertheless fitting to the pragmatism



of the instrumental reason of later centuries. And. after all. does Machiavelli not mention.

in his Preface to the Discorsi, of founding a “new continent” of knowledge?

Although owing to the envy inherent in man’s nature it has always been no less
dangerous to discover new ways and methods than to set off in search of new seas and
unknown lands because most men are much more ready to belittle than to praise another’s
actions. none the less. impelled by the natural desire [ have always had to labour.
regardless of anything. on that which I believe to be for the common benefit of all. I have
decided to enter upon a new way. as vet untrodened by anyone else. [Preface Book []
(Machiavelli. 1983. pp.97.99)

Is it not he himself. as our critics would suggest. who displays the very modemn, scientific
aspiration to secularize the realm of the political. to liberate it from questions of
“Morality”, from a relation to the Transcendent, from the idea that humanity’s end is
ultimately supematural. Is it not he who speaks of holding something as a “general rule™.
See throughout the Discorsi. his “theoretical claims™. amongst others: “Since. however.
all human affairs are ever in a state of flux and cannot stand still...” (Machiavelli. 1983,
p.123), “When I reflect that it is in this way that events pursue their course it seems to me
that the world has always been in the same condition. and that in it there has been just as
much good as there is evil...” (Machiavelli. 1983, p.266), “Furthermore. human appetites
are insatiable, for by nature we are so constituted that there is nothing we cannot long for,
but by fortune we are such that of these we can attain but few.” (Machiavelli. 1983,
p-268)

Talking in those deterministic terms so popular to early modernity, it seems to be
the ambition of this *‘proto-Hobbes™ to invert the values and priorities of the Medieval

world. such as the public\private distinction, in an effort to lay the foundations for the

new conception of state-craft. In the Preface to Book One of the Discorsi, Machiavelli
says he is providing a “medicinal cure”, through allusion to Roman civic culture, to the
political sickness of his day (Machiavelli, 1983, p.98). Pharmacological analogies figure
prominently in modern texts, for they yield a sense of method, control and technique.

For almost archetypal examples of this interpretation look to Max Lemer’s and
Anthony Parel’s respective Introductions to Machiavelli’s work. Here, Lemer remarks
that while, in his period, Humanists wrote in a prose steeped in theology and metaphysics,
Machiavelli rejected this obsolete Medievalism for a kind of realism that was, as yet.



unheard of: for a analysis of power and force. Lemer. speaking in Newtonian terms. states
that Machiavelli wanted to take the “clock™ of the world apart to grasp its functioning

and. in doing so. wrote a science of power for all time:.

It was thus that Machiavelli was in a position to become the first modemn analyst of
power. Where others looked at the figureheads. he kept his eves glued behind the scenes.
He sought the ultimate propulsion of events. He wanted to know what made things tick: he
wanted to take the clock of the world to pieces to find out how it worked. He went on
foreign missions. organized the armies of Florence. carried through successfully the long
protracted siege of Pisa. Yet always he was concerned with what these experiences could
teach him about the nature of power. (Lemer. 1950. p.xxv1)

In his earlier works. Anthony Parel speaks of Machiavelli in a similar way. Unlike
other critics. he is all too aware of the Renaissance context out of which Machiavelli
emerges. Machiavelli. says Parel. depending upon his object. employed a variety of styles
or "methods” in his writing. As a “Renaissance man™ he was well versed in the character
and application appropriate to each (Parel, 1972. p.5). For instance. Machiavelli's plays
and poems were composed to both “teach and delight™. They are at once passionate and
conventional. His diplomatic reports are exact. objective and clinical. The Prince and the
Discorsi, though republican ideology and literary reference abound, are examples. Parel
claims. of his use of the modern scientific method. In this light. for a consistent
understanding of Machiavelli’s thought as a whole, Parel demands we readers come to
see. in the works of this writer, an implicit system: “And because he is the sort of writer
he is - a poet and a playwright. a detached observer and an unsystematic political writer
who nevertheless cannot be understood correctly except in the light of the system implicit
in his theory..” (Parel, 1972, p.5). Like Galileo. Machiavelli is responsible for
secularizing and making scientific another domain of human knowledge (Parel. 1972.
p.7). While in his writing there are many an instance of particularity. plurality and
ambiguity, Parel says that, akin to an art, we must comprehend such features as the
emerging determinacy of the context of application of a general rule. In simpler words.
the instrumental task of applying, in concrete terms, a theory to a given situation. “The
application of a Machiavellian scientific rule partakes of the features of art. It has only

probabilistic, not absolute predictive power, depending on the character of the actor.



chance. and circumstances. These latter factors not so much cancel the scientific validity

of a rule of action as determine the actual context of its application.” (Parel. 1972. p.10)
3. Hariman’s Thesis: An Excellent Theoretical Model, Wrong Application

A. Introduction

Well researched, displaying tight argumentation. an attention to historical detail
and employing a relevant methodology, Robert Hariman's 1989 paper, “Composing
Modemity in Machiavelli's Prince™, stands as one of the great modem interpretations of
Machiavelli. This article serves both as the case study to which this study shall direct its
critique as well as the ground on which to posit another view on the kind of reason
employed by Machiavelli.

Hariman's central claim is that Machiavelli's The Prince marks a break in
Renaissance Discourse. By setting itself up in opposition to the tradition of rhetorical
political commentary and advice, The Prince gives itself as an explicit shedding of
Renaissance thought. Hariman states that Machiavelli is in fact the founder of modemity
in that he invents the assumption informing all modem political thinking - that power is
an autonomous material force outside and opposed to textuality and language. Indeed. it
can be said to give rise to the latter. In Hariman’s words:

Machiavelli's status as the progenitor of modem political thought has long been
uncontested and is reaffirmed frequently. Likewise. The Prince remains his most
representative text. the sure embodiment of his innovative intelligence... This essay offers
another attempt to identify Machiavelli's genius. [ argue that by setting The Prince in
opposition to the rhetorical sensibility of his genre Machiavelli invented the peculiar
assumption informing modern political consciousness that power is autonomous. material
force. (Hariman. 1989. p.3)

Thus. it is said that Machiavelli’s writing figures as the transition from an understanding
of politics as textual to the modern stance that the political text or project stands to be
realized in the world. In other words, here, the Subject imposes given plans upon the

world; plans possessing a conceptual character and engineered to yield a specific result.



B. Hariman’s Analvsis of Renaissance Rhetorical Thought

Though at times simplistic and unfair in its ignorance of other theoretical
dimensions. Hariman's characterization of Renaissance thought is a satisfactory premise
from which to begin his argumentation. Hariman says that the implicit claims of
Renaissance political writing and hence a formal feature of this discourse as a whole. is
that power is necessarily a consequence of authority: be it tradition or grammar. “The
basic implication of the formal elements of the genre was that power is the consequence
of authority. and so a social relation expected to conform to the culture’s authorities.
including not least of all its authors.™ (Hariman. 1989. p.16). Power is intelligible in this
period or holds a particular vector of sense. in that it is moved through the appropriate
channels. Social relations therefore come to be in the terms of such a matrix. Hariman's
kev claim at this point is that this is accomplished through persuasion which is. through
and through, an act of speech, and spoken language. “Power was intelligible at all
because it moved through the appropriate channels, was conducted largely by persuasion
(and the norms of persuasion such as decorum), and was at bottom a form of speech.”
(Hariman. 1989. p.16). In light of this, the socio-political world of the Renaissance is a
textual one. Hariman seems to claim, not just that this world is a reflective symbolic
universe but rather, that it places texts - books - at its center. “The [Renaissance]'
political world is textual and texts social, and so the personality of the prince can only be
found in the common association of these prior authors and authorities.”(Hariman. 1989.
p.20). These texts, whether they discuss the relationship between Prince and counselor. or
lay down the principles for persuading proper ethical conduct. constitute a tradition of
political commentary that has for its effect the institution of the idea that power is created.

restrained, and directed through language.

! brackets mine.



C. Hariman's Claim: Machiavelli is The Founder of Modernity

Emerging from this tradition and then wholly undermining it. claims Hariman. is
Machiavelli. To the “idealistic” and normative compositions of his precursors. those
veamning for what ought to be. Machiavelli opposes a new writing of what s the case:

In Machiavelli’s world political success - ie.. dominion - comes from seeing what is the
case. and saying what ought to be leads to political failure. Any other equation is itself one
of the fantasies leading to failure. Therefore. if one is speaking of what ought to be. the
advice cannot be realistic: if one is speaking of what is the case. the advice must be
effective: etc. (Hariman. 1989. p.9)

Encapsulating the standards of objectivity, calculation, description and strength.
Machiavelli's vision of politics strategically shattered the Renaissance metaphysics of
textuality by highlighting the bankruptcy of this tradition in dealing with the subject
matter with which it is concemed.

In novel form. in his The Prince, says Hariman, Machiavelli introduces what will
become the aims and values of modem discourse. Evidence of this lies in our author
placing. at the center, the idea that political writing has a direct relationship to the worid
as it is in itself. In other words, Machiavelli was be the first to posit the veritable
relationship, through what is clear. distinct, shared between Subject and its object; a
relationship removed from the medium of desire, of seduction (Hariman, 1989, p.12). In
league with this and following other critics such as Gilbert and Skinner, Hariman claims
that Machiavelli was the first thinker of our times to discover the sheer power in force.
With this. through the idea that politics is not circumscribed by words, he is the first to
posit the autonomy of Subjectivity. Since power is not textual, the subject of power now
becomes an objective reality, outside and opposed to the reaim of language. Says
Hariman. “... he abjures explicit textuality because his subject of power is not itself
textual. As rhetoric is extrinsic to the subject, so power becomes objectified. something

existing outside of the subjective realm of language. texts and textual authority.”

(Hariman, 1989, p.15)



A “realistic” perception of the world. Machiavelli’s philosophy replaces those
discursive elements so definitive of the Renaissance mode of expression. decorum with
the modern trappings of the observer, visual and topographical metaphors. the Subject.
Knowledge. objectivity and common sense (Hariman, 1989. p.11). Hariman claims that
with Machiavelli's The Prince comes the “‘composition™ of the discourse of modemity: a
discourse more characterized by its subtlery than its stress on “clear vision™. plain speech.

and efficiency (Hariman. 1989. p.27).

D. According to Hariman, Machiavelli Writes The Discursive Grammar of
Modernity

The Prince, and indeed due to the scope of Hariman's argumentation. by
extension. Machiavelli's thought as a whole. is a composition of the discursive grammar
of modemity. What will soon be articulated, in a more systematic fashion as the
regulating rules of the modem period, are here present in this small. pamphlet-sized
manual for the direction of cantons.

For instance and with surprise, we see the first sketches of the dualistic break
between Subject and object. Throughout his article. Hariman speaks again and again of
Machiavelli‘s novel position of opposing language and tradition to the world as ir is in
itself. Facing this now ontological distinction between textuality and the material world.
it is the “expert”. that would-be scientist in the figure of counselor, who takes the
hermetically sealed texts and, via the medium of concepts or relevant reading, translates

their lessons, their data. to the real world.

We then become disposed to see the texts as hermetic. valuable to the world only via the
interpreter. They are guides. but tricky. and so a basic trade-off is offered: they are
removed from the world. in the sense of no longer providing a check upon princely power.
and are replaced by the office of the princely advisor. who now reads for the prince and so
receives an oblique transfer of the power previously residing in the texts. (Hariman. 1989.

p-23)

Hariman remarks that, what the “expert” really does is to translate his or her power to the
world: ... we find there nothing like Machiavelli's rhetorical stance, which we know too

well today as the stance of the expert.” (Hariman. 1989, p.23). In other words. befitting



modermnity. the expert instrumentally interprets this data in order to realize a certain
project.

Hariman emphasizes Machiavelli's stress on the role, and the power, of the
individual. For Machiavelli the individual is an isolated Subject which serves as the

bridge between the world of sense and matter:

The truly sovereign individual in the work is the author’s persona. which is created
explicitly as the assertion of an individual against the medieval community maintained
through the rules of generic composition and the common sense of decorum. Furthermore.
this individual then becomes the sole means for holding together what has been broken by
his arrival: the personality of Machiavelli alone is the means for overcoming the
contradiction between the language of texts and the world of actuality. Once discourse
(especially known by its sensibility of decorum) has been discarded as a means of
completing a scene. and so incapacitated as a source of political motives. the individual
becomes the principle of cohesion by default. whether within a text or a polity. (Hariman.
1989. p.25)

Hariman says that this kind of authority, when applied to the political sphere, gives the
blueprint for the modern notion of the state as “Supreme Individual™. But even more
important is the idea that with The Prince comes the assumption informing ali modem
thought. of the self-legitimating character of personal authority through “self-assertion™:
in the terms of this paper. the particular modemn grammatical sense of “I".

The most obvious connection here is Machiavelli’s doctrine of self-assertion: it is no
news to observe that he is encouraging princes to behave as individuals striving to
dominate others in a hostile world. This is only half the story. however. for a full
consideration of this stance requires an analysis of how the form of his text reinforces its
content - that is. how the text itself is a form a self-assertion. (Hariman. 1989. p.24)

What will later be recast as the “Cogito™ and “Transcendental Apperception™ is first seen
in Machiavelli as “the essential speech act”: the real nature of thought.

The “scientific” character of Machiavelli’s work, claims Hariman, is seen in his
innovative onrologizing of the concepts of “power” and “force™ (Hariman, 1989. p.16).
By making this ontological commitment alongside his cursory ideas of “self-assertion™.
Machiavelli sculpts the device of ontologico-thetic rationality in its instrumental
employment. Thus despite a novel and justified examination of Machiavelli, Hariman
ultimately offers an interpretation of Machiavelli that is conventional.

Nevertheless, what is interesting about Hariman’s investigation is the curious and

singular models that he brings to bear upon his subject matter. They are very useful for



understanding a text. Gathering together a number of his claims. Hariman claims that we
can see the subtle use of the metaphor of the “eye™ in Machiavelli’s writing. This “eye™ is
nothing short of the first appearance of the “disembodied”™ cognizer. Coupled with his use
of “I" (and I intend to make this pun), Machiavelli articulates the functioning of modern
Subjectivity. Here is the Greek equation of the act of vision and knowing appropriated by
the discourse of modemity. This equation. refitted. bears the connotations of a new
ontology and instrumental reason. Citing Machiavelli. Hariman underlines the operation
of this metaphor in The Prince; witness this act of vision that is expansive and knows no
limit. requiring only the movement of the Subject to acquire the means to dominate an

environment:

When power is understood in terms of speech it is checked. relational. circumscribed by
the exigencies of being heard by an audience or understood by a reader. and always
awaiting a reply. When power is understood in terms of vision it is unchecked. expansive.
requiring only the movement of the person seeing to acquire the means for complete
control of the environment. (Hariman. 1989. p.27)

In sum, Hariman's central ciaim is that Machiavelli introduces the idea prevaient
in modern discourse that power is an autonomous reality subject to no textual, linguistic
constraint. A material force, it manipulates discourses without ever originating in them.
This, we can say, is due to the fact that it is power that is responsible for them. Power
stands as an ontological ground of discourse. Echoing this, Hariman says that, when

approaching The Prince, the contemporary reader loses the resources for integrating the

work into the world.

The Prince is not enigmatic. strictly speaking, but the experience of reading it is
paradoxical. Machiavelli’s reader loses through the act of reading itself the resources for
integrating this political treatise into the political world. This is the sense in which The
Prince is a truncated text: it articulates a metaphysic requiring its own incompleteness. The
world of political powers - of “great powers™ and “superpowers.” of states and reasons of
state - is set over the world of texts; politics is ubiquitous. suffusing all our affairs. all our
texts. but power is autonomous. subject to no textual restraints. a sovereign mode of reality
known only by its hard natural laws which can never be fully known within any medium
clouded by desire. (Hariman, 1989, p.28)

For Hariman, The Prince, as an Instrumental project, fails. This failure, I believe,

constitutes the crowning achievement of Machiavelli's end: in cutting his way out of an

old grammar of thought, he is providing the transcendental argument for a new one.



Though not succeeding in realizing modemnity. he has laid down the foundation for its
very possibility.

E. Machiavelli’s Rhetoric of Modernity

What places Hariman's paper at the forefront of Machiavelli scholarship is his
choice of methodology. Rather than falling into line with a host of Machiavelli critics
who irresponsibly impose on his thought a systematic methodology worthy of a Newton.
Hariman sets out on a new path. Like the Renaissance scholars Hariman adopts a
rhetorical way of treating Machiavelli. Careful not to ignore the Renaissance context in
which our author writes. Hariman says that the best way to approach this transitional
thought. is in rhetorical fashion: after all. Machiavelli’s “composition™ of modernity is
just that. the rhetorical fabrication of a new discourse. Though Hariman vehemently
opposes a “Metaphysics of Textuality™. he insists that. to capture the intricacies of
Machiavelli's thought. we must track his emergence. utilization and disqualification of
this former position.

Hariman's rhetorical methodology takes shape as follows. First. he states that
texts are composed as acts addressed towards a particular end and audience and are hence
comprehensible. upon final analysis, by way of their effects (Hariman. 1989. p.4). In
other words, texts employ a rhetorical strategy. a way of seduction. Hariman then posits
the notion that the meaning of any text arises from the relationship. be it holistic. between
its own style and the genre of which it is a part. “Second. the meaning of a text arises
from the relationship between its content and form.” he says (Hariman. 1989. p.4). In the
terms of this paper, we can rephrase this last principle as the interpretation of a text in the
terms of the discourse in which it holds its sense. By discourse I understand a notion akin

to Michel Foucault's idea of “episteme™. that figures so prominently in Les mots et les

choses. An episteme is that horizon of discourse for a given period of thought. the
specific marks of which become those regulative rules or legislat(ed)ing grammar and
syntax that allow us to think and talk about objects. In short, epistemes code and decode
discourse. As a matrix. they provide a ground for meaning or intelligibility of a specific
type. Whilst dominant, they are not homogeneous. but possess a global modality. The

movements of such discourses can be tracked by way of their exhaustion and



replacement. With his final methodological principle. Hariman says that a text is
composed for a certain advantage on the part of the author: ... as texts are composed for
advantage. the authority of a text comes in part from establishing that its other, related
discourses are less authoritative, deserving of less status.” (Hariman, 1989. pp.4-5). Now
this claim is both unclear and ambiguous. If Hariman means that, by writing a given text.
an author hopes to assert or achieve a complete position of personal authority, then his
argument for Machiavelli’s founding of the discourse of modemity is circular. Thus. by
the principle of charity. I shall take this to mean. again. that a text gives itself as a form of
seduction.

The implications that follow such a methodology are that one can gauge the
persuasive design of a text when one can isolate those moments in which other works or
genres are. in Hariman’s words, “subordinated™. i.e.. when they are relegated to a position
of inferiority. Furthermore, when a text appears at times enigmatic or ambiguous. our
critic states that we may theorize that this event marks a break in discourse: that
undermining the tradition from out of which a text stems, it demolishes its very
foundation of intelligibility (Hariman, 1989, p.3).

It is Machiavelli’s rhetorical strategy. says Hariman, to twist free of tradition into
undiscovered territory. Like the philosophers of Quattrocento before him, Machiavelli
dooms the Renaissance by claiming, in true rhetorical form, that this current of thought is
no longer relevant. As such, his writing becomes the new standard by which all works are
judged. Hariman mentions of Machiavelli’s claim that, unlike his fellow political
commentators. he is not partial to idealism. He speaks of the world as it truly is. He writes
in a simple, clear, useful fashion; devoid of artifice and pompous, feeble intellectualism.
For Hariman, these claims illustrate Machiavelli’s remarkable rhetorical skill:

‘“This work of mine [ have not adorned or loaded down with swelling phrases or with
bombastic and magnificent words or any kind of meretricious charm or extrinsic omament.
with which many writers dress up their products, because I desire either that nothing shall
beautify it. or that merely its unusual matter and the weight of its subject shall make it
pleasing.” Here the writer of The Prince is announcing himself. Yet his own terms are
false. for he is not the individual set against the others who are in tum known by their
artifice and their conventionality. He is equally conventional: he follows the convention of
implying virtue through nonchalance and lack of affectation. He is equally artificial: he
crafts the illusion that his writing is only a transparent medium between the reader and
“the weight of its subject.” The other writers are described in terms of their textuality and



he is correspondingly aligned with the natural world. Their texts are made of the stuff of

words alone and are extrinsic to their subject: his text is indigenous to reality itself.

(Hariman. 1989. p.10)
Simultaneously, he writes the grammar of modernity all the while seducing his audience
to his position by violently dismissing the entire. rich world of the Quattrocento. with all
its imperatives. Convincingly. in a style later used from thinkers from Descartes and
Pascal to Locke to Leibniz. Machiavelli creates the illusion that his writing is a
transparent medium, a veritable window on political affairs. Whereas his contemporaries
spin webs of words which alienated them from the world of men. Machiavelli is wholly
absorbed in the material world.

To illusrtate this, Hariman invokes Machiavelli’s 1513 letter to his friend Vettori.

In this letter. Machiavelli sets himself apart from common people. known for their
excessive wordiness, their removal from political events.

Note. for example. how Machiavelli sets himself among but against the multitude known
by their incessant wordiness: here known by the vulgarity of playving at the tavern games
that ~bring on a thousand disputes and countless insuits with offensive words. and usually
we are fighting over a penny. and nevertheless we are heard shouting as far as San
Casciano.” Machiavelli. playing the realist. admits not only to his participation but to his
enjoyment. even need. for such things: but Machiavelli the strategist has again made
language extrinsic to reality. and so capable only of the exaggerated expression of desire.
Not surprisingly. the entire letter is a record of false or idle speaking... . (Hariman, 1989.

p-12)
Machiavelli, the “expert” rejects this exaggerated expression of desire to find solace in
his library. Surrounded by the Classics, detailing epic politico-military events of old. he
dresses up in the decorum and conventions which this textual universe demands. But
Hariman insists that Machiavelli is well aware that this “story book™ world is nor the
world of princes: “When within the world of texts he behaves accordingly - speaking in a
grand style for a grand place, happy to be clothed and omamented with words, savoring
good conversation far more than the naked truth. But it is a separate world. The world of
texts is not the world of princes.” (Hariman, 1989, p.13). Bathing in words, Machiavelli
knows that the empty, self-referential character of this horizon of sense is powerless to
enact change. to invent and create in the real world. In this light. as the “expert™ his true

home lies on the bridge between these two spaces. “The continuity between text and



world is the same as between this letter and The Prince: the gigantic personality of
Machiavelli (Hariman. 1989. p.13). It is his task to interpret. to translate the truths.
maxims and epic deeds of one side. to the material power. the action of the other. The
core of Hariman's argument is that Machiavelli ultimately accomplishes this end
rhetorically. In laying the stones. in cobbling together the new edifice of modemity with
the only tools he knows. he must exhaust himself and pass on his project to his rightful
heirs. Years later. it is the “experts™ of the new sciences who will take up his instrumental
reason and brute ontologico-thetic discourse and. with their technology and proto-

capitalism. inaugurate a new human world.

4. A Rhetorical Reading of Machiavelli

Modemist interpretations of Machiavelli have been the norm for fifty years or
more. In this context. Hariman's unconventional approach. succeeds in introducing a
novel guiding methodology and in bringing to light overlooked dimensions of
Machiavelli's thought. However. I believe that we can build on the accomplishments of
scholarly work such as this and correct its obvious shortcomings and errors.

To develop an altemative interpretation let us look to Paul Sonnino’s Introduction
to the 1996 translation of the Prince. Sonnino claims that Machiavelli is nor a scientific

thinker. nor the founder of modemity:

These cherished ideals - individualism. the pursuit of health. wealth. and pieasure. a
concentration on life in this world. optimism about the future. and the idea of progress -
may or may not constitute an improvement over the medieval notions of a corporate
society. the transitoriness of all things human. and the great drama of salvation. but
whether Machiavelli was our emancipator from these centuries of naiveté is another
question altogether... It might be argued that at least Machiavelli was departing from the
medieval chronicle. with its bare sequence of facts and its providential asides. in favor of a
more “scientific” historical approach. The word “scientific™. of course. can be applied to
almost anything one pleases. Still. it is difficult to square Machiavelli’s use of the maxim
with. say. the methodology developed over the last 200 years by modern historians and
political scientists. (Sonnino. 1996. p.12.14)

Modern historians and experts in Political Science, he says, do not begin their
investigations with outright assumed premises about human nature. Nor do they impose
personal, overly exaggerated maxims upon their evidence. They are guided by facts, not

biased personal opinion. Sonnino says the claim that The Prince is a veritable Political



Science textbook is an absurd one. The Prince has all the elements of a confession. a call
to nationalism. an exercise in violent xenophobia (Sonnino, 1996, p.19). It does not lay
the groundwork for a new science.

With Sonnino, we ask whether Machiavelli is a modem. If he is a modem. then he
is indeed singular. What modem thinker would exhibit a lack of interest. even total
distrust of. new technologies and the contributions of the emerging natural sciences? As

Sonnino observes:

True. he sounds at times as if he is speaking our language. but this is because we are so
impressed by the familiarity of his pronunciation that we fail to notice the limits of his
vocabulary. Consider how many elements of our “modemn™ ideology are totally absent
from his thought! He has absolutely no appreciation for economic development. He shows
no sympathy for technology. He seems oblivious to the contributions of scientists. He
entirely lacks. in short. the intellectual paraphernalia for the most distinctive article of faith
in our “modern” ideology. namely the idea of “progress™. (Sonnino. 1996. p.20)

What modemn thinker would be wholly lacking the foundations for a theory of economic
development? What modem thinker would be ignorant of the central ideas of this
discourse of the primacy of the individual and progress? In Machiavelli's writing there is
never the sense of the communication with the universal and necessary. We do not see in
Machiavelli so typical of modernity. a Platonically inspired mathematico-geometric
methodology.

Sonnino argues that Machiavelli is at once a moralist who bases his work on an
avid contempt for humanity; and a republican populist who believes that only a superman
can save the people from their sloth and self-destructive behaviour (Sonnino, 1996, p.20).
Machiavelli is a cynic who nevertheless forwards, in his goals of Italian unification and
epic republicanism, perhaps the most ambitious project of the late Quattrocento: compare
this to Guicciardini and the difference is startling>. Machiavelli, says Sonnino. is a mystic
in the Medievalist tradition of Cabbalistic-Averroist Christianity who begins his political
analysis with assumptions about the immutability of human nature (Sonnino, 1996. p.20).

In the Discorsi, \56, he even makes reference to supernatural entities. He is also.

* In any of his works, be it History of Florence or History of Italv. Guicciardini is ever aware of the
particular trving historical conditions of his country: the chaos. the violence and the political incompetancy
of his countrvmen that render the vision of unification but a dream.



ironically. a xenophobe who nevertheless spent his entire political career preventing
[talian unification by any other province but Florence.

How. then. can we attribute modern coherency to this thought? How are we to
understand the use of this funny shape of rationality? It is certainly not the sign of use of
ontologico-thetic reason. Given these values. these standards. can we slot Machiavelli
alongside thinkers like Hobbes? Descartes?! If we do. does this not imply a loss? Listen
to Sonnino: *... | am suggesting that as long as we persist in seeing him as the godfather
of political unscrupulousness, or of “modern™ political science, or of “modem”
nationalism. we will never be able to appreciate him as a man of his own time.” (Sonnino,
1996. p.20)

As a “man of his own time™ Machiavelli‘s writing and rationality is characteristic
of the rhetorical reason used by the Humanists of the Quattrocento in the late 1400’s and
early 1500’s. Critics are now beginning to reject the modernist interpretation in favour of
a reading which places Machiavelli among the thinkers of the Quattrocento; employing
their unique form of rationality. Before we delve into the pages of the Discorsi to isolate
and articulate Machiavelli’s use of rhetorical reason. let us take a moment to get clear on

what is meant by this rationality.

5. What is Rhetorical Reason?

In the words of the critic Hanna Gray, rhetoric is usually equated, by scholarly and
lay circles alike, with artificiality, banality, pompous displays of omament and the
emptying of all content for form (Gray, 1963, p.498). In the tradition of Western
Philosophy, we contemporary critics have inherited the Platonic-Cartesian legacy of
equating rhetoric with sophistry. We see rhetoric as the manipulative use of language for
the purpose of deceit. Slowly, this opinion is being overturned, in part due to writers such
as Chaim Perelman in his Traite de I’argumentation (PUF. Paris. 1958) and renown
philosophers, such as Derrida, who have shown that discourse, by its very nature,
immediately recognizes that it addresses others.

Rhetoric is defined, in Olivier Reboul’s Qu’est-ce que la rhétorique?, as a

collection of procedures employed in the rational and affective solicitation of the belief(s)



of one’s audience (Reboul. 1984. p6). This solicitation is accomplished through the
organized collection of discourses or sentences on a given object. I would like to add to
Reboul's definition by saying that rhetoric is. moreover. a seduction to a stvliced.
dramatic program. It induces a formal evenr wherein the audience shares an experience
and takes pleasure in the expression of the discourse at hand. In appreciating this skilled
performance. the audience collectively responds to the imperatives presented within the
voiced text. Hence, what emerges is the event of a shared commitment. Their reason,
their sensibility is seduced by the impact of the discourse and the audience thereby comes
to embody a set of values, judgments or decisions. be they concrete or abstract. By
appearing as that act, that event of giving reasons, to speak of rhetoric is to be confronted
with the comportment and force of belief; of truth.

In its unfolding, rhetoric displays, subtly, a play between medium and message.
This play serves to disclose the ethical and aesthetic dimensions possessed by rhetoric. By
“ethics”, I do not mean anything as narrowly circumscribed as “Morality™. Rather. by
ethics [ mean to connotate the expression of a mastered method. The mastery here comes
from the trial of having freely created the norms that then serve as a call to which one
then responds:; a call that carries within it the strength of an imperative. Ethics, in this
sense, | take to be akin to dance. In dance. there is the creativity, dynamism and self-
discipline that comes from writing, perfecting and performing a series of stylized
movements. The context of design is not just a form of expression: it comes to serve as a
restraint or way or directing one’s attempts in expanding this medium.

By way of introducing the aesthetic dimensions of rhetoric, I will refrain from
ambitiously giving strict, detailed definitions or explanations of what is meant by ar.
Instead. I shall lay out a few ideas about the experience of art and how art may be said to
animate rhetoric and even work rhetorically itself. Art is a source of satisfaction of desire
and the imagination in a situation. A social event, it satisfies through its design and is not
subordinated to any other end than its own expression. We modems tend to consider the
experience of art in very neutral terms. Before it, we are reflective, disengaged. passive,
distant, even dispassionate. We ourselves even consider this attitude to be a vuinerable

one. Yet, by working through shape, limit and a certain voice, art not only provides



enjoyment but experience through which one can transgress one’s limits and lose one’s
self in the piece. Such transgression makes for an absence of hierarchical distinctions
between body and mind. the intelligible and the sensible. Art challenges the mind and
body by being material. Its effects take place along a monistic gradation: from deep
sensual pleasure to a cognitive appreciation of what is expressed. Art is seen in rhetoric
and indeed works rhetorically by being that shared seduction by the exercise of a form.
Art expresses a force.

Exercises and studies on rhetoric have a rich. venerable tradition. dating back to
the Greek Pre-Socratics. The critic. Nancy Struever. in particular. places her attention on
the connection Renaissance rhetors share with their Greek precursors. Their respective
visions of rhetoric, says Struever. closely mirror one another. Struever remarks that for
the Greeks. beaury was a guarantee of rrurh: ... man lives in a world which reflects the
chance patterns of play. a world which must be subjected to a human order of measure or
beauty in order to be understood or at least accepted.™ (Struever. 1970. p.12) To subject
the world to the order of beauty was to thus make it intelligible. By making a formal
appeal to his\her audience. through the presentation, measure. rhythm. balance and style
of his\her discourse, the rhetor was capable of instituting such beauty publicly. Using the
rthetor Gorgias as an example, Struever echoes this: “The aesthetic-formal emphasis in
Gorgias relies upon an appeal to the ear through measure and rhythm and balance
transposed into grammatical. conceptual, and auditory techniques. Stylistic has its
epistemological basis in the axiom that meaning in human experience can only be
apprehended and communicated aesthetically.” (Struever, 1970, p.12). Upon mastering
the horizontal and genetic dimensions of language. he'she could then aspire to rival the
quasi-divine expression seen in the lyric epics of Homer and Hesiod.

The extraordinary work on rhetoric is that which defines the Humanist thinking of

the Quattrocento. Quattrocento thought, in particular, the Civic Humanism seen in

Florence during this period, defined itself as both a reactionary and revolutionary
discourse. As reactionary, it attacked the dominant tradition of Medieval Scholasticism. It
deemed this episteme, wholly absorbed in abstract speculation, irrelevant. It replaced the

traditional questions conceming Metaphysics, Logic, Epistemology with new. pressing
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and interesting questions of ethics, education. literature and culture. The Quattrocento
was revolutionary to the extent that it employed rhetorical thinking as the tool for the
sculpting of a novel episteme.

The efforts of Quattrocento thinkers centered around the project of exemplifying,
encouraging, and directing practical reasoning. For this end. they sought the devices.
resources and most of all the spirit of Roman rhetoric: referring, in singular. to the giants,
Cicero and Quintilian. In the context of Roman rhetoric. the ideal rhetor is presented as a
dynamic individual. possessed of both grand leaming and experience, a responsible
character with exceptional persuasive ability. It is the civic role of such a rhetor to
delight, instruct, and direct others in the pursuit of worthy goals.

Capital to the art of the rhetor is the eloquence of his\her discourse. Critics such as
Hanna Gray and Victoria Kahn have placed due emphasis on this reality. After all, it is
eloquence that vehicles truth by unifying form, content. didactic aim and tactile imagery.
This kind of practical. stylized wisdom serves at once to crystallize society into a
consensus - and from this cast. to mold what it is to be “Human”. The genius of the
Roman model was to vividly demonstrate that rhetoric is above all informed action. That.
in its folds. theory and practice blur into one another. Victoria Kahn. in her Rhetoric.

Prudence and Skepticism in The Renaissance (1985), has pointed out the fascinating idea

of the kinship shared between the act of practical deliberation about particulars in a socio-
political context and the process of judgment seen in the plastic arts, in reading and
writing (Kahn, 1985. p.39). Both are forms of interpretation; and. as rhetorical acts, they
disclose themselves as aesthetic events.

From this, we arrive at a singular notion carrying much weight in the
Quattrocento. This discourse, through a variety of efforts, attempted to refine its meaning
again and again. This attempt constitutes the outstanding issue of this thesis. For thinkers
of this time, fine rhetoric leads to a display of “virti” - that style or flair of energetic
action. Quentin Skinner has written a great deal on virti in the Renaissance. In particular.
he has traced the origins of this idea back to Roman writers. Cicero speaks of “virtus”,

that truth which makes a man “manl)y”: virile, brave, strong, honourable - immortable

through glory.



As Cicero had stated his ideal in the Tusculan Disputations. the aim of education is not
merely to produce a man with a certain range of technical skills. nor even a man capable of
attaining all the virtues and “right-minded states”. The ambition must rather be to cultivate
the single virtue™ (virtus) which has been ~found to outshine the rest”. Cicero even
maintains that ~it is from the word for man (vir) that the word virtue (virtus) is derived™.
So he insists that this special quality of virtus is the one we must seek above all to acquire.
not merely ~if we wish to prove possessors of virtue™ but also ~if we wish to be men”
(pp-195. 197). The fundamental aim of all education is thus taken to be the development of
the vir virtutis - the truly manly man. the person whose character can be summed up
simply by saving (as Shakespeare makes Anthony say of Brutus) “This was a man.”.
(Skinner. 1978. p.87)

Early in the Quattrocento, poet laureate and philosopher. Petrarch initiates a trend
in positing the “semantic field". says Skinner. of “vir virtutis™. ~Vir virtutis”™ connotates
the sense of applying philosophy to one’s life in order to be both a singular individual and
a good citizen. Implicit to this notion is the novel. indeed strictly anti-Medievalist. belief
that the individual has the potential to achieve the highest level of excellence. That this
ideal be realized. Petrarch lists. in his wide “definition™ of virri, the artistic tools of
virtues, taking as their source both Christian and pagan traditions. Petrarch seems to forge
a convention in the Quattrocento in that he lays more emphasis on pagan values for. in his
eves. they are best suited for the taming of a material world and the dwelling within a

civic community. As Skinner observes:

The ideal now being held out for imitation is that of the so-called “Renaissance man™.
the man who aims at nothing less than universal excellence. He is no longer allowed to
think of himself as a specialist either in the arts of government or scholarship or war. He is
only permitted to regard his education as completed when it is possible to say of him - as
Ophelia says of Hamlet - that he has succeeded in combining “the courtier’s. soldier’s.
scholar’s eve. tongue. sword™... The analysis (Petrarch’s [brackets mine]) of what it means
1o attain virri then proceeds by way of itemizing all the individual virtues it is necessary to
cultivate in order to live a perfect social life. First we need the virtues that “hold men
together in human society”. the greatest of which are “justice. equity. liberality and love™.
Then we need a further range of virtues to sustain us against the adversities of life.
including “firmness. stability. constancy. strength and scomn for transitory things™(p. 141).
(Skinner. 1978. pp.91-2)

The thinking of virti thus comes to recast and reorientate the task of writing and
art in the Quattrocento. From now on, states Skinner, moral. aesthetic and philosophical
excellence are seen to herald the “dignity of Man™: *“They start by insisting that men do in
fact have the power to attain the highest excellence. It is at this point that. by way of

underlining this commitment, they invent one of the most characteristic genres of



Renaissance moral thought - the genre devoted to extolling “the excellence and dignity of
man". (Skinner. 1978. p.93). As in the days of the pagan past, the idea of the “individual™
takes center stage in the play of worldly living. In the Italian Renaissance, the individual
uses his\her freedom to become the explorer. the architect of his\her character. He\she is
now a creative force able to shape histher own destiny, to remake the world to echo
his\her desires. Skinner says that in the Quattrocento that is forwarded. which in Medieval
discourse would be considered blasphemy - it is the individual and not God that is
deemed worthy of honour. of worldlv glory (Skinner. 1978. p.100). We see this epic turmn.
indeed quoted in Machiavelli’s Prince no less. beautifully spun in the lyrical lines of
Petrarch’s “My Italy™:

Virtue "gainst fury shall advance the fight

And it i” the combat soon shall put to flight:

For the old Roman valour is not dead.

Nor in the Italian’s breasts extinguished. (Skinner. 1978. p.94)

The discourse of the Quattrocento thus emerges as orbiting the idea of the free.
dynamic individual. This self lives his\her life as an adventure, a composition. Chartering
this relationship between the individual and his\her social, cultural, natural and
cosmological milieu, Renaissance rhetoric voices the depths and movements of life itself.
[t expresses life’s empirical, sensual strata and tracks its plural organic articulation.

We are now in better positionto define what is meant by Quattrocento rhetoric
and. more importantly, rhetorical reason. Quattrocento rhetoric, while not a science. is a
theory of culture. It is a systematic study, through writing, of language as a space of
thought and action. In this light, it is not as much a method as a logic of communication.

Given objects are analyzed by this rhetorical logic by being considered as diverse
and distinct languages. Each is seen as possessing its own proper grammar. By such a
functioning, we see the emergence of a circumscribed system(s) of communication,
expression and creation. Figured, for instance, are the disciplines of Theatre, Philosophy,
the Plastic Arts, Poetry, Architecture, Law, even Numismatics.

The regulating and integrating principle here is reason, considered rhetorically.
Rhetorical reason may be defined as a series of procedures or discursive movements

which has as its end the inducing of civic action. Reason here functions as a binding tool,



vehicle and translator precisely by being de-ontologized. It achieves its ends by not seeing
its truth and procedures as being absolute or exclusive.

With this, we see that Quattrocento rhetoric, with its peculiar shape of reason. is
grounded upon the Greek Pre-Socratic notion that Being and discourse are inseparable.
Hence. language is the condition for the possibility of thought and thought. the coding
and decoding of discourse. For our purposes. what the civic informed rhetorical reason
ultimately accomplishes is the shaping. through disciplined. discursive steps. of these
given codes into “The Human™.

Let me say a few more words on the topography of the world of the Quattrocento.
What [ would like to stress is the presence of a ““logic of metamorphosis™ now lost and
very foreign to the discourse of modemnity. To introduce these ideas [ shall appeal. to

Michel Foucault’s classic. Les mots et les choses’. In his second chapter, Foucault says

that the episteme of the Renaissance is one of “resemblance”. Resemblance guides the
interpretation of texts and organizes the play of symbols and representations (Foucault,
1970. p.17). Through this epistemological commitment. the universe becomes a rextual
one that is clumsily folded back upon itself.

Foucault lists four operating kinds of resemblance. ranging from “convenience™ to
analogy. Totally absent is a principle of identity so commonly found in modemnity. But
what is even more relevant and interesting is his claim that, in this curious world. such
resemblances, as yet unrecognized or used. are indicated on the surface of things in the

form of traces and signatures. Says Foucault.

These buried similitudes must be indicated on the surface of things: there must be visible
marks for the invisible analogies. Is not any resemblance. after all. both the most obvious
and the most hidden of things? Because it is not made up of juxtaposed fragments. some
identical and others different. it is all of a piece. a similtude that can be seen and vet not
seen. It would thus lack any criterion if it did not have within it - or above it or beside it - a
decisive element to transform its uncertain glimmer into bright certainty. (Foucauit. 1970.
p.26)

The Renaissance universe is a universe of signs referring to each other as in mirrors.

3 I must add that Foucault's treatment of the discourse Renaissance in Les mots et les choses is
controversial. Seen as dated and at times simplistic or limited. as Foucault ignores a whole host to writers to
focus on one or two little known thinkers. this analysis is nevertheless pertinent in its isolation of the
commitments and claims embodied by this episteme.



In this context. knowledge is a response and also a responsibility to these signs.
Individuals must unearth and decipher these signs: to hear the stories they tell. Since the
recognition of these visible similitudes occurs against the backdrop of things being
convenient among themselves. this episteme. states Foucault. knows no limit.

Such. sketched in its most general aspects. is the sixteenth-century episteme. This
configuration carries with it a certain number of consequences.

First and foremost. the plethoric vet absolutely poverty-stricken character of this
knowledge. Plethoric because it is limitless. Resemblance never remains stable within
itself: it can be fixed only if it refers back to another similitude. which then. in turn. refers
to others: each resemblance. therefore has value only from the accumulation of all the
others. and the whole world must be explored if even the slightest of analogies is to be
justified and finally take on the appearance of certainty. It is therefore a knowledge that
can. and must. proceed by the infinite accumulation of confirmations all dependent on one
another. And for this reason. from its very foundations. this knowledge will be a thing of
sand. (Foucault. 1970. p.30)

Resembling things tautologically refer to others. Hence. the universe stands as a closed
circle. dictating the sole epistemological link be compilation. Because of this.
Renaissance philosophers introduced the logical distinction, to be made influential. of the
micro and macrocosms.

As we have seen earlier. language plays a pivotal role in the discourse of the
Quattrocento. Foucault says that the implicit ontological claim underlining the whole of
Renaissance thought is that 10 be is to be textual. In other words. there is scant difference
between those marks God has placed on the Earth and those words found in Scripture or
the Classics. In light of this. understanding becomes more of a movement than activity. It
is a motion from mute sign to thing itself. from graphism to clear speech. “The process is
everywhere the same: that of the sign and its likeness, and this is why nature and the word
can intertwine with one another to infinity, forming, for those who can read it, one vast
single text.” (Foucauit, 1970, p.34).

Language is the vehicle, better, the horizon of this movement. A mysterious
entity. interwoven in the world, language functions as key, indicator or sign allowing

things to manifest themselves:

In the sixteenth century. real language is not a totality of independent signs. a uniform
and unbroken entity in which things could be reflected one by one. as in a mirror. and so
express their particular truths. It is rather an opaque. mysterious thing. closed in upon
itself. a fragmented mass, its enigma renewed in every interval. which combines here and
there with the forms of the world and becomes interwoven with them... language is not an



arbitrary system: it has been set down in the world and forms a part of it. both because
things hide and manifest their own enigma like a language and because words offer
themselves to men as things to be deciphered. The great metaphor of the book that one
opens. that one pores over and reads in order to know nature. is merely the reverse and
visible side of another transference. and a much deeper one. which forces language to
reside in the world. among the plants. the herbs. the stones. and the animals. (Foucault.
1970. p.35)

What we gather from Foucault’s analysis of this discourse is that the world of the
Quattrocento is not some system of structures. nor a network of theories. Rather, it is a
vast horizon of erudite and encyclopedic knowledge. held together by the elastic workings
of rhetoric - by traces, echoes. analogies. reflections and signs. Rhetorical reason is.
depending, the bridge, the canal, the plane or event activating this reality.

Rhetorical reason is, in its essence, dialogical. While it surfaces to function. it is
intertwined in that interrelated space laid down by language, by culture. It is this
intertextual and intersubjective space from which emerges the individual. Though
grammatically opaque and sedimented, this space is neither structured nor closed. It is
thetorical. As such. it conserves within itself. improperly. both alterity and multiplicity
and is open practically, even ritually, to other spaces. In other words, this space ends up
being conversational, convivial - not identical or dialectical. Rhetoric opens the
“windows"™ of any monad. And in vehicling a shared corpus or tradition, it comes to
constitute a floating notion of a “WE ™.

Living in such a space, the agent receives discourses and sources, feels their
impact - leamns - then passes them along. In the Quattrocento, it is tradition that always
occupies the Subjective position we “ego-centric” modems are fond of taking ourselves.
This is due to the fact that the individual must be initiated into the original languages of
beauty and truth: Hebrew. Greek. Latin. These discourses then install themselves in an
individual’s consciousness and give it form. At once an a-historical event(!) these truths.
these texts speak through the individual like a choral or voices.

Ideas like these have many a consequence for the philosophical anthropology of
the Renaissance. Humanist works present us with an author or character awash in a

rolling sea of text, at once empirical, existential. Absent is anything akin to a stable, self-

identical “I" heralding modernity. In Quattrocento texts, it is a question or discourse that



takes the center of attention. not a self. As readers. we witness the magic of theatre -
before us. comes a circulation of truth in diverse positions and a wide distribution of
authority. Never is it the case that a Subject. in the preeminent ~I" position. arbitrates this
game. The Quattrocento experience of the self is a curious one. It is more a discovery of
the self in this immanence. Void of totality or identity. comnerstones of modem discourse.
the Renaissance self takes shape as a series of diverse judgments. positions or temporal
atoms: following a logic of leaps or metamorphosis. To seize it is to grasp but a signature.
a mask. a path of identification.

The letter of the Quattrocento is one of bountiful accumulation and dissemination
without foundation. In this light. how could truth be a product of ontologico-thetic
reason? How could it bear a universal and necessary character? In this discourse. truth is
derivative of the play of rhetoric. Truth is by degree in regards to the parameters of a
given situation. Though thinkers of this period often flirted with Neo-Platonism. this by
no means meant to recast truth into something eternal or immutable. As a rhetorical
reality. truth is always a matter of seduction for it is embodied. It is always tied to a
concrete. public situation and agent.

Bringing our brief discussion of rhetorical reason and the discourse of the
Quattrocento to a close. [ want to stress that the dominant regulative rules of this kind of
thought. are those of szvle. Quattrocento prose is pregnant with metaphor. analogy.
dialogue, diatribe, citations. digressions. The limits its respects are lexical and
grammatical for these serve to lay down the conditions under which objects may be
treated. In short. these delineate and mediate conceptualization. Thus. this is less a
movement of philosophy than an adventure in writing, relying on the horizontality of
language and the “law of the road” to paint those scenes that educate cr please the reader.
Here. we see association, contrast. transformation of images. charm. vitality. curiosity.
contingence, radical breaks, magic, surprises and games. Quattrocento writings strives to
be faithful to the singular, the moment or the place. The author weaves a text whose
expressionism and figurative intensity mark the genesis of meaning. From such a genesis

comes that pertinence, force, energy, purpose and beauty that guarantee its truth.



Gathering this together. let me make the point underlying this entire thesis - this
discourse is ultimately a discourse of and on the body. The body is the organizer of
Quattrocento writing. These thinkers make it clear that they are buried in the empirical.
Their project is to make the world speak: they know its language through osmosis. This
discourse is a discourse of desire. sensuality. pleasure. imagination. exoticism. eroticism

and the material taste of culture.



Chapter Two

Machiavelli’s Rhetorical Device in Discorsi IN1
I. A Literal and Material Studv of The Text

The central claim of this thesis is that R. Hariman's “Composing Modemity in
Machiavelli's Prince™ is mistaken in excluding Machiavelli from the context of
Renaissance discourse and in claiming that Machiavelli invented a modem rationalism
that really built itself against his reasonings. The present study now concerns itself with
proposing an alternative to Hariman's reading. As mentioned in the Introduction. this is
to consider Machiavelli to be a Quattrocento writer. taking up this period’s rhetorical
employment of reason. In particular, I claim that Machiavelli makes proto-typical use of a
thetoric befitting his politico-military concems: strategic reason. The subtleties and
functioning of strategic reason are best understood by an appeal to a model of
embodiment seen operating in Machiavelli’s Discorsi I

While the first chapter concemed itself with the mis-en-scene of Hariman’s
methodology and thesis. this second chapter encapsulates the argument for a Renaissance
reading of Machiavelli.

Poor scholarship is at once evident in that it both chooses to ignore factors such as
historical context and stylistic elements and disregards the importance of textual evidence
to support its claims. There are studies on Machiavelli that fall into this trap. Rather than
heed the significance of the above mentioned devices, they prefer instead to capitalize on
popular myths or conveniently use secondary source matter and that timeless pool of
Machiavelli quotes, spectral. weightless in that they lack their context. What these
insights intend to suggest is that, with a disputation such as the central claim of this
thesis. it is crucial to provide solid argumentative support. With this in mind. the first part
of this second chapter will be devoted to a close reading of Discorsi IIl. Interesting by
itself. this exercise shall nevertheless provide the necessary support for the rhetorical
reading of Machiavelli, to follow in the second part of this chapter. This first section of
Chapter Two shall look at this text in the original Italian and refrain from straying into the

realm of theoretical import. In clear, simple terms the historical, biographical context and



genre of the Discorsi. the style and textual devices-topography of Discorsi INI will be
discussed. By reading Discorsi INI in the Italian. this paper aims to present the reader
with a good equivalent of a direct contact with the original work. It strives to present the

reader with the experience of the Discorsi - that they be witnesses to the event of that text.

that they be placed under that same spell as Machiavelli’s audience amidst the armed

occupation of Florence in the nadir of the Quattrocento.

A. The Historical and Biographical Background to The Discorsi

To paint a portrait of Italy at the time of the late Quattrocento, the material context
in which Machiavelli lived and wrote the Discorsi, [ appeal to Pasquale Villari's singular

masterwork, detailing the whole of this period, The Life and Times of Niccolo
Machiavelli (1890)'. Throughout most of the Quattrocento, Italy enjoyed times of relative

stability that allowed for the prosperity and novelty responsible for arguably the greatest

cultural achievements of the West. While the country was partitioned along city and
canton lines enforced by the provinces, Venice, Milan, Naples. the Papacy and Florence.
this division. though unpopuiar, at times produced a healthy competition. In the context
of this thesis, it is the province of Florence that warrants our attention. From 1469-1494
Florence was ruled by Lorenzo de’Medici (“The Magnificent”). The oligarchy of his
family, while setting themselves up as life-long rulers, were nevertheless acute and
devoted patrons of the arts and philosophy. Due to their funding and vision, we are the
heirs of the stunning aesthetic experiments and perfections of this period.

However, the last vears of the Fifteenth Century saw Italy thrown in the midst of a
violent upheaval so great that it took on an almost apocalyptic character. Italy witnessed a
total collapse of its socio-political system. Forces of social sectarianism and military
expansion raged out of control; defying containment, negotiation and recongciliation by
outmaneuvering or defying this period’s toothless political practices and diplomacy. Soon
after. this country was engulfed in the fumnace of total civil war that pitted city against

city, province against province, “Italians™ against the foreign European powers that

' Villari’s work is amazing in its depth, scope and ambition. Not only does he provide the biographical data
to Machiavelli's life. almost to the day. he gives brief analyses of his works and lays out the social, cultural
and political context, in great detail. of the day.



sought Imperialistic dominion of the Mediterranean. In 1494 Charles the VIII of France
invaded the country to assert his claim to the throne of Naples. His successor. the sly
Louis XTI. started the wheels of the ferocious Franco-Spanish war. a war in which the
Papacy itself was implicated. by bargaining partition with Ferdinand of Aragon. The
Spanish then occupied the whole of Southem Italy. These events are in addition to the
continual threats of wars of expansion by the Moors. The sheer intensity of this conflict
can be seen in the example of France's campaign for Milan. The French took Milan in
1499 only to lose it and regain it in 1500. They lost Milan again in 1512 only to regain it
in 1515. The French lost Milan in 1522. regained it 1524 and then were finally pushed out
in 1525. These episodes would be comic, even absurd if one were to overlook their
necessary implications. The toll on the Italians was astronomical, its ripples were felt
until the 19th Century. Social. political and economic collapse. coupled with plagues and
the pestilence of foreign troops. the “barbari” - “barbarians™. left the country in
smoldering ruins. Alongside the cultural triumphs of the Quattrocento were the players of
this theater of chaos. including: scorched-earth policies and counter-insurgency activities
carried out by Franco-Spanish armies whose behaviour was more akin to that seen in
aimless street-gangs; unruly Swiss mercenaries holding whole cities for ransom: free-
ranging assassins’ guilds like those under the Orsini: the shameless “vendu™ [talian
aristocracy come plutocracy, eager to collaborate or ally themselves with any power that
would assure them a healthy supply of riches; the “Condottiri”, warlords with their
private armies, for hire or engaged in the carving out territory for themselves; the
infamous Borgia - Pope Alexander VI, and his illegitimate children Caesar and Lucrezia
whose collective psychosis, sadism and perversion have become the stuff of legend: and
finally a Germanic Holy Roman Empire ever resentful of a Rome they considered to be
an extorting bully and further scandalized by its enthusiastic adoption of Classical culture,
a “perverted science™ whose lights transgressed the values of medieval Christendom. In
1527, this lumbering giant would at last be granted its chance to punish Italy. This year
saw Imperial troops and land-knights of the Holy Roman Empire under Charles Vth
embark upon a quasi-Crusade against a land seen by Northern Christians, such as Luther,

as a veritable Biblical “Babylon”. The vear 1527 marks the cataclysmic end, at least its



material conditions. of Quattrocento Humanism in the infamous “sack of Rome™ - here,
paralleling by way of analogy the sack of the Roman Empire by barbarians centuries
earlier. Imperial soldiers. in a fit of revenge. put to the sword and flame: art. architecture.
libraries". Later. even the spirit of the Quattrocento was to be snuffed. In 1540 Milan and
Naples were Spanish colonies. Florence and Sicily heid as protectorates. In Florence. The
Holy Roman Empire had. 1530. restored a corrupt. unpopular rule by the Medici and had
placed an Imperial Lieutenant in command of its fortresses. The glory of this age was
now a memory - its project unrealized’.

The fate of Florence, the heart of the Quattrocento, was tied to the fortunes of Italy
as a whole. Conquering armies of the French arrived in this province in 1494. Amidst
happy abandon in the streets, the ruling clique, the Medici family, was banished and a
republic, harkening back to the glory of a young Rome, was proclaimed. During the next
vears. under the direction of a wavering Gonfalonier Soderini and fiery populist prophet
Savonarola. Florence was to pursue policies in league with France's Mediterranean
Campaign. In particular. it would attempt to reclaim former lands around the
neighbouring city-state Pisa and fend off aggression from the Holy League. a politico-
military alliance between Spain. the Venetians and Pope Julius II. Dire for Florence. in
1512, the French would betray this republic; allowing the Holy League to both occupy the
province and violently restore the Medici. Until 1527, Florence would be tied to the
policies of papal expansion under the Medici Popes. Then, upon hearing news of the sack
of Rome. the Florentines rose up to expel their masters once more - proclaiming the dawn
of a new republic. It would last a mere three years before its fall to the Holy Roman
Empire.

Born of impoverished aristocracy in 1469, Niccolo Machiavelli had grown up
during the Florentine Golden Age under Lorenzo. As a young man he had witnessed
French occupation, the overthrow of the Medici, the downfall of Savonarola and the
betrayal of Florence. During his tenure in politics, beginning around 1498. Machiavelli

? Many Quattrocento writers witnessed the sack and spoke of it with lamentation and disbelief.

’ Remember. this project was 10 institute a new. epic Rome - with the artistic grandeur of Angelo. the
engineering of Da Vinci. the political aspirations and structuring of the Florentine republicans or even Pope
Julius II and of course, the poetic vision of Petrarch.



was appointed Secretary and Second Chancelior of the republic. His tasks included
administration. diplomacy, some military duties. the role of advisor and public official.
Machiavelli accomplished a variety of ends including the diplomatic attempt to secure
Florentine independence from foreign mastery and domestic threat, the 1505 organization
of a public militia and the 1512 engineering of siege of the neighbouring city, Pisa. In
particular, the list of his diplomatic activities is quite exciting: a 1499 mission to the
courageous Caterina Sforza. a 1502 meeting with the infamous warlord Caesar Borgia, a
1506 errand to Pope Julius II and finally. in 1507. a rendezvous with Emperor
Maximilian to discuss payment to the Holy Roman Empire. Due to this vast experience.
analysis, strategy and observation figure greatly in his letters. dispatches and
commentaries.

Upon the fall of the Florentine Republic in 1512, Machiavelli was exiled by the
Medici family for his strong republican politics and friendship to Soderini. In 1513, a
circle of youths, possessed with republican fervour, embarked upon an ill-organized,
hapless attempt to overthrow the Medici. Their plot a failure, these conspirators were
apprehended and executed. Under interrogation, they named Machiavelli as a co-
conspirator. Our author was even imprisoned and tortured for this indirect part in the
insurgency. Released he retreated to his family land at San Cassiano.

There, he jockeyed for political influence by writing a series of literary works.
letters, sonnets and well known political treatises that read more like feverish manifestos
or republican propaganda. Given the character of these times it is easier to see these
works as representative of late Quattrocento Humanist thought. Like other writers of his
day, Machiavelli protested against the presence of the barbari; dreamt of the glory of his
country’s Roman heritage and of a future free and united ltaly; and longed for revenge
against his brutal foreign masters whose Medievalist rule stood in inferiority to the
cultural supremacy of the Quattrocento. In his eyes, Florence, the flagship of
Quattrocento Humanism, needed to liberate itself from tyranny and ascend into epic
legend by both legislating itself in similar fashion to the civic city-states seen in antiquity
and heroically unifying Italy along those same political lines. Machiavelli’s vision borders

on the call for a new Roman Empire. His Ant of War, The Prince and Discorsi can be said




to be the blueprint for this vision. albeit each deals with the different and specific
conditions for its accomplishment.

These texts were circulated among an interested. though powerless audience.
Machiavelli even read his “manifestos™ aloud to a covert gathering of Florentine
Humanists at the Oricellari Gardens. These orations. combining Machiavelli’s unique
prescriptions and experience in both political and military affairs. made a great impact on
his audience. Machiavelli tried repeatedly and unsuccessfully to involve himself in the
political affairs of Florence. Through familial connections at the Gardens he was
introduced to the Medici family. Ever suspicious of his real intent. the Medici found
employment for this gifted republican thinker. though assuring he was on a short leash
and under a tight muzzle. Medici Pope Clement VII emploved Machiavelli as a

chronicler. Macniavelli's excellent The Historv of Florence stems from this period.

Years later. with the overthrow of the Medici and the re-institution of the
Florentine republic. Machiavelli was sure his day as prophet and civic leader had come.
With utmost irony he was to meet his end. Seen as a former employ-agent of the
oligarchy and hence. as an enemy of the People. Machiavelli was once more exiled: his
tools. his years of experience in public policy dismissed. his heroic dreams for Italy

ignored. Forgotten. Machiavelli died a cynical. broken man in 1527.

B. The Destined Audience of The Discorsi

Machiavelli started writing the Discorsi at the same time as his infamous The
Prince. around 1513. However, for whatever reason. he decided to shelve it. unfinished or
unrevised. preferring instead to finish the The Prince in 1514. Both works were published
posthumously.

Now, the question to be answered, is to whom the Discorsi is addressed. Who is
the potential or destined audience of this, Machiavelli’s masterwork?

Concemning The Prince, Machiavelli makes clear the identity of the individual

addressed - it is the ruler of Florence, Lorenzo de’Medici (1492-1519), nephew of

Giovanni de 'Medici, the great Pope Leo X.



Men who are anxious to win the favour of a Prince nearly always follow the custom of
presenting themselves to him with the possessions they value most. or with things they
know especially please: so we often see princes given horses. weapons. cloth of goid.
precious stones. and similar ornaments worthy of their high position. Now. I am anxious to
offer myself to Your Magnificence with some token of my devotion to vou. and I have not
found among my belongings anything as dear to me or that I value as much as my
understanding of the deeds of great men. won by me from a long acquaintance with
contemporary affairs and a continuous study of the ancient world: these matters I have
very diligently analysed and pondered for a long time. and now. having summarized them
in a little book. I am sending them to Your Magnificence...

So. Your Magnificence. take this little gift in the spirit in which I send it: and if you read
and consider it diligently. you will discover in it my urgent wish that you reach the
eminence that fortune and your other qualities promise you. And if. from your lofty peak.
Your Magnificence will sometimes glance down to these low-lying regions. you will
realize the extent to which. undeservedly. | have tc endure the great and unremitting
malice of fortune. (Machiavelli. 1981. pp.29-30)

While it is easy to see that Machiavelli supplicates Lorenzo for a favour. it is far less
obvious to grasp his reason(s) for doing so. As we have seen in the first chapter of this
thesis, the genesis. inspiration and influence of this little handbook full of “fortune-
cookie™ maxims and rules for the successful rule of principalities is seen as anything from
a sycophantic attempt of Machiavelli to win prestige before the Medici, a cynic textbook
for assuring personal power, an emanation-text of the Devil or the crafting of the
foundations for modemn nation-state and natural science. Given Machiavelli’s position in
the socio-political context of Italy at the time, so brilliantly laid out by Villari, I think it
safe to assume that The Prince is an attempt, on the part of Machiavelli. to subtlely re-
enter Florentine politics.

I believe it is far easier to understand the reasons leading to the composition of the
Discorsi. The Discorsi is addressed to two of Machiavelli’s Humanist friends, Zanobi
Buondelmonti and Cosimo Rucellai, with whom he frequented the literary gatherings at
the Oricellarii Gardens. Cosimo Rucellai owned these gardens, having inherited them
from his father and was chief organizer of these festive conferences. Let us consider the
dedication® :

I am sending you a present which. if it does not come up to the obligations I owe you. is

at any rate the best that Niccolo Machiavelli is able to send you. For in it I have set down

all that I know and have learnt from a long experience of, and from constantly reading
about. political affairs. And since neither you nor anyone else can well expect more from

* For the purpose of this claim. [ am quoting in extenso.



me than this. vou will not be disappointed that [ am not sending you more. You may
perhaps lament my lack of skill. should these my narratives be thin. and also errors of
judgement. should L. in discussing things. have in many places made mistakes. [f this be so.
I know not which of us is less obliged to the other. [ to vou. for having forced me to write
what [ should never have written of my own accord. or vou to me. if what [ have written
fails to satisfv vou. Accept it. then. in the manner in which things are accepted amongst
friends. by whom the intention of the giver is always more esteemed than the quality of the
gift. And believe me when I say that [ have in this just one consolation. It is that when I
reflect on the many mistakes | may have made in other circumstances. [ know that I have
made no mistake at any rate in this. that [ have chosen to dedicate these my discourses to
vou in preference to all others: both because. in doing so. | seem to be showing some
gratitude for benefits received. and also because I seem in this to be departing from the
usual practice of authors. which has always been to dedicate their works to some prince.
and blinded by ambition and avarice. to praise him for all his virtuous qualities when they
ought to have blamed him for all manner of shameful deeds... Entertain yvourselves. then.
with what vou were anxious to get. whether it be good or bad: and. should you be so
mistaken as to find my views acceptable. I shall not fail to follow this up with the rest of
the history as I promised at the start. Farewell. (Machiavelli. 1983. pp.93-4)

This dedication intimates that Machiavelli aspires to novelty in attempting to
compose a treatise on government. notably the act of governing in a republican style.
taking his ideas, insights and prescriptions from his years of experience working for the
Florentines. This is unlike the dedication of The Prince, as it lacks the quasi-feudal
relationship shared between prince and counselor. prince and vassal. Rather, in the
dedication to the Discorsi we see the complicity so characteristic of Quattrocento
Humanism. This dedication reveals a conversation, via correspondence. between friends;
sharing ideas. dialoguing on politics, current events, philosophy, culture. Unlike The
Prince, where Machiavelli trumpets his skills and knowledge to Lorenzo, in his Discorsi,
he apologizes for the limitations, even mediocrity of this same work! He begs forgiveness
for his ignorance of those issues that possess him: his political claims and advice. his
knowledge of the deeds and culture of antiquity. Though indeed well read. given the
circumstances surrounding his life. Machiavelli was a busy civil servant. He was not an
erudite scholar. possessed of great learning and talent, like a host of his friends and
literary acquaintances.

The Prince and the Discorsi were written at the same time, under the same set of
singular conditions and were read, at least in part, at the Oricellarii Gardens. Read aloud,

The Prince comes off as a feverish manifesto. Though composed as a body of maxims,



practical advice and rules of wide range. The Prince, above all. stands as a call to
violence. Bringing together the dedication and final chapter [XXVI] “Exhortation to
liberate Italy from the barbarians™ and cognizant of the politico-military situation of the
day. The Prince stands revealed as a call for revolution: to liberate Italy from barbarian
imperialism and to unite the country under a single political order. Gathering together the
Classic. epic and Biblical metaphors. this tiny book. taking the fabric and colour from

Exodus and Homer. paints the vision of a proud new Rome:

... So now. left lifeless. Italy is waiting to see who can be the one to heal her wounds. put
an end to the sacking of Lambardy. to extortion in the Kingdom and in Tuscany. and
cleanse those sores which have now been festering for so long. See how Italy beseeches
God to send someone to save her from those barbarous cruelties and outrages: see how
eager and willing the country is to follow a banner. if only someone will raise it... In order
therefore that ltaly. after so long a time. may behold its saviour. this opportunity must not
be let slip. And I cannot express with what love he would be welcomed in all those
provinces which have suffered from these foreign inundations. with what thirst for
vengeance. with what resolute loyalty. with what devotion and tears. What doors would be
closed to him? What people would deny him their obedience? What envy would stand in
his way? What [talian would refuse him alliance? This barbarous tyranny stinks in
evervone's nostrils. Let vour illustrious House undertake this task. therefore. with the
courage and hope which belongs to just enterprises. so that. under your standard. our
country may be ennobled. and under vour auspices what Petrarch said may come to pass:

Vertue "gainst fury shall advance the fight.
And it 1" th’ combate soone shall put to flight:
For th™ old Romane valour is not dead.

Nor in th” Italians brests extinguished.
(Machiavelli. 1981. pp.134.138)

Against this sweeping personal diatribe stands the more reserved political
testament of Machiavelli. Whereas The Prince is intense and at times spotty. the Discorsi
is speculative. even possessing a model guiding argumentation - tight. But above all. the
Discorsi is subtle and it is through this subtlety that it mirrors The Prince. The Discorsi
makes a similar call to its audience. However, instead of demanding a Moses or Achilles
to save ltaly, it takes a more populist approach. The Discorsi calls for a ground swell of
revolt on the part of the people of Italy, Florence in particular, who, upon being educated
by Machiavelli’s propaganda, should take shape as a unstoppable avalanche of violence -
expelling foreigners and with the grace and force of Quattrocento culture, heralding the



epic foundation of a new republican Rome. This call is found in the Preface to Book II

and. as we shall see. at great length, in IINI.

... But as the facts are there for any one to see. I shall make so bold as to declare plainly
what I think of those days and of our own. so that the minds of young men who read what [
have written may turn from the one and prepare to imitate the other whenever fortune
provides them with occasion for so doing. For it is the duty of a good man to point out to
others what is well done. even though the malignity of the times or of fortune has not
permitted vou to do it for yourself. to the end. of the many who have the capacirty. some
one. more beloved of heaven. may be able to do it. (Machiavelli. 1983. pp.268-9)

To whom, in particular, is the Discorsi addressed? In a wide sense, the Discorsi is
addressed to all Italians. But strategicallv. Machiavelli addresses those having the
material conditions. resources, and power to accomplish his project of uniting I[taly under

republican rule. In The Prince, Machiavelli hopes the Medici. with their stunning wealth.

military power and Papal influence can realize his dream. With the Discorsi, Machiavelli
tailors his arguments and rhetoric to a specific group. Remember that this opus was read
at the literary gatherings at the Oricellarii Gardens. Present were: Bemnardo Rucellai.
father of Cosimo, a writer of Latin satires and a partisan of the Medici. Zanobi
Buondelmonti. the poet Luigi di Pieroalamanni, the historians Jacopo Nardi and Filippo
dei Nerli, the latter a republican, Giangiorgio Trissino, a scholar, grammarian and a epic
poet, even Francesco Guicciardini, with his close Medici ties, frequented these meetings.
Machiavelli addressed this rich elite, these patrons of the arts. But in particular he spoke
to those youths present. These voung aristocrats, holding some political power and even
possessing private armies, were impressionable. Witnesses to Machiavelli’s readings.
they were inspired. For our author, these youths were to be the soldiery and civic
statesmen of a future Rome. Their youth, power and cultured beauty, like Achilles or the
Roman civic generals of old, were a force powerful enough to unite a country under this
glorious ideal. Properly educated and motivated, they could muster, command. organize
the citizenry, unite cities and provinces, start a vicious insurgency and meet their foreign
conquerors on the field. Everyone here at the Gardens believed in the Quattrocento and
dreamt for an Italian future worthy of the glory of their ancestors. Despite an atmosphere
of support for the Medici, at these meetings republican ideas were at worst welcome, at

best lauded. And listening to Machiavelli’s accounts of the near divine deeds and



qualities of the past. this audience behaved as if under a spell. It would be from this pool
of admirers and fellow republicans that Machiavelli hoped to find the resources and tools
for his grand project.

C. The Prefaces of The Discorsi

The passage that will serve as this paper’s case study, Discorsi NI, is part of the
second of the three Books that constitute the Discorsi. There is a separate Preface for each
of Books One and Two.

The Preface to Book One opens with Machiavelli introducing his ambitious

project. From the first lines he says that it is always at some risk that one presents original
insights and methodologies. Referring no doubt to the revolutionary discovery of the
Americas. fresh in the minds of Machiavelli’s audience. he says such invention is akin to
the discovery of new lands or the chartering of unknown seas (Machiavelli. 1983. p.97).
Then, the true republican, upon remarking that his efforts are for “the common benefit of
all”. he says that he is composing an original method or styie. These are his words: ...
none the less. impelled by the natural desire I have always had to labour. regardless of
anything. on that which [ believe to be for the common benefit of all, I have decided to
enter upon a new way. as yet untroddened by anyone else.” (Machiavelli. 1983. p.97). As
in the dedication to his friends, Machiavelli once more apologizes for his feeble
knowledge of antiquity. He also apologizes for his limited experience of “current affairs”
but adds that his noveity shall hopefully point others. more keen of judgement and
analysis, in the direction of realizing his project. "And if my poor ability, my limited
experience of current affairs, my feeble knowledge of antiquity, should render my efforts
imperfect and of little worth, they may none the less point the way for another of greater
ability, capacity for analysis, and judgement, who will achieve my ambition: which. if it
does not eamn me praise. should not eam me reproaches.” (Machiavelli, 1983. p.97). Upon
making his introductory remarks, full of decorum, Machiavelli then presents what will
come to be the central claim of the Discorsi. Referring to the culture of Quattrocento

Humanism, he says that in the present day antiquity is held in such high regard, that its

culture is imitated. For instance, plastic art from the Classical period is unearthed.



restored and then copied for the enjoyment of all. However. Machiavelli wonders why
people of this day and age read about the epic deeds. the virrit of the Greeks and Romans.
are filled with wonder, with excitement. but never think to imitate these actions
(Machiavelli, 1983, pp.97-8). If anything, people attribute to these events of old an almost
divine status. befitting some unattainable ideal.

While Machiavelli grieves the loss of this period of astonishing heroism and
patriotism. he says that just as law is a record of decisions and medicine. a record of
experiments. so too can an informed collection detailing these events be a remedy for the
chaos and political ill of the current epoch’. The obstacle confronting him. he says, is
Christianity itself. This religion. claims Machiavelli. has served to both induce weakness
and idleness and to cultivate an a-historical discourse among its large following. The
consequences of this are grave. being that [talians are wholly unable to govem

themselves. Machiavelli says:

The more so when [ see that in the civic disputes which arise between citizens and in the
diseases men get. they always have recourse to decisions laid down by the ancients and o
the prescriptions they drew up. For the civil law is nothing but a collection of decisions.
made by jurists of old. which the jurists of today have tabulated in orderly fashion for our
instruction. Nor. again. is medecine anything but a record of experiments. performed by
doctors of old. upon which the doctors of our day base their prescriptions. In spite of
which in constituting republics. in maintaining states. in governing kingdoms. in forming
an army or conducting a war. in dealing with subjects. in extending the empire. one finds
neither prince nor republic who repairs to antiquity for examples.

This is due in my opinion not so much to the weak state to which the religion of today
has brought the world. or to the evil wrought in many provinces and cities of Chnistendom
by ambition conjoined with idleness. as to the lack of a proper appreciation of history.
owing to people failing to realize the significance of what they read. and to their having no
taste for the delicacies it comprises. Hence it comes about that the great bulk of those who
read it take pleasure in hearing of the various incidents which are contained in it. but never
think of imitating them. since they hold them to be not merely difficult but impossible of
imitation. as if the heaven. the sun. the elements and man had in their motion. their order.
and their potency, become different from what they used to be. (Machiavelli. 1983. pp.98-
9)

* There is a whole pharmacological. Galenal subtext to these ideas. implicitly connected to Machiavelli's
understanding of virti. later discussed. In this thesis, due to topical constraints, we can only mention it in
passing. Medicine in the Renaissance was at once “theoretical™, at once astrological. alchemical - magical.
Like the Galenal physicians of this period. Machiavelli presents us with a “cure™ for political malady in the
form of virtiz. But like some secret recipe or astrological code, this prescription works as a socery.



It is thus Machiavelli's ambition to right this thinking by drawing practical lessons from
the past. in particular. from the history detailed in the books of the Roman historian. Titus
Livy.

The Preface to Book Two begins with Machiavelli’s seemingly removed claim
that people are mistaken in praising the past and criticizing the present (Machiavelli.
1983. p.265). The reason for this. he says. is that people either tend to exaggerate and
misunderstand the past or they come to hate that which they fear or envy. And since. to
them. the past no longer poses a threat. it comes be to idealized.

Despite such words. Machiavelli says that this unreflected habit is not always
incorrect. The world itself may validate such a perception. At this point. Machiavelli
makes the interesting claim. no doubt an appeal to some ancient metaphysics. like the
works of Polybius, that the world is ever in a state of flux - a cycle that nevertheless
conserves the same amount of good and evil.

My answer is. then. that it is true there exists this habit of praising the past and
criticizing the present. and not always true that to do so is a mistake. for it must be
admitted that sometimes such a judgement is valid because. since human affairs are ever in
a state of flux. they move either upwards or downwards...

When [ reflect that it is in this way that events pursue their course it seems to me that the
world has always been in the same condition. and that in it there has been just as much
good as there is evil. but that this evil and this good has varied from province to province.
(Machiavelli, 1983. p.266)

According to Machiavelli. in this repetition of patterns, virtu first found its home in
Assyria, Media, Persia, then Italy especially in Rome (Machiavelli. 1983. p.267). In a
seemingly critical tone, he then says virtiz is now to be found among other peoples who
live brave. patriotic lives. After the fall of the Empire. among the Turks. the Franks and
those Saracens who breached Byzantine. Now, he says. among the Germans. Then. a
sentence later. he embraces a more optimistic posture. saying some virtu is still left in
Italy, even if it is awash in a sea of mediocrity and corruption: “Hence, after ruin had
overtaken the Romans, there continued to exist in all these provinces and in all these
separate units, and still exists in some of them, that virtue which is desired and quite

rightly praised.” (Machiavelli, 1983, p.267).



Again making a wide claim. this time bearing an anthropological import.
Machiavelli says that while our judgments may change. our circumstances do not. This
has for effect. the contrual of our perceptions. This is further compounded by the fact that.
by nature. he says. our appetites are unsatiable. rendering us unsatisfied with what we
possess and longing for what we lack (Machiavelli. 1983. p.268). As a consequence we
find fault with everything. Machiavelli says that because of this he would sooner blame
his own sense of judgement than venture anything to the opposite effect. However. he
states that his present object of study is not simply a matter of belief - the golden days of
Greece and Rome reallv were great and glorious while his own day is weak. is wretched.
With this. Machiavelli hopes the voung men of his day will embrace his lessons and
imitate the ancient examples that virzi return to his country: “But as the facts are there for
any one to see. I shall make so bold as to declare plainly what I think of those days and of
our own, so that the minds of young men who read what [ have written turn from the one
and prepare to imitate the other whenever fortune provides them with the occasion for so

doing.” (Machiavelli, 1983, p.268)

D. The Structural Form of Discorsi IINI

The original language of the Discorsi is Italian. Discorsi IINI is composed as such
that it only possesses one paragraph break, hence comprising three paragraphs.
When set against The Prince, in the original Italian, a stylistic difference between

these two works is at once apparent. Though the text of The Prince is written in [talian,
the title of each chapter is written in Latin. Curiously. the reason for this could be that
because The Prince is written for the Medici, Machiavelli wanted at least part of its
structure to bear the decorum traditionally reserved for addressing those in positions of
political power: especially those with Papal connections. The Italian text befits the
message of The Prince - that xenophobic, cultural call mentioned in the above section.

Following this logic we can say that the Discorsi is entirely written in Italian precisely

because its republican, patriotic call is addressed to all Italians with the power to take up

this project.



The complete title of the Discorsi, in Italian is. Il _Principe e Discorsi sopra la

prima deca di Tito Livio. In English it is. Discourses on The First Ten Books of Titus

Livv. In Italian. the title of Discorsi NI reads. Con quali popli i Romani ebbero a

combattere. e come ostinatamente quegli difendevono la loro liberta. In English. this title
reads. Concerning The Kind of People The Romans had to Fight. and How Obstinately
Thev Defended Their Freedom. For this study [ have decided to us the Penguin English
translation of the Discorsi. this being Leslie J. Walker S.J. 1950 translation of Guido

Mazzoni and Mario Casella’s 1929 edition of Tutte le opere storiche e letterarie di

Niccolo Machiavelli.

In the Italian. Discorsi [Tl comprises six pages and 209 lines. whereas in the
English translation this has been lengthened to seven pages and 235 lines. By and large.
in comparison to the others. Discorsi [I\Il is a long chapter. The normal chapter length for
all three Books is a brief two to four pages. Only five of the /42 chapters that make up
the Discorsi. rival Book Two. Chapter Two. These are NI and I'XL. respectively detailing
what kind of state was Rome and the Roman appointment of the Decemvirate. And in
Book Two. there are VI and IMXXIV, which speak of the value of artillery and the
danger of fortresses. In Book Three lies the longest of chapters in the Discorsi. The

chapter conceming conspiracies stands at a surprising twenty-seven pages.

E. The Literarv Construction of Discorsi IINI; Its Genre

To get a sense of both the literary context from whence Machiavelili emerges. and
the originality of his own work, it is proper to discuss. albeit briefly. the literary

construction of the Discorsi with regards to whether it is representative of the genre of the

day. Since the central claim of this thesis is that Machiavelli is a Humanist thinker of the
late Quattrocento, to accomplish the above aim, this section shall place the Discorsi
alongside both another author typical of this day, Francesco Guicciardini and one almost
archetypal to the Renaissance writing itself, Desiderius Erasmus.

Machiavelli’s Discorsi is a political treatise circumscribed in a study of history. It

gives itself as a more or less analytical work commenting on historical events and



prescribing. in the form of general rules or maxims. the lessons learned thereof. The
argument of the Discorsi as a whole is even guided by a speculative model. of which I
shall speak later, at the heart of H\I. Yet. despite such claims to “theory”. due to its talk
of results. performance and decorum, the Discorsi above all reads like the sirategic.
experiential study of some game: due to its values. it reads like some parable. some
morality play. Historical actions and events from antiquity are recounted with dramatic
flair. Framed by Machiavelli's speculative guidance and rhetorical techniques, they come
to constitute a veritable theater - complete with scenes. plots. characters and even themes
that serve to illustrate given observations. insights and claims. However, unlike other
Renaissance writers employing similar styles and techniques. the examples and tales
Machiavelli draws from history are very sketchy. even skeletal. They are almost like
hieroglyphics or graphisms that betray their import via metaphor. Better, they are akin to
those chalk drawings and diagrams used by coaches to illustrate plays and strategies.
Given its pedagogical aims. and ever attentive to the entertainment. the pleasure of its
audience. the Discorsi is simple without being simplistic. With its fast-paced, exciting
narratives, encapsulating morals and indeed its typical characterizations and repetitious
motifs, the Discorsi reads like a collection of myths: even a good Western without the
banality that would necessarily accompany this familiar, overused genre.

The lessons and causal explanations of the Discorsi are cobbled together in an
undisciplined fashion and even its model, claiming that a civic religion instills in the
populace the virti necessary to maintain and defend a city-state, works implicitly. not in a
self-conscious fashion like in the works of modemity. While the speculative side of the
Discorsi may be less strict than its object warrants, the rhetoric that binds this text to its
audience is far more calculated and articulate. A political treatise, the Discorsi is even
more so, a political act. As mentioned in the above section detailing Machiavelli’s
planned audience, the Discorsi is a subtle work of indoctrination. In its studies of history
and political management, its detached, clinical tone gives way again and again to
passionate advocacy and militancy on behalf of republican values and nationalist ideals.

To track the rhetorical play of the Discorsi is to see it less as an analytical work than a

manifesto or ploy of propaganda.



The genre and style of the Discorsi are both typical of lare Quattrocento
Humanism. In terms of genre. studies in history and political treatises bearing historical
references or motifs were characteristic of this period. As well. Florence saw many works
on republicanism. particularly during the brief tenure of republican rule in this province.
Here, think of the corpus of Savonarola. But to the greatest extent. most political thought
and politico-military analysis took shape in the veritable forum of Humanism: through
correspondence. diplomacy and public address. Machiavelli’s administrative career bears
witness to this. as does that of Francesco Guicciardini for instance. who ended up
transferring a host of Florentine diplomatic letters, civil projects and reflections to his

family’s own library for personal consultation.

The stvle of the Discorsi is representative of this period in many ways. Many
critics have remarked on the quite pessimism that runs through both The Prince and the
Discorsi. One can even say that to read the Prefaces of the Discorsi or the last chapter of
The Prince is to be confronted with a very vocal pessimism. In making many of its points.
the Discorsi relies again and again on a literarv consensus accomplished earlier by
Petrarch - the singular glory of their Roman ancestry. The late Quattrocento also sees the
presence of a more historical kind of writing. This writing is novel in that it places great
emphasis on facts and also embodies a strategic, critical approach to its subject matter.
This writing looks for causal explanations. forwards rules derived from experience, is at
times skeptical and interrogates or delineates the limitations of its sources, colleagues and
methodology. This is not the erudite, encyclopedic Humanism of the early Italian
Renaissance. In the Discorsi we see far fewer quotes, references. dialogues and fantastic
devices than in the works of his precursors. Using a musical metaphor. Machiavelli tends
to explore one chord with fractured time changes whereas earlier writers delved into a
symphony of sound, texture, and experimentation. This, of course, has a lot to do with

Machiavelli’s rhetorical strategy in the Discorsi, which shall be examined later. But it

also says a lot about the literary context of the late Quattrocento. Here, the resources and
training for a Humanist leaming were clearly lacking. Enamoured with this worid,
Machiavelli tries to sustain it the best he can with the tools and talents he has. He himself

admits his limitations and shortcomings. The Discorsi is certainly not written by a Valla




or Ficino. With this. the Discorsi gives itself. not as a timeless piece of science. but a
quintessential period piece: responding in kind to its material conditions with a prose that
is stark. extreme and violent.

Alongside the prose of the Discorsi we now place the writing of Francesco
Guicciardini (1483-1540). considered the last Humanist of the [talian Renaissance. His
works include. The Florentine Affairs (1527-8), The Historv of Florence (started 1508.
left unfinished 1509) and his opus, The Historv of Italv (1536). Guicciardini was a

contemporary and acquaintance of Machiavelli. Both had worked for the Florentine
govenment and the Medici family. Like Machiavelli. Guicciardini was a diplomat.
administrator and military advisor. Unlike Machiavelli. Guicciardini enjoved a degree of
personal political power under the Medici, being a Protector of a number of city-states.
An Italian nationalist. due to his aristocratic background, Guicciardini believed in
autocratic rule by a prince and hence differed from Machiavelli in his ideas on the recipe
for Italian unification. Interesting enough. in his many works. Guicciardini writes as if in
silent dialogue with Machiavelli. This author even wrote a commentary-critique of the
Discorsi. Thus. he is a good foil to our Machiavelli.

The literary construction of Guicciardini’s works is that of a recording and
analysis of history. Akin to Machiavelli. Guicciardini employs a style that is theoretical
and empirical in character - making claims from time to time, seeking the causal
explanation of events. Again like Machiavelli, his style but hints at the presence of the
author and marks a diminished use of quotes and images. Intertextuality is downplayed in
favour of the composition, using original sources, of a factual. experiential narrative lush
enough to make the reader believe Guicciardini was there to behold the events he
recounts. Though lacking the exclusivity and especially the rabid fervour of The Prince
and Discorsi, Guicciardini's prose is very ltalianized. It is clear he writes for Italians

alone. Let us now look to his work. What follows is a passage from his The Historv of

Florence, detailing the overthrow of Piero de’Medict in 1494.

... Besides there were all those things which make the populace hostile to those in power:
the natural desire for change. envy and resentment against those in office. Furthermore all
those who were hostile to the government and repressed by it. aroused and filled again
with the hope that the city might regain her ancient freedom and that they might attain the
position they felt they deserved. contributed to make this disaffection the more perilous. It



was strengthened by the fact that Piero’s rule and his own nature were such that he was not
only hated by his enemies but displeased even his friends. who found him hard to bear. He
was a haughty and cruel man. who preferred being feared rather than loved. Savage and
bloodthirsty. he had on occasion attacked and wounded men at night and been present at
the deaths of several. He lacked that gravity which was necessary to anyone in such a
position. for amid these dangers to the city and to himself he was out every day in the
streets publicly playing football. He was obstinate and. not understanding affairs. either he
was determined to manage them according to his own ideas. believing only in himself. or
if he trusted and took counsel with anyone. it was not with those citizens who had long
experience of the city’s affairs and of government and were reputed to be wise and had an
interest in public success or failure and were by nature his friends and friends of his father
and of his family... (Guicciardini. 1964. pp.19-20)

In this passage we see the differences between Machiavelli and Guicciardini.
Unlike the Florentine favouritism of Machiavelli, Guicciardini is the first to consider [taly
as an organic whole. Though Guicciardini’s writing revels in causal themes. the
overwhelming lesson of his thought is that any attempt to see a logic to events. or some
grand principle of explanation, is doomed to failure®. The reasons for events are just as
better grasped by way of reference to chance. fear and ambition. For instance.
Guicciardini will use the example of a battle in the Franco-Spanish War in which a retreat
was accidentally called when a soldier, demanding his surrounding companions to make
way for his ax, exclaimed “back! back!” (Guicciardini, 1964, p.xix). Guicciardini makes
clear his belief that history is not a well of lessons and examples worthy of our imitation
but rather a pessimistic case study in human folly. Placing all weight on fortuna. not
virti. ignores the idealistic romanticism of those chronicling the winning actions of
heroes in impossible situations, preferring instead to focus on the absurd motors of
history - elements of chance like sickness, quarrels, weather, tragic errors in decision-
making and bad character traits. Yet, like his contemporary Machiavelli, Guicciardini
forgoes any “objective” telling of affairs. History provides him with the occasion, even
pulpit, for his moral assessment and judgement of character, wide claims about human
nature, and the psychological reason’s for Italy’s predicament. Again let us tum to
Guicciardini’s writing; here, in his The History of Italy, is his portrait of French king,

Charles VIII.

® Reading Guicciardini, one confronts a cynicism that far outstrips anything seen in Machiavelli.
Machiavelli is passionate with his causes and interests. Given his personal history and indeed that of his
country in the 1520’s and 1530’s, Guicciardini is a disillusioned man.



While these discussions were proceeding among the allies with unconcealed
disagreement. an event occurred which had unexpected results. On the night of April 7th
King Charles died at Amboise from an attack of what the doctors call apoplexy. It
happened while he was watching a game of tennis and it was so violent that he died within
a few hours without being moved. In his life he had set the world in turmoil with more
temerity than courage and there was the danger that he would do so again. Many believed
that his strong desire to return to [taly would have led him - either of his own accord or by
the influence of those who were jealous of the power of the Cardinal of St. Malo - to
overcome the obstacles which had been placed in his way. Thus. though his invasion
seemed now more. now less likely in Italy. according to his changes of mood. it kept
evervone in continual suspense. (Guicciardini. 1964. p.363)

Upon reading this. one confronts perhaps the greatest difference between these
two thinkers. Guicciardini's reading of history and thus his theoretical orientation or
methodology revolves around. not peoples or states. but the individual. An aristocrat
loathsome of commoners, Guicciardini curtails any republican influence of the day by
claiming that history is the story of the ambition. the personal choices. the struggles of
great individuals. Unlike Machiavelli's cartoon accounts. this writer speaks of real people
who behave as actors writing their own scripts to life. responding to the themes history
presents them and changing their psychological or moral makeup when circumstances so
demand. This is not a catalogue of results but an examination of individual motivation. In
many respects, Guicciardini is the writer more popular with the readers of our day.
Capable in analysis and synthesis. he makes his mark by placing people first and by
subtlely making his values and concerns known. while writing a human drama.

While the above selections from Guicciardini serve to highlight the features of
late Quattrocento thought present in the Discorsi, the following passages from laureate
writer-philosopher of Renaissance Humanism. Desiderius Erasmus will serve to place
Machiavelli’s work in relief: alongside this work of genius, its shortcomings as well as its
originality shall be disclosed”. The Erasmus text chosen for this section is his renown
1516 work. Institutio principis Christiani. This small essay bridges pedagogy and terminal
genre of the counsellor’s advice to his lord, the latter being that same genre to which
belongs Machiavelli’s The Prince. In fact, Erasmus performs a rhetorical play on this

latter genre, a literary tradition, stemming from Italy, that was seen as a vehicle of

” The reader must forgive my passing treatment of Erasmus. Erasmus’ writing is so rich and inventive - the
work of a genius - that any such reatment is bound to do a disservice to such a thinker.



corruption in the Northem Renaissance. Here. Erasmus uses familiar devices and

decorum but to ideal ends, not for his own profit. Furthermore. Institutio principis

Christiani places Machiavelli’s_The Prince on its head by giving itself as its Christian
rewrite. This provides us with an interesting tool of comparison and contrast. Erasmus
dwarfs Machiavelli in being perhaps the most accomplished of all Humanists. And in
terms of his values and style. he is Machiavelli's “photo-negative™.

The Northern Renaissance in France, the Netherlands. England etc.. differed from
the Italian Renaissance. In particular. it sought to Christianize the achievements of the
Quattrocento which it felt were “too pagan™. It also embraced, with passion, the latter’s
erudite and encyclopedic vision. The rhetoric. style and methodology thus reflect such a
commitment. Himself a talented Humanist. Erasmus frequented Europe’s royal courts.
and kept close correspondence with his friends: evervone from Emperor Charles V to
Philip I of Spain, France's Francis [, England’s Henry VIII to Humanist Thomas More.
Melanchthon and even Luther. He was a veritable “citizen of the world™.

Erasmus® model of the ideal prince is about as far removed from that of
Machiavelli as the imagination allows. For this writer, the prince must be both Plato’s
“philosopher king™ in search of Truth and governing with Justice, as well as a devoted,
pious Christian. Institutio principis Christiani bespeaks a model of political rule that is a
cross-breeding of traditional, medieval social arrangements and a Humanist attention to
learned education.

The literary construction of Erasmus” [nstitutio principis Christiani is both a work
of education and an inspiring handbook for proper princely rule. But it is far more than
this. Like the essays of Montaigne, it is an adventure in writing and reading. Here and
there we see a dialogue between master and pupil, citations and cryptic references.
analogies, metaphors, epic and Biblical references and lessons, colour, play, humour and
wit, illustrations, thought-experiments and pleasurable decorum. It is a carnival of a text.
And it is radically different from the sterile materialism and curt strategies of
Machiavelli’s Discorsi. The following passage from Institutio principis Christiani reveals

the depth, craft and concern in Erasmus’ writing; notice the epic example at the end.

... The teacher should enter at once upon his duties. so as to impiant the seeds of good
moral conduct while the senses of the prince are still in the tendemess of vouth. while his



mind is furthest removed from all vices and tractably vields to the hand of guidance in
whatever it directs. He is immature both in body and mind. as in the sense of duty. The
teacher’s task is always the same. but he must employ one method in one case. and another
in another. While his pupil is still a little child. he can bring in his teachings through pretty
stories. pleasing fables. clever parables. When he is bigger. he can teach the same things
directly.

When the little fellow has listened with pleasure to Aesop’s fable of the lion and the
mouse or of the dove and the ant. and when he has finished his laugh. then the teacher
should point out the new moral: the first fable teaches the prince to despise no one. but to
seek zealously to win to himself by kindness the heart of even the lowest peasant (plebs).
for no one is so weak but that on occasion he may be a friend to help you. or an enemy to
harm vou. even though you be the most powerful... When he has finished the story of the
Cyvclops who was blinded by Ulysses. the teacher should say in conclusion that the prince
who has great strength of body. but not of mind. is like Polyphemus. (Erasmus. 1965.
pp-146-7)

Though references to antiquity abound in [nstitutio principis Christiani, they leave
our author’s cast to serve both his belief that physical prowess must be internalized as the
force of moral virtue and his quasi-feudal vision of politics. For Erasmus. the state is but
a big family under the disciplined but gentle care of a fatherly prince, who in turn answers
to his father. God. Here is the medieval idea that the public space is emptied of all
content, subservient to the demands and ends of the private space - the familial, religious
space. The political values Erasmus trumpets assuring proper political living are those of
a cloistered man beloved of books, of a deeply religious man hateful of conflict: they are
the Christian values of universality, contemplation, peace. charity, temperance,
forgiveness. friendship... Embodying these values, the Christian prince then becomes an
example worthy of imitation by his subjects. Indeed, this vision is certainly in direct
conflict with that of Machiavelli. The Discorsi’s brute, cruel violence and bizarre
animism would scandalize Erasmus. Let us look to another passage from this work:

... But here some one of those frumps at the court. more stupid and worthless than any
woman vou could name. will interrupt with this: “You are making us a philosopher. not a
prince.” “I am making a prince.” [ answer. “although vou prefer a worthless sot like
yourself instead of a real prince!” You cannot be a prince. if you are not a philosopher:
vou will be a tyrant. There is nothing better than a good prince. A tyrant is such a
monstrous beast that his like does not exist. Nothing is equally baneful. nothing more
hateful to us all. Do not think that Plato rashly advanced the idea, which was lauded by the
most praiseworthy men. that the blessed state will be that in which the princes are
philosophers. or in which the philosophers seize the principate. I do not mean by
philosopher, one who is learned in the ways of dialectic or physics. but one casts aside the
false pseudo-realities and with open mind seeks and follows the truth. To be a philosopher



and to be a Christian is synonymous in fact. The only difference is in the nomenclature.
(Erasmus. 1965. p.150)

The Institutio principis Christiani is a normative text. through and through. Like

Machiavelli's works, it primarily functions as a rherorical call. It is written in Latin, at
this time the language of institutions, not the language of the uneducated commoners

whom Erasmus both feared and hated. The Institutio principis Christiani reads like the

collected lessons from a council of elders. not practical advice from the frontlines of
politico-military struggle. As an appeal to an audience. Erasmus’ text operates on an
individual level - it is a private call to conscience and to community. /t is above all. a
Christian call. The [nstitutio principis Christiani befits Hariman's notion of Renaissance
Humanism with its private world of letters. crafted diplomacy. Platonism and persuasion -

not the ideological rant and strategic mustering of the citizenry, that is the Discorsi.

F. Structural Elements of Discorsi IT\I1

Discorsi IINI is a text akin to a tapestry of many fibers. Through his writing,
Machiavelli effortiessly weaves together different kinds of sentences, propositions and
words. Using the English translation, let us now look at the literal make-up of the text
itself.

To begin with, Machiavelli uses different kinds of prose, depending on its
function. In Discorsi INI. we find fifteen descriptive sentences on pages 275-9 of the
English translation. The first paragraph of Page 278, detailing the superiority of the civic
religions of antiquity, by and large possesses the greatest number of these sentences.

There are thirty narrative sentences in this chapter of the Discorsi. They are to be found

on pages 274-9, 281 and appear with the greatest frequency on pages 275 and 277. The
rest of the sentences of Discorsi IINI are factual statements. For instance, all sentences of
page 280 bear this character. Interesting enough, with the exception of the sentence on
page 278, where Machiavelli calls for a civic reinterpretation of Christianity, whose
connotations are slightly ambiguous, there is but one imperative sentence. This sentence

is found on page 281 of the English translation beginning, “He who reflects, therefore, on



all that has been said...”. On page 281 of the ltalian. it reads. “Chi considerera adunque
tutto quello che si & detto. non si maravigliera della potenza che i Sanniti avevano sendo
liberi. e della debolezza in che e” vennono poi servendo...”

Like the other Humanists of the Italian Quattrocento. Machiavelli combs the past
for truth. Grammatically. this can be seen in the text as well. There are a good forty
sentences in the past tense in this chapter: on pages 274-79, 281 but especially on pages
277-8. The rest of the sentences here are in the present tense. There are no sentences in
the future tense in Discorsi INI.

Throughout Discorsi [N, we see Machiavelli making use of exempla. There are
five instances of him employing this device. The exempla themselves are all of a classical
character, mostly taken from Italy’s republican past and with due stress on Rome. There
are no contemporary or Biblical examples. On pages 274 and 276. Machiavelli speaks of
the old republics in the provinces of Italy and the courageous people of Syracuse. Page
277 details an epic conflict in Corcyra during the Pelopponesian War. The last two
examples, found respectively on pages 279 and 281. speak about the republican Samnites
and their struggles against Rome.

The speculative character of Discorsi [INI emerges out of a collection of sentences
that function as general propositions. On page 274, Machiavelli states, “The study of
history reveals. too. the harm that servitude has done to peoples and to cities.”. Again. on
page 275, our author introduces a general rule, apprehended from a series of experiences:
“It is easy to see how this affection of peoples for self-government comes about. for
experience shows that cities have never increased either in dominion or wealth, unless
they have been independent.”. In the Italian, on page 282. we witness a textual event
overlooked by the English translator on his page 277. Here. in the [talian. Machiavelli
makes the only paragraph break in this chapter; a break that revolves around Discorsi
INI’s core claim. In the translation it reads, *If one asks oneself how it comes about that
peoples of old were more fond of liberty than they are today, I think the answer is that it is
due to the same cause that makes men today less bold than they used to be; and this is
due, I think, to the difference between our education and that of bygone times, which is

based on the difference between our religion and the religion of those days.”



(Machiavelli. 1983. p.277). Machiavelli employs the other two general propositions on
page 280. These read. “For wherever increasing populations are found. it is due to the
freedom with which marriage is contracted and to its being more desired by men.” and
later. “One observes, too. how riches multiply and abound there. alike those that come
from agriculture and those that are produced by the trades.™.

When reading Discorsi NI we are struck by the repetition of certain terms and
words. Though he writes in a sharp prose, indeed forwarding claims and drawing general
conclusions. his thinking is not the science of a Aristotle or Descartes. There is no
definition of terms, introduction of concepts. or progress towards erecting or
corroborating theories. Yet, I am willing to suggest that for Machiavelli, these words
perform the function of concepts - they operate as such in vehicling the message of the
Discorsi. When we consult the Italian text. we see that these words appear in greater.
more rule-governed instances than they do in the English translation. For instance.
“liberta™ is written fifteen times in Discorsi [INI. Included therein are terms such as ,
“popoli liberi”. “del vivere libero™. “vivere libero”. “piu amatori della liberta” and
amora alla liberta”. “Popoli” appears eleven times. Most importantly, as we shall see
later on. is that the specific concept "virtZ” is marked no less than six times.
“Maravigliosa” and “grandezza” come up even more often than their English
counterparts: six times. [ also draw your attention to Machiavelli’s frequent use of words
bearing the sense of “servitude”; these being, “servita”, “sottomessa a altrui”, “vivono
servi”. “subito™ and “vivere servo™ on the last page. What is notable as well and this will
be of great importance to the rhetorical reading of Discorsi I later on in this chapter, is
Machiavelli’s rhetorical employ of the word. “perché™ or “why?”, whereof it is written
again and again in rapid succession.

In the English translation of Discorsi IIN[, these categorical words make their

appearance in other ways and bearing different senses and forces due to the strategy
employed by the translator. Here, we see the word “liberty” nine times, “‘freedom” or
“free™ eight times. The related field of terms, “subjugated”, “submission”, *subjection”,
“servitude™, “subject” and “slavery”” come up seventeen times. Political terms like “seif-

government”, “republic” and “common good” are used three, six and two times,



respectively. As we shall see later, Machiavelli’s writing style revolves around the reality
of the body - this is particularly true with his use of metaphor. Now [ want 1o stress his
use of camal terms operating as concepts. While “well-being™ surfaces throughout the
text. in three instances. there is a cluster of bodily or embodied terms on pages 277-8.
These include, “cruelty”. “ferocity”. “worldly honour”., “magnificence™ and
“magnanimity”". All together there are fifteen instances of these words with greater weight
given to “worldly honour” and “magnanimity”. Interestingly enough, Lemer’s 1950
translation of the Discorsi takes pains to capitalize some of these terms and to emphasis
Machiavelli's use of the term “strong™ in the discussion of civic religion on pages 284-5.

The functional words or “categories” in Discorsi INI all possess unique
characters, connotations and senses. They are all descriptive - physical and serve to track
worldly events or actions. For instance. Machiavelli’s word “popoli” is employed with an
organic sense. “Liberta”, “vivero libero™ and “vivero servo™ are at once very material and
normative. These words do share something in common. They are singularities and
intensities stylistically used as reperitions. Their particular force or charge prevent them
from being used in a self-identical manner. As such, these terms ultimately give
themselves as aesthetic, illustrative events: textually, they perform their meaning.

The proposition that serves as the conclusion or “moral” of Discorsi IINI is to be
found, not on the last page, 281, but on page 277, Where we find Machiavelli’s central
theoretical claim, which will come to animate the Discorsi as a whole. In the Italian, as |
have mentioned above, this passage is encapsulated in its own, singular paragraph. He
says, “If one asks oneself how it comes about that peoples of old were more fond of
liberty than they are today, I think the answer is that it is due to the same cause that makes
men today less bold than they used to be; and this is due, I think. to the difference
between our education and that of bygone times, which is based on the difference
between our religion and the religion of those days.”. Machiavelli’s claim is that virm,
that civic energy and flair needed to maintain and defend a city, is produced by the
disciplined education one receives from the institution of a civic religion. With proper re-
structuring, Christianity itself can be made to function as such a civic religion. Discorsi
I\ closes on page 281 with Machiavelli’s statement that “He who reflects, therefore, on



all that has been said. will not wonder at the power the Samnites had when free. or at the
weakness that befell them later. when they became a subject state.” He then illustrates
this point with an example about the virti of the Romans. Stylistically. this has for effect
the hearkening of the reader back to his central claim of page 277. serving to emphasize
this point further.

In this literal and material study of the Discorsi, we have tried to build a case for
claiming Machiavelli to be a Renaissance Humanist. This study has both provided us with
the telling historical and literary context of his writing, as well as isolating the stylistic
features and categorical terms that will confirm the view that Machiavelli makes use of
the rhetorical rationality typical of the Quattrocento. The next part of this chapter shall go
even further in supporting this claim: in particular. highlighting the operation of the

metaphor of the body in the textuality of the Discorsi.



II. A Rhetorical Reading of Machiavelli’s Discorsi IINI

This last section of Chapter Two presents the main argument of this paper. A
detailed rhetorical reading of Discorsi IINI yields the conclusion that contradicts
Hariman’s central claim conceming Machiavelli’s The Prince. Recall that Hariman stated
that Machiavelli should be excluded from the thought of Renaissance Humanism because
he invented the characteristic mark of modemity: ontologico-thetic rationality. This claim
will be undermined. Conveyed by an operating model of embodiment present in Discorsi
1. Machiavelli’s notion of virti will reveal his use of the rhetorical reason
characteristic of the Quattrocento. in particular, that novel shape. strategic reason.

The following analysis is divided into two parts. the first of which is further
divided into three sections containing four sub-sections. This analysis begins with an
examination of Machiavelli’s rhetoric. A look at the external reading reveals
Machiavelli’s project and rhetorical ends. The internal interplay and strategic reason
respectively disclose the topography of Machiavelli's writing and the textual tactics that
accomplish the embodiment of his audience. The last part of this chapter draws forth the
philosophical import of these results including: a definition of virri, the model of
embodiment in the Discorsi, the function of the body in Machiavelli’s thought, and the

model of education, the strategic reason at work in Discorsi [I\[I.

1. External Reading
A. Context

The context to Machiavelli’s rhetoric can be clearly grasped by way of reference
to those facts and conditions I have mentioned earlier, in the Historical and Biographical

Background to The Discorsi and in The Destined Audience of The Discorsi.




B. Reboul’s Tri-Dimensional Rhetorical Model

To conduct a close rhetorical reading of a text. one’s attention must be informed

in a given way. With this in mind. [ have isolated from Olivier Reboul’s Qu’est-ce que la

rhétorigue‘.’,8 those elements deemed significant for such an examination. These will
supplement the orientating parameters of Hariman's rhetorical methodology at work.
throughout this thesis. By such an analysis. underlining the presence and function of
elements like metaphor and the principle of transfer, the rhetorical topology of this text.
with all its figures and features. should become as clear as the descriptions of a play’s
theater and characters.

Reboul posits the existence of three kinds of rhetoric: judiciary rheroric.
deliberative rhetoric and the eulogy (Reboul. 1984, p.18). Reboul takes the sense of
judiciary and deliberative rhetoric to be the style of argumentation used. respectively. in a
court of peers and in a public assembly. In a sense. Discorsi INI makes use of all three.
Machiavelli uses a judiciary rhetoric by using the arguments he makes in this chapter as a
way of addressing, in an indirect. though hardly subtle fashion, this same issue lying at
the heart of Florentine politics. After all, the story of founding and securing a vital
republic that constitutes the Discorsi was read and passed to his fellow citizens after the
fall of Soderini’ . From time to time, Machiavelli will employ the pronoun “you”. the
marked use of which at once involves his audience in the search for truth. Here. he speaks
of the loss of freedom to tyranny and how it can again be regained. Machiavelli speaks of
how the Ancients'® possessed both the zeal and the material conditions for the possibility
of their freedom. In contemporary times, he notes. there is neither (Machiavelli. 1983,
pp.277-278). For evidence of this. he needed only to gaze about to see his fellow
Florentines and Italians, indolently, even cowardly, hand over their republican values and

their freedom to foreign dominion, rape and plunder'’ . Near the end of INI, on page 280.

® This is an excellent introduction to what rhetoric is and does.

® This. of course. being Machiavelli's oral presentations of his manuscripts at the Oricellarii Gardens, of
which I spoke earlier.

' Read Greek and Romans.

'" In reference to the fall of the Florentine Republic in 1512 and to Machiavelli's political dismissal shortly

afterwards.



in the discussion of a tyrant and his subjects. we see the appearance of an accusatory tone
in the text. And when placed alongside the character of his chosen examples. we see
Machiavelli accusing the Florentines. his fellow citizens. of throwing away their liberty
and thus betraying, not only their republican values - the chief of which is civic duty —
but also their noble quasi-mythical heritage: Republican Rome. Discorsi NI can be said
to be a description of the destitute politics of Florence and an appeal to Florentines to
become once more worthy of their “ancestry” — to seize their inheritance'” . How this can
be read as judiciary rhetoric is that see Machiavelli relating to his audience as if before a
court of his peers. making a case for his unpopular position. and taking this opportunity to
place Florence itself on trial. Machiavelli speaks in a civic space he hopes will in fact
return. With his exile from politics. and without the freedom of political expression
afforded by a republic. he can only assume this space in his writing and call on his
audience to realize it publicly. Machiavelli seeks such an accomplishment by placing
them on rrial. I do intend to place a double play on this term. Using the Isocratic rhetoric
so familiar to his readers, he takes the Socratic position of placing his peers on tnal.
hoping to jog their thinking, to remind them of their values, their duties and thus to call,
to challenge them to put them into practice. What is important to underline here is that it
is language that is the stage for all these theatric events. These events, characters, values
and imperatives are all linguistic forces.

Machiavelli’s use of deliberative rhetoric follows on what I have said above.
Reading such a passage aloud to his fellow citizens'® . Machiavelli reveals the event of a
text which is itself a political space. Into this space. filled with action, wonder. war, glory.
mythic stories of ancestral political speech and deed, xenophobia and an almost Old
Testament sense of mission. contract and Grace, he brings his audience. Though his
writing is an open public space, Machiavelli’s Discorsi NI leaves little room for

discussion. A call to arms, to crusade. to vengeance, NI is akin to the mustering of

2 What is important to stress here is that Machiavelli's claim that modern ltalians bear a direct ethnic line
of lineage to the Romans is a falshood. Rome'’s ethnic makeup and culture were transformed with the advent
of the barbarian invasions in the nadir of the empire. However. it is all too certain that Machiavelli himseif
knows this very fact and is using this myth to strength his rhetorical call. This will become more apparent as
this discussion progresses.

' Especially those young aristocrats. his target audience. at the Oricellarii Gardens.



citizenry seen in Athens and Rome in times of war or civil unrest. Listen to his words
describing the Corcyrians avenging their liberty in the Peloponnesian war:

... But with the help of the Athenians the populace regained their strength. laid hands on all
the nobies. and shut them up in one prison which held them all. Then they took them. eight
or ten at a time. on the plea of banishing them to various parts. and then to set an example
put them to death with much cruelty. When those who were left heard of this. they
considered whether there was any possible way in which they could escape this
ignominious death. So. having armed themselves with anything at hand. they defended the
entrance to the prison. and fought with those who tried to get in. The result was that. when
rumours of this reached the populace. they came in a crowd. removed the upper storey and
roof from the building. and smothered the inmates beneath the ruins. Many well-known
instances of a like horrible nature happened later in this country. We thus see how true it is
that a liberty which vou have actally had taken away is avenged with much greater
ferocity than is a liberty which someone has only tried to take away. (Machiavelli. 1985.
p-277)

See his prophetic prose in the final chapter of The Prince when he calls to Medici to
liberate Italy:

...There is great justice in our cause: iustum enim est bellum quibus neccessarium. et pia
arma ubi nulla nisi in armis spes est. There is the greates: readiness. and where that 1s so
there cannot be great difficulty. provided only your House will emulate those I have
singled out for admiration. As well as this. unheard of wonders are to be seen. performed
by God: the sea is divided. a cloud has shown you the way, water has gushed from the
rock. it has rained manna: all things have conspired to your greatness. The rest is up to
you. God does not want to do everything Himself. and take away from us our free will and
our share of the glory which belongs to us. (Machiavelli. 1981. p.135) "

s

This is more evident in the Italian Discorsi'® . Unlike the translations. in Italian. this
chapter bears but one break. It is one long discourse, one public address or outcry'®.
Discorsi IINI is a eulogy to the extent that it functions as a sealed record of this
tumultuous period as well as a call for renewal and change. Many critics have commented
on the subtle pessimism that runs through the Prince and the Discorsi, “So now, left
lifeless, Italy is waiting to see who can be the one to heal her wounds...” (Machiavelli.
1981, p.134); ~... that of the virtue of bygone days there remains no trace, it cannot but fill
me at once with astonishment and grief.” (Machiavelli, 1983, p.98). It is almost as if, in

" The Latin reads. “Because a necessary war is a just war and where there is hope only in arms, those arms
are holy.™; again in The Prince, as in the Discorsi, Machiavelli quotes Livy (Machiavelli, 1981. p135).

¥ Unedited and unpublished. Machiavelli wrote the Discorsi somewhere between the vears 1513-1519.

'8 Crucial to my claim of Machiavelli’s rhetorical call is the fact that read aloud in Italian, Discorsi IIM1 has
an effect in force, performance and metaphor that is definitely lost in the English translation.




calling for an incredible feat from his audience. Machiavelli himself doubts its very
possibility. One must remember. at this time Italy was prey to no less than three
occupying foreign armies. a militaristic pope. a plague of unruly mercenary troops and a
whole host of self-serving oligarchs and near demonic warlords commanding their own
private armies. As Villari points out, many of his contemporaries. notably, Guicciardini.
saw this tension in Machiavelli and thought his plans for Italy to be nothing short of

demanding the impossible. The Considerazioni intorno ai Discorsi del Machiavelli sulla

prima Deca di Tito Livio makes this clear'” . Machiavelli seems to ask himself, are these

slothful Italians and Florentines in particular, worthy of their heritage? worthy of my
vision? Discorsi I is a eulogy in that if his peers fail to unite Italy under republican rule
and slaughter the barbarian aggressors. this text will mark the relevant historical lessons
Machiavelli has here cobbled together and the moment of Italian liberty and glory that
might have been. The final example of this chapter makes this clear with the phrase, “He
who reflects. therefore, on all that has been said. will not wonder at the power the
Samnites had when free. or at the weakness that befell them later. when they became a
subject state.”'® (Machiavelli, 1983, p.281). Discorsi IMI will then place these
contemporary events alongside those of old in a kind of mythic narrative that will have
for effect, nothing less than the elevation of the author to the heights of the forsaken
prophet and hence enact an infinite judgment upon his countrymen. In this light, the
writing of Machiavelli do indeed resemble those of Nietzsche: here, there are sweeping
statements, the centrality of personal value judgments. aggressive denunciation and an

intense call to action.

7 Although Villari does not give a date to Guicciardini’s commentary-critique on Machiavelli. it was
undoubtly composed alongside his Ricordi: those personal reflections and discourses he wrote throughout
the 1520°s and 1530°s. For an interesting and educating look at the relationship between the thought of
Machiavelli and Guicciardini, consult Felix Gilbert’s renowned Machiavelli and Guicciardini: Politics and
Historv in 16th Century Florence Besides the inspired ambitious, Machiavelli stands the younger
Guicciardini whose writing reveals a ordinary mind reflecting its times. Again, such a context of
composition for both writers reveals the status of their work to be far from that defining modemn thought.

'8 The ltalian reads. “Chi considerera adunque tutto quello che si & detto, non si maravigliera della potenza
che i Sanniti avevano sendo liberi. e della debolezza in che e’ vennono poi servendo...” (Machiavelli. 1960,

p.284).




C. The Humanist Notion of Authority

When reading a text, it is important to understand how its argumentation works:
in short, the mechanisms of claims and proof. Reboul says that in oration or writing, the
composer uses proofs of both intrinsic and extrinsic character: “Les preuves extrinseques.
qui sont les élements objectifs et préexistant au discours... Les preuves intrinséques. en
grec entechnoi. c’est-a-dire propres a la technée. autrement dit a la rhétorique. Ce sont les
preuves que |’orateur tire de son art, par exemple pour célébrer le défunt ou mettre en
valeur le dossier. Ces preuves sont des arguments, et un argument n’est jamais donné
d"avance, il doit &tre “fait” par l'orateur.” (Reboul. 1984, pp.65-66). In other words.
she\he appeals both to what is external and what is implicit in her\his discourse.

Discorsi INI, and. I will argue, the rest of Machiavelli’s work lacks the kind of
extrinsic proof'’ we modern readers have come to expect from such a treatise. Here there
are no directed empirical observations that corroborate strict theories. There are neither

deductions nor demonstrations. In tight logical fashion. Discorsi IN has no argument at

all. When marking the truth of a given fact or claim, Machiavelli does not assume a
correspondence theory of truth. And despite his avid claims to realism, Machiavelli does
not forward any conceptual understanding of “grasping the Real as it is In-ltself".

Truth for Machiavelli does not involve any extra-linguistic or textual correlate.
Rather, any claim or proof is itself grounded by another discourse. For instance. upon
stating a point, he says, “This Titus Livy attests in several places. particularly in his
account of the war with Hannibal, where he shows how the Samnites. when they had been
maltreated by a legion which lay at Nola, sent messengers to Hannibal to ask him to come
to their aid.” (Machiavelli, 1983, p.281). Typical of the rhetorical thinking of
Quattrocento Humanism, here the truth of an object or issue lies in approximation to the
weight granted it by others - other texts, other interlocutors “outside™ the author that
constitute the tradition. Such convention thereby forbids a standard in modern writing;
the stress on personal authority or discursive “I" position that is indicative of a legislation

of Being and Knowing. In true Humanist fashion, Machiavelli appeals to the claims,

19 Read scientific proof.



knowledge. reasoning and research of others to confirm his thinking. His composition
appeals to a shared corpus. a shared history. whether that be with fellow Florentines.
Livy, the Spartans, Petrarch. or the Bible. What stands revealed therefore. is not simply a
collection of weighted opinions. but rather the creation of a public conversation. The
discourse in question roots itself and hence reinforces its effects in a circular. not linear.
manner. A polycentric. dialogical discourse of difference. multiplicity, it is not uniike a
self-replicating piece of art. What is important to stress is that this notion of writing is not
an ontological position. For Humanists such as Machiavelli, everything is already written
down and talking, the point is to take an interest in what is said.”

We can see examples of extrinsic proof in Discorsi NI by way of Machiavelli's
use of the rhetorical techniques of the argument from authority. paraphrase. and
presupposition. Respectively, Machiavelli uses them as follows. Though Machiavelli

himself authors the Discorsi, he nevertheless includes Livy's name in its title.

Stylistically, this is interesting, given that the Discorsi is not a commentary on Livy’s
work but as a foray into Machiavelli’s own favoured territory, his own interests. In the

preface to Book One he tells us:

... [ have thought fit to write a commentary on all those books of Titus Livy which have not
by the malignity of time had their continuity broken. It will comprise what I have arrived at
by comparing ancient with modern events. and think necessary for the better understanding
of them. so that those who read what [ have to say may the more easily draw those
practical lessons which one should seek to obtain from the study of history... (Machiavelli
. 1983, p.99)

Thus, we see the marked presence of recognized authority, recognized by a milieu of
Humanists as the “We” of leamed readers and not an “I" designating some sort of
Subjectivity. Machiavelli, in his own eyes as well as the eyes of his audience. does not
have the authority to create his own position or doctrine. He must therefore refer to the
ancients, those thinkers of old that can anchor his ideas, make his personal thinking
palatable to his contemporaries and, most of all, vehicle a wisdom that transcends the
centuries. But this appropriation on the part of Machiavelli is not a matter of copying.
There is no chasm between Machiavelli and his authorities. They constitute, they /ive in

* Again. it is important to here stress the normative status of tradition in Renaissance Humanism. a reality
that is decidedly anti-modem.



his writing. We see references to authorities, Xenophon and Livy, respectively, on the
following pages: ... Should anyone desire to confirm this view by a host of further
arguments. let him read Xenophon's treatise On Tyrannicide.” (Machiavelli. 1983.
p.276); ... It is a remarkable thing, as Livy admits, that they should have been so
powerful and their arms so strong that they were able to withstand the Romans right up to
the time of Papirius Cursor...” (Machiavelli. 1983, p.279); *.. this Titus Livy attests in
several places, particularly in his account of the war with Hannibal. where he shows how
the Samnites. when they had been maltreated by a legion which lay at Nola. sent
messengers to Hannibal to ask him to come to their aid.” (Machiavelli, 1983, p.281). For
those who support a scientific reading of the Discorsi, textual devices such as these would
be a hurdle for such an interpretation. That a novel, empirical and even skeptical science
would ever appeal to Classical thinkers, Xenophon no less. to weight evidence and a
conclusion on page 281, seems suspicious at best.

It is important to note. on this very subject, that, in making reference to past
writers and experts. Machiavelli does so by way of paraphrasing. In Discorsi INII. one
must notice the total lack of quotes and relevant bibliographical data. In this light, it is
clear that in writing the Discorsi, Machiavelli assumed that his audience, those readers
with a Humanist education, would share a convergence of thought. In short, that they
would be familiar with the historical events and texts of which he makes use and pick up

on any other such subtleties. For example, throughout the Discorsi, especially in the two

prefaces, without ever citing Polybius, he makes use of his thought to ground his own
ideas of virtiz and fortuna. It is also clear that by referring to authors without the presence
of their works at hand, Machiavelli has given himself free rein to interpret these texts as
he sees fit. With this, Livy, for instance, is read rhetorically. Machiavelli adds
questionable testimony, emphasis and opinion to Livy, a storyteller whose writings read
more like a comic book. After all, Machiavelli is interested in making the Discorsi a
subjective, seductive strategy, a vibrant manifesto for statecraft - not a dry, objective
history lesson.

Finally, in using these stylistic devices, Machiavelli assumes another of more

fundamental import; that of the presupposition. I will later claim that the rhetorical usage



of presupposition in the Discorsi is by no means coincidental or unintentional. As [ have
mentioned above. this is a writing that presupposes the contemporary political situation in
Italy and thus both a particular kind of audience and aims from its author. a former
politician. One can say. following Freud or Althusser. that the Discorsi is
“overdetermined” - the “real” discourse of this work “speaks through™ the text. In other
words. this book and Machiavelli himself. with all his ideas on republicanism and Italian
unification. are a “symptom " of Florentine politics. These dimensions at once imply that
this discursive space is submitted to a dialogical. pluralistic polarity. This is writing of the
“in-between™: of the "We and We". The intersubjectivity of tradition, that source of

thought, is hereby duplicated by the intersubjective movement between author and reader.

D. Discursive Presuppositions

In reading Discorsi NI we see an exuberant presence of what Reboul calls
“implicit proof” or. in simpler terms. rhetorical argumentation that appeals to a host of
discursive arts. Discorsi NI is effective in vehicling its message, however subtie.
because its author is indeed a master of style; a master of rhetoric. Machiavelli is here a
gifted rhetorician for he is both cognizant of his audience and his avowed trade skills.
After all, Machiavelli was a politician, a diplomat, and a writer of letters, versed in all the
arts of communication.

The art of Machiavelli’s discourse is such that, as we shail see in our chosen
passage, there is no gross or apparent use of stylistic devices. Unlike most of his
Humanist precursors, Machiavelli does not use the convention of allegory or grand
analogy. His prose lacks both omament and artifice. As David Wooton observes.

... S0. too. Machiavelli aims to conceal his own artistrv behind the appearance of realism.
Realism. of course is as much a contrived effect as any other. for the appearance of fidelity
to nature is itself an illusion. But in order to achieve this effect. Machiavelli writes always
about people and actions. rarely about authors and words. His Discourses on Livy have
little to say on Livy. for what interests Machiavelli is Roman politics, not Roman authors.
(Wooton. 1994. p.xxxiv)



However., like Hariman. Wooton goes on to claim that it is just this aspect of

Machiavelli’s style that separates him from Renaissance Humanism:

Machiavelli had been educated as a humanist. and conventional humanism was a
discipline centered upon texts. Great authors were imitated. quoted. and paraphrased.
learning paraded. Machiavelli expects his readers to have a humanist education and to
recognize implicit references to Cicero or Dante. The core of a humanist education was the
study of rhetoric. and students practiced rhetorical figures until they became second
nature... Machiavelli is different. Both The Prince and the Discourses reject the humanists’
preoccupation with the text and with it the humanists’ concern with rhetoric. the art of
persuasion. as the supreme political skill. Of course Machiavelli often reports the speeches
of politicians and generals. and acknowledges their importance. and The Prince echoes
with imaginary. implicit conversations: between Machiavelli and his prince. Machiavelli
and the reader. subjects and their rulers. princes and their advisers. But in Machiavelli's
view. words are less important than deeds: rhetoric is insignificant beside armed force. His
own writing is presented. not as a form of political activity. but as an inadequate substitute
for it. Machiavelli thus attacks the traditional hierarchy of values upheld by humanism. In
place of ornate eloquence he offers simplicity: in place of learning. deception. All the
literary techniques of the humanist are brought to bear. but one of the chief casualties is
intended to be humanism itself. (Wooton, 1994. p.xxxiv)

Against the Renaissance idea of the englobing function of discourse. Wooton offers us

Hariman'’s claim that Machiavelli splits the worid from the text.

It has. I think rightly, been argued that this is one of the reasons why Machiavelli seems
to usher in the modern age. But Machiavelli’s claim to portray practical realities has
provoked a number of postmodern readings. Scholars have been eager to argue that his
texts. like all other texts, fail to refer to anything outside themselves, that Machiavelli's
arguments double back on themselves. his words shift their meaning until their end, the
reader. far from being orientated. as by a map. is disorientated. To use Machiavelli's works
as a guide to how one should act is, on this view, as pointless as trying to step into a
painting.

Machiavelli certainly wanted his texts to be somewhat enigmatic. Like Cesare Borgia's
assassination of Remiro d'Orco. or Junius Brutus's execution of his sons. they were
intended to seize the attention. and to juxtapose contraries (justice and cruelity.
benevolence and hardness of heart) in enigmatic symbols whose meaning was both plain
and difficult to render in words. [ do not think. though. that Machiavelli would have taken
kindly to the claim that his texts had no purchase on the world and offered no practical
advice. He had worked for long vears as a civil servant and was used to having his
instructions obeyed. not dismissed as incomprehensible. The Prince is intended to be a
guide to action. and to dismiss its references to reality as mere rhetoric is to dismiss it as a
failure. (Machiavelli, 1994, pp.xxxiv-xxxv)

Wooton’s claims betray the modem presupposition of placing a dichotomy between
thought and world. Machiavelli’s writing is indeed novel to the extent that it rejects

conventional, mediocre Humanist norms. Nevertheless, like all thinking of the



Quattrocento, it holds to the idea, as primary, thar reality is textual - that reality is
discursive. Indeed “practical”, Machiavelli’s writing is rhetorical in the wide sense that
actions, armies, flags, arms, laws. even violence are rhetorical. They make sense and
possess a particular direction. “Realistic”. “stripped”. his prose bears at once a
materialistic, “scorched earth™ style befitting its politico-military subject-matter. Let us
turn to one of Machiavelli's stories about Roman might:

Of instances which bear this out. [ shall cite but one case. that of the Samnites. It is a
remarkable thing. as Livy admits. that they should have been so powerful and their arms so
strong that they were able to withstand the Romans right up to the time of Papirius Cursor.
the consul. son of the first Papirius: ie. to withstand them for the space of forty-six vears in
spite of many disastrous defeats. the destruction of towns and the slaughter of the
inhabitants of their country. a slaughter so great in this country. in which there were
formerly seen so many cities and so many inhabitants, was now almost deserted. whereas
at one time. it was so well ordered and so strong that it would have been insuperable if it
had not been confronted with a virtue such as Rome's. (Machiavelli. 1983. p.279)

While Machiavelli while he refuses to subscribe to explicit moralizing or simplistic
symbolism, there nevertheless is a sense in which he, unlike Livy, mythologizes and
makes magical his treatment of the ancients and the Romans in particular. In almost
Biblical fashion he describes their feats and recounts their virtues: “Anyone. however,
this may be, the Romans encountered in all parts of the world, however small, a
combination of well-armed republics, extremely obstinate in the defense of their liberty;
which shows that, if the virtue of the Roman people had not been of a rare and very high
order, they would never have been able to overcome them.” (Machiavelli, 1983, p.279).
Apart from the political claims, prescriptions, and historical lessons. Discorsi INI does
read like an epic. It is inspiring and entertaining. This does well to undermine much of the
~scientific character” of the text. In this writing we see the marked absence of the logico-
scientific use of formula and tautology. Here, there is no principle of identity. The causal
reasoning and the referential thinking seen in the texts of Greek and Scholastic ontology,
so familiar to Machiavelli and his readers, is missing. There is only the mirror of
comparison, history, by which our author makes observations and clusters of claims about
the superiority of republican education through a civic religion. The argumentative links
which Machiavelli makes use of are of a more intuitive, metaphorical character. The



events about which he speaks are tracked by way of the repetition of singularities,

metaphor and intensities.

2. Internal Interplav

A. The Plav of Discursive Forces

Before [ cite some examples of the implicit proofs of Discorsi IINI I would like to
draw the reader’s attention to the fact that the underlying drive to Machiavelli's
discursive art is an energetic rhetorical call: a seduction to perform a message or norm.

The Discorsi is a text where rhetoric is modally dominant, where the communication

imperative surpasses the information imperative. We see here the influence of Neo-
Platonism. so common in Renaissance thought, in that the interior of this discourse is not
self-identical. It is ripe, even blossoming with energies and creative powers. In the
semiotics of Neo-Platonic philosophy, reality is both same and different. Reality follows a
logic of the sign whereby we see a plurality of figures that signify, reflect. mimic, suggest.
echo and mirror the hidden, inaccessible One. Buried in sense, one lives at once in
similarity and difference. Rhetoric functions in a like manner. In speaking to an other, it is
similarity and difference that allow for the very possibility of such communication. Now
appearing as the author of this scenario, Machiavelli bends and directs this interplay of
voices, - thereby presenting us with a call. Like the last chapter of The Prince, it is a call
to civic values. a call to arms, a call to glory; against tyranny, against foreign invasion.
This call is, for the most part, brought forth by the hostile, accusatory tone Machiavelli
takes towards his audience. By playing on the guilt of his Florentine readers he hopes they
will identify with him and, then driven by humiliation, anger and vengeance, perform his
text. In this light, his audience actively participates in the Discorsi; they are a part of a
drama.

Machiavelli makes this play on his audience by means of his choice of exempla;
which are taken from the shared tradition earlier defined. From the onset of INI, values
and value judgments are structural parts of each proposition. In the first sentences he



claims that the love of liberty is seen in pagan antiquity and not in contemporary times:
“There is, indeed, in our times only one country which can be said to have in it free cities.
whereas in ancient times quite a number of genuinely free peoples were to be found in all
countries.” (Machiavelli, 1983, p.274). As the Discorsi spells out. in corrupt. degenerate
times such as these, good government. epic heroism and glory are far gone. Machiavelli's
readers are at once involved in such an assessment. They are named. His example of the
people of Veii is not cryptic in mirroring the situation of Florence:

It is quite clear. however. that at the time when the Romans laid siege to Veii. Tuscany
was free. Moreover. it enjcyed its freedom so much. and so hated the title of prince. that.
when the people of Veii appointed a king in that city for the purpose of defense. and asked
the Tuscans to help them against the Romans. the Tuscans after many consultations had
been held. decided not to give help to the people of Veii so long. as they lived under a
king. since they held that they could not well defend a country whose people had already
placed themselves in subjection to someone else. (Machiavelli. 1983. p.275)

The accusation that is this example would not be lost to the audience and would function

as an alarm to stimulate their reflection. This instigation is by no means some vulgar
manipulation. Machiavelli’s writing forces his readers to appraise their condition
collectively. as citizens, and not as isolated individuals.

Another challenge to the reader is the very style of the Discorsi themselves.
Operating here are many subtle levels of discourse. In Quattrocento fashion, there are
parallels, juxtapositions, ambiguity, the play of opposites; a veritable polyphony of
textuality. For instance, in IINI, while the ancients hold a normative position,
contemporary peoples 2 play the role of the deviant. In the text there are dialectic moves
between the conceptual operators of “freedom” and “slavery”, “order” and “disorder”.
“health” and “sickness™. But the author will also use devices to play and confuse his
readers. By striking a similarity between virtuous prince and tyrant on pages 275-276,
Machiavelli breaks down the aforementioned dialectical character of Discorsi NI,

shocking his audience into further reflective involvement.

2! Read ltalians.



Even the title of INI = can be said to be a metaphor for the kind of rhetorical play
we see employed throughout this chapter of the Discorsi. Unlike what is bespoke by the
title. this text is not really: about the Romans and their feverish defense of their liberty. As
we have seen before. it concerns the state of republicanism in Florence and the possibility
of uniting Italy under that same flag. Discorsi INI is about whether this is possible and
thus the “over-determined™ title or, in simpler terms, a title that would more accurately
represent the contents of the text should read: “Of virri in Italy today(?)".

On page 280. Machiavelli lays out a discussion that unifies the two features of his
discursive art of which I have before spoken. his use of a call and his rhetorical logic. In
this passage. concermning economy, Machiavelli says things very uncharacteristic of his
publicized politics. In other parts of the Discorsi Machiavelli takes a monastic position.
reminiscent of St. Augustine. towards private interest and wealth. Riches inevitably
compromise the essence of a republic - the common good. They serve to produce “ozio”
or sloth. not “virti”. As he tells us in Book One. Chapter Thirty. they excite the
boundless desire for wealth in humanity: ... The reason is that nature has so constituted
men that, though all thing are objects of desire. not all things are attainable: so that desire
always exceeds the power of attainment, with the result that men are ill content with what
they possess and their present state brings them little satisfaction.” (Machiavelli. 1983,
p-200). However. in this particular place, Machiavelli celebrates private and material

acquisition as being part and parcel of a heaithy republic. He writes:

... For. wherever increasing populations are found. it is due to the freedom with which
marriage is contracted and to its being more desired by men. And this comes about where
every man is ready to have children. since he believes that he can rear them and feels sure
that his patrimony will not be taken away. and since he knows that not only will they be
born free. instead of into slavery, but that. if they have virtue. they will have a chance of
becoming rulers™ . One observes. too. how riches multiply and abound there. alike those

= In Italian it reads, “Con quali popoli i Romani ebbero a combattere. e come ostinatamente quegli
difendevono Ia loro liberta™ and in English. “Concemning The Kind of People The Romans Had to Fight,
And How Obstinately They Defended Their Freedom™.

= In Italian, it reads, “... La cagione &, perché la natura ha creato gli uomini in modo che possono
desiderare ogni cosa e non possono consequire ogni cosa: talché essendo sempre maggiore il desiderio che
la potenza dello acquistare. ne risulta la mala contentezza di quello che si possiede, e la poca sodisfazione
d’esso...” (Machiavelli. 1960, p.215).

* In Italian this reads. ... perché ciascuno procrea volentieri quegli figliuoli che crede potere nutrire. non
dubitando che il patrimonio gli sia tolto. e ch’ei si conosce non solamente che nascono liberi e non schiavi.
ma ch’ei possono mediante la virmi loro diventare principe...” (Machiavelli, 1960, p.284).



that come from agriculture and those that are produced by the trades. For evervbody is
eager to acquire such things and to obtain property. provided he be convinced that he will
enjoy it when it has been acquired. It thus comes about that. in competition one with the
other. men look both to their own advantage and to that of the public: so that in both
respects wonderful progress is made. The contrary of this happens in countries which live
in servitude: and the harder the servitude the more does the well-being to which they are
accustomed. dwindle. (Machiavelli. 1983. p.280)

Explanations of such a claim range from Machiavelli appealing to those with both the
power, resources and aesthetic fervour for the institution of his vision for Italy: the
wealthy elite of Florence. Or, perhaps this passage, in its ambiguity, is a rabid accusation
- that Florence could have had such an exuberance of wealth had not the local oligarchs
become the vendus of foreign powers. Given the historical context of the day, the

rhetorical play on this “either/or” is most likely conjunctive.

B. Embodiment

Drawing these ideas together, [ say that the exercise of this rhetoric. capital among
this being the advent of the call, has for effect the embodiment of Machiavelli’s audience.
This is the central claim of my thesis, which will be discussed at length. in the sections
that follow. For now it is enough to say that with the discursive art we have just
examined, an art stressing the performative use of language, Machiavelli gathers together
one rhetorical ploy. By saturating his readers with guilt, anger, prejudice, urgency,
wonder, myths and the consensus of civic euphoria, these receptors may respond to
Machiavelli’s bidding by magically rising up as agents codified by republican values.
Consider Machiavelli’s account of republican possession and might in Discorsi IIN1:

It is no wonder. then. that peoples of old detested tyrants and gave them no peace. or that
they were so fond of liberty and held the word itself in such esteem. as happened when
Hieronymous. the grandson of Hiero, the Syracusan. was killed in Syracuse. and the news
of his death came to his army which was then not very far from Syracuse. At first there
was a tumult. and men took up arms against those who had killed him. but when they
perceived that in Syracuse the cry was for liberty. they were so delighted to hear the word.
that all became quiet. and . setting aside their anger against the tyrannicides. they began to
consider how self-government could be organized in that city. (Machiavelli. 1983. p.276)



Before we move on. allow me a few more words on a stylistic device implicit to
this discussion: Machiavelli's use of the principle of transfer and closure. Reboul defines
these elements as follows: “... Et le discours persuasif n’est pas celui qui crée une
crovance; il est celui qui part d’une croyance de | auditeur pour la transférer sur son objet
propre. Telle est notre troisiéme principe. que nous appellerons. principe de transfert.”
(Reboul, 1984, p.85): “Le principe de non-paraphrase s"applique & la poésie encore
mieux qu’a la rhétorique. Mais. avec celle-ci. il constitue une forme de pouvoir. En effet.
il laisse sans réplique. Etant non paraphrasable, le message rhétorique parait irréfutable,
puisque les arguments qu’on peut lui opposer ne se situent pas a son niveau...” (Reboul,
1984, p.79). Relating to the former, Machiavelli’s task of ideologically educating his
audience is facilitated by his skilled choice of proof. His lessons, his examples, his
references are all pulled from a common Italian heritage.

Nothing made it harder for the Romans to conquer the peoples of the central and outlying
parts of Italy than the love which in those times many peoples had for liberty. So
obstinately did they defend it that only by outstanding virtue could they ever have been
subjugated. For numerous instances show to what dangers they exposed themselves in
order to maintain or to recover it, and what vendettas they kept up against those who had
taken it away... One sees how in the times of which we are speaking at present the peoples
of Italy from the Apennines which now divide Tuscany from Lombardy. right down to its
toes. were all of them free. The Tuscans, the Romans, the Samnites were. for instance. and
so were many other peoples who dwelt in other parts of Italy. One never hears of there
being any kings. apart from those who reigned in Rome, and Porsenna. the king of
Tuscany. whose stock became extinct. though history does not tell us how. (Machiavelli.
1983. pp.274-275)

With this, his readers do not see Machiavelli in the text as much as themselves. They see
this history as theirs, these prerogatives as duties to their ancestors. In short, the reader
indeed sees him or herself called, for it is the context for their selfhood that is presented
and addressed in the text. Machiavelli’s use of the principle of closure is as skilled. The
“theoretical” conclusion of Discorsi IINI, concerning how Italian education should be
along the lines of a civic religion teaching civic values, lies on pages 278-279. It reads™:

If one asks oneself how it comes about that peoples of old were more fond of liberty than
they are today. I think the answer is that it is due to the same cause that makes men today
less bold than they used to be: and this is due, I think, to the difference between our
education and that of bygone times, which is based on the difference between our religion
and the religion of those days. For our religion, having taught us the truth and the true way

** For the purpose of this claim, one central to my thesis, [ am quoting in extenso.



of life. leads us to ascribe less esteem to worldly honour. Hence the gentiles. who held it in
high esteem and looked upon it as their highest good. displayed in their actions more
ferocity than we do. This evidenced by many of their institutions™ . To begin with.
compare the magnificence of their sacrifice with the humility that characterizes ours. The
ceremonial in ours is delicate rather than imposing. and there is no display of ferocity or
courage. Their ceremonies lacked neither pomp nor magnificence. but. conjoined with this.
were sacrificial acts in which there was much shedding of blood and much ferocity: and in
them great numbers of animals were killed. Such spectacles. because terrible. caused men
to become like them. Besides. the oid religion did not beatify men unless they were replete
with worldly glory: army commanders. for instance. and rulers of republics. Our religion
has glorified humble and contemplative men. rather than men of action. It has assigned as
man’s highest good humility. abnegation. and contempt for mundane things. whereas the
other identified it with magnanimity. bodily strength. and everything else that conduces to
make men very bold. And if our religion demands that in vou there be strength. what it
asks for is strength to suffer rather than strength to do bold things.

This pattern of life. therefore. appears to have made the world weak. and to have handed
it over as prey to the wicked who run it successfully and securely since they are well aware
that the generality of men. with paradise for their goal. consider how best to bear. rather
than how best to avenge. their injuries. But. though it looks as if the world were become
effeminate and as if heaven were powerless. this undoubtly is due to the pusillanimity of
those who have interpreted our religion in terms of /aisse: faire. not in terms of virtu. For.
had they borne in mind that religion permits us to exalt and defend the fatheriand. they
would have seen that it also wishes us to love and honour it. and to train ourselves to be
such that we may defend it. (Machiavelli. 1983. pp.277-279)

Thus. the real end of NI finishes in a different fashion: with an example. an anecdote.
Not a crescendo, certainly not a logical conclusion typical of modemity. and not even a
closure per say, but rather a vector to a new direction of action. This example, about the
Samnites and the Romans. again mirrors the situation confronting the Florentines.

He who reflects. therefore. on all that has been said, will not wonder at the power the
Samnites had when free. or at the weakness that befell them later. when they became a
subject state. This Titus Livy attests in several places. particularly in his account of the
war with Hannibal. where he shows how the Samnites. when they had been maltreated by
a legion which lay at Nola. sent messengers to Hannibal to ask him to come to their aid. In
their address they told him that for a hundred vears they had been fighting the Romans
with their own troops and their own officers. and that often they had held up two consular
armies and two consuls. but that now they had come to such a pass that they could scarce
hold their own against the small Roman legion that was at Nola. (Machiavelli. 1985.
p.-281)

* In Italian, this reads, “Pensando dunque donde possa nascere che in quegli tempi antichi i popoli fossero
piu amatori della liberta che in questi. credo nasca da quella medesima cagione che fa ora gli uomini manco
forti: la quale credo sia la diversita della educazione nostra dall’antica, fondata nella diversita della
religione nostra dalla antica...” (Machiavelli. 1960, p.282).



Here again we see Machiavelli subtly calling for a ferocious reclamation of liberty and an
ouster of tyranny. Discorsi NI ends not with a closure. but with a beginning. In
Machiavelli's eyes. this vector. to be followed by his audience marks a new beginning for
Italy. a new chapter of history - the inauguration of a new Rome. a new epic age of a
republican empire. Yet. at once, this conclusion also functions. metaphorically. as a
closure. If our author’s call is not heeded. then NI is but history: lessons recounted and

ignored.
C. Closure

From these thoughts. it can easily be gauged that for Machiavelli the use of
examples is a focal textual device. He uses them in the same way as a revolutionary uses
force to reform or overthrow a system or in the same way a doctor uses a strong medicine
on a mortally ill body. His examples are remarkable more for their cruel violence than for
their mythological character. Machiavelli wants to shock. even to scandalize his tame
Humanist audience into self-reflection. Battering them out of their political cowardice
and indolence, scalding them out of their usual textual expectations. he wishes to distract
the control of their rational faculties and awaken an animal latent in each of them. In this
case, a savage, possessed animal fueled by the white flame of republican zeal. of
xenophobic patriotism, of revenge.

On page 276. Machiavelli speaks about a conflict in Syracuse where the “cry "%
of liberty strengthened and inspired the combatants. This said, such a romantic tale could
only serve to inspire our author’s Florentine readers in the same way. Likewise, on page
277, we see an account of certain events of the Peloponnesian war, where the Corcyrians
slaughtered those who stole their freedom. By hinting at the values of Athenian liberty
and Spartan militarism, Machiavelli hopes the epic overtones of this example. in addition
to its raw violence, will sink into the minds of those reading Discorsi INI. Finally. we

look to page 279 to examine the ambiguous account of the conflict between the Samnites

and the Romans.

* In Italian. this reads, “Si gridava liberta~ (Machiavelli, 1960, p.281).



... Of instances which bear this out. I shall cite but one case. that of the Samnites. It is a
remarkable thing. as Livy admits. that they should have been so powerful and their arms so
strong that they were able to withstand the Romans right up to the time of Papirius Cursor.
the consul. son of the first Papirius: ie. to withstand them for the space of forty-six years in
spite of many disastrous defeats. the destruction of towns and the slaughter of the
in"-abitants of their country. a slaughter so great in this country. in which there were
formerly seen so many cities and so many inhabitants. was now almost deserted. whereas
at one time. it was so well ordered and so strong that it would have been insuperable if it
had not been confronted with a virtue such as Rome's. (Machiavelli. 1983. p.279)

Just what is this example doing? On the one hand. Machiavelli tells us that the Samnites
are a free people losing ground to the invasion by republican Rome. On the other. he
seems to exalt the actions of the Romans, the quasi-"chosen people™ visited by virti. who
are the heroic protagonists of most of his examples. We ask. in this aporia, which
character symbolizes the Florentines, the Italians; the Samnites, and the Romans?
Machiavelli takes pains to show. in other parts of the Discorsi, that he believes virzi. the
motor of freedom and republicanism. has moved out of Italy, to the peoples of Northern
Europe. In Preface Two he remarks: “And, if since the Roman empire there has been no
other which has lasted. and in which the world’s virtue has been centered. one none the
less finds it distributed among many nations where men lead virtuous lives. There was.
for instance, the kingdom of the Franks; the kingdom of the Turks, [ie] that of the Sultan:
and today all the peoples of Germany.” (Machiavelli, 1983, p.267). In this light, couid the
Northen armies be compared to the Romans, whose seemingly magical strength and
military force cannot be overcome short of a like effort. Or is Machiavelli saying that in
embracing armed republicanism, the Florentines can become as exceptional as them? It
does not matter, for this the effect that Machiavelli desires — the reflection and

engagement of his audience.

D. Compulision

We can say, stylistically. that these examples work as precedents in as much as
they are compiled from the events of a shared history. By bringing forth the issue of
imaginary blood ties. Machiavelli hopes to appeal to ancestral sentiment. His readers will

encounter the speech and deed of their forefathers and thus be animated by awe, pride,



and a desire to be worthy to follow in their mighty footsteps. In short, they will undertake
the heroic venture Machiavelli demands of the Medici in The Prince:

In order therefore that Italy. after so long a time. may behold its saviour. this opportunity
must not be let slip. And [ cannot express with what love he would be welcomed in all
those provinces which have suffered from these foreign inundations. with what thirst for
vengeance. with what resolute loyalty. with what devotion and tears. What doors would be
closed to him? What people would deny him their obedience? What envy would stand in
his way? What Italian would refuse him allegiance? This barbarous tyranny stinks in
evervone's nostrils. Let vour illustrious House undertake this task. therefore. with the
courage and hope which belong to just enterprises. so that. under vour standard. our
country may be ennobled. and under vour auspices what Petrarch said may come to pass:

Vertue “gainst fury shall advance the fight.
And it i” th’ combate soone shall put to flight:
For th” old Romane valour is not dead.

Nor in th” Italians brests extinguished.
(Machiavelli. 1981. p.138)

3. Strategic Reason

A. Metaphoric Involvement

Looking even closer at the text. we see a calculated use of metaphor.
Machiavelli’'s use of metaphor is both a conceptual move and a philosophical
commitment that binds his discourse to the reality of the body. Look at his metaphors - a
veritable biological, embodied discourse. On page 275, he speaks of the “well-being” of a
community and hence makes the connotative relation between a community and a healthy
organism:

... The reason is easy to understand: for it is not the well-being of individuals that makes
cities great. but the well-being of the community:>’ and it is beyond question that it is only
in republics that the common good is looked to properly in that all that promotes it is
carried out: and. however much this or that private person may be the loser on this
account. there are so many who benefit thereby that the common good can be realized in
spite of those few who suffer in consequence. (Machiavelli. 1983. p.275)

?7 In Italian, this reads, “... La ragione é facile a intendere: perché non il bene particulare ma il bene
comune é quello che fa grandi le citta...” (Machiavelli. 1960, p.280).



Later. when examining the adverse effects of tyranny. Machiavelli again uses biological
metaphors. He speaks of the arrest. by tyranny, of the “growth™, the “progress™. in short.
the “vitality” of a community: “... consequently. as soon as tyranny replaces self-
government the least of the evils which this tyranny brings about are that it ceases to
make progress and to grow in power and wealth: more often than not. nay always. what
happens is that it declines.” (Machiavelli. 1983, pp.275-276). Interestingly enough. it is in
his passage on civic religion that Machiavelli discloses. by way of metaphor. his epic
sympathies. Here. when discussing the negative repercussions of a Christian education. he
says that such formation makes for an “effeminate™ world®® . He says. ~... But. though it
looks as if the world were become effeminate and as if heaven were powerless...”
(Machiavelli. 1983. p.278). The connotation here is that of a world made sick. weak and
compromising: the contrary of those values of epic republicanism. In this light.
Machiavelli reveals himself. in the same way Nietzsche does. as one trying to emulate the
Greeks. The central metaphor of this passage is that of sacrifice:

To begin with. compare the magnificence of their sacrifice with the humility that
characterizes ours. The ceremonial in ours is delicate rather than imposing. and there is no
display of ferocity or courage. Their ceremonies lacked neither pomp nor magnificence.
but. conjoined with this. were sacrificial acts in which there was much shedding of blood
and much ferocity: and in them great numbers of animals were killed. Such spectacles.
because terrible. caused men to become like them. (Machiavelli. 1983. p.278)

Metaphorically, the blood-sacrifice of animals in the ceremonies of a civic religion is the
sacrifice every citizen must make for the preservation of libertv and the common good in
a republic. By force of its own textual weight, this metaphor gathers others around it. Out
of a collection of fragments and anecdotes emerges a paradigm and with it - meaning.
Thus we see the arising of the metaphorical topology of Discorsi NI - thar of the body.
See pages 282 of the Italian for metaphors and camal connotations such as “feroce™.
“ferocita”, “lI'onore del mondo”. “nella grandezza dello animo™. “nella fortezza del
corpo™: “ferocity”, “worldly glory”, “greatness of spirit” and “bodily strength™.
Machiavelli even goes so far as to refer to a good functioning community as a “corpo™ or

“body™; “body corporate” and a healthy economy as along reproductive lines:

* The word in Italian is. “effeminato™ (Machiavelli. 1960, p.283).



Of all forms of servitude. too. that is the hardest which subjects vou to a republic. First
because it is more lasting. and there is no hope of escape: secondly because the aim of a
republic is to derive all corporations of their vitality and to weaken them. to the end that its
own body corporate may increase. (Machiavelli. 1983. p.280)

... For. wherever increasing populations are found. it is due to the freedom with which
marriage is contracted and to its being more desired by men. And this comes about where
every man is ready to have children. since he believes that he can rear them and feels sure
that his patrimony will not be taken away. and since he knows that not only will they be
born free. instead of into slavery. but that. if they have virtue. they will have a chance of
becoming rulers. One observes. too. how riches multiply and abound there. alike those that
come from agriculture and those that are produced by the trades. For evervbody is eager to
acquire such things and to obtain property. provided he be convinced that he will enjoy it
when it has been acquired. It thus comes about that. in competition one with the other. men
look both to their own advantage and to that of the public: so that in both respects
wonderful progress is made. The contrary of this happens in countries which live in
servitude: and the harder the servitude the more does the well-being to which they are
accustomed. dwindle. (Machiavelli. 1983. p.280)

Other elements of style in Discorsi NI possess a rhetorical function. Machiavelli
makes strategic use of active and passive terms and verbs. Again. when speaking of the
ancients and their civic religion, Machiavellis discourse takes on an active character. The
terms, and especially the verbs, are energetic. vigorous. Even the terms “recover and
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maintain™” . concerning Roman liberty on page 274. are brisk and dynamic. Standing
against this is Machiavelli’s use of passive discourse when addressing the nadir of Italian

politics and, in particular, how Christian education has figured into this debacle.

B. The Author’s Position

A capital part of any rhetorical or stylistic analysis of a text is to locate the
position of the author in his\her discourse. Finding such a position and examining its
status serves to shed light on what kind of authority is granted the author in questions of
truth or legislation. For instance, in modem texts, this task is easy to complete, for the
author’s position is indicated by the frequent use of the pronoun *I". Here, this “I"

indicates a personal authority in legislating the working of both Being, method and

* In Ialian. the words are “mantenere o ricuperare” (Machiavelli. 1960, p.279).



cognition. In Discorsi INI. on the other hand. we find Machiavelli. in typical
Quattrocento style, taking a secondary discursive position vis-a-vis the authors and
experts of the Humanist shared corpus. [ have spoken earlier about Machiavelli's appeal
to the authority of Livy and Xenophon. In this case. their perspectives on the subject
matter are invoked in order to give more weight to a given claim or position. However.
unlike his Humanist contemporaries. we see in Machiavelli a greater and more stressed
use of the pronoun “I". Breaking from tradition. in a small way. he indeed assumes some
personal authority. Retrospectively. this choice of stvle can be read as a step towards
modernity. However, what is crucial to see is that this discourse. with all its parameters
and commitments, is absent from the text of the Discorsi. Machiavelli's “T" is not the
Subject of thetic propositions. whose contents are extra-linguistic. Machiavelli's “I” is
not a substance like that seen in modemity. We see nothing of the “sovereign individual™
in the Discorsi. In the prefaces, he tries to disentangle himself from Livy and the Bible
but nevertheless needs their authority, their norms to speak. Hence. though the Discorsi is
billed as a commentary on Livy’s work, it really is not. Machiavelli mentions Livy, but
only in passing, and never quotes him or takes up parts of his text. In the Discorsi we see
a movement wherein Machiavelli becomes more and more authoritative as he indulges
his ideas. He ends up occupying more of a position of command than he is willing to
admit. With this. unlike the writing of modemity, be it Hobbes or Descartes, Machiavelli
negotiates his position with the reader. Consider, in this respect. Prefaces One and Two,

where such a transformation takes place:

Although owing to the envy inherent in man’s nature it has always been no less
dangerous to discover new ways and methods than to set off in search of new seas and
unknown lands because most men are much more ready to belittie than to praise an other’s
actions. none the less. impelled by the natural desire I have always had to labour.
regardless of anything. on that which I believe to be for the common benefit of all. I have
decided to enter upon a new way. as vet untrodden by anyone eise. and. even if it entails a
tiresome and difficult task. it may vet reward me in that there are those who will look
kindly on the purpose of these my labours. And if my poor ability. my limited experience
of current affairs, my feeble knowledge of antiquity. shouid render my efforts imperfect
and of little worth. they may none the less point the way for another of greater ability.
capacity for analysis. and judgement. who will achieve may ambition: which. if it does not
earn me praise. should not earn me reproaches. (Machiavelli. 1983. p.97)



... Hence I am not sure but that [ deserve to be reckoned among those who thus deceive
themselves if in these my discourses [ have praised too much the days of the ancient
Romans and have found fault with our own. Indeed. if the virtue which then prevailed and
the vices which are prevalent today were not as clear as the sun. I should be more reserved
in my statements lest [ should fall into the very fault for which I am blaming others. But as
the facts are there for any one to see. | shall make them so bold as to declare plainly what I
think of those days and our own. so that the minds of young men who read what [ have
written may turn from one and prepare to imitate the other whenever fortune provides
them with occasion for so doing. (Machiavelli. 1983. p.268)

In Discorsi INI. (page 282) Machiavelli makes the claim. concerning education. that is
the theoretical foundation of this text. Consider his use of the pronoun “I": “Pensando
dunque donde possa nascere che in queqli tempi antichi i popoli fossero piu amatori della
liberta che in questi. credo nasca da quella medesima cagione che fa ora gli uomini
manco forti: la quale credo sia la diversita della educazione nostra dall’antica. fondata
nella diversita della religione nostra dall antica.” (Machiavelli. 1960. p.282): ... [ think
the answer is that ..., “... and this is due. [ think. ...". In the Italian. Machiavelli here
employs the word “credo™ - *] believe”. As a thinker, Machiavelli posits a personal belief,
he opines. He does not make a scientific claim. He does not posit a certainty.

What these thoughts on discursive positions disclose is that. in Quattrocento
writing, rules of validation or how truth is expressed. do not bear a strict scientific
character. Rather. they are a function of probability and approximation. In other words.
the more weight a position enjoys. the more likely it is. We see this convention again and
again in Discorsi [INI. On page 274, “For numerous instances show...”. And on pages 276
and 279 respectively; “Of this there are numerous examples, but I propose to give but
one...”; “Of instances which bear this out. I shall cite but one case...”.

Such commitments have a direct impact upon the kind of reason employed in
thinking. We see here a kind of practical, contextualized reason whose scope is of

degrees. In The Prince, we see this reason appear in the dedication: “... “I have not

embellished or crammed this book with rounded periods or big, impressive words, or
with any blandishment or superfluous decoration of the kind which many are in the habit
of using to describe or adomn what they have produced; for my ambition has been either

that nothing should distinguish my book, or that it should find favour solely through the



variety of its contents and the seriousness of its subject matter...” (Machiavelli. 1981.

pp-29-30). Victoria Kahn calls this reason in Machiavelli’s writing strategic reason:

... Like the humanists. he wants to educate his reader’s practical judgment. the faculty of
deliberation that allows for effective action within the contingent realm of fortune. and like
them he recognizes that such education must therefore focus on particular examples rather
than on the general precepts appropriate to theoretical reason... Correct imitation
accordingly involves imitating and realizing a flexible principle of prudential judgment or
decorum. And this in turn gives rise to texts designed to dramatize and inculcate such
judgment. whose rhetoric is. therefore. not omamental but strategic. (Kahn. 1993. pp.196-
197)

We see evidence of this throughout Discorsi [INI. Pages 274 and 28! reveal the more
delineated sentences: “The study of history reveals...”; “He who reflects. therefore. on all
that has been said...”. While pages 275-276 and 279 shed light on this open kind of
reasoning: “It is easy to see...””; “The reason is easy to understand...”; "It is no wonder.
then,...”: “We thus see how true it is that..”; “If one asks oneself..”; and "It is a

remarkable thing, as Livy admits...”. [ shall say more about his shape of reason later.

C. Pronominal Tactics

We have seen Machiavelli’s particular use of the pronoun “I". Let us now look at
how he uses other pronouns. He embodied his thoughts in the sounds and rhythms of the
[talian language. As such, his rhetoric reflects the articulations, the delineations of this
grammar. The Italian language does not make use of pronouns except for emphasis. And
it is precisely along these lines that Machiavelli tailors his rhetoric. In Italian, the first
person plural is conveyed by the verb in place of the pronoun “We". Machiavelli employs
this grammatical tactic to reveal the context he shares with his readers; usually about the
times or political system they live in. For example, on pages 282 and 283 of the Italian. he
speaks of the differences between “our” education and that of the ancients. Sometimes, as
on the former page, he will employ “we” to denote a shared truth or insight. Let us look at

these passages:

Pensando dunque donde possa nascere che in queqli tempi antichi i popoli fossero pit
amatori della liberta che in questi. credo nasca da quella medesima cagione che fa ora gli
uomini manco forti: la quale credo sia la diversita della educazione nostra dall’antica.
fondata nella diversita della religione nostra dall antica. Perché avendoci la nostra



religione mostro la veritz e la vera via. ci fa stimare meno [‘onore del mono: ...
(Machiavelli. 1960. p.282):

Again: “Fanno adunque queste educazioni e si false interpretazioni. che nel mondo non si
vede tante republiche quante si vedeva anticamente: ..." (Machiavelli. 1960. p.283). But
perhaps the most important use of pronouns occurs on page 284 of the Italian. there we
see the grammatical-discursive instance of the rhetorical call of which [ spoke earlier.
Page 284 sees the singular use. which stands out of the Discorsi in general. of the
pronoun “vou". Machiavelli speaks of the strength of a conquering republic and more
imponantly, of a barbarian or “foreign” prince that renders “vou(!)” his subject. his
slave; destroying civilized culture.

E di wtte le servit: dure quella & durissima che ti sottomtte a una republica: 1'una
perché la & piu durabile e manco si pud sperare d'uscirne: I'altra perche il fine della
republica é enervare ed indebolire. per accrescere il corpo suo. tutti gli altri corpi. Il che
non fa uno principe che ti sottometta. quando quel principe non sia qualche principe
barbaro. destrutiore de paesi e dissipatore di tutte le civilitz degli unomini. come sono i
principi orientali... intendendosi della servita in quale vengono le citt2 servendo a un
forestiero. perché di quelle d'uno loro cittadino ne parlai di sopra. (Machiavelli. 1960.
p.284).

It is not hard to see that this a subtle accusation of his audience; affectively playing on the
guilt and humiliation of the Florentines vis-a-vis their current predicament. On that very
page, by way of concluding his delivery, Machiavelli states: “He who reflects, therefore,
on all that has been said...”; *... Chi considerera adunque tutto quello che & detto, non si
maravigliera della potenza che i Sanniti avevano sendo liberi, e della debolezza in che e’
vennono poi servendo...” (Machiavelli, 1960, p.284). Such a statement is again a subtle

appellation to his audience, demanding that they embody these lessons and perform them.

D. Semantics

In the first part of this chapter, I spoke briefly about those chosen words that
perform the function of concepts in Discorsi IINI. What do we make of these words?
What do they say about how the Discorsi is written? Or, better, how Machiavelli thinks?

When we place these words alongside one another we see that they differ in degree. They



then disclose themselves as loaded categories possessing a conceptual core but
nonetheless keeping a camnal exterior to this abstract skeleton. While the word. “perche”
or “why" is repeated again and again to rhetorically add to Machiavelli’s call, other words
function in far more subtle ways. “‘Maravigliosa”. “grandezza”. “feroci”. though
performing cognitive operations in Discorsi IINI. strike the reader with a given effect.
They are chosen for their illustrative, imaginative. even play-like character. Machiavelli’s
categories mirror his concrete view of reality. They are signs that mark passing,
heightening physical actions and events. Metaphors. they are repetitions of intensities and
singularities whose force soon escapes discursive moves and hems. Like the loaded term
“virtu”, of which I shall speak at length later, these special words are evocative,
suggestive - magical. Passionate, energetic, divergent of identity and above all. marerial,
these categories appeal to the conditions of their object and in doing so. rhey judge it
aesthetically. They judge the courage, the beauty, the talent, the strength, the worldly
accomplishment of their subject. Thus, they stand far apart from the concepts of scientific
discourse. By their use. Machiavelli forwards an epistemological monism that exorcises
objectivity, explanation and quantification in their behaviour. In this light, unlike any
modem thinker. he gives us a doctrine of action that does not presuppose a detached.
theoretical view behind it. Let us look some exampies. “Un a rared estrema virti”
connotating a rare, exceptional virtu, bordering on Grace; “virti d’'arme ” connotating the
absolute armed defense of liberty. “Amora alla liberta’” and the “cry” of liberty bespeak
the affectivity of passion and embodied values possessing their agents. Most singular is
Machiavelli’s use of the category of “del vivere libero”, “the living free”. Here we see
the advent of an incarnated event, an active substantive. Such an expression ties language
right to the material conditions it tries to articulate. We see the same thing with
“sottomessa a altrui” “submissive to another”. With this, Machiavelli unveils the
embodied power relationship, the struggle of body on body, at the root of tyranny.

I believe these ideas are best captured in Machiavelli's discussion of civic
religion, where he says our “modo di vivere”, our “pattern of life"” differs from that of
the ancients. In this light. human reality becomes a system, however chaotic, of “‘forms of

life”. In Machiavelli’s vision, there are no structures, no institutions, no power existing



apart from those carnal bodies in which they inhere. To these thoughts yet another
dimension is added with Machiavelli’s look at economy on page 280. Unaware or
uninterested in the discourse of economic “theory™. a discourse of mathematical analysis.
quantitative value and the market. page 280 outlines a competition between agents that is
vitalistic in nature. Machiavelli reaches back, bevond Christianity. beyvond Greek
philosophy to a primitive animistic understanding of the world. For Machiavelli. to speak
of humanity and the events in which it finds itself is not to invoke a scientific or
quantifiable explanation but rather to designate. and qualify. a field of forces. To measure
not by equilibrium or state but by intensiry. Like Nietzsche's wille-cur-macht or
Spinoza’s conatus, Machiavelli seems to see human reality as akin to plant life - as the
expression of some greater, nomadic energy moving outward and upward.

Overall, we see that this kind of writing, novelty aside, would scandalize its
audience. Readers of this day would be justly overwhelmed by this discourse on camality,
passion and violence. Christians would be morally outraged by Machiavelli’s elevation of
the animal: his veneration of vouth. of excess. of cruelty. of slaughter. Humanists with a
bias for Classical philosophy would also find no place for themselves in this text. In
Discorsi IIN. with all its talk of community and ethics. we see no instance. nor influence
of Plato’s properly arranged soul, of Stoicism’s detached mastery of passion or of any
Epicurean leveling of appetites to their natural limit. We see instead a total absence of a
telos. harmony and moral reason: or the Justice that defines Greek thinking. Here there is

nothing but energy, over-abundance, exuberance, and pleasure.

II1. The Philosophical Import of This Rhetorical Reading

Having concluded a rhetorical reading of Discorsi I\, let us now tumn to the
philosophical impact and value of this text.

We have seen that the Discorsi possesses a rich. earthy prose: pregnant with

metaphor, saturated with exempla, anecdotes, soddered with figures and illustrations. Its
textuality opens up a space then occupied by animal intuition, military calculation. action

and might. Like the writing of Homer, Machiavelli forgoes all conceptual analysis and



talk of “essences™, and uses flowing corporeal images and traces: weaving his words into
the real via the materiality of metaphor.

In this constellation of events that is the Discorsi, we have also witnessed the

working of rhetorical reason, which mobilizes a plurality of concrete dimensions, be they
ethical. legal or military. Conceming itself but with moment of time. exempla and
circumstances. it orders and codes them without ever reducing them to an abstract.
disembodied model like those seen in the thought of modemity. Playing in the realm of
probability, rhetorical reason passes from one concrete and pressing situation to another.
Though abundant and plural, such an open system calls for the closure that would assure
successful action. This needed closure is achieved through the active and cognitive
operator, virtu. Unlike rhetorical reason. which is a regulatory principle, a series of
discursive procedures. virri. while indeed an element of grammar, is an action that soon
surpasses its linguistic genesis. Let us now. albeit briefly. examine the genealogy. shapes
and functions of this intensity so that we will be in a position to understand how
Machiavelli ties his thought to the figure of the body.

1. The Definition of Virtu

Seen in works throughout the Quattrocento. the idea of virti bears a plurality of
horizontal senses: ethical, pharmacological, astrological. magical, military, religious,
animistic, and aesthetic.

The Dictionary of The History of Ideas defines “virtue”. in a general way, of being

the given value placed on conduct or action (Weiner, 1973, p.476). Defined as such, this
word possesses a dual and indeed divergent meaning. Virtue, when spoken of a particular
course of action, means the power to achieve certain result. Yet, when considering a drug,
for instance, virtue means efficacy. Thus virtue has, at once, a “moral” and “non-moral”
import. It both focuses on the conformity of actions to approved standards or ends, and on
the power of the agent to be effective, or to achieve such ends (Weiner, 1973, p.476).

When a period sees a change of discourse, often it will be this very word, with all its



ambiguity and equivocation. that will serve to challenge moral institutions. that will serve
to introduce new ethical thought. The Italian Quattrocento witnessed such an event.
Emerging from a Medieval context. twisting free of its Christian connotations.
virtu was to rediscover its venerable. pagan heritage and seek new employment in a fast
modemizing world. Let us look. in passing, at its history in the Renaissance™.

Several currents of renaissance thought demonstrate that the understanding of virtue
was a matter of concern during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. and that the word’s
meaning was changing. First. some men began to evolve a conception of virtue as a
generally admirable quality in human action. rather than the sum of particular qualities
(“virtues™) which conformed to religious or philosophical prescriptions. Artists sought to
represent not only the traditional individual virtues. but “virtue in general™ (virfus
generaliter sumpta). and some complained that the existing iconographical tradition
offered no models for them to follow. It is not entirely clear what these artists - Giovanni
Pisano. Francesco da Barberino. Filarete. whose chosen name meant ~lover of virtue™ -
meant by “virtue in general.” but their use of Hercules to represent the quality they had in
mind gives an indication. Herculean virtue is first of all manliness. courage. strength: what
Petrarch thought about when he wrote (in lines that would be quoted by Machiavelli)
“Virtiz will take arms against violence. / And let the fight be short!"(/talia Mia. lines 93-
96). Yet this may not have been all that was meant by virtus generaliter sumpta under the
aspect of Hercules. In the early Renaissance. the story of “Hercules at the crossroads™
returned to popularity after being practically forgotten during the Middle Ages. Hercules®
choice. which Cicero had described as being between virrus and volupras was recalled first
by Petrarch. who compared it to the fundamental moral choice he thought all men faced.
Moreover. following Cicero. Petrarch remarked on the closeness of “virtue™ to the Latin
word for man. vir. and thought that one probably derived from the other (Fam.. XXIII. 2.
28). Thus the “virtue in general™ symbolized by Hercules could represent a wide range of
admirable human qualities. From this point of view the lines between such usually distinct
conceptions as “virtue,” “humanity.” and “virility”™ might become obscured. (Weiner.
1973. p.477)

Enamoured with Antiquity and inspired by his Humanist precursors. Machiavelli
uses this exuberant word in his writings. For the most part. he uses virriz in the senses
predominant to the Quattrocento; yet he will, at times, make novel uses of it — de-
emphasizing its popular meaning or, emphasizing the original sense. In “The Senses of
Virti in Machiavelli”, Russell Price defines Machiavelli’s use of virti in the following

way:

-

Nevertheless. although this use of virri in a2 more or less traditional sense is significant
and important. in the vast majority of cases. virti. virtuoso and virtuosamente have a
different meaning, signifving rather “drive”. “determination™. “courage™. “skill” or

3% For the sake of highlighting the ambiguous sense of virti. I am quoting in extenso.



=ability™ in political or military affairs... When Machiavelli contrasts or links virrir with
Jfortuna it always has one of these meanings... (Prince. 1973. p.319-322)

Victoria Kahn claims that Machiavelli offers a plural reading of virrie because he is both
employing a tactic to engage his readers and forwarding a doctrine fitting a political
world defined by its contingency and set in a balance of forces. She writes:

~Given Machiavelli’s dramatic and rhetorical view of the world of politics. it is not
surprising that he offers us no substantive or thematic definition of virtiz. This is not
simply a failing of analytical skill but a sophisticated rhetorical strategy. the aim of which
is to destabilize or dehypostatize our conception of political virtue. for only a destabilized
virtu can be effective in the destabilized world of political reality.” (Kahn. 1994. p.25)

There is some truth in this position, but it should not eclipse our earlier conclusion. Virtu
is a loaded “concept”. Machiavelli wishes this word to reflect the dynamism, depth. and
strata of the human world itself. Virti bespeaks “courage”, “skill ", “ability”, “talent”,
“drive”, “determination”, “natural power" and “efficacy ". These notions “vehicle™ the
concept’s respective ethical. cosmological. and aesthetic dimensions. The common

denominator of these many meanings is camality and action. As Price remarks:

One of the most significant phrases that Machiavelli uses to express virti that is political
or military (or a combination of the two) is virti di animo e di corpo. Corpo means “body™
but animo is less straightforward: in Machiavelli it often means “mind”. “intention™.
~purpose”. “disposition”. or “inclination™ but in this phrase it has more the sense of
“spirit” or “heart™. allied with certain qualities of mind. That is, it includes “intelligence™
but not in any narrowly intellectual sense. Virtu di animo. then. means capacity or strength
of spirit and mind. and virtit di corpo means bodily capacity or vigour. This is apparent
from what Machiavelli says about Castruccio Castracani when he was growing up. He says
that Castruccio “began to interest himself in arms: indeed he enjoyed nothing so much as
using them. competing with other youths in running and jumping. and engaging them in
mock fights and similar exercises. In these activities he showed very great virtu di animo e
di corpo. and far surpassed all others of his own age.” Castruccio was intelligent but he
was in no sense a studious or intellectual vouth. for “even if he sometimes read. he did not
care for reading that was not concerned with war and the deeds of great men. (Price. 1973.

pp.328-329)

When speaking of those who possess virtu, Machiavelli lists valiant peoples,
soldiers, officers, heroes and heroines, great statesmen and political leaders, civic bodies,
and some Popes. In his The History of Florence, Machiavelli even names a great artist,
Brunelleschi, for his work on the cathedral of Florence. David Wooton argues that it is

claims such as these that support the view that Machiavelli is a modern thinker. He



suggests that Machiavelli thought Brunelleschi singular enough to be deemed “virtuous™
because his work displayed a commitment to “realism™: “... Brunelleschi’s sculptures
were supremely lifelike, so that, looking at them. one could forget one was looking at
works of art and imagine one was looking at real people...” (Wooton. 1994. pp.xxxiii-
xxxiv). It is true that Machiavelli appreciated Brunelleschi’s “realistic” work: but this by
itself hardly constitutes a pivotal argument for Machiavelli’s modemity. Rather. it can be
regarded as an indication of the character of his Renaissance rhetoric - a rhetoric that
drew no borders between political action, worldly events, mythic deeds. art and books.
Whether they are curious remainders of a pre-Christian world, vitalism and
animism were popular metaphysical positions in the Renaissance. They influenced the
most scholarly philosophy and the most common superstitions of the lay public. For
animists, the cosmos was a place of souls. entities, energies, powers, forces. and flows in
horizontal and vertical directions. Words and deeds were magical. Lenoble describes this

movement in Renaissance thought as follows:

C'est évidemment & Platon. le grand poéte et le lewtré. qu’ils ont accorde leur
préference. En lui ils n"ont pas vu le mathématicien. mais le Platon des mythes. le Platon
qui a cru & I'ame du monde. et pour le comprendre ils se sont surtout adressés aux
commentateurs néo-patoniciens. remis en honneur par Marsile Ficin: Plutarque. Macrobe.
Apulée. ou ils retrouvaient leur vitalisme. pour ne pas dire leur animisme foncier. Toute
leur représentation de la Nature. quand ils essaient malgré tout de la rationaliser.
s"organise autour de la doctrine maitresse de I'’Ame du monde: c’est le mana des temps
primitifs. la force imprévisible avec qui |'on peut entrer en communion mystique. mais
aussi la négation de la loi réguliére et donc de la science. On la retrouve partout a la
Renaissance. Elle apparait avec Telesio (1508-1588). Elle s’épanouit dans |'oeuvre de
Giordano Bruno (1548-1600) pour qui le monde n'a qu'une &me. qui végete dans les
plantes. sent chez les animaux et raisonne chez I’homme. Et la voila dans Campanella
(1568-1639), dont le grand ouvrage. le De sensu rerum. parait en 1620. en plein XVIle
siecle. Elle lui inspire une histoire naturelle bien curieuse. La Terre vit. nous explique-t-il.
car elle manifeste un rythme comme tous les vivants: ce sont les lois naturelles. come
celles qui ramenent les orages au printemps et & |"automne. (Lenoble. 1969. pp.29 1-292)

Such a milieu had a profound bearing on the Humanist idea of virri, and. added to the
popularity of Galenal medicine, had an influence on Machiavelli’s writing. Throughout

his Discorsi, we see the presence of this cosmology and medicine. As Russell Price

remarks:

Virtiu was frequently used in the senses of natural “power”. “faculty™. “efficacy™ or
“talent” by Italian Renaissance writers (and by French and English writers too) and these



senses are also sometimes found in Machiavelli’s writings. In the Discorsi. he speaks of
the natural powers (naturali virtir) thought to be possessed by certain spirits that enable
them to foresee the future. He also says that “those who compare the voice of the people to
that of God are by no means mistaken for one sees that popular opinion predicts events in
a remarkable manner. so that it seems that through some hidden power (per occulta virtiu)
the people foresee the good or evil that will befall them... In the Discorsi. Machiavelli
emphasizes how necessary it is for a State to have a large population if it is to be powerful.
The Romans achieved this by encouraging foreigners to live in Rome and also by force
(per for=a). by destroving the neighbouring cities and compelling their inhabitants to come
to Rome. Machiavelli uses a horticultural simile. saying that “the Romans acted like a
good husbandman who. to make a tree (piania) large and strong and produce good fruit.
cuts off the first shoots that appear. so that the strength (virri) remaining in the trunk
(piede) of the tree can in time cause it to grow more branches and bear more fruit. Here
virth means “vital force™ or “life force™. and indeed virtu often seems to mean. among
other things. “energy™ (as in the phrase virtu di animo e di corpo): this use may be termed
~organic”. (Price. 1973, p.335-338)

Furthermore. the way Machiavelli sometimes describes virriz in The Prince; or when, in
the Discorsi, he speaks of it moving through Europe; lends credence to this animistic
reading. Virtii, can give itself as a field of forces. Or, like some energy, some power, it
may possess some individual. making their agency akin to that of a daemon. As Victoria

Kahn remarks:

... Narrative sequence is threatened by parataxis but restored on a level of cosmic. often
magical necessity. As a result. the hero also seems not simply at the mercy of external
events but in the control of some external power. In fact. the allegorical hero could be said
to operate in a world of demonic powers. a world in which functions have been
compartmentalized and personified. The hero. too. becomes depersonalized. no longer a
person but a mere personification of a function. In a word of Fortuna. in short. the hero
becomes. of necessity. the embodiment of Virri. In such a worid, the virtues no longer
seem to be attributes of individual agents: rather. they recover their original sense of
powers or forces. of virti... (Kahn. 1994, p.41)

From all this we can conclude that when treating the meaning of Machiavelli’s
virt, we must not employ a modemn binary logic: thinking it must have a meaning, one
sense to the exclusion of others. Virtu, though its speaks of actions, is a rhetorical reality:
a plastic reality. It has all of the above meanings; yet, depending upon the circumstances,

one in particular. Let us adopt a general definition from the work of Price:

Virtiz, then. is a word that has a wide variety of meanings in the writings of Machiavelli.
There are different kinds of virti: moral virtue. political virru, military virti. (and a
combination of political and military virti). Virti has the sense of natural powers or
faculties possessed by men. spirits. or things (e.g.. virtiu occulta, virtu naturale). and also



the sense of talents that men have for various pursuits. intellectual. literary or artistic.
(Price. 1973. p.344)

Indeed connotating creative. curative aspects and even moments of sorcery, [ believe virtu
can be best understood as a vital animistic reality, differing in intensity depending upon
the “form of life” in question. Machiavelli investigates the virrz of the space of the
politico-military and while this space probably possesses the brightest, most intense virru.
his choice of subject matter is definitely due to personal interest. We may gather these
findings into the claim thar the sense(s) of virtu revolves around the body. When
Machiavelli describes those with virtii. he speaks of their demeanors. actions. words and
corporeal presence; whether this be his description of the mighty, daunting and
unfathomable Caesar Borgia, when he visited the warlord in 1502 or his account of the
Countess Girolamo, lifting her skirts before her captors. stating with calm, that they may
kill her ransomed children for she can make more (Machiavelli, 1983, p.419). With virtu
we see an expressionist. primordial experience of the body - its powers, erotic sexuality,

vouth and health

2. Interpellation and Embodiment in Discorsi INI

Humanists of the Italian Quattrocento Renaissance emphasized education. They
followed the Platonic model of education; believing that the more one studied virtue, the
more virtuous one would become.

In the nadir of the Quattrocento, in the flames of civil war and ruthiess foreign
imperialism, many of these same thinkers stood stunned. Most wondered: how could
something as beautiful and true as the pagan world of antiquity fail to unite or fail to save
Italy?

As we saw earlier, Machiavelli was a writer longing to follow in the footsteps of
Petrarch and Bruni. He believed in the Quattrocento. Listen to the words of his letter to

Vettori:

... On leaving the wood. I go to a spring, and thence up to my uccellare. with a book under
my arm, either Dante, Petrarch. or one of the minor poets. such as Tibullus. Ovid.” etc “I
read their amorous transports, and the history of their loves. recalling my own to my mind.



and time passes pleasantly in these meditations. Then [ betake myself to the inn by the
roadside. chat with passers-by. ask news of the places where they come. hear various
things. and note the varied tastes and fancies of mankind. This carries me onto the dinner
hour. when in the company of my brood. I swallow whatever fare this poor little place of
mine. and my slender patrimony. can afford me. Dinner over. I go back to the inn. There I
generally find the host. a butcher. a miller. and a couple of brickmakers. I mix with these
boors the whole day. playing at cricca and at tric trac. which games give rise to a thousand
quarrels and much exchange of bad language. and we wrangle over farthings. and our
shouting can be heard at San Casciano. Steeped in this degradation my wits grow mouldy.
and [ vent my rage at the malignity of fate. content to let it crush me in this fashion. if only
to see whether it will not take shame of its work... At nightfall I return home and seek my
writing room. and. divesting myself on its threshold of my rustic garments. stained with
mud and mire. [ assume courtly attire. and thus suitably clothed. enter within the ancient
courts of ancient men. by whom. being cordially welcomed. [ am fed with the food that
alone is mine. and for which [ was bon. and am not ashamed to hoid discourse with them
and inquire the motives of their actions: and these men in their humanity reply to me. and
for the space of four hours I feel no weariness. remember no trouble. no longer fear
poverty. no longer dread death. my whole being is absorbed in them... (Villari. 1969.
pp-158-159)

Machiavelli here speaks of a concrete world that is nevertheless discursive through and
through. Whether he speaks of the vulgar language of his fellow townspeople or the
shining textuality of his classic books, Machiavelli's thoughts reveal nothing of that split
between words and the world that Hariman attributes to him. Instead. when Machiavelli
enters his study, he discloses himself as a man entering a real world. So real in fact, he
puts on his best!

Reading the books in his library, Machiavelli compares his Italy with Rome.
wishing that the glory of old could be once more revived. While he shares the vision of
Renaissance Humanism, he has other ideas as to how it may be instituted. Erudite
knowledge is necessary for this project. But it is not sufficient. There is an even greater

call for discipline and force. From the start of the Discorsi, for example, we see

Machiavelli ascribing normative import to the peoples of antiquity, especially the
Romans. Arguing against Livy’s position that it was fortuna or Luck that bestowed upon
the Romans the success thev enjoyed, Machiavelli claims that they achieved their
incredible feats by exercising their liberty; by exercising their virti. They vehemently

refused all subjection, all submission.



The Discorsi details how Machiavelli's vision may be achieved. and Discorsi .
in particular. constitutes the main model for this grandiose project. In order to create a
Rome of the 1500s, Machiavelli knows that he needs more than the poetic appreciation of
past instances of virru. Rather he needs some cognitive and active operator in the text that
would create the causes and conditions for this kind of possession of his audience. This
operator is nothing less than that rhetorical cail of which I have spoken earlier. This call is
at the intersection of the epistemological. anthropological and rhetorical dimensions to
Machiavelli’s thought. [ shall argue that this rhetorical call is strategic reason at work in
the text through the metaphor of the body which aims at the production of informed
action on the part of the reader by discursively unifying both theory and practice. For
Machiavelli. by having a virtii, coded by necessits. master fortuna. the contingent
situation. In simpler terms, Machiavelli asks his reader to turn to his\her Roman past and
in doing so, stoke a passion for liberty. extremes. youth. ambition and civic culture. Then
by refining and directing this energy through feelings of guilt and resentment. to
overthrow their oppressors in a fit of bloodlust. Machiavelli believes that only in this way
can the birth of a glorious Italian future be possible.

When speaking of the relationship between virtiz and embodiment in Discorsi NI,
[ have employed Louis Althusser’s concept of interpellation. In his “Marxism and
Humanism”, Althusser speaks of the structural causation or the shaping of the “Human”
through the workings of language. He calls this event of linguistic creation.
“interpellation™. In simple terms, interpellation happens when language meets the human
given, which is first presented as something raw. indeterminate. Functioning as a
command, language “calls forth” an individual, using pronominal terms in the second
person - “You!". In response, a material agent emerges, rises up, is informed by the
meaning of this text and then sent along a codified path of behaviour. This notion of how
sense happens is similar to the account in Heidegger’s Being and Time. Heidegger says
that sense gives itself as a gathering together and a projecting forth along a vector of
action. However, unlike the latter, Althusser’s concept of interpellation betrays a
materialist theory of language. As such, since it grapples with the material generation of

sense, it ultimately gives itself as a magical view of how language works.



Using this concept to understand the rhetorical dynamic of Discorsi INI. we say
that. in answer to Machiavellis call, his audience is named, gathered together. shaped and
sent off along the lines of the lessons and imperatives presented in the text. They are
embodied. Their bodies, like those of the characters in Machiavelli's exemplas, are
creations of discourse, of metaphor. Daniéle Letocha mirrors these thoughts when she
speaks of Machiavelli’s idea of command: “L’'idée de commandement sert de prisme en
ce qu’elle rassemble les vecteurs de la force..” (Letocha, 1992, p.69). Louis Althusser
himself, addresses this dimension to Machiavelli's work:

Gramsci wrote that The Prince was a political manifesto. Now. it is the peculiarity of a
political manifesto. if the latter can be considered in its ideal model. that it is not pure
theoretical discourse. a pure positive treatise. This does not mean that theory is absent
from a manifesto: if it contained no positive elements of knowledge. it would be no more
than words in the wind. But a manifesto that is political. and thus wishes to have historical
effects, must inscribe itself in a field quite different from that of pure knowledge: it must
inscribe itself in the political conjuncture on which it wishes to act and subordinate itself
entirely to the political practice induced by that conjuncture and balance of forces that
defines it. This might be said to be an utterly banal recommendation. but the question
becomes seriously complicated when it is remarked that this inscription in the objective.
external political conjuncture also has to be represented inside the very text that practices
it. if the intention is to invite the reader of the text of the manifesto to relate to that
conjuncture with a full awareness and to assess accurately the place the manifesto
occupies in that conjuncture. In other words. for the manifesto to be truly political and
realistic - materialistic - the theory that it states must not only be stated by the manifesto.
but located by it in the social space into which it is intervening and which it
thinks. (Althusser. 1988, pp.476-477)

Althusser’s claim, in harmony with the views of this thesis, is that Machiavelli’s political
call is a material act; contextualized in the politics of his day.

Let us now closely examine this model of embodiment in Discorsi IINI, where
Machiavelli studies the space where virtit occurs and virtuous action is explained by
appealing to three figures: necessit3, virtu and fortuna. Perhaps explanation is the wrong
word to use when speaking of the relay between virti and fortuna. Virtuous behaviour,
for Machiavelli, is in league with the intuition of the artist, the animal. As such, it cannot
be formally explained, if such an epistemological move constituted abstract theory,
delineated concepts etc. Virti combines rational and irrational elements. It is informed,
but brute. In this light, perhaps it is better to speak of this subject matter as being tracked

by language. If virtu is theory and practice incamate, it is language that is the horizon of



this unification. Like other Humanists of the Quattrocento, Machiavelli unifies theory and
practice in eloquence, magic, seductive appeal and the stress on talent and timing. But
unlike his precursors. Machiavelli favours a conception of language that is primitive. epic
- like the words and deeds of old. For example. in his only work of language. Dialogo
sulla lingua, A Dialogue on Language”, written in 1512. Machiavelli defends a view of
language that is tribalistic, claiming that a national language must cleanse and purify itself
to get back to their roots in the original experience of the early Italians. Machiavelli then
compares the grammar of a language to the constitution of an army (Villari, 1969.
pp-369-370).

There are three moments to this model. The first moment is the moment of
necessita - theory. This is the Humanist dimension to Machiavelli’s thought. Though
discursive, the world is, for Machiavelli, characterized by contingency, accident,
ambiguity, and empty yet fixed cycles of birth and death. Machiavelli names this element
of indetermination, fortuna. Fortuna. like Tvche and Moiria of old, brings with it,
uncertainty, risk, danger, even chaos. As Thomas Flanagan observes: “... Machiavelli
employs fortuna to designate not only the unexpected occurrence of a unique and
contingent event. but also the whole constellation of social forces in which the event
transpires.” (Parel, 1972, p.152) In Discorsi INXXXIX. Machiavelli speaks of fortuna in
the following way,

If one ponders well the course of human affairs. it will be seen that many events happen
and many misfortunes come about. against which the heavens have not been willing that
any provision at all be made. Since this statement holds good in the case of Rome. which
was conspicuous alike for virtue. religion and orderly conduct. it is no wonder that the
same thing happens vet more often in cities and provinces which are lacking in these
respects. There is a well-known passage in which Titus Livy shows at length and with
great force the power that heaven exercises over human affairs. (Machiavelli. 1983. p.369)

Even more renown are these passages from The Prince

... I believe that it is probably true that fortune is the arbiter of half of the things we do.
leaving the other half or so to be controlled by ourselves. I compare fortune to one of those
violent rivers which. when they enraged. flood the plains. tear down trees and buildings.
wash soil from one place to deposit it in another. Everyone flees before them. everybody
vields to their impetus. there is no possibility of resistance. Yet although such is their
nature, it does not follow that when they are flowing quietly one cannot take precautions.
constructing dykes and embankments so that when the river is in flood they would keep to
one channel or their impetus be less wild and dangerous. So it is with fortune. She shows



her potency where there is no well regulated power to resist her. and her impetus is felt
where she knows there are no embankments and dykes built to restrain her. If you consider
Italy. the theater of those changes and variations I mentioned. which first appeared here.
vou will see that she is a country without embankments and without dykes: for if [taly had
been adequately reinforced. like Germany. Spain. and France. either this flood would not
have caused the great changes it has. or it would not have swept in at all. (Machiavelli.
1981. pp.130-131)

In this case, fortuna is not simply a neutral, anonymous, cosmological force. Though it
may have divine connotations, like Savonarola claimed. Machiavelli here equates it with
the “barbarian™ invasion of Italy. Later. he writes:

I conclude. therefore. that as fortune is changeable whereas men are obstinate in their
ways. men prosper so long as fortune and policy are in accord. and when there is a clash
they fail. [ hold strongly to this: that it is better to be impetuous than circumspect: because
fortune is a woman and if she is to be submissive it is necessary to beat and coerce her.
Experience shows that she is more often subdued by men who do this than by those who
act coldly. Always. being a woman. she favours voung men. because they are less
circumspect and more ardent. and because they command her with greater audacity.
(Machiavelli. 1981. p.133)

Before this secularized Grace; this ailmost magicai engine, forruna, one must have a
strategy. With the Discorsi and The Prince, Machiavelli bestows upon his readers. the
recipe, the game-plan for just such a response. Educational in aim and scope. his works
and the Discorsi in particular, present necessirs. Necessita is the collection of those
“laws”, rules, examples and maxims extracted from history. Whereupon imitated.
necessita would give the reader the power and technique to grapple with fortuna and
bring Her to Her knees, i.e., to express the absolute command the virtuous possess.
Remember, in both Preface One and Two of the Discorsi, Machiavelli claims he is
cobbling together a number of “practical lessons” from history, lessons he hopes young
men will imitate (Machiavelli, 1983, pp.98-99, pp.268-269). Add to this, The Prince. in
its dedication, at once announces itself as something “useful”. As Machiavelli later
claims: “So a prudent man must always follow in the footsteps of great men and imitate
those who have been outstanding...” (Machiavelli, 1981. p.49). To fail in this exercise is
to fall: “... This is why all armed prophets have conquered. and unarmed prophets have
come to grief.” (Machiavelli, 1981, p.52). But we must remember, above all. how this ties



in with the overarching project Machiavelli presents for the liberation and unification of
[taly.

What is important to gather from this discussion of necessita. is that, given these
lessons. these discourses are always already going on. the prerogative is to insert oneself
into them and ro take control. Machiavelli's writing is dramatic. possessing roles and a
script. Whether his rules and examples speak fictional or real characters. be they Moses.
Romulus or Caesar. he ignores their status and instead uses them to illustrate a particular
response to a situation.

The second moment of this model takes place when these notions which constitute
necessitz sink into the audience - when they become embodied. This is the moment of
strategic reason in Machiavelli. that rhetorical theater of operations. Through his writing,
his ideal audience becomes trained and disciplined. His lessons become “materialized™":
i.e.. they become a part of their bodies insofar as they become habitual. Coded and on
alert. these bodies await their call. confident in their ready response to conflict. In this
way. Machiavelli’s rhetoric becomes akin to that of a sports trainer. where facts and
values are mixed, the tactics are simple and repetitive slogans used. The realism and
materialism of this model of embodiment helps us understand Machiavelli's words in The
Prince. when he cautions us about behaviour in a cruel world of deception and war:

... But since my intention is to say something that will prove of practical use to the
inquirer. I have thought it proper to represent things as they are in real truth. rather than as
they are imagined. Many have dreamed up republics and principalities which have never in
truth been known to exist: the gulf between how one should live and how one does live is
so wide that a man who neglects what is actually done for what should be done learns the
way to self-destruction rather than self-preservation.”’ (Machiavelli. 1981, pp.90-91)

The third and final moment of this model is that of the production of action. This
is the moment of virti.. Here we see the animal drive to act instantly and ferociously. This
is the virti that rapes fortuna and makes her obey. At this point, the informed agent

recalls the prepared response to the situation when it is presented and acts like a virtuoso.

5 In Italian. this reads. “Ma sendo I"intento mio scrivere cosa utile a chi la intende. mié parso pit:
ccnveniente andare drieto alla verita effetuale della cosa che alla imaginazione di essa. E moti si sono
imaginati republiche e principati che non si sono mai visti né conosciuti essere in vero. Perché egli & tanto
discosto da come si vive a come si doverrebbe vivere, che colui che lascia quelio che si fa per quello che si
doverrebbe fare, impara piu tosto la ruina che la perservazione sua.” (Machiavelli. 1960. pp.48-49)



What is crucial to note here is that the given action is not the logical consequence or
efficient product from a mathematical model or mechanical process. The bodies of which
we speak are not “objects™ or entities to be manipulated and directed. Machiavelli’s
audience consists of agents or forces. best understood according to the metaphor of the
body in the horizon of discourse - the embodiment of an epic and civic education. Firti's
relationship to fortuna is not tautological. it is performative. At issue here is an animistic
synthesis unlike anything we see in modemity or today. Virtu is greater than the sum of
its parts, greater than the discursive movement that gives it birth. In his excellent. though
controversial article, *“Machiavelli's Concept of Virtii Reconsidered”. Neil Wood
proposes an understanding of virziz close in spirit to this model of embodiment, although

he tends to make virti into a faculty.

Quite often in referring to the virr of an individual. Machiavelli seems to be thinking of
a mode of conduct most typically manifested by the soldier in combat. Battles and
campaigns are highly fluid situations of the greatest uncertainty. in which the severest
hardships and the most pressing physical dangers are confronted. endured. and mastered. if
victory is to be gained. To Machiavelli war is the archetypal contest between virtu and
fortuna. between all that is manly. and all that is changeable. unpredictabie. a capricious. a
struggle between masculine rational control and effeminate rationality. War is the supreme
test of a man. of his physique. of his intellect. and particularly of his character. War is a
complex art in which force. guile. and persuasion must be maintained in an ever workable
combination. In war the best laid plans go astray. The cautiously and skillfully executed
manoeuvre may meet with unexpected accident. Certain victory may suddenly become the
possibility of disaster. As the tide of battle changes adversely. as peril mounts. and as the
sand of time runs out. at such unnerving moments. the virriz of the captain is on trial. His
character. his self-confidence, strength of will. fortitude. and courage. become of greater
importance than his brains and bodily strength. Cunning and prowess of arms will be of no
avail where there is a failure of nerve. Against overwhelming odds. the leader often must
discard his carefully prepared battle plan. and rally his forces by a determined and
audacious improvisation. How many times had victory been snatched from defeat by a
great general. and how often has the moral victory and the glory gone to him. even in
defeat! (Wood. 1967. p.170)

Wood then goes on to show how this same sense of virtu works in civic life.
Machiavelli's rhetorical call is republican in nature and functions, not simply on the

battlefield, but the polis as well, as is evident in his talk of laws throughout the Discorsi.

... Indeed politics is a kind of war. and civil society is essentially a battleground for
individuals and parties struggling for power. The traditional distinction between friend and
foe used to describe the relation between citizen and his city’s enemy is now applied by
Machiavelli to relations between fellow-citizens. The model of civic life is always military
life. the model of civic leadership is always military leadership. Founding a new



commonwealth. the reform of a corrupt state. conspiracy for the overthrow of government.
the prevention of conspiracy. are fundamentally military situations. as appraised by
Machiavelli. Virtu. therefore. is a set of qualities. or a pattern of behaviour most
distinctively exhibited under what may be described as bartlefield conditions. whether
actual war or politics provide the context. Machiavelli’s politico is cast in the mould of the
warrior. and the standard of excellence of one is not so different from that of the other...
Likewise in a well-ordered commonwealth citizens at all levels as well as the civic leaders
will have certain qualities in common. virriz. The citizen will show his virrz in the style in
which he performs his tasks. the way he executes his civic obligations. and dedicates
himself to the common good. Such a citizen is not one who blindly obeys. but who
demonstrates initiative by using his discretionary powers in certain ways and not in others.
(Wood. 1967. pp.170-171.172)

In the next section. we shall draw out further implications of this model for civic living.

3. The Function of The Bodv in Machiavelli’s Thought

The crucial lesson to be drawn from Discorsi NI, a lesson that reverberates
through the whole of Machiavelli’s thought. is that the rarefied form of virfu that made
republican Rome enjoy such good government. has two causes - armed might and civic
inspiration. Ever sore from his experience leading the hapless Florentine militia to their
wanton destruction by heavily armed Swiss mercenaries at Pisa. Machiavelli insists upon
the necessity for a warlike, intensely armed republic. A materialist thinker through and
through. Machiavelli believes one must not simply possess the intention for liberty but
rather the real/ means. Liberty can only survive if defended with utmost skill and ferocity.
Furthermore, liberty can only exist in a community if defended with fanatical conviction
and commitment’ Inspiration by civic values and duties is. for Machiavelli. the other
condition for the possibility of a free state. Though Caesar Borgia is a favorite example of
Machiavelli and indeed one of his personal heroes, Borgia failed precisely for lack of this
principle. Though violent. energetic and efficient. Borgia and his private army lacked that
republican inspiration which would assure success and healthy rule. As we have seen. this
is the focal message of Discorsi NI, vehicled by the metaphor of sacrifice™ . Here is how

he describes such pagan sacrifices:

32 We have mentioned this earlier. in the rhetorical reading of Discorsi INI.



... To begin with. compare the magnificence of their sacrifice with the humility that
characterizes ours. The ceremonial in ours is delicate rather than imposing. and there is no
display of ferocity or courage. Their ceremonies lacked neither pomp nor magnificence.
but. conjoined with this. were sacrificial acts in which there was much shedding of blood
and much ferocity; and in them great numbers of animals were killed. Such spectacles.
because terrible. caused men to become like them... (Machiavelli. 1983. p.278)

One must be able to sacrifice one's self - one’s own interests. one’s own person for the
common good. liberty, and glory of all.

But what does it really mean to sacrifice yourself? Machiavelli’s idea of the bodv
holds the answer to this question. Renaissance anthropology stressed the Christian
notions of the gulf between soul and body, human and Divine will: and the Neo-Platonic
ideas of continuity, the divinity of the soul, and the possibility of disincarnating oneself in
the journey back to the One. Against these positions, Machiavelli urged an ancient.
menacing anthropology, whose roots reach back, to Homer and the animism of the pre-
Homeric primitives. For Machiavelli. a well-functioning body goes with a well-
functioning mind. According to Machiavelli. the hierarchies of Christianity and Neo-
Platonism are graded in the wrong direction! It is the body that is the source of vital
energy and sense. It is the body that calls down the mind.

A theme that surfaces again and again in Machiavelli’s thought is the presence of
a primordial, homicidal violence and egoism. a beast, at the heart of all people. Listen to
his description of the human condition: *... One can make this generalization about men:
they are ungrateful, fickle, liars, and deceivers, they shun danger and are greedy for profit;
while you treat them well, they are yours. They would shed their blood for you, risk their
property, their lives, their children, so long, as I said above, as danger is remote; but when
you are in danger they tum against you.”> (Machiavelli, 1981, p.96). In Discorsi INL:
“For men, as king Ferdinand used to say, resemble certain little birds of prey in whom so
strong is the desire to catch the prey which nature incites them pursue, that they do not
notice another and a greater bird of prey which hovers over them ready to pounce and

kill.” (Machiavelli, 1983, p.216). This inner force is ever at war, in almost Biblical

33 n Italian, this reads. ~... Perche delli uomini si puo dire questo generalmente: che sieno ingrati. volubili.
simulatori. e dissimulatori, fuggitori de’ pericoli. cupidi di guadagno: e mentre fai loro bene. sono tutti tua.
offeronti el sangue. la roba, la vita. e figliuoli. come di sopra dissi, quando il bisogno e discosto; ma.
quando ti si appressa. e’ si rivoltano...” (Machiavelli, 1960. pp.69-70)



fashion, within the person of the cultured citizen. As detailed in Daniéle Letocha’s

Chaos et commandement dans... Machiavel™, to a great extent, The Prince and Discorsi

give themselves as the project of converting; of mastering and steering this beast. that its
great energy vehicle civic values and purposes (Letocha. 1992. pp.69-70).

For Machiavelli, the body always operates on a political level. Bodily analogies to
politics abound in his writing. For instance, in one chapter. he compares the city to a body
that requires a “Galenal remedy”™* . to vent its troublesome humours (Machiavelli. 1983.
p.124). But given our current interest. there is an even more pertinent analogy in Discorsi
XXX, where Machiavelli states what constitutes a secure, healthy republic. such as that
enjoyved by Rome, our author says it is this animal spirit, this “lion-heart™.

For it is the heart and the vital parts of the body that have to be strengthened. not its
extremities. since without them the body can survive. but. if the former be injured. it dies:
vet such states keep unarmed the heart. but arm the hands and the feet. What this lack of
order has done for Florence is clear, and may be seen any day: for when an army crosses
its frontiers and gets near its heart. it finds itself without further remedy. (Machiavelli.
1983. pp.374-373)

We can infer from this that. in this vision of political life, both brutal and fanatical.
Machiavelli affirms all that conducts to furious struggles. to war. The ground of the
political is, as Neil Wood earlier claimed, the energy of the warrior and Machiavelli
thinks that the common good can only be achieved through aggression. fear. risk. and
danger: not- through reflection, self-interest or refuge in some private interiority.
Machiavelli expresses such claims when, in Discorsi NV, he speaks of Rome’s glory and
good government being accomplished through the ruthless competition between classes:

... To me those who condemn the quarrels between the nobles and the plebs. seem to be
cavilling at the very things that were the primary cause of Rome’s retaining her freedom.
and that they pay more attention to the noise and clamour resulting from such
commotations than to what resulted from them. i.e. to the good effects which they
produced. Nor do they realize that in every republic there are two different dispositions.
that of the populace and that of the upper class and that all legislation favourable to liberty
is brought about by the clash between them. (Machiavelli. 1983. p.113)

The same thought is present in The Prince, when he states that a successful must ever

engage in the practice of war: “So he must never let his thoughts stray from military

X Read good legislation.
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exercises. which he must pursue more vigorously in peace than in war. These exercises
can be both physical and mental...”. (Machiavelli. 1981. p.88).

Drawing this together into our discussion of sacrifice. we see that Machiavelli
embraces that epic binary logic that places the citizen’s political-existential choice

between libern: or death’® . In The Human Condition, Hanna Arendt mentions this

Classical equation: *... whoever, entered the political realm had first to be ready to risk
his life. and too great a love for life obstructed freedom. was a sure sign of slavishness...”
(Arendt. 1958. p.36). On this very page. in a footnote. she quotes Seneca: “Is freedom so
close at hand, vet is there any one a slave?”. We see evidence of the same in Discorsi
XX, when Machiavelli tells the story of the Samnites who. upon capturing a Roman
force, were told to treat them as honourable men: to release them or kill them
(Machiavelli. 1983. p.351). His metaphor of sacrifice in Discorsi NI conveys the same
message. For 2 moment employing Christian terms. we can say that. ro risk one's life for
liberry and the defense of the city, is to “sacrifice” one’s personal body and thereby to be
“reborn” into a greater. glorious body - that of the citizen, that of the city itself. The
event of sacrifice is the emergence of meaning. of self. In the “baptism™ of war. whether it
be real or figurative. one’s identity as cultural citizenship arises from out of an organic
matrix. This is wholly at odds with the modem democratic idea of community. seen in
Hobbes for instance, where a self, with its own interests, enters a group. Tied to religion.

this metaphor of sacrifice is seen again in Discorsi NXV.

... Having offered a solemn sacrifice. and made all the officers of the army stand between
the dead victims and the flame-lit altars and swear that they would never abandon the
fight. they called up the soldiers one by one. made them stand between the altars in the
midst of a number of centurions with drawn swords in their hands. and first of all swear
that they would not reveal anything which they saw or observed. They then made them
promise the gods with curses and the most terrible incantations that they would be ready to
go wherever the generals ordered. that they would never flee from the battle. and that they
would kill anyone whom they saw running away. and . if they did not do this. they prayed
that the curse might fall on the heads of their family and on their children. Some of them.
terrified. were reluctant to take the oath. and were at once killed by the centurions. All
those who came after them. frightened by the ferocity of the spectacle. then took the oath...

(Machiavelli. 1983. p.150)

** On his diplomatic mission to the Holy Roman Empire Machiavelli was surprised with the Germans he
met at the royal court. On one hand. as an Italian empassioned by theQuattrocento. he saw the Germans as
savages. However. on the other. he greatly admired them. for unlike his fellow countrymen., they embodied
this epic choice. Feverishly patriotic. these men had no fear of death.



Perhaps, it even functions in Machiavelli’s horrific example of Borgia’s murder of
Remirro de Orco, where, to appease the citizens. Borgia had his body cut in half and left
in the town square with a knife and block: *...The brutality of this spectacle kept the
people of the Romagna for a time appeased and stupefied.” (Machiavelli. 1981. p.51).
With liberty vour very body. with vour city vour body. one’s defense of one’s freedom
and polis is now not only instinctive but above all. as violent as one possessed. To behave

as the animal, in Renaissance writer. Etienne de la Boétie's Discours de la servitude

volontaire®® .

... Les bétes. ce maid Dieu! si les hommes ne font wop les sourds. leur crient: VIVE
LIBERTE! Plusieurs en v a d entre elles qui meurent aussitSt qu’elles sont prises: comme
the poisson quitte la vie aussitdt que |'eau. pareillement celles-1& quittent la lumiére et ne
veulent point survivre & leur naturelle franchise. Si les animaux avaient entre eux quelques
prééminences. ils feraient de celles-la leur noblesse. Les autres. des plus grandes
jusqu-aux plus petites. lorsqu’on les prend. font si grande résistance dongles. de cornes.
de bec et de pieds. qu'elles déclarent assez combien elles tiennent cher ce qu’elles
perdent: puis. &tant prises. elles nous donnent tant de signes apparents de la connaissance
qu’elles ont de leur malheur. qu’il est bel & voir que ce leur est plus languir que vivre. et
qu’elles continuent leur vie plus pour plaindre leur aise perdue que pour se plaire en
servitude. (La Boetie. 1983. pp.141-142)

In light of all this, Discorsi NI ultimately presents itself as a discourse of the body -
seducing like a mime. In Machiavelli's eyes, the pagan civic religion was a symbolic
universe that worked rhetorically. Educational and enjoyable. it exhausted itself in a call
to which its audience answered by embodying those values and duties it was organized to
vehicle. The ensuing result of this performative act - glory, the collective, expressionist
ideal of the Classical world. In his paper, “Gloria in Machiavelli”, Russell Price says,
“Political glory, like military glory, is the natural fruit of virrii...” (Price, 1977, pp.608).

3¢ L a Boetie was a good friend of Renaissance writer-thinker Michel de Montaigne. His text. believed to
have been written in 1548, was untitled and left unpublished due to its subversive character. Discours de la
servitude volontaire is the first text of philosophy written in the French language.



4. Rhetoric and Behaviour in Machiavelli

In Discorsi [NI. following the above logic, Machiavelli argues that the
institutions of a republic must be structured in such a way as to inform all of life’s
dimensions. It is by way of Machiavelli’s examination of these thoughts that we readers
catch a glimpse of his wider views on philosophical anthropology and conceptions of
reality. In a Machiavellian world devoid or transcendental principles and implicit telos.
there is but bodies in conflict and competition. Institutions and orders are nothing more
than bodies congealing into codified paths of behaviour. See this radical materialism in
Machiavelli's discussion of civic religion. Notice. while he talks about community and
political involvement. he can only paint and sculpt these thoughts by speaking about
individuals and space in which their carnal struggles and desires revolve. There are no
structures or organizations - no svstems outside their actions.

Though evidently favouring the pagan civic religions of the city states of
antiquity. in Discorsi NI we see Machiavelli affirming both the truth and his personal
commitment to Christianity. On page 277, he remarks that Christianity has *...taught us
the truth and the true way of life...” (Machiavelli, 1983, p.278). What Machiavelli sees as
a problem in Christianity is not its basic tenets but. rather, how his contemporaries
interpreted these principles. Machiavelli claims that Christianity has become an ideology
that forwards private interest and detachment, rather than the public good. With this
abandonment, even demonization of politics, corruption of worldly living has been

assured. Consider in this context, Lemer’s translation of the Discorsi, where Machiaveili

condemns those who have *...interpreted our religion to the promptings of indolence...”
and have hence brought forth a state of affairs whereby “...the world has become
effeminate and Heaven disarmed.” (Lemer, 1950, pp.285-286). In this light. Discorsi NI
calls for a civic religion that would instill political involvement in Machiavelli’s target
audience and, by extension, bring about their liberty.

Aware of his limited tools and resources. Christianity and those routed
Florentines, Machiavelli tailors his project accordingly, in keeping with a Structuralist

form of argumentation. Many Humanists of this period. such as Petrarch and Bruni, were



criticized for their naive conception of the workings of history. Lacking an understanding
of historical contextualization. they thought they could revive antiquity or reinvent Italy
in its shadow by simply uncovering ruins and encouraging interest in Classical culture.
Machiavelli, by contrast. was acutely aware of the complexities and limitations of

historical reality. In Discorsi [I\V. he says .

To those philosophers who want to make out that the world is etemnal. I think the answer
might be that. if it really were as old as all this. it would be reasonable to expect there
would be records going back further than five thousand vears. did we not see how the
records of times gone by are obliterated by diverse causes. of which some are due to men
and some to heaven. Those which are due to men are changes in religious institutions and
in language. For. when a new religious institution comes into being. i.e. a new religion. its
first care is. for the sake of its own reputation. to wipe out the old one: and. when the
founders of a new religion happen to speak a different tongue. the old one is easily
abolished. This becomes clear if we consider the measures which Christianity adopted vis-
a-vis Paganism: how it abolished all pagan institutions. all pagan rites. and destroyed the
records of the theology of the ancients... (Machiavelli. 1983. pp.288-289)

Though Machiavelli embraces many dated ideas and values, he nevertheless understands
that these discourses be interpreted in light of contemporary sedimented or embodied
systems. It is Christianity itself that must be reconfigured into a civic religion and adapted
so as to forward republican values. It is Italy as a whole. as a nation state. that must
restructured along the lines of the Classical model of the city-state. not simply the smaller
province of Florence.

Furthermore, what the collection of these ideas serve to demonstrate is that
Machiavelli adopts a crude kind of Behaviourism to match his strategic reason.
Throughout the Discorsi, whenever he talks about people, he invokes no notion of human
nature or essential conception of “The Human”. Aside from his remarks that human
behaviour generally strays to animal egoism, the Discorsi paints a picture of a sparse.
violent human condition. In light of this desperate condition, people are plastic. claims
Machiavelli. They are shaped by those institutions or power-structures. that. with force.
orientate and codify their behaviour. In other words, in Machiavelli'’s world, bodies act
and are acted upon by rhetoric. Evidence of this may be found in Lemer’s translation of
the Discorsi. On page 285, of Book II. Chapter II, describing the pagan sacrifices, he says,

~...and the familiarity with this terrible sight assimilated the nature of men to their



sacrificial ceremonies.”. In other words. such rhetorical events shape the very being of
their participants. Hand and hand with Machiavelli's animism. we see rhetoric as an act
of sorcery, possessing its audience. When gathered together with Machiavelli’s thoughts
on action. a richer understanding of virtu ensues. Virtit hereby becomes a conjuring act.
whereby the agent calls up a latent energy. in people or things: seizing its obedience and
directing it outward along a vector of action. Ezio Raimondi echoes these ideas in his
treatment of rhetoric in Machiavelli. He speaks of rhetoric as both the power of “concrete
reasoning™ and the power of bringing forth a “hidden energy™ (Raimondi. 1977. pp.9-10).
In this quote. he speaks of the general's address to his soldiery - befitting the advent of
virtu.
... When the general speaks to his troops so that they may face confidently that which
awaits them. he establishes a kind of direct democracy. a military populism (to us a
felicitous phrase of Pocock) linked to a rapport of solidarity and devotion. of common
interests and convictions which are challenged when confronted with the forces of the real.
His word is born of action and leads to action: it is a gesture that mobilizes a collective
energy which seeks to elicit the enthusiasm of an organized will. directed toward one end
and therefore ready to risk life itself. to verify in the language of facts which immediately

debunk the illusions of the word. the truth of the reasons and ideas which make of an army
a single organism. an armed “res publica™. (Machiavelli. 1977. p.6)

5. The Model of Education in Discorsi II\Il: Strategic Reason

The epistemological model revealed in Discorsi [I\I is foundational to the overall
argument in both this text and this thesis. This model concems the question of political
education and lies at the heart of Machiavelli’s discussion of religion. In its
epistemological character, it differs greatly from those models typically found in the
discourse of Modemity; models which are committed to fixed laws, stability, and the
implicit distinction between the impersonal cognizing Subject and its universal object. On
the other hand. Machiavelli’'s model is of another discourse entirely. It strives to
understand and best illustrate an empirical world that is rich, singular and instantaneous
in nature. Reflecting its materialistic commitments, the model found in IINI is active,
performative. It is constituted in the following way. At its base. carefully chosen words
that function as categories inducing a complete paradigm. | have tried to delineate and

capture their meaning in the above sections. This one level then founds another. Here we



see the birth of propositions and sentences that are structured as to function in the subtle
fashion of mixing description with prescription. And from this comes an open speculation
about the dialectical relationship shared between religion and public education. Taken
together, these elements serve to make that call, of which [ have spoken earlier. that is the
~raison d'etre” of the Discorsi. Epistemologically, what question this model answers is
that one posed in the two Prefaces: how does an agent pass from a state of admiration,
here it is the ancients, to an active comprehension, nay performance. The answer at
which Machiavelli arrives is that of rhetorical seduction. An exercise in rhetoric. a call.
by giving us reasons, convinces us of a given fact or claim. Once we understand this we
are prepare to commit ourselves to this fact or claim - in other words, to embod)- it. In
Discorsi NI, the rhetoric Machiavelli employs is that of strategic reason, the cognitive
dimension to the feverish, possessing active operator. virti.. Stategic reason informs the
reader’s experience. fuels it with passion and suggests a direction to its action. We see its
marks throughout Discorsi INI and in tracing it we see the constitution of the above
model. [ draw your attention to the following sentences to see that movement of seduction
that starts with examples and singularities and ends with embodied theory: “it is easy to
see...”; “One observes t00..."; “For numerous examples show...” giving rise to “The study
of history reveals...”. *...for experience shows...” and culminating in. “He who reflects,
therefore. on all that has been said, will not wonder at...” (Machiavelli, 1983. pp.274-275.
281).

With Machiavelli’s use of strategic reason, is disclosed his conception of
discursive authority, his use of the pronoun “I”. Having engaged in a close reading of the
Discorsi, we have seen that there is nothing in the text that would support the view that
Machiavelli makes modem use of “I". i.e., that his use of “I"” would indicate the presence
of an epistemological Subject legislating a thetic, ontological discourse. Reason is not
primary in Machiavelli’s writing. Yet there are elements of this text that do herald the
debut of modernity. Unlike most other Quattrocento Humanists, Machiavelli picks
authors or subjects, and rigourous critiques them. He uses “T", this grammatical act is
indeed a subtle claim that the critical authority is vested in him. But again. this is not a

sign that scientific standards of judgment are in his employ. Like any other Humanist,



Machiavelli comments on discourses that are alwayvs already there. Thus, we say that his
use of T". along with his shape of rationality befit that of the soldier or political agent in
the heat of struggle - assessing the givens. critiquing and articulating tactics with a stress
of common sense. urgency and faith in spint.

We have spoken at length of virriz and strategic reason. Let us now. in true
Machiavellian fashion. tum to history to see a concrete example of their workings.

Historian Michael Wood, in his In Search of The Dark Ages. describes a battle between

the Celts and Romans in Britain. somewhere in the vear 61 A.D. (Wood. 1987. p.32).
This year saw an uprising of the Celts against their Roman conquerors that culminated in
the great sack of London. This insurgency was led by a singular commander not unlike
Machiavelli’s description of Hannibal or even Borgia. Boudica, better known as
Boadicea. was a tall, scarlet-maned woman. of stature and command that was both
terrible and beautiful to witness. With great inspiration. she led her people to many
victories in small skirmishes with Roman troops. However, like Borgia. this courageous
leader. though undoubtedly a possessor of virri. would fail. due to do the lack of force.
training and civic spirit of her army. She would aiso fail when confronting, as
Machiavelli would say, the quasi-divine virti of the Romans who. after the sack of
Britain's Imperial center, were eager to decimate this revolt. The final battle of this short
war took place somewhere near Mancetter England. Wood now takes his account from
Tacitus’ Annals, that, although certaintly fraught with exaggeration, provides a rough
sketch of the actual events: Tacitus claimed to have had an acquaintance present at this
battle.

The Roman army under general and govemor, Suetonius, met Boudica’s forces
for battle. The Romans were able to field seven to eight thousand legionnaires and an
additional four thousand cavalry and auxiliaries. They faced a sea of Celts whose
numbers conservative estimates place at one hundred thousand and liberal estimates. half
a million. To make matters more difficult for the Romans. their army was hemmed in by
the river Anker; their backs up against the wall of a wood. Naked, ornamented with
intricate and terrifying masks, displays and weapons, the Celts jeered. screamed and put

on a theater of threat more fitting an unruly mob than an army. Even Boudica was tested



by their clan mentality and competition. So confident were the Celts that they would push
back their enemies into the sea, that they had brought their families. sitting behind them.
to watch the rout and ensuing massacre.

Before such a daunting spectacle. Suetonius rose and spoke to his terrified

soldiers. In Machiavelli's eves. these were words of virtu; of glorv. This is what he said.

Ignore the racket made by these savages. There are more women than men in their ranks.
They are not soldiers - they are not even properly equipped. We’ve beaten them before and
when they see our weapons and feel our spirit. they’ll crack. Stick together. Throw the
javelins. then push forward: knock them down with vour shields and finish them off with
vour swords. Forget about booty. Just win and you’ll have the lot. (Wood. 1987. p.32)

Inspired. the Romans faced down the Celts and upon their haphazard charge, the Romans
counter-attacked like comered, rabid dogs. Crushing the Celtic line, they massacred them.
The Celts broke with the Roman cavalry and phalanx in hot pursuit. By Tacitus’ account,
the Romans killed almost all of them: slaughtering, not the least of which. the women and
children who had come as spectators. Rather than be caught alive, Boudica once more
displayed her virtiz by committing suicide. This is an archetypal Machiavellian story,
deserving a place in the Discorsi itself. It betrays. almost perfectly, the event of virru:
against all odds: seize the moment; tumn the tide; win the day, gloriously: and then punish
them all the way! All that is missing is Suetonius saying, “Remember. we are Romans'™
on which Machiavelli would have laid uncommon empbhasis.

In this light, can we claim, as does Robert Hariman, that Machiavelli’s writing is
to be excluded from Renaissance Humanism in that he founds the ontologico-thetic
rationality characteristic of modemity? Remember Hariman’s metaphor of the “eye” in

The Prince - betraying the presence of an instrumental and transcendental Subjectivity

that undermines Quattrocento thought:

... When power is understood in terms of vision it is unchecked. expansive. requiring only
the movement of the person seeing to acquire the means for complete control of the
environment. Machiavelli is comprehensible as the exponent of the modem state not
because he described the state but because he composed a discourse capable of articulating
the expansive potential in state power. Moreover. his strategy of defining power against
discourse proves to be the perfect antidote to the great body of legal literature comprising
the constitution of the state as an incarnation of law rather than power. (Hariman. 1989.

pp.-27-28)



David Wooton follows this line of argument, highlighting the presence of this “eye™ in
Machiavelli's writing that he believes marks the first appearance of modem political

science:

The Prince begins with Machiavelli comparing himself to an artist painting a landscape
in which mountains rise from the plain: Only from a distance can vou see the shapes and
forms of the land. Machiavelli is writing almost a century after the discovery of
perspective. and Machiavelli's artist is painting depth and distance. One should compare
the painting of Machiavelli's own day with Machiavelli’s insistence that he does not want
to write an omamental. decorative prose: instead he wants to portray the facts as they are.
Just as one looks info a Renaissance painting. seeing a world one feels one could step into
and move about in. rather than regarding the painting as a decorative surface. so
Machiavelli wants vou to think of his books as windows on the world of politics. The
Prince is intended to be like the bird's eve maps Leonardo da Vinci drew for Cesare
Borgia. enabling him to envision his newly conquered territories. Here. laid out before
one. are the routes along which troops may advance. here the natural stronghoids toward
which to retreat when under attack. Machiavelli probably knew these maps and marveled
at them. (Wooton. 1994. p.xxxiii)

But as we have just seen, the metaphor of the “eye™ and grammatical use of “I" in these
texts is revelatory of a strategic reason - the reason not of a detached scientist but that of

an engaged commander. In The Prince this is apparent. Consider this passage:

So he must never let his thoughts strav from military exercises. which he must pursue
more vigorously in peace than in war. These exercises can be both physical and mental. As
for the first. besides keeping his men well organized and trained. he must always be out
hunting. so accustoming his body to hardships and also learning some practical geography
: how the mountains slope. how the valleys open. how the plains spread out. He must study
rivers and marshes: and in all this he should take great pains. Such knowledge is useful in
two ways: first, if he obtains a clear understanding of local geography he will have a better
understanding of how to organize his defense: and in addition his knowledge of and
acquaintance with local conditions will make it easy for him to grasp the features of any
new locality with which he may need to familiarize himself... The prince who lacks this
knowledge also lacks the first qualification of a good commander. This kind of ability
teaches him how to locate the enemy, where to take up quarters. how to lead his army on
the march and draw it up for battle, and lay siege to a town to the best advantage.
(Machiavelli. 1981. p.88-89)

Even more telling is another passage from the Discorsi, which. though seemingly

identical to that above, is even more speculative and theoretical:

Among other things essential to the commander of an army is a knowledge of terrains
and of countries, for. unless he has this knowledge. alike general and detailed. no army
commander can perform any operation well. Wherefore. just as all sciences demand
practice if we desire to attain perfection in them. so this is one that calls for a good deal of
practice. And this practice and this detailed knowledge is acquired more by hunting. than



by any other exercises. Hence ancient writers tell us thai the heroes who ruled the world in
their day were all brought up in the forests and on the chase. For the chase not only
provides one with the requisite knowledge. but teaches one a host of other things that are
essential in warfare... Nor vet can a knowledge of the country be acquired in a more
convenient way than by hunting. for the chase gives those who engage in it exact
knowledge of the lie of the land in which the sport takes place. It also enables one who has
familiarized himself with one district. to grasp with ease the details of any new region. For
all countries and their parts have about them a certain uniformity. so that from the
knowledge of one it is easy to pass to the knowledge of another: whereas he who has not
vet acquired a good experience of any one. can with difficulty acquire the knowledge of
another. cannot acquire it at all unless he is there for a long time. A person who has had
practice. for instance. will see at a glance how far this plain extends. to what height that
mountain rises. where this valley goes. and everything else of this kind. for of it all he has
already acquired a sound knowledge.”™ (Machiavelli. 1983. pp.510-311)

See how Machiavelli's stress on observation. calculation. informed conduct. planning and
general knowledge fits in with the comportment of an agent contextualized by struggle -
navigating its way on a field of forces. Machiavelli even concludes this discussion by
showing how general Decius saved his threatened Roman legion by employing this kind
rationality in leading them through a secret mountain pass.

By way of conclusion. I would like to emphasize the aesthetic import of strategic
reason. This will serve to place in relief its rhetorical dimensions and. by extension. the
Humanist character of Machiavelli's writing. When speaking of the metaphor of the
“eye” in Machiavelli, one is reminded of the Greek notion of “psyche™. the look of tested.
winning confidence of the champion. One sees this in Homer when he metaphorically
speaks of “grey-eyed” Athena. In Chapter Eighteen of The Prince. Machiavelli. when
speaking of the comportment of the prince, makes an interesting analogy and
mythological reference to Chiron the centaur: the teacher of Achilles, Hercules and
Aesculapius. In the figure of Chiron, says Machiavelli, we see the unity, by way of
metaphor, of the animal and the man: of brutal force and educated technique.

You must understand. therefore. that there are two ways of fighting: by law or by force.
The first way is natural to men. and the second to beasts. But as the first way often proves
inadequate one must needs have recourse to the second. So a prince must understand how
to make a nice use of the beast and the man. The ancient writers taught princes about this
by an allegory. when they described how Achilles and many other princes of the ancient
world were sent to be brought up by Chiron, the centaur. so that he might train them his
way. All the allegory means. in making the teacher half beast and half man. is that a prince
must know how to act according to the nature of both. and that he cannot survive

otherwise. (Machiavelli. 1981. p.99)



Not only does this passage shed light on what we have already said about the cognitive
and active dimensions to virri. but. in a roundabout way. it also says something about
Machiavelli's idea of the beautiful. In “Machiavelli and The Rhetoric of the Warrior™.
Ezio Raimondi claims that Machiavelli rediscovers “the original moment of Achilles and
the centaur™ by bringing back that harmony of energy and courage; the Pre-Socratic ideal
of bios politikos. that right speech and right deed in the fitting moment (Raimondi. 1977,
p-5). Raimondi supports his position when. in “The Politician and The Centaur™. he says
of Machiavelli's allegory: “His centaur becomes a symbol of power. reflecting the logic
of an ancient anthropology. a vision of the world predating and opposed to the Christian
view.” (Raimondi, 1993. p.156)..

What does this mean? Terence Ball correctly claims that Machiavelli's talk of
virtie. is really a rediscovery of Homeric epic ethics - a collective code of conduct whose
consequences are ultimately aesthetic in nature. While many Humanists of the
Quattrocento strove to duplicate the epic prose and lyric of Homer and Hestiod. perhaps it
was Machiavelli who alone succeeded, by instituting the ethical and rhetorical practices
that assure their possibility. I would claim that this is the reason that in an era
characterized by the disappearance of armor, the advent of advanced cavairy tactics,
professional standing, national armies, wartime economic theory. the appearance of siege
and personal firearms, aid by way of mathematical analysis and the creation of modemn
wartime engineering by those like da Vinci; Machiavelli rejects firearms. fortresses and
set engineering and calls for Roman phalanx tactics. Evidence of this lies in Discorsi
I\XVIH, XVII. XXIV. Ball says that virtz should be equated with the epic ethics of

“arete™

... Arete is a that quality or set of qualities that enable one to fill a particular role and to
discharge its duties. From this a second point follows: arete does not and cannot refer to
the excellence (moral or otherwise) of man qua man but of man qua role-bearer in relation
to other role-bearers. Third. arete need not denote specifically human qualities at all. The
arete of a sword. for example. is its sharpness; the arere of a racehorse. its speed: the arete
of a dog. its ferocity and loyalty to its master. Thus Odysseus" faithful dog Argos exhibits
canine arete by remaining fiercely loyal. by recognizing his returning master. despite his
disguise. and by staying alive long enough to welcome him home before dying from a

37 For the purpose of this claim. I am quoting in extenso.



combination of delight. relief. and old age. Similarly. Penelope displays wifely arete in
remaining faithful to her husband. even though this requires duplicity and deception in her
dealings with suitors.

This brings me to a fourth. and for my purposes crucial. point: to be “virtuous™ in the
Homeric sense requires on occasion that one act in ways that are. by our standards.
immoral and vicious. If animal cunning and treachery are required to play one’s part or fill
one’s role. then cunning and treachery are not only morally acceptable but are morally
required by one’s role and one’s specific situation. Thus Penelope’s role permits. or
perhaps even requires. that she deceive the suitors. Similarly. Odysseus’ role requires. that
he do evervthing and anything within his power to protect his men and retun them safely
to Ithaca. The standards that apply to them in their respective roles do not necessarily
apply to Odysseus in his. There is nothing of the Golden Rule. the Kantian categorical
imperative. or the principle of universalizability in Homeric ethics... Such means are. in
the Homeric view. justified by the ends they serve. And the ends one seeks (7elei) are
themselves set by the role one occupies. Arete is the ability to discharge one’s role-related
functions. To display one’s arete in this way is to enhance one’s glory (kudos) or fame
(kleos): to fail to exhibit these role-specific qualities is to tarnish this most precious of
human possessions. (Ball. 1984. pp.526-527).

Speaking of virtii’s gestation of glory. Ball captures the aesthetics at the heart of this

ethics. He continues,

... Homer's heroes. it will be recalled. won honour. fame. glory by excelling in their
respective roles. The memorableness of their deeds is attested to by the fact that they are
remembered: their stories are celebrated in song and verse. told and retold: they are held
up as models worthy of imitation: and in this way they live on long after their deaths.
thereby enjoying the only measure of immorality of which human beings in this world are
capable. To begin a story. which. so to speak. continues to unfold and to be retold after
one’s death is the highest human achievement. True fame or greatness is imperishable: it
is. in Thucvdides™ words. not the creature of a day but a possession forever.” (Ball. 1984.
p-529)

Ultimately, this understanding of virti discloses Machiavelli's writing as a discourse of
the body on the glory of the body. Recall Machiavelli’s words on glory, on liberty and the
emergence of the citizen from the institutions of the republic, on the spectacle of
sacrifice. Listen to him speak of forfuna, at the end of The Prince, “... Always. being a
woman, she favours young men because they are less circumspect and more ardent. and
because they command her with greater audacity.” (Machiavelli, 1981. p.133). Though far
more violent, tumultuous and nomadic, like Petrarch, Montaigne and Erasmus,

Machiavelli’s writing is expressive, joyous and erotic - it is itself the event of the body.



Conclusion

Let us gather our thoughts on Machiavelli. Our analysis began with the question
of how to read an author and mentioned the commitments, issues of translation and value
import that accompany this act. To achieve a proper understanding Robert Hariman’s
article, “Composing Modemity in Machiavelli's Prince” was chosen as a case study from
which to investigate his work. Hariman employed a skilled methodology with which to
treat Machiavelli. He spoke of the constitution and movement of discourses: their
regulating rules and their breaks. A good reader of the Renaissance, Hariman displayed a
familiarity with this discourse. Calling it an englobing textuality. he remarked upon its
dialogical and polycentric features. However. it was his particular claim that the novel
thought seen in The Prince is what separates Machiavelli from this episteme. and forces
us to exclude him from the polyphonic and erudite experiments of Renaissance
Humanism. Hariman argued that Machiavelli’s writing appeared to mark the inauguration
of a new discourse - the ontological and thetic discourse of modemity. something
Machiavelli accomplished through his invention of instrumental reason. This rationality,
outside the scope and power of textuality. speaks the language of objectivity.
Disembodied, detached and removed from the parameters of a situation, instrumental
reason calculates means without concem for the value of ends. Hariman states that our
author lays the foundation for the new science of politics with his “vision based” thought.
The “eye” seen in Machiavelli’s writing is that of the disembodied, cognizing
Subjectivity of modemity: this “penser de survol” that knows the world as it is in-itself
and manipulates this field in league with its purposes.

Through our literal, material, and rhetorical reading of the Discorsi, Book Two.
Chapter Two in particular, we have made a strong case for the claim that Hariman’s
exclusion of Machiavelli from Renaissance Humanism is incorrect. Machiavelli's notion
of virti is an important as well as a popular figure in the grammar of this discourse. A
central facet of the Quattrocento’s rhetorical employ of reason, virtu is disclosed in
Machiavelli’s writing as a textual process of embodiment. Virtit speaks of the agent being
circumscribed in a singular, contingent situation; energetically acting along those lines of

meaning traced by a rationality that operates by way of analogy, illustration,



-

exemplification and seduction. What is crucial to emphasize at this point is that the event
of virtu is itself @ movement of sense. And given its peculiar definition. it possesses both
anthropological and epistemological dimensions.

Why isn’'t Machiavelli a modem thinker? This episteme gives itself as one
concerned with reduction. objectivity. the distinction between Subject and object. Reason
and Nature and the search for universal identical laws. The model here is the scientific
practice of drawing theories out of rational speculation and testing them in the controlled
apparatus of the laboratory. The discourse of modemity is thetic and ontological for it is
the Subject that produces theses about the world that serve to grasp the latter as it really
is. In short, it is the Subject that produces meaning and then tests it by confronting it to
objective reality. Does Machiavelli make use of such regulating rules? The writing in the

Discorsi. and even in The Prince, reveals no such standards. Machiavelli is not interested

in discovering universal laws applicable to all cases. Nowhere in these books is the
determinist claim. betraving the machine paradigm of early modernity, wherein the given
effect is contained in the cause, evervwhere. everv rime. Prediction and quantification do
not figure in this thought.

Rather, when he speaks of virti. Machiavelli's writing vehicles a Humanist
thought that is literary, poetic. cosmic. astrological, superstitious. with hints of
pharmacology and sorcery. His doctrine of virtu is one that stresses the singularity. the
timing and the genius of the agent. In this discourse it is the agent that constructs the
result. The effect is nor contained in the cause. If it were, then it would be a system of
predictive causality, like that seen in modemity. There would be no element of
uncertainty and indeterminancy. In short, there would be no fortuna and thus no virtuoso
response, no virtiu - no Machiavellian thought at all! Furthermore. the rhetorical
rationality associated with the workings of virtiz is one that is anchored in the concrete,
the particular. Within this open system, only embodied categories may serve as operators
for only they convey the ambiguity and individual variation that come with being
inscribed within a situation. While Machiavelli may speak of facts, he does not speak of
nor in generalities or universals, for the real import of this talk is the tracking of the

talent, almost magical, of dealing with the interrelatedness of facts. In this mysterious,



artistic. even alchemical writing. can one find instrumental rationality? Or better. can we
make room in this rich thought for the disembodied. detached and abstract functioning of
this kind of reason?

Let us close with a quick look at the philosophical implications of these findings.
Given the claims and commitments of his position. Machiavelli’s view of truth bespeaks
a tradition of rhetoric that hearkens back to the days of Isocrates™ Athens and Cicero’s
Rome. For the Romans. the true. the just. the beautiful are all products of a consensus at a
given moment. In Machiavelli’s writing, we see truth being intrinsically tied to concrete,
public situations and singular agents. For example. words from Syracuse’s criminal ruler.
Agathocles. do not produce the same effect as those from Caesar Borgia - they are not
true. Speaking of virtii. we see Machiavelli forwarding the ancient pagan notion. now
long forgotten, that truth is in action. it is in excellence. In this view. when one wins,
there is something true in one’s actions and by implication. when one loses. there is
something false. This raises important questions about the meaning of truth and value: of
rationality itself.

There are anthropological. epistemological and aesthetic dimensions io this view
at the center of Machiavelli's thought. Perhaps they can be gathered together in a concept
like snvle. A concept popular in the Renaissance. to speak of style. was not to engage in
the irrational or obscure. To think along the lines of style was not to abandon any pretense
to theory. But style does operate in a philosophical function that is unlike the tools of
thought we use today. Style is not predictive for it concems itself with the individual. /r
tracks the movement of form from indeterminacy to performance. It tracks talent. When
seeking to produce an aesthetic event, one enters a discourse to create an expressio:-. This
style is personal but since it emerges from elements and a context that are always already
there. a tradition. it is at once shared. In this light. such a performance is reaily the
relationship an agent bears to a horizon of sense. There is invention. risk as well as
participation and hence. seduction. In Machiavelli’s thought, the flair of action that is
virtiz can be understood as the workings of style - the beauty of the body sewn in a
tapestry of text. As such, Machiavelli’s writing is Renaissance Humanist almost by

definition.



The discussion as to Machiavelli’s novelty. influence. and how to classify his
thought, will be ongoing. Yet. given what we have discovered in this thesis. perhaps we
can bring together our finding with this continuing ambiguity and metaphorically say that
Machiavelli is the Kepler of politics. Like Kepler. he opened the way for a new discipline.
even a new period but chose to see this novelty as a way of working a recognized
tradition. He anchored his invention firmly in the literary, cosmological and astrological
discourse of the Renaissance. Machiavelli did not fail in the constitution of his project. If
his project possessed a scientific character. this same fact. as we have seen. would deny
its very possibility. Virti. his anthropological and epistemological monism is a rich
current of thought. Until very lately. it has been wholly unexplored by Philosophy.
Ultimately. to investigate what is meant by virtit is to see that a thought founded upon
aesthetic commitments is wholly absent from. indeed wholly opposed to. the values and
parameters of modemity. It will have to be explicitly rejected in order that the modemn
subject, citizenship and State be instituted. A choice of discourses must be made. and
always it entails a loss. Yet. to place Machiavelli, the Humanist. alongside the episteme of
modemity is not only to better understand this festive but ignored period of writing, it
also places the singulariry of this author in relief. It reveals. as Louis Althusser says. the

unassimilable character of Machiavelli’s thought (Althusser. 1988. 469).
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