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significance of the Vita “staging [...] modernity as an impasse [...] resides less on the 
thematic plane (e.g. crisis of succession) than in Machiavelli’s authorial stance,” which 
works “to redeem the time, to find and, if not to find, then to invent, a tentative link 
between the reading past and a future that can never be more than a hypothesis” 
(Schnapp 674). Consequently, as Schnapp claims, historical continuity is artificial and 
that human action based on this artificial construct occurs solely through language—a 
realization that modernity appropriates to assert its innovation and inaugurate its 
existence as a break from the past.12 
 The troubling notion that a coherent and educative concept of time exists solely 
in language and as a result of an individual’s rhetorical manipulations only partially 
explains the anxieties Machiavelli displays in his portrayals of fathers and sons, despite 
Schnapp’s contention of their lesser relevance. Barbara Spackman, in her paper 
“Machiavelli and Maxims,” takes into account the rhetorical tradition from which 
Machiavelli is writing to articulate a more thorough analysis of how the treatment of 
exemplars through the images of generational succession defines what can be learned from 
Castruccio and how that information reflects a changed reality vis-à-vis a new, absent 
subject.13 Spackman summarizes how Machiavelli’s Principe effects a significant 
ideological shift in the contemporary approach to politics around “maximatic discourse” 
that demonstrates a complicated relationship between maxim and exemplar, specifically 
the action on which such model is meant to instruct. The fundamental question then that 
Spackman’s argument raises is, What does it mean when reality does not meet or coincide 
with the truth put forth in a maxim, or as she asks, “Does the text prove, exemplify, 
illustrate or even contradict the sententiae that it surrounds?” (140).  
 The potential discordance, similar to the temporal divide between past exemplar 
and present subject that might preclude applicability, would seemingly be resolved, in 
part, by the fact that a maxim’s “main verb is almost always in the durative present tense, 
in a present tense that summarizes and absorbs the past and excludes the possibility of a 
future differing qualitatively from the present” (“Machiavelli and Maxims”141). Indeed, 
within the tradition of political advice treatises that aim “to put time on your side,” the 

                                                                                                                                       
a remedy and a symptom, a living monument to ancient glory and a sign of modern 
fragmentation. A practitioner and accomplice of ancient aphoristic wit, Castruccio also appears as 
its embodiment, whether in bono or in malo. Even his name is a model of alliterative play and 
aphoristic expression” (“Foundlings” 670). 
12 Schnapp’s analysis is in debt to Hans Blumenberg definition of modernity as a phenomenon of 
self-assertion as new. See Blumenberg’s The Legitimacy of the Modern Age (1983). 
13 This absent subject results from Machiavelli’s persistent use of maxims, or “maximatic 
discourse.” Spackman explains that “the maxim announces a universally applicable statement 
describing a rule of morality or conduct, and appears in didactic discourse. Grammatically, the 
subject of the sentence is frequently ‘humanity,’ an abstract noun or moral quality, or the sort of 
‘absent subject’ provided by the impersonal on in French or the si in Italian” (“Machiavelli and 
Maxims” 140-141). 
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experiences. Machiavelli’s use of cycles in his works, most notably in his Discorsi, suggests 
an underlying structure, yet it is ultimately without a metaphysical ground. If Providence 
orders human experience in such a way as to make its interpretation indicative of a 
purposeful whole, to deny Providence is to deny the difference between right and wrong 
action and to reject meaning in the synthesis of experience across time. The schism 
between morality and politics that characterizes Machiavelli’s novelty means to forever 
divorce the exercise of a morally responsible free will, governed by the intellect and 
models of the good and the bad, from that of a will to power in which man’s desires 
replace these models to dictate necessity and choice.6 Machiavelli pinpoints morality as 
the cause behind the crisis of exemplarity that prevents the applicability of specific 
qualities to varying contexts.7 When morality imposes itself on the will, it conceals the 
true lessons of interpretation, that the individual variously perceives circumstances and 
determines different yet equally possible actions; but to remove morality from the 
determination of proper action is to liberate the human mind and to open it up to its own 
infinite potential to create. The individual is no longer restricted to the parameters of 
exemplary lives, and the threat of pure contingency reappears as a productive imagination 
with no bounds to its interpretation of the world. Thus when Vico states that history is 
what humans make, and humans know only what they make, Vico reclaims history as a 
form of knowledge independent of morality and entirely dependent on the creativity of 
the mind. 

Despite then his providential ground to human experience, Vico’s conception of 
the human mind and of the knowledge it grasps lacks the teleological formulation that 
later develops into Hegelian idealism. History is not what people do following a paradigm 
for action, toward a goal of an ultimate (if unknowable) good; it is how people think 
according to their own desires. Vico’s society is Machiavellian insofar as it prioritizes these 
positivistic practices determined by the individual and his desires over morally dictated 
relations. Therefore Vico’s attempt at mitigating Machiavellian chaos reveals an affinity 
with a core set of Machiavellian principles: that infinite desires drive men; that 
fundamental inequalities in society differentiate men; that these differences are beneficial 
to the state and that they manifest themselves through the interaction of arms and laws; 
and more importantly that the will to power is the power to persuade. As Roberto 

                                                
6 Irrespective of the extent to or manner in which Machiavelli and Vico explicitly addresses the 
issue of free will in their concern with the practical decisions of everyday life (for example, Lady 
Fortune in Chapter 25 of the Principe), both raise questions of freedom and choice in their 
treatment of history as a demonstration and development of human thought. Vico may suggest an 
ultimate goal of the good in history, that is, in man’s thinking, but he nevertheless shares 
Machiavelli’s valorization of a creative human mind unconcerned with controlling choice against 
an Ideal. Furthermore, these choices engender a certain power responsible for unifying a 
collectivity through practices. The concept of a “will to power” follows Nietzsche’s treatment of 
history in the hands of men in his The Use and Abuse of History. See also Rosen (1987). 
7 On manifestations of the crisis of exemplarity in Machiavelli, consult Hampton (1990) and 
Kahn (1993). 
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these actions reflect and can be interpreted as having. By reading the Scienza nuova 
chronologically through the lens of different iterations of Machiavellian creativity, one 
can begin to understand how history reflects an intellectual mode and that which is 
properly human. When Machiavelli and Vico respectively evoke “la verità effetuale delle 
cose” and “il certo,” both emphasize a specific conception of man’s understanding of his 
thought process, a process that extends over time and changes through history, which is 
nothing other than the development of the human mind’s understanding of its own being 
in the world.11 

The present study will demonstrate how Machiavelli elaborates specific problems 
whose implications resonate throughout Vico’s Scienza nuova (1744). This study will 
offer a book-by-book reading of the Scienza nuova in order to home in on how Vico uses 
his response to Machiavelli to develop a different ground for philosophy. The purpose of 
reading the Scienza nuova chronologically and of isolating each of its sections is to draw 
attention to the particulars of how Vico understands and describes the process by which 
humans create their own society through language and how he conceives this process as 
dependent on the development of the human mind. Moreover, this attention to human 
creation and understanding reflects how Vico explicates and expects his reader to 
understand his science as a “nuova arte critica” (SN 7). Vico’s theory of human 
knowledge is also a lesson in knowledge, structured so that others may understand. Such a 
parallel in the content and mode of his work stresses the importance of language and 
emphasizes the definition of human choice and action as persuasive interpretations.  

Machiavelli is in this respect already implicitly coded into any reading of the 
Scienza nuova. His explicit addition to this analysis of Vico’s text will draw out the details 
of the interconnectedness between human imagination and human authority, and will 
also demonstrate how Vico builds upon and responds to the problems of boundless 
human creativity that Machiavelli raises. The search for meaning that Machiavelli and 
Vico, both working from the rhetorical tradition, attribute to the use and development of 
language is always relational and therefore situates action within a community. According 
to this tradition, the question of whether rhetoric holds meaning in and of itself sets up a 
series of dualities between words and deeds, public duties and private desires that 
culminate in the duality between the subject who speaks and writes, and the object of that 
speaking and writing. Rhetoric defines meaning within the context of a community, and 
politics mediate the ever-shifting parameters for action. Yet attention to the meaning 
derived from these rhetorically dictated dualities and relations misses the greater 
implication of the meaning this use of rhetoric implies. In many respects, Machiavelli and 
Vico’s innovation is the recognition of the power an individual employs to construct a 
community for which language mirrors a specific mental state. This power is an effect of 
man’s mode of thinking, and this mode is the cause of all action. By pairing a 
Machiavellian text with a single book of the Scienza nuova, the reader may begin to 
understand Vico’s strategies at mitigating Machiavellian creativity. This coupling more 

                                                
11 This thinking individual is opposed to the self-enclosed, Cartesian subject. 
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results in scholars interpreting it as either lacking a theoretical foundation—a pessimistic 
testament to Machiavelli’s resignation of Florence’s increasing distance from a true 
republic and unlikelihood to change as the Medici increased in power—or as a watered-
down, rehashing of the main ideas from the Principe and Discorsi.9 With these two 
interpretive poles struggling against each other to definitively categorize the Istorie within 
Machiavelli’s oeuvre and on its own merits, the mystery of how to reconcile the conditions 
behind this commissioned history and the acerbic commentary within it endures. 
 A foundational proponent from the past century of what Jurdjevic characterizes as 
the “utopian” line of reading is Felix Gilbert (A Great and Wretched City 10). Gilbert 
interprets the cycle of history, which the Istorie’s account of Florentine decline portrays in 
part, as implicit optimism because an eventual upswing will always rid Florence (or any 
city) of its corruption and augur a new, more just age, even in the absence of explicitly 
named catalysts. Jurdjevic counters that, without an explanation of how to bring the 
cycle’s positive turn into effect and thus corroborate its possibility, “Gilbert’s argument 
remained conjectural at best, given the degree to which its utopian argument hinged, 
somewhat counterintuitively on precisely the absence in the text of any actual positive or 
utopian statements about Florence or any political developments that clearly suggested 
the arrival of a redeeming context” (9). Indeed, the narration of Florence’s decline from 
its beginning to the almost-present-day that is the whole of the Istorie leaves little proof of 
a balancing rise.10 Jurdjevic’s objection builds from the work of Carlo Dionisotti, who 
similarly argued for the lack of philological evidence behind Gilbert’s claim; in his 
Machiavellerie, Dionisotti relies on textual indicators to conclude that Machiavelli wrote 
the Istorie in phases, thus accounting for his equivocation over an entirely positive or 
negative outlook on Florence’s history (383).  
 Dionisotti stops short of determining the Istorie’s degree of optimism or 
pessimism; rather, his heavily historiographical and rhetorical reading underscores the 
urgency with which Machiavelli sets out to innovate from his predecessor texts and 

                                                                                                                                       
vision of relentless failure in the Histories to elucidate a recurring problem in the Florentine 
political culture” (1, 11). 
9 Among the scholars who argue that the Istorie reiterates the ideas first elaborated in the Principe 
and the Discorsi, the most notable are: Eric Cochrane (1981); Roberto Ridolfi (1963); Luigi Rossi 
(1949); and J.H. Whitfield (1947). 
10 Gilbert positions Machiavelli at the center of the formation of modern political science based 
on his (Gilbert’s) idea that a cycle is an unwavering, natural law. In Machiavelli and Guicciardini: 
Politics and History in Sixteenth Century Florence, he explains, “Machiavelli clung to the idea that 
politics had its own laws and therefore it was, or ought to be, a science; its purpose was to keep 
society alive in the ever-moving stream of history,” with the result being “a recognition of the 
need for political cohesion and the proposition of the autonomy of politics” (199). For Gilbert, 
the existence of such a cycle serves not to identify political actors, but to confirm the modern age’s 
need for politics as its own entity—a conclusion that Machiavelli’s attention to individual failures 
in the Istorie only partially, if at all, supports optimistically. 
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(484). The repetition of “tempo” marks the dissonance between the completion and 
planning of an action, and by making Fortune the obstacle to the transformation of 
intellectual processes into practice, Machiavelli redirects his attention to the origin of 
Castruccio’s entire trajectory towards glory, namely how his thought processes (or disegni) 
failed, given their priority. 
 To have Fortune as one’s enemy implies then a personal deficiency that blinds the 
individual to telltale risks. Castruccio’s ultimate defeat comes from a habit of greeting his 
soldiers on their return from battle in order to “con la presenzia sua ricevere e ringraziare, 
e parte, se pure cosa alcuna nascesse dai nimici che in qualche parte avessino fatto testa, 
potere essere pronto a rimediare; giudicando lo officio d’uno buono capitano essere 
montare il primo a cavallo e l’ultimo scenderne” (484). The motivations behind 
Castruccio’s judgement of his responsibilities as a leader involve perfectly timed control 
over the masses (through surveillance disguised as gratitude), yet he fails to consider a 
third motivation—the maintenance of his health—when confronted with the wind at the 
Arno river, “la quale cosa non essendo stimata da lui, come quello che a simili disagi era 
assuefatto, fu cagione della sua morte” (484).20 On his death bed, Castruccio tells Pagolo, 
“‘Se io avessi creduto, figliuolo mio, che la fortuna mi avesse voluto troncare nel mezzo 
del corso il cammino per andare a quella gloria che io mi avevo con tanti miei felici 
successi promessa, io mi sarei affaticato meno e a te arei lasciato, se minore stato, meno 
inimici e meno invidia’” (484). The primacy of the verb, credere, in this contrary-to-fact 
construction locates the error in Castruccio’s perception and understanding of his 
circumstances, and contrasts it with Fortune’s desire; Fortune wants to prevent the glory 
Castruccio’s thoughtfully conceived actions promised him.  
 Moreover, Castruccio fears the same threats to his state as those of the families 
previously destroyed, lamenting the envy and hatred of the popoli of Florence and Pistoia. 
The irony of this parallel not only assures Castruccio’s similar genealogical decline, but 
further undermines the soundness of his judgment, concluding “‘[M]a, fattomi e l’uno e 
l’altro di questi dua popoli amici, arei menata la mia vita, se non più lunga, al certo più 
quieta, e a te arei lasciato lo stato, se minore, sanza dubbio più sicuro e più fermo’” (485). 
The adverbs signaling certainty—“al certo” and “sanza dubbio”—are odd and 
incongruous assurances to the plausibility of the entire hypothetical phrasing, emptying 
Castruccio’s assessment of any merit with respect to his present situation, despite his 
confidence in this alternate reality.21 Castruccio continues to bank on his logic, 
                                                
20 Machiavelli uses different words of cognition to describe how Castruccio falls ill and realizes his 
grim prognosis: giudicare, stimare, cagione, accorgersene. This stylistic decision thematically 
prepares for Castruccio’s own speech to Pagolo that terms Castruccio’s premature death as a 
cognitive failure. 
21 Castruccio’s hypothetical reality fits the rhetorical paradigm that Spackman describes in her 
essay, “Machiavelli and Maxims” (see discussion above). Castruccio’s faith in his alternate life 
prepares for the sayings Machaviavelli will use to salvage Castruccio’s exemplarity and expand his 
didactic function. 
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tradition of Classical ‘rise-to-tyranny’ literature, suggesting that what can be learned is the 
degree to which a tyrant’s rise to power is a carefully constructed work of manipulation 
and appearances.8 Joseph MacFarland differentiates Castruccio from Cosimo de’ 
Medici—who is, evoking the preface to Book One of the Discorsi, “a life to be admired 
rather than imitated”—because in Machiavelli’s writings on both rulers, the Vita “is 
mostly the product of an imagination enriched by ancient histories” therefore “the failure 
of even the imaginary Castruccio to master fortune indicates that the man of deeds needs 
the author’s ability to imagine a particular life as an education for others” (“Machiavelli’s 
Imagination of Excellent Men” 133). In other words, “the imagination is not only 
compatible with the ’effectual truth’ but also is indispensable for teaching it” (134). What 
is taught, MacFarland contends, is “a kind of reflection that is similar to the imaginative 
activity through which Machiavelli invented Castruccio” and that correlates the founding 
of a state to the creative narration of a life (135).  
 The “imaginative activity” requires a picking and choosing of relevant ideas in 
order to weave together a new political authority, which he believes is not radically 
different from the lesson expressed in the Principe, however MacFarland does not elevate 
this “reflection” to the level of a model action, a new mode of thinking that can escape 
the pitfalls, undermining any exemplar’s success; instead this reflection only serves to 
identify useful characteristics. Yet he explains that “not even emulating the imaginary 
Castruccio would suffice for achieving the greatest glory.” He concludes, “Just as the 
defects of an unarmed Cosimo,” a man of letters, “lead one to seek Castruccio’s virtues, 
the defective judgment of the well-armed Castruccio leads one to seek the missing, 
requisite virtue,” but this recognition usually comes too late, as Castruccio recognizes his 
lack on his deathbed (MacFarland 145). According to MacFarland, Machiavelli’s 
skepticism of all political models means in the end that these models teach nothing. 
 Catherine Zuckert draws a similar conclusion although her explanation for the 
inefficacy of Castruccio’s life narrative lies in the fact that he fails to learn from and for 
himself, continuing to reveal his defects through their effects on his successor, Pagolo. 
Zuckert compares Castruccio to Cesare Borgia, rather than to Cosimo, arguing that 
Castruccio is an “important corrective to an erroneous but persistent reading of The 
Prince” and “brings to the fore the question of the character and philosophical basis of the 

                                                
8 Brenner’s summary states: “In Herodotus and earlier writers, (1) new tyrants generally emerge 
from conditions of civil strife or stasis, promising to restore order; (2) they gain supporters by 
cultivating appearances of justice, liberality, and honest dealing, so that their ascent to tyranny 
occurs by popular will, not undue violence; (3) when they finally seize power, some deception is 
used to create an aura of legitimacy for their actions; (4) once in power, tyrants typically rely more 
and more on mercenaries for defense. The often engage in expensive building projects to keep up 
their reputation, including houses ’fit for kings’; and their often rustic origins are contrasted with 
the magnificence and pomp of their later way of life. Most such tyrants leave behind material 
evidence of greatness (megalos), but in other respects leave their cities worse off than before” 
(Machiavelli’s Ethics 24-25). 


