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chapter 5

Cleomenes Redivivus: Machiavelli from The Prince 
to the Discourses

Jérémie Barthas

Cleomenes and Agis—the noblest characters known to us in history
Hegel

∵

1 The Prince and the Eighteenth Chapter of the Discourses

The cryptic phrase of the second chapter of Machiavelli’s The Prince—
“I shall omit discussing republics, because elsewhere I have discussed them at 
length”—has generally been interpreted as a specific reference to the Discourses 
on the First Ten Books of Titus Livy.1 It had been considered an attestation to the 
anteriority of the Discourses with respect to The Prince up until the second half 
of the nineteenth century when a range of textual evidence challenging this 
interpretation were brought to the fore. Reference to a “treatise on principal-
ities” at the beginning of the Discourses’ second book led certain scholars to 

1 Unless otherwise specified, translations from Niccolò Machiavelli’s texts are adapted from 
Machiavelli, The Chief Works and Others, trans. Allan Gilbert, 3 vols. (1958; repr., Durham: 
Duke University Press, 1989). Text references for The Prince (hereafter abbreviated as Pr.) are 
to chapter and segment, the segmentation and identifying numbers having been established 
by Giorgio Inglese: Machiavelli, De principatibus, ed. Giorgio Inglese (Rome: Istituto Storico 
Italiano per il Medio Evo, 1994), and subsequent ‘minor’ editions (Turin: Einaudi, 1995; and 
Turin: Einaudi, 2013). Text references for the Discourses on the First Ten Books of Titus Livy 
(hereafter abbreviated as Disc.) are to book, chapter, and segment, the segmentation and 
identifying numbers having been established by Inglese as well: Machiavelli, Discorsi sopra 
la prima deca di Tito Livio, intro. Gennaro Sasso, ed. Giorgio Inglese (Milan: Bur, 1984). For 
Greek and Roman texts, identifying numbers conforms to the Loeb Classical Library and the 
abbreviation system followed The Oxford Classical Dictionary, ed. Simon Hornblower and 
Antony Spawforth, 3rd ed. rev. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999); translations from 
Latin authors are adapted from the Loeb Classical Library; translations from Greek authors 
are based on Latin translations available to Machiavelli.
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consider that its anteriority referred not to all three books of the complete work, 
but only Book I.2 In an influential essay published in 1925, Federico Chabod 
endeavoured to identify precisely where the transition between the first book 
of the Discourses and The Prince was located. He claimed to have detected it in 
the eighteenth chapter of the Discourses entitled: ‘How Free Government Can 
be Maintained in Corrupt Cities, If It is Already There; And If It is not There, 
How It Can be Set Up.’ To support his argument, he drew attention to the con-
cluding paragraph (Disc. 1.18.28–30):

From all the things explained above comes the difficulty or impossibil-
ity of maintaining a republic in corrupt cities or of setting it up anew. If 
indeed it has to be set up or maintained there, necessity demands that it 
be inclined more toward regal state than toward popular state; in order 
that those men whose insolence could not be corrected by law may in 
some fashion be restrained by a quasi-regal power. To try to make them 
become good in other ways would be either a most cruel undertaking or 
altogether impossible. If, as I said above, this was done by Cleomenes, 
who killed the ephors in order to stand alone, and if Romulus, for the 
same reasons, killed his brother and Titus Tatius the Sabine, and if, after-
wards, they used their authority well, it is still to be remembered that 
neither of them had the subject spotted with that corruption of which we 
are speaking in this chapter, and therefore they had reason to hope and, 
hoping, they could carry out their design.3

After citing the first sentence of this paragraph, Chabod hypothesised that 
at this precise point “Machiavelli, then, was again turning his attention from 
Rome to the corrupt society of his own day; his receptivity and his imagina-
tion, having been moulded and developed by the civilization of the Ancients, 
were being applied once more to present-day life, for reasons both practical 
and emotional. And so we have The Prince.”4

2 For the history of the interpretation of this clause, see Jérémie Barthas, “‘Altra volta ne 
ragionai a lungo’: A Reinterpretation of Niccolò Machiavelli’s Cryptic Clause in The Prince,” 
in Amy R. Bloch, Carolyn James, and Camilla Russell, eds., The Art and Language of Power 
in Renaissance Florence: Essays for Alison Brown (Toronto: Centre for Reformation and 
Renaissance Studies, 2019), 155–86.

3 For reasons of space, original language quotations are generally omitted.
4 Federico Chabod, “The Prince. Myth and Reality,” chap. 2 in Machiavelli and the Renaissance, 

ed. Alexandre Passerin d’Entrèves, trans. David Moore (London: Bowes and Bowes, 1958), 38 
n. 1. Chabod’s essay was first presented as a tesi di laurea in June 1924, some month before 
he published his edition of Machiavelli’s Principe (Turin: Unione Tipografico-Editrice 
Torinese, 1924).
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85Cleomenes Redivivus

According to this conjecture, a preliminary draft of the Discourses, corre-
sponding to the first eighteen chapters of the final version, would be datable 
to the spring of 1513. Having just left prison in the first days of March 1513, 
the ex-chancellor of the republic of the Great Council (December 1494–
September 1512) would have begun to compile his studies of ancient Roman 
history and draft the Discourses. Having arrived at the end of Chapter Eighteen, 
Machiavelli would have interrupted the work to commence The Prince: with 
the affirmation of the necessity of “a quasi-regal power” (una podestà quasi 
regia) to restrain “those men” who no longer let themselves be governed by 
laws promulgated by the republican institutions, wrote Chabod, he would out-
line “the harsh, astute figure of the new prince.”5

The young Italian historian did not notice who the historical figure of the 
prince was on whom it seemed he had wagered his theory on the interruption 
of the Discourses and the transition to The Prince, namely, the figure of the 
Spartan King Cleomenes III. Cleomenes exemplified clearly, in Machiavelli’s 
text, the rare case of “a good man” who attempts “to become prince by evil 
methods, even though his purpose be good” (Disc. 1.18.27), that is, to be more 
specific, a man who wants to assume a position that gives power to act in a rev-
olutionary way. At the end of the previous chapter, Machiavelli had affirmed 
the thesis that “corruption and slight aptitude for a free life” were born from the 
growth of “inequality.” He announced he would present the rare cases in which 
those who had sought “to bring [the city] back to equality” both wanted and 
knew how to use “the greatest extraordinary means” (Disc. 1.17.16). Cleomenes, 
without a doubt, was a much more relevant figure than the legendary founder 
of Rome for the subject of the crisis of a political and social system born from 
the incapacity of institutions to defend society against the concentration of 
power and riches in the hands of the powerful who make laws “not for the 
common liberty, but for [increasing] their own power” (Disc. 1.18.21). This was 
a problem to all intents at the heart of The Prince. Yet, Cleomenes, the prince 
of the eighteenth chapter of the Discourses, is also the great princely figure 
wholly absent from The Prince.

Soon after the publication of his essay, whilst the first ‘leggi fascistissime’ 
were promulgated, Chabod would observe how quickly his hypothesis on 
the transition from the Discourses to The Prince had been integrated into 
the “Morals of Fascism.”6 He felt the need to study with increased depth the 

5 Ibid., 36.
6 See Francesco Ercole, La politica di Machiavelli (Rome: Anonima Romana Editoriale, 1926), 

197, where the author closes the analysis of “the corruption of the vivere civile,” in Disc. 1.16–
18, by exclaiming: “I have named the Prince”. “La morale del fascismo” is the title of an essay 
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historical and philological problem of the “Composition of the Prince,”7 and 
considerably soften his original position. Already in May 1926, Machiavelli’s 
drafting of this work no longer seemed to him essentially referable to the 
internal logic of an enquiry on Livy nor to certain hypothetical fragments of 
the Discourses. Notwithstanding this, from 1950 his argument on the special 
character of the first eighteen chapters and their anteriority to The Prince 
was taken up anew by scholars, some of them correcting it, others expand-
ing it systematically.8 Although the more general interpretative premise was 
called into doubt, and even rejected owing to lack of convincing philological 
or textual evidence, Chabod’s early hypothesis has long remained a founda-
tion for various hermeneutical interpretations and has been seen recently in 
the monumental Edizione nazionale delle opere di Niccolò Machiavelli.9 In all 
cases, however, the figure of Cleomenes has not aroused any particular interest 
amongst commentators.

After almost sixty years of debate, it seems to me the only point that has 
held firm from the young Chabod’s first hypothesis is the intuition that there 
exists a strong connection between chapters 8–9 of The Prince and chapters 
16–18 of the first book of the Discourses.10 This particular link suggests a 
re-examination that takes the case of Cleomenes as a fil rouge. The hermeneu-
tic hypothesis presented in the present essay is that Machiavelli in invoking 
in the eighteenth chapter of the Discourses a prince absent from The Prince, 
indicates retrospectively a key for reading his own masterpiece.

2 The Late Reformers of Sparta: from Cicero’s On Duties to 
Machiavelli’s The Prince

Cleomenes III was a member of the Agiad dynasty and prince of the Spartans 
from 235 to 222 BCE, when he was vanquished at the disastrous battle of 
Sellasia. After Agis IV (of the Eurypontid dynasty who ruled 244 to 241 BCE), 

  by the same author—repr. in Ercole, Dal nazionalismo al fascismo (Roma: De Alberti, 
1928)—where the Machiavellian ethic is equated to the fascist ideology.

7  In Archivum Romanicum 11 (1927): 330–83; repr. in Federico Chabod, Scritti su Machiavelli 
(Turin: Einaudi, 1964), 139–93.

8  For a more detailed discussion, see Barthas, “‘Altra volta’,” 168–72.
9  See Jérémie Barthas, “Analecta Machiavelliana. II. Un Machiavelli per l’Edizione 

Nazionale: Dalla critica genetica alla lettura esoterica, attualità dell’anti-machiavellismo,” 
Rivista storica italiana 130, no. 2 (2018): 659–81.

10  See Giorgio Inglese, Per Machiavelli. L’arte dello stato, la cognizione delle storie (Rome: 
Carocci, 2006), 95.
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he was the second of three Spartan kings who in a period of about fifty years 
developed a revolutionary social, demographic, and political programme: 
mortgage debt cancellation, land redistribution, emancipation of the slaves, 
extension of civil rights, and concession of citizenship to foreigners and freed 
slaves, and reorganisation of the administration and the structures of power in 
an anti-aristocratic manner. The programme of economic and political level-
ling of rich and poor was combined with a plan for regional expansion, which 
sought to return to Sparta the hegemony over the Peloponnese lost after the 
Battle of Leuctra (371 BCE). The last of these three kings was Nabis. Perhaps 
lacking clear dynastic lineage, he apparently came to power following Sparta’s 
disastrous defeat to the Achaean League at the Battle of Mantinea (207 BCE). 
In a relatively short period of time he was able to revitalise the city. The assassi-
nation of Nabis in 192 BCE marked the definitive end of Spartan independence 
and the loss of personal liberty for the mass of new and freed citizens. Whether 
the era of Spartan revolution can be treated as a relatively unitary era has been 
debated in recent historiography, which has also undertaken a profound reval-
uation of the assessment of Nabis, who was portrayed in the sources by way of 
a one-sided negative caricature.11 Notwithstanding, it is worth asking if this 
unity would have appeared as such to Machiavelli’s mind: if the late reform-
ers of Sparta are all three mentioned in his writings,12 Nabis however never 
appears associated with Agis and Cleomenes.

When Machiavelli conceived and wrote The Prince, he already possessed a 
deep knowledge of at least three of the principal sources that relate the history 
of these kings. The first, Plutarch’s Parallel Lives offered the lives of Agis and 
Cleomenes counterpoised with those of the Gracchi, who best exemplified the 
notion of a crisis of tribunician power in ancient republican Rome. Already in 
The Prince, the Lives were used by Machiavelli as a reference work to reflect on 
a number of mythological and historical figures, but he passed over in silence 
Agis and Cleomenes. The second source was the fourth decade of Livy’s History 
of Rome, which treats the war between Titus Quintus Flaminius and Nabis “the 
Lacedaemonian tyrant” (Livy, 31.25.3) from the Roman perspective. In particu-
lar, Machiavelli made original use of Book 34 in The Prince’s ninth chapter on 
the “Civil Principality”, where the scandalous Nabis plays—as we shall see—a 

11  “A revolutionary type, [Nabis’] career and policy have suffered unduly in the pro-Achaean 
tradition of Polybius” summarizes The Oxford Classical Dictionary, 1021. On “The Rule of 
Nabis,” see Paul Cartledge and Antony Spawforth, Hellenistic and Roman Sparta. A Tale of 
Two Cities, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2002), chap. 5.

12  On “Machiavelli e i tardi riformatori di Sparta,” see Giorgio Cadoni, Crisi della mediazione 
politica nel pensiero di N. Machiavelli, F. Guicciardini e D. Giannotti (Rome: Jouvence, 1994), 
47–91.
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cardinal role. Whilst no reference to Nabis can be found in Plutarch’s biograph-
ical sketches of Agis and Cleomenes, Machiavelli would have been able to find 
in Livy a discrete nominal association between Nabis and Cleomenes “who 
was the first tyrant of Sparta” (34.26.14), as well as Nabis’ claim to have behaved 
according to the “the ways and institutions of our ancestors” (34.31.16). In 1513, 
Machiavelli had probably already read the first five books of Polybius’s Histories 
in the Latin version of Niccolò Perotti (first printed in 1472 and then multiple 
times thereafter). The war between Cleomenes and the Achaean League was 
narrated in the second book, where it was observed in general terms that the 
Cleomenic constitutional reforms represented a conspicuous deviation from 
the Spartan tradition attributable to the name of Lycurgus: “he had turned the 
legitimate republican power into tyranny”13 (Polyb., 2.47.3). In an important 
passage of the fourth book, Polybius further formulated an interpretation of 
the whole of Spartan history, suggesting that those reforms were actually the 
turning point that rendered possible a tyranny such as that of Nabis (Polyb., 
4.81.12–14). However, this passage was absent from Perotti’s translation and was 
therefore certainly unknown to the author of The Prince.14

Notwithstanding this, the type of interpretative schema proposed by 
Polybius had reached Machiavelli by indirect reception. In effect, it was 
absorbed, assumed, and broadened in Cicero’s De officiis, which was the prin-
cipal source for interpreting the age of Spartan revolutions and not least the 
first work of moral philosophy and classical politics to be printed (1465). In De 
officiis (2.22.78–80), Cicero dwelled on the ‘social question,’ in particular the 
problems associated with the cancellation of debts and agrarian laws, which 
he had himself dealt with during his consulship (63 BCE). When discussing the 
question of land redistribution, he made mention of Agis. According to Cicero, 
Agis’ measures were unjust and were not only the cause of his downfall but 
also the origin of numerous civil discords that would lead to the destruction of 
the ancient Spartan constitutional system (by suppressing the hereditary diar-
chy and the ephorate which had become over time the protector of aristocratic 
interests). After, as with a contagious disease, the type of social reforms insti-
gated by Agis would come to contaminate all of Greece and in the end even 
Rome, where almost a century later they inspired the programme and actions 
of the brothers Tiberius and Caius Gracchus (134–122 BCE). According to this 
interpretation, the turning point towards decadence in Rome, like Sparta, had 

13  Trans. from Polybii Historiarum libri quinque in latinam conversi linguam, Nicolao Perotto 
interprete (1472; Venice: Aldus, 1521), 148r: “republica legitimum imperium in tyrannidem 
vertisset.”

14  For this observation, see Cadoni, Crisi, 51.
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been the eruption of the social question and the ensuing challenge to the legal 
guarantees given to private property. Not only did the age of Spartan revolu-
tions, according to Cicero, appear as a unitary block but it constituted part of a 
wider development as much in time as in space. In De officiis, the parallel cases 
of the Spartan kings and the two Roman tribunes intervened to highlight the 
canonical principles of political conservatism and reactionary intransigence. 
According to these principles, ideas and programmes for resolving the social 
question were necessarily morally invalidated by the suspect intentions and 
ambitions of those who advanced them to secure the favour of the masses. 
Attempts at implementing these programmes would necessarily lead to tak-
ing violent and authoritarian measures that would show themselves futile and 
abortive: the changes introduced politically would not survive in the face of 
the inconsistency and ingratitude of the people nor of the innermost struc-
tures of the hierarchic society.15

It is worth noting that such an interpretation of history was also echoed 
in early Renaissance Florence where De officiis, the classical expression of the 
morals of senatorialism, imposed itself as one of the major cultural and politi-
cal reference points. This is attested to for example in Matteo Palmieri’s La vita 
civile. When Palmieri composed his book in the 1430s, the Latin translation of 
the Lives of the Gracchi had already been circulating for around twenty years, 
but that of the lives of Agis and Cleomenes was still a long way from being pub-
lished. Plutarch had developed the parallels between the Spartan and Roman 
reformers making use of sources less hostile to the quartet, whilst Palmieri 
drew solely on Cicero. Rather than presenting Cicero’s assessment of the case 
of Agis and the Gracchi, Palmieri translated into the vernacular the passage 
from Cicero that comes immediately after it, which deals with the phase of 
restoration and focuses on the example of Aratus of Sicyon.16 After Aratus 
toppled the regime of “the tyrant Nicocles”, he recalled “from banishment six 
hundred exiles who had been the wealthiest men of the city.” But with their 
return after many years of exile there emerged the complex political and judi-
cial problem of the restitution of their confiscated and alienated goods. Aratus 
decided “that it would be wrong either to take the property away from the 
present incumbents or to let them keep it without compensation to its former 
possessors” (Cic., Off. 2.23.81–82). The same issue would be one of the first that 
would face the Florentine government the day after the coup of 31 August 1512 

15  On “the futility thesis”, see Albert O. Hirschman, The Rhetoric of Reaction. Perversity, 
Futility, Jeopardy (London: Belknap Press, 1991), chap. 3.

16  See Matteo Palmieri, La Vita civile, ed. Gino Belloni (Florence: Sansoni, 1982), 144–45.
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that removed Piero Soderini from power.17 It specifically referred to the repa-
ration claims of the heirs of Lorenzo il Magnifico who, having been declared 
rebels with the revolution of 1494, had now recently re-entered the city under 
the protection of the troops of the Holy League. The position taken up by the 
Florentine secretary on this question merits being remembered: whilst, by a 
decree issued on 28 September, the Medicean Balìa (instituted with a second 
coup d’état on 16 September) created a commission with special judicial pow-
ers in order to satisfy those reparation claims, Machiavelli addressed an auda-
cious opinion to Cardinal Giovanni di Lorenzo de’ Medici in which he advised 
against this type of politics.

It is striking that to argue his view and stabilise an initial point of accord 
with his learned addressee, Machiavelli advanced as a premise a univer-
sal presumption attributable precisely to those pages mentioned above 
in Cicero: “he who has been robbed of his property is their enemy; […] the 
victim of the wrong both remembers it and shows his resentment openly” 
(Off. 2.22.79). Machiavelli reformulated it in these terms: “men lament more 
over a farm taken from them than a brother or father who has died, because 
at some point one forgets a death, but property never.”18 This would be ech-
oed almost a year later in The Prince (17.14). The guiding principle from the 
solution he maintained did not differ greatly from that suggested in De officiis, 
which Palmieri had already evidenced in the Vita civile: for Machiavelli, it was 
about persuading the Medici to renounce those alienated goods and any legal 
process against private citizens by accepting compensations through recourse 
to measures of public fiscality.19 Choosing a pertinent example to sustain his 
argument, Machiavelli did not however return to Cicero—who referred on the 
one hand to Agis IV and the Gracchi, and on the other to Aratus of Sicyon 
(the great nemesis of Cleomenes III). Rather he refers to more contemporary 
historical events that directly affected the ancestor of Giovanni de’ Medici: the 
conspiracy of a group of aristocrats against Piero de Medici in 1466. Through 
this example, Machiavelli warns that in the judicialization of the question of 
reparations there was an endeavour of manipulation capable of arousing the 

17  See Jérémie Barthas, “Analecta machiavelliana. I. Il Segretario fiorentino tra due colpi di 
Stato,” Rivista storica italiana 129, no. 2 (2017): 692–721.

18  “Gli uomini si dolgono più d’uno podere che sia loro tolto, che d’uno fratello o padre che 
fussi loro morto, perché la morte si dimentica qualche volta, la roba mai.” Fragment of a 
letter from Machiavelli to Giovanni de Medici (late September 1512), ed. Enrico Niccolini, 
“Di un frammento machiavelliano quasi dimenticato,” Giornale storico della letteratura 
italiana 174 (Jan. 1997): 207.

19  According to Cicero, instead, Aratus would have resorted to foreign capital and therefore 
to debt.
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universal disgrace of the Medici house and of provoking a new mutation of 
the State in favour of the aristocracy. This was how Machiavelli introduced the 
notion that the house of Medici needs “to earn friends, not to detach them 
from itself.”20 In the very same period, shortly before he was expelled from 
office (on 7 November 1512), Machiavelli would further clarify this notion in 
the memorandum Ai Palleschi by arguing that the new Medici power ought to 
recognize the necessity to put a “bit in the mouth” of the aristocrats to restrain 
them in order to bring the people onside. This foreshadowed the general line of 
a political programme which in the end, by composing The Prince, Machiavelli 
would raise to a theoretical level in a masterpiece of universal literature.21

3 The Prince or the Choice of Nabis

The Medici had returned to the city with the favour of the aristocrats who had 
supported the coup but were immediately divided by incapacity over finding 
an accord over the guarantees of security that the Medici demanded. Cardinal 
Giovanni therefore usurped power. After his papal election in March 1513, 
Giovanni “showed […] that it displeased him that in Florence there could 
be held a Balìa hateful to a honest and civil way of life,”22 and he created a 
commission to work on the reform of the constitution. Following protracted 
debates, it was decided the system of government abolished in 1494 should 
be restored. This was a system, as Machiavelli would write, in which Lorenzo 
il Magnifico directed power “by means of the magistrates” (Pr. 9.23),23 that is, 
through intermediary powers. In particular, the order of the Seventy (ordine de’ 
Settanta) was instituted anew on 1st January 1514, as a result of the fundamental 
law of late November 1513: this was a body initially conceived in 1480 as a form of 
aristocratic senate positioned at the top of a hierarchy of political functions.24 

20  “Io credo che ’l bisogno della casa vostra sia guadagnarsi amici et non torsegli.” In 
Niccolini, “Di un frammento,” 207.

21  Cf. Robert Black, Machiavelli (London: Routledge, 2013), 70.
22  Piero di Marco Parenti, Storia fiorentina, vol. 3 (1502–1518), ed. Andrea Matucci (Pisa: 

Edizioni della Normale, 2018), 434: “mostrava […] dispiacerli che a Firenze si tenessi Balìa 
essosa al vivere onesto e civile.”

23  The same expression—“per mezzo de’ magistrati”—reappears in an early 1516 writing 
which is the first known testimony to the circulation of Machiavelli’s Prince: Francesco 
Guicciardini, “Del modo di assicurare lo Stato alla casa de’ Medici,” in Dialogo e Discorsi 
del reggimento di Firenze, ed. Roberto Palmarocchi (Bari: Laterza, 1931), 269.

24  See Nicolaï Rubinstein, The Government of Florence under the Medici, 1434–1494, 2nd ed. 
rev. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1997), 228–31, and Riccardo Fubini, “Diplomacy and Government 
in the Italian City-States of the Fifteenth Century,” in Daniela Frigo, ed., Politics and 
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In practice, nevertheless, it was the nephew of the pontiff, Lorenzo the Younger, 
who held the reins of power through a tight group of people receiving direc-
tives on general policy from Rome.25 Whilst the contradictions—already evi-
denced in the memorandum Ai Palleschi—between an aristocracy, which was 
seeking to render itself autonomous from Medici tutelage, and a Medici power, 
which sought to manage hegemony through an intermediary organ composed 
of the most eminent members of the aristocracy, were to be further constitu-
tionalized, Machiavelli elaborated his second thesis: the Medici’s need to “safe-
guard themselves” could never be achieved without the means of “gaining the 
people to oneself.” It is precisely through this problematization of the need 
for security that Nabis is introduced in The Prince Chapter Nine.26 Machiavelli 
phrases it thus (Pr. 9.18–19):

I conclude by saying only that the people’s friendship is necessary to a 
prince, otherwise, in adverse times he has no remedy. Nabis, prince of the 
Spartans, withstood a siege by all Greece and by a Roman army flushed 
with victory, and against them defended his fatherland and his own state: 
and when that danger threatened, he needed to do no more than secure 
himself against a few, though if the people had been hostile, that would 
not have been enough.

In this way, Machiavelli drew attention to an ancient figure who had not yet 
fully entered the cultural patrimony of his day.

According to the unequivocally hostile tradition echoed by Livy, Nabis rep-
resented the archetypal figure of tyrant, first, because the legitimacy of his 
title over Sparta was contested (Livy, 34.31.13),27 but also due to the fact he was 
not afraid to use excessive coercive force. According to the Roman historian, 
the proconsul Flaminius, during the negotiations for the surrender of Sparta 
in 195 BCE, called his the most cruel and violent tyranny against his subjects 
that had ever existed (34.32.3).28 Nonetheless, this accusation could appear 

Diplomacy in Early Modern Italy. The Structure of Diplomatic Practice, 1450–1800, trans. 
Adrian Belton (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 44.

25  See Bartolomeo Cerretani, Ricordi, ed. Giuliana Berti (Florence: Olschki, 1993), 312–14.
26  For a similar remark, see Gabriele Pedullà’s intro. to Il Principe by Machiavelli (Rome: 

Donzelli, 2013) lxxix; Pedullà’s commentary notes to Pr. 9 should be borne in mind for 
what follows.

27  Documents suggesting that the Nabide belonged to the lineage of the Eurypontids have 
only been known at the end of the 19th century.

28  Livy’s editions available to Machiavelli read: “et eo tyranno quam qui unquam fuit saevis-
simo et violentissimo in suos” (as, for instance, in the Venetian edition of 1501).

For use by the Author only | © 2021 Koninklijke Brill NV



93Cleomenes Redivivus

subjective and partial. In the face of the threat of war, Nabis executed a pre-
ventative coup: having anticipated an alliance between the enemy and several 
dozen of individuals belonging to the city’s noblest families or related to exiles, 
he judged suspects guilty without any other form of trial and probably had all 
of them killed (34.27.4–9). When two years before he was offered to assume 
the guardianship of Argos, his fame had preceded him in that powerful city: he 
encountered the radical hostility of the local elite, which he in turn repressed 
(32.38.5–7), limiting their freedom of assembly and speech (34.32.10). Nabis’ 
already terrible reputation in certain spheres, however, was the result of his 
social measures that contributed to the effective reconstruction of Sparta 
after the defeat at Mantinea. When he seized military and political control 
of Argos, he carried out in Laconia an egalitarian politics—confiscating the 
goods of exiles, freeing slaves and redistributing land (34.31.11)—that inevita-
bly encountered and still faced internal as much as external resistance. He had 
full faith that his adoption of the same policies in Argos would soon earn him 
the consensus of the majority of the Argives (32.40.2). In fact, they did not 
support the conspiracies to overturn Nabide’s government; rather they con-
tributed militarily to Sparta’s resistance to the Roman army and waited until 
the last moment following the news of the result of the battle of Sparta, to 
expel—without particular violence—Nabis’ men whose head, Timocrates of 
Pallene, had previously exercised dominium with clemency (34.25.10, 34.29.14, 
34.40.5–7). Even after the surrender of Sparta, the Roman proconsul main-
tained Nabis on the Spartan throne, albeit in a Sparta reduced to a shadow 
of its former self (34.41.5). However, Livy—in pages which fed Petrarch’s rep-
ertory of Injusti domini29—seems to indulge in making a systematic parallel 
between the Spartan king’s practice with the Aristotelian typology of tyranni-
cal action, such as the violent repression of rivals and the impoverishment of 
subjects (32.38–40).

Having made a reference to the “tyrants” who arose from the conflicts over 
the implementation of the social and political programme of Agis, Cicero 
omitted to name Nabis, who at that time was considered the extreme incarna-
tion of tyranny. In the ninth chapter of The Prince, however, when the name of 
Nabis appears, he was a figure still yet to be appreciated. Machiavelli’s polemi-
cal target was in spite of this to be found in those same classic pages of Cicero, 
which he maybe encountered again whilst working on the theme of repara-
tions between September and October 1512. A year later, when composing The 
Prince, he aimed at replying to the conservative thesis on the inconsistency 
and ingratitude of the people, as expressed in the De officiis. This thesis was 

29  De Remediis utriusque fortunae 2.39.
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certainly an important intellectual brake on the change of alliance he had sug-
gested to Cardinal Giovanni de’ Medici, and now more clearly reaffirmed: he 
who, “in opposition to the people, becomes prince with the aid of the great, 
must before everything else try to win the people’s support, which is easy if 
you assume their protection” against the great (Pr. 9.15). It was no accident 
that Machiavelli introduced, alongside the ancient Roman case of the Gracchi 
(who served as Cicero’s counter-model), a parallel modern example and one of 
the rare Florentines to be found in The Prince: Giorgio Scali. After the ‘Ciompi’ 
Revolution (1378), Scali was one of the “two most important men govern-
ing the city.”30 Within the popular government he participated in, amongst 
other things, was the implementation of a programme of economic and fis-
cal reforms that sought to remedy the traditional system of redistribution of 
wealth, through the public debt, to the richest.31 This was the first element for 
an analogy with the Agrarian reforms of the Gracchi. The second element of 
comparison was the death of Scali. He had become extremely powerful with 
the support of the plebs, yet was not defended by them when in January 1382 
the highest judicial authority condemned him to death for what seems to have 
been a manifest abuse of power, but in all likelihood resulted from instrumen-
talized manipulation.32 His last words—transmitted orally from one genera-
tion to another, and now universally known through The Prince—echoed in 
cruder terms those written by Cicero on the inconsistency of the people: “He 
who builds on the people, builds on mud” (Pr. 9.20). These “beautiful words,” 
as Guicciardini judges them without even reproducing them,33 were in fact 
a commonplace that Machiavelli had the burden to refute. According to 
Plutarch, even Caius Gracchus would have approached his death with the sen-
timent of “ingratitude and betrayal”34 of the Roman people (C. Gracch. 16.7).

Specifically naming Nabis in a chapter of The Prince that explored the civil 
principality—despite the Spartan king not entirely corresponding to the defi-
nition of a principe civile, that is a prince benefiting from the consent of either 
the popolo or the grandi (Pr. 9.1)—enabled Machiavelli to demonstrate how 
baseless was the generalisation in which his case got included. One cannot 

30  Leonardo Bruni, History of the Florentine People, ed. and trans. James Hankins, 3 vols. 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001–2007), 3: 45.

31  See John M. Najemy, A History of Florence 1200–1575 (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 158–59.
32  See Bruni, History, 3: 45 et seq.
33  Francesco Guicciardini, Cose fiorentine, ed. Roberto Ridolfi (1945; repr., Florence: Olschki, 

1983), 85; also quoted in Machiavelli, Il Principe, ed. Giorgio Inglese, new ed. (Turin: 
Einaudi, 2013), 72 n. 50.

34  Trans. from the Lat. trans. by Leonardo Bruni in Plutarchi Cheronei Graecorum 
Romanorumque Illustrium vitae (1478; Basel: Bebelius, 1535), f. 160v.
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sustain that pro-popular measures taken by princes would not achieve the 
popularity which they expected. Historical experience proved the contrary: 
these measures have secured the position even of princes traditionally seen as 
tyrants either from lack of legitimate title (ex defectu tituli) or by way of their 
actions (ex parte exercitii). It sufficed to read Livy without prejudice to under-
stand this. During the siege of Sparta at the end of the year 195 BCE, Flaminius 
observed the unity of the Spartan population behind the revolutionary leader 
for the first time when, against all of the Roman proconsul’s expectations, the 
city’s inhabitants did not profit from the threat of a powerful Roman army to 
rebel. The second time was when Flaminius informed Nabis of the peace terms, 
which were universally refused by the Spartans gathered in a general assem-
bly; and finally, when during the Roman assault he confronted their resistance 
(34.33–40). In recalling Nabis, Machiavelli highlighted an extraordinary model 
of resistance against a most potent invading force, as well as a model for pre-
serving power, made possible thanks to the loyalty of soldiers (citizens, sub-
jects and mercenaries) and the population. In his rhetorical strategy, he set 
against the model represented by the Gracchi and Scali the counter-model of 
Nabis, the single figure presented to illustrate how it is necessary for a prince 
to have the people as friend. If the success of Nabis contrasted with the failure 
of the Gracchi, the analysis of the first helped identify the causes of defeat of 
the famous tribunes of the plebs, which was to found in their incapacity to 
secure themselves against the few, not in the ingratitude of the plebs or in the 
impracticability of the social reforms they promoted, as is so widespread in 
elite culture through the rhetoric of reaction. Moreover, the method of analogy 
between an ancient case and a modern, introduced in the eighth chapter of 
The Prince on the “military” principality—illustrated with general Agathocles 
of Syracuse (c. 360–289 BCE) and the condottiero Oliverotto Eufreducci da 
Fermo (1473–1502)—came to be partially reproduced in the following chapter 
on the ‘civil principality,’ with the parallel between the Gracchi and Scali. At 
this point in the ninth chapter, the last member of the quartet is missing: in 
fact, no modern analogon of Nabis could be found; instead, he was yet to enter 
the scene, drawing his inspiration from Machiavelli’s The Prince.

The Prince was conceived and drafted when it already seemed clear “that 
[the king of] Spain, [the king of] France and the emperor [were] planning to 
divide among themselves this miserable Italy.”35 In as much as the work was 
presented with both an address to the young heir of the “illustrious house” of 

35  As Francesco Vettori wrote to Machiavelli on 19 April 1513. Trans. John M. Najemy in 
Najemy, Between Friends. Discourses of Power and Desire in the Machiavelli-Vettori Letters 
of 1513–1515 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 115.
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Medici, head of the city of Florence since August 1513, and also with a political 
perspective on the defence and liberation of Italy after the election of his uncle 
Giovanni de Medici as head of the ‘ecclesiastical principality’ (Pr. 26.8),36 the 
Spartan prince can be considered the ancient model closer than any other that 
Lorenzo the Younger could have desired to imitate. That is, initially an usurper 
(a man who becomes prince “in opposition to the people”) and one in whom 
the popolo could well “expect to get harm;” but, provided he made himself their 
“benefactor” by freeing them from the oppression of the grandi (Pr. 9.15–16), he 
would be able to earn their friendship and acquire, in the words of Chapter 26, 
a part “of the glory that pertains to us [mortals]” (Pr. 26.13) through organising 
resistance to the armies of the great foreign powers. Compared to Nabis, who 
was isolated in Greece, the prince of Florence had the advantage of propping 
himself on the “very powerful” pontificate of his uncle (Pr. 11.18). This was an 
initial advantage that could nevertheless change into a decisive inconvenience 
if he did not appreciate the necessity “not to depend further on another man’s 
armies and fortune” (Pr. 7.18), as Cesare Borgia well understood. The elements 
needed to construct parallels between Nabis and the dedicatee of The Prince 
therefore go from the origins of power to the definition of a general programme 
of both external and internal policy. The reason, perhaps, why the “many ways” 
by which the Medici could earn the friendship of the people are not further 
described was because “as they vary with the matter to be worked on, no cer-
tain rules can be laid down; so I pass over them” (Pr. 9.17). However, in Livy’s 
account (34.31.1–19), Nabis expressed before the Roman proconsul a critique of 
the structure of the Roman political system, which could not but chime with 
familiarity to the ears of a Florentine after the overthrow of the Republic of the 
Great Council:

You choose your cavalry and your infantry by assessment of wealth, and 
you want a few to be preeminent for their riches, and the plebs to be sub-
ject to these. Our lawgiver did not want the republic to rest in the hands 
of a few—in a body you call the senate—and he did not want one or 
another order to be preeminent within the city. Instead he believed that 
a levelling of fortune and rank would result in many men bearing arms 
for the fatherland.37

36  See Emanuele Cutinelli-Rèndina, Chiesa e religione in Machiavelli (Rome: IEPI, 1998), 
chap. 3.

37  “Vos a censu equitem, a censu peditem legitis et paucos excellere opibus, plebem 
subiectam esse illis uultis: noster legum lator non in paucorum manu rem publicam esse 
uoluit, quem uos senatum appellatis, nec excellere unum aut alterum ordinem in ciuitate, 
sed per aequationem fortunae ac dignitatis credidit ut multi essent qui arma pro patria 
ferrent” reads the 1501 Venetian edition for Livy 34.31.18.
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A Nabis in the Florence of the summer 1513 would know, on the one hand, 
not to concede the institutions of the senate to the aristocracy who had desired 
it since the revolution of 1494, and on the other, to “provide [his illustrious 
house] with [his] own armies” (Pr. 26.20), and more specifically with an army of 
popular conscription based on the philosophy concerning it that Machiavelli 
had developed “elsewhere,” “discussing republics […] at length.”38 In fact, it 
was a matter of public notoriety that the ex-secretary of the Ten of War and 
of the Nine of the Militia was the main figure responsible for elaborating the 
concept and for writing the text of the law of 6 December 1506 that instituted 
popular conscription, as well as for executing this republican programme of 
military reforms that had immediately “such a great reputation that all Italy 
kept an eye on it.”39

4 An Example “non sì celebre”: The Reappearance of Cleomenes 
in the Discourses

From April 1513 Machiavelli was expecting the end of his relegatio term to come 
in mid-November 1513.40 Only from that date could the ruler of Florence have 
considered the offer of service that the former secretary intended to make for 
several months. But Machiavelli would be unable to present The Prince in time 
to his dedicatee. On 22 November 1513, the Balìa at the orders of Lorenzo the 
Younger decreed the new constitution and the restoration of the aristocratic 
senate. On 10 December, Machiavelli wrote to Francesco Vettori that he was 
considering dedicating his work to Giuliano, and it seems he envisaged this 
possibility for more than a year without ever fulfilling it.41 In the meantime, 
the debate continued over what new form to give the militia and its leader-
ship. On 19 May 1514, the Balìa approved a text that despite certain similarities 
introduced significant differences to the original text instituting the militia of 

38  See Barthas, “‘Altra volta’,” 172–79.
39  Bartolomeo Cerretani, Storia fiorentina, ed. Giuliana Berti (Florence: Olschki, 1994) 347: 

“Et hebbe tanta reputatione che tutta Italia vi pose l’ochio.”
40  As demonstrated by William J. Connell, “in Machiavelli’s letter to Vettori of 9 April 1513, 

‘settembre’ should be changed to ‘novembre,’ (i.e., Machiavelli wrote: ‘I shall wait for 
November’)”: Connell, “New light on Machiavelli’s letter to Vettori, 10 December 1513,” in 
Europe and Italy. Studies in honour of Giorgio Chittolini (Florence: Firenze University Press, 
2011), 107–08.

41  See Jérémie Barthas, “La composizione del Principe di Machiavelli e la restaurazione dei 
Medici a Firenze. Per un nuovo paradigma interpretativo,” Rivista storica italiana 131, no. 3 
(2019), 761–811; with the fundamental law of 22 November 1513 in appendix.
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conscripts (the law of 6 December 1506).42 Some months later, Machiavelli was 
invited to give his opinion on the problems related to the reconstitution of the 
militia. The positions assumed in the Ghiribizzi d’ordinanza were faithful to his 
original design for a mass army and must have seemed polemical given that 
Lorenzo had announced his preference for limiting the number of conscripts. 
Regardless of how it was received, by mid-February Machiavelli was declared 
persona non grata in pontifical circles.43 From then on, Machiavelli’s epistolary 
becomes scarce and for a good two years there prevailed expressions of economic 
and social precarity, as well as a feeling of hopelessness. If in the first days of June 
1517 Machiavelli still found himself reduced to staying on his country estate, a 
letter of 17 December 1517 makes apparent a practical and psychological change 
had already occurred: Machiavelli not only seems well integrated—as a man 
of letters—in the intellectual circle of Zanobi Buondelmonti and Cosimino 
Rucellai (to whom he would dedicate his Discourses on Titus Livy). One can 
hypothesize that the encounter, which occurred perhaps at the beginning of 
1517, was the result of The Prince’s first circulation. Documented only from 1516, 
this coincides with the spread of the conviction, even amongst those families 
most closely tied to Medici power, that Lorenzo was incapable of normalising 
the Florentine system of government.44 Now, the Discourses presupposes its 
readers would know The Prince. The letter of dedication and the first preface 
indicate that the work followed requests from those dedicatees and displays a 
certain distancing with respect to The Prince that does not so much regard the 
substance of the text as the choice of dedicatee.45

This distance also fell on the representation of Nabis.46 The Spartan king no 
longer features in the Discourses with the emphasis he received in The Prince. 
When he reappears for the first time, he is recalled echoing the judgment of 
Plutarch: “The Lacedaemonians’ most pernicious and shameless tyrant”47 
(Flam. 13.1), in stark contrast with remarks on Agesilaus II of Sparta, Timoleon 

42  This aspect, perhaps unclear to modern scholarship, was obvious to Machiavelli’s con-
temporaries: see, for instance, Cerretani, Ricordi, 322.

43  See Piero Ardinghelli’s 14 February 1515 letter to Giuliano de’ Medici, in Oreste Tommasini, 
La vita e gli scritti di Niccolò Machiavelli nella loro relazione col machiavellismo, 2 vols. 
(Rome: Loescher, 1888–1911), 2.2: 1064–65.

44  See, for instance, Lodovico Alamanni, “Discorso sopra il fermare lo stato di Firenze nella 
devozione de’ Medici (25 nov. 1516),” ed. in Rudolf von Albertini, Firenze dalla Repubblica 
al Principato. Storia e coscienza politica, trans. Cesare Cristofolini, intro. Federico Chabod 
(Turin: Einaudi, 1970), 376–84; trans. in Anthony Molho, ed., Social and Economic 
Foundations of The Italian Renaissance (New York: Wiley and Sons, 1969), 214–20.

45  For a similar observation, see Inglese, Per Machiavelli, 150.
46  Cf. Black, Machiavelli, 100.
47  Trans. from the Lat. trans. by Guarino Guarini in Plutarchi vitae, f. 160v: “perniciosissimum 

flagitiosissimumque Lacedæmoniorum tyrannum.”
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of Corinth, and Dion of Syracuse, positive heroes for having resigned power 
or struggled against tyranny.48 Nabis appears now as a figure proximate to 
so many “wicked men,” who are “deceived by a false good and a false glory, 
almost all let themselves go, either willingly or ignorantly, into the positions 
of those who deserve more blame than praise; and though able, to their per-
petual honor, to set up a republic or a kingdom, they turn to a tyranny” (Disc. 
1.10.10). That is, to be specific, that they turn to a system of rule which they 
manage with permanent terror. The example of the King of Sparta continues 
to illustrate well how a “tyrant” could have the mass of people as friends and 
the nobility as enemies, although the motives now lack those elements which 
enable him to acquire glory: a tyrant makes the people his friend in order to 
have his “violence supported by stronger forces” (Disc. 1.40.37–38), not because 
he has a universal political vision.49 Concerning Nabis, in the last instance, the 
conservative thesis, as originated in the pro-Achean tradition of Polybius, does 
not get it completely wrong when it presents his social measures as a calcu-
lated technique of mass manipulation.

The analysis of Nabis suggested in The Prince was perhaps more audacious, 
but it had a different function than the one proposed in the Discourses. The 
analogy initially suggested between Nabis and a modern Medici prince now 
determines a tacit and definitive condemnation of Lorenzo the Younger: “If 
indeed for the sake of ordering a city well, one has to lay down the princedom, 
he who refused to order her, to avoid falling from that position, would deserve 
some excuse; but if he could keep his princedom and order her, he would 
deserve no excuse” (Disc. 1.10.32). After the delusion concerning Lorenzo has 
passed away, Machiavelli negatively revaluated Nabis in order to untie The 
Prince from the historical context in which it was originally conceived. In 
1517–18 he pointed out that the Prince was composed with a deeper theoretical 
prospect on the possibility of transforming political reality. This general per-
spective is irreducible to the element of concrete immediacy of The Prince as 
to the limits of an analysis on principalities as an end in itself. If Machiavelli 
came to admit the conservative view on Nabis, this does not mean that he 

48  For this observation, see the editor’s note in Machiavelli, Opere, ed. Corrado Vivanti, 3 
vols. (Turin: Einaudi-Gallimard, 1997–2005), 1: 929 n. 3.

49  That is a reason why, while I am sympathetic to many aspects of John P. McCormick’s 
reading of Machiavelli as a plebeian theorist, I disagree with his drawing of the ‘ideal type’ 
of Machiavelli’s reformer from figures as diverse as Hieron II of Syracuse, Agathocles, 
Nabis, Clearch of Heraclea and, finally, Cleomenes. Cf. John P. McCormick, “Machiavelli’s 
Greek Tyrant as Republican Reformer,” in Filippo del Lucchese, Fabio Frosini, and Vittorio 
Morfino, eds., The Radical Machiavelli. Politics, Philosophy, and Language (Leiden: Brill, 
2015), 337–48. On ‘glory’ as a discriminating factor, see Pedullà’s introduction to his edi-
tion of Il Principe, xlviii–l.
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surrendered to the conservative thesis yet. Well aware of the necessity and dif-
ficulties of a positive engagement with the ‘social question,’ he considered the 
Gracchi, “whose intention one should praise” but certainly not “their prudence” 
(Disc. 1.37.26). The place held by Nabis in The Prince came to be occupied in 
the Discourses by the two Spartan kings who, as far as concerns the politics 
of economic and social development, were considered by the tradition as the 
true forerunners of the Gracchi: Agis IV and above all Cleomenes III, who had 
known how to use his position as head of the Spartan army to conquer political 
power (Disc. 3.6.170). Already dramatically heroized in Plutarch’s Lives, these 
two constituted figures who could be drawn on with far less reserve than Nabis.

In the sixth chapter of The Prince, under the rubric “On new princedoms 
acquired by one’s own arms and by virtue,” Machiavelli recorded the “the 
most excellent,” such as Moses, Cyrus, Romulus and Theseus, but made it 
clear that this list was by no means exhaustive (Pr. 6.7). In the ninth chapter 
of the Discourses, he supplemented it with other names. Whereas Machiavelli 
had up until this point, in his commentary on Livy, exalted revolution from 
below, from which the tribunate of the plebs in ancient Republican Rome had 
been produced (Disc. 1.2–5), he now arrived at the point of having to satisfy 
questions on revolutions from above, which were more consonant with the 
problem discussed in The Prince. These questions concerned the role of the 
founder or reformer insofar as he was an individual figure and the relationship 
between the change of political regime and recourse to violence or terror. This 
was a classic subject discussed numerous times in Plutarch’s Lives. Machiavelli 
intervened in this dispute by way of the paradigmatic case of Romulus—who 
he had relatively neglected thus far even though he was treating the history 
of Rome—and in doing so drew up his lines against the moralism of the 
Augustinian tradition, which saw in the killing of Remus the birth of pagan 
Rome’s original sin. With his realism, he further demarcated his distance from 
the juridical tradition, which had hypothesised in Romulus’ action a iusta 
causa,50 albeit ignoring its consequences. Machiavelli instead shifted attention 
to the essence of this action and to the socio-political substance it produced: 
irrespective of its contingencies, what resulted from it is that Romulus’ will 
was certainly not to occupy an “absolute and tyrannical” power so much as to 
found a political system centred on the institution of an aristocratic senate. 
The passage from monarchy to republic after “the expulsion of the Tarquins,” 
would not have substantially transformed this system if not by reinforcing 

50  Bartolus, De tyranno, chap. 8: “excellentes et fratres perimere est actus tyrannicus: verum 
est, nisi ex justa causa, ut fecit Romulus de Remo.”
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further the power of the senatorial order (Disc. 1.9.11–13).51 At this point the 
city of Rome’s conformity “with a civil and free way of life” (a uno vivere civile e 
libero) concerns only the privileges of the aristocrats. Hence, Machiavelli’s rea-
soning implicitly refers back to the scenario already illustrated starting from 
the second chapter of the Discourses (Disc. 1.2.32–35):

Romulus and all the other kings made many and good laws, still in con-
formity with a free way of life; but because their purpose was to found 
a kingdom and not a republic, when that city became free, she lacked 
many things that had to be ordered for the sake of freedom, which those 
kings had not ordered. […] As a result, when the Roman nobility became 
insolent […], the people rose up against it; hence, in order not to lose the 
whole, the nobility was obliged to grant the people their share, […]; and 
thus came about the establishment of the Tribunes of the Plebs.

However, because Roman history also demonstrated that with the passage of 
time the constitutional perfection attained with the institution of the tribu-
nate of the plebs would end up revealing itself insufficient for the defence of 
the people against the insolence of the aristocracy, the growth of inequality 
and the spread of corruption (Disc. 1.16–18), Machiavelli in the ninth chapter of 
the Discourses strove to study in greater detail another scenario already intro-
duced in the ninth chapter of The Prince: that of a prince who does not rein-
force the hierarchic order, but who restores a more egalitarian order; a prince 
who does not destroy a republic, but who accepts to temporarily assume a 
power untied from legal binds—a variation on the maxim “princeps legibus 
solutus est”—in order to lay anew the foundations of that republic.

It is in this manner that, amongst the “countless examples” analogous to 
those “who, because they appropriated to themselves an authority, could form 
laws adapted to the common good,” Machiavelli chose after Romulus to recall 
Moses (as he already had done in The Prince) and join him to the names of 
the two most famous Greek legislators, the Spartan Lycurgus and the Athenian 
Solon. He specified straight away, however, that given they had already been 
introduced in the second chapter of the Discourses, he wished “to pass them 
by, as things that are known,” in order to introduce “only one, not so celebrated, 

51  Hegel will further develop this aspect of Machiavelli’s interpretation in the Lectures on 
the Philosophy of History: “The plebeians gained nothing from the expulsion of the kings. 
In the civil community, the latter had at least raised the status of the plebeians before 
the patricians and prevented the patricians from crushing them.” Trans. in Domenico 
Losurdo, Hegel and the Freedom of Moderns, trans. Marella and Jon Morris (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2004), 112.
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but worth considering by those who wish to be framers of good laws” 
(Disc. I.9.14):

This is that when Agis, King of Sparta, wished to bring the Spartans back 
within the boundaries that the laws of Lycurgus had marked off (since 
it appeared to him that because his city had in some part deviated from 
them, she had lost much of her ancient virtue, and consequently of her 
strength and empire), almost at his beginning he was killed by the Spartan 
ephors as a man who wished to seize the tyranny. But when Cleomenes 
came after him in the kingdom, and there grew up in him the same wish 
(as a result of the records and writings of Agis that he found, where it 
appeared of what sort his mind and intention were), he knew that he 
could not do this good to his fatherland if he did not become the only one 
in authority, since he saw on account of the ambition of men he could not 
do good to the many against the will of the few. And he took a convenient 
chance and killed all the ephors and everyone else who could oppose 
him; then he wholly renewed the laws of Lycurgus. This decision might 
have been enough to make Sparta rise up again and to give Cleomenes 
such a reputation as Lycurgus had, if it had not been for the power of the 
Macedonians and the weakness of the other Greek republics. But when 
after such ordering he was attacked by the Macedonians, being inferior in 
strength when alone and not having anybody from who he could get help, 
he was conquered; so his plan, however just and praiseworthy, remained 
imperfect.52

Therefore, only in the Discourses does Machiavelli bring forth the historical 
figures of Agis and Cleomenes, whom it seems were almost unknown to his 
contemporaries, but illustrated a unique case more cognate to his political the-
ory after the circumstances that led him to place the accent on Nabis in The 
Prince no longer subsisted.

Machiavelli left his audience with the task of following his indication and 
to study this case in depth with the main available sources. This would, for 
example, deepen comprehension of the significance the Florentine could have 
attributed to the Cleomenic renewal with respect to the system of Lycurgus. 
The latter had been criticized in the Discourses for, above all, a far too lim-
ited conception of citizenship, which gave Sparta “her weak foundation” 
(Disc. 1.6.27), whereas with Agis a wider conception had been expressed (Plut., 
Agis 10.3), and with Cleomenes the will to stabilise new juridical norms to 
enlarge the civic body was realized, for instance by giving citizenship to foreign 

52  Disc. 1.9.15–18.
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residents (Plut., Cleom. 10.11).53 With Cleomenes, in short, a second beginning 
in the history of Sparta was made possible. In conclusion, however, it suffices 
in this essay to indicate that there is in the text of the Discourses a slight devi-
ation from Plutarch’s narrative because this appears particularly significant 
with regard to the auto-exegesis of The Prince.

5 Machiavelli’s Auto-Exegesis

To date, the problem of the relationship between The Prince and the Discourses 
has been considered following three main interpretive lines. In the classic 
anti-Machiavellian tradition, of religious origins, Machiavelli reduced politics 
to a technical problem. This line emphasised the harmony between the two 
works, of which both had to be condemned: the first, as a ‘handbook of tyrants,’ 
and the second as a study for imitation of pagan republics. For the second 
approach, the tradition of republican humanism or republicanism, only The 
Prince would constitute a dangerous text, above all for its extra-constitutionalist 
stance. This resulted in strained attempts to reduce the text to a captivating 
masterpiece of rhetoric and subtle irony, and to an extraneous digression with 
respect to the development of the author’s republican theory. Lastly, according 
to the liberal-conservative tradition, the threat derived instead from the exalta-
tion of popular tumults in the Discourses, whereas the greatness of Machiavelli, 
above all, came from his alleged theorizing of the passage from republic to 
principality. This line emphasised the fragmentary, contradictory and irreso-
lute character of the Discourses in contrast to the unity, efficacy, and volunta-
rism of The Prince. Beginning from the 1950s, the contemporary inheritors of 
these three traditions clashed considering specifically the eighteenth chapter 
of the Discourses.54 A deeper enquiry on the neglected figure of Cleomenes in 
Machiavelli’s thought results in a synthetic integration of the positive aspects of 
the three traditional interpretations: recognising the fundamental coherence 
between the two works, identifying better Machiavelli’s republican position, 
and accepting the theoretical primacy of The Prince. Furthermore, according 
to me, Machiavelli himself intended to show to the new addressees of his work 
the profound intellectual solidarity between his two greatest books.

53  On this topic in Machiavelli’s thought, see Gabriele Pedullà, Machiavelli in Tumult. The 
Discourses on Livy and the Origins of Political Conflictualism, rev. ed., trans. Patricia Gaborik 
and Richard Nybakken (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 2018), chap. 5.

54  Suffice to remember Leo Strauss as ingenious renovator of the first tradition, Hans Baron 
of the second, and Gennaro Sasso of the third.
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In the passage from chapter nine of the Discourses cited above, Machiavelli 
states it was “the records and writings of Agis that [Cleomenes] had found” 
(gli ricordi e scritti ch’egli aveva trovati d’Agide) which gave rise in him the 
vocation of revolutionary, committed to dismantle the privileges of the rich-
est, as well as the hierarchy built on ties, mostly of an economic character, of 
personal dependence. Plutarch narrates the origin and development of this 
vocation. Cleomenes was the son of the Spartan king Leonidas II, who with 
the support of the ephors had Agis killed and organised the repression against 
the reformer’s followers. Although still very young, Cleomenes was obliged to 
marry Agiatis, the wife of Agis’ brother, the legitimate heir of the dead king 
and now exiled. Cleomenes bound himself closely to her, listening often to her 
favourable presentation of Agis’ actions, ideas and projects. In his attempts to 
gather more material and information on Agis’ experience he however encoun-
tered many difficulties, not least because of the witnesses’ fear of expressing 
a word that could contradict the official narrative (Plut., Cleom. 1–3). All in all, 
Plutarch does not make mention of the discovery of Agis’ writings,55 nor does 
the Latin translation appear to introduce ambiguity in this matter.56 The ref-
erence to these writings seems to be an invention on the part of Machiavelli 
and one can assume that this invention serves an evidential function.57 From 
the elements excavated from Plutarch, Machiavelli in fact recalls through Agis 
the image of a revolutionary moment aborted because of the incapacity of 
a prince to assume the necessary powers to oppose reactionary forces or to 
maintain and renew a republic, despite being animated by generous inten-
tions. At this point, the analogy between Agis and Soderini here is striking. 
Also in Florence, the Standardbearer of Justice was accused of tyranny and was 
overthrown before having completed the programme of reforms necessary for 
the consolidation of the popular republic of the Great Council.58 Now, these 

55  For this remark, see the editor’s note to Machiavelli, The Discourses, ed. and trans. 
Leslie J. Walker (SJ), 2 vols. (1950; repr. with intro. and app. by Cecil Clough, London: 
Routledge and Kegan, 1975), 2: 25–26 n. 8. On this basis, unduly Walker raises some doubts 
about Machiavelli’s actual knowledge of Plutarch’s Life of Agis and Cleomenes.

56  “Itaque saepius illam de rebus ab Agide gestis interrogabat diligenter, his quae ab ea dic-
erentur mentem adhibens, cum Agidis mentem consiliaque referret.” Lat. trans. Antonio 
Tudertino in Plutarchi vitae, f. 148v.

57  For an earlier formulation of this view, see Jérémie Barthas, L’argent n’est pas le nerf de la 
guerre. Essai sur une prétendue erreur de Machiavel (Rome: École française de Rome, 2011), 
372–75.

58  On Soderini, see especially Disc. 3.3, with an implicit cross-reference to Disc. 1.16–18. 
On Soderini being accused of willing to seize tyrannical power, see John M. Najemy, 
“‘Occupare la tirannide’: Machiavelli, the militia, and Guicciardini’s accusation of tyr-
anny,” in Jérémie Barthas, ed., Della tirannia: Machiavelli con Bartolo (Florence: Olschki, 
2007), 75–108.
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“writings” leave to posterity the traces of a project to reassume with greater 
virtue and more fortune.

Following the development of the prefaces and dedication of the 
Discourses,59 this is precisely the position within which Machiavelli situated 
his own work, including The Prince. Machiavelli’s concern was clearly to estab-
lish an ideal filiation to transmit a political and social project to new genera-
tions. As he wrote in the preface to book one:

I have decided that on all the books by Titus Livy which the malignity of 
the times has not taken away from us, it is necessary that I write what, 
according to my knowledge of ancient and modern affairs, I judge neces-
sary for the better understanding of them, in order that those who read 
these explanations of mine may more easily get from them that utility for 
which they should seek knowledge of histories.60

Likewise he asserted in the preface to the second book: “For it is the duty of a 
good man to teach others the good that because of the malignity of the times 
and of fortune you have been unable to put into effect, in order that since 
many are capable of it, some of them more loved by heaven may be prepared 
to put it into effect” (Disc. 2.pref.25). At the very moment in which Machiavelli 
writes “the palinode of the dedication”61 of The Prince—“I have chosen not 
those who are princes but those who, because of their countless good qualities, 
deserve to be” (Disc. dedic.8)—he evokes Perotti’s translation of the Polybian 
eulogy of Cleomenes: “Such was the death of Cleomenes. He was brave and 
eloquent before the powerful multitude, apt in managing affairs, and to whom 
it seemed nothing regal was lacking save kingship.”62 But—for his palinode 
leaves no doubt—Machiavelli mentions Hiero II of Syracuse with the same 
characterisation that was already used in the chapter six of The Prince: “Hiero 
lacked nothing of being prince except a princedom;” while there follows also 
an easily identifiable metaphorical reference to Lorenzo the Younger as one 
of those who “had no attribute of a king except his kingdom” (Disc. dedic.10), 

59  See Carlo Pincin, “Le prefazioni e la dedicatoria dei Discorsi di Machiavelli,” Giornale 
storico della letteratura italiana 143 (Jan. 1966): 72–83; and Najemy, Between Friends, 
337–47.

60  Disc. 1.pref.9.
61  As pointed up Inglese in his intro. to De principatibus, 13.
62  “Cleomenes igitur hunc exitum habuit: vir et eloquio apud multitudinem potens, et in 

gerendis rebus strenuus: cui nihil nunquam regium praeter regnum deesse visum fuit.” 
Lat. trans. Perotti, 178r (Polyb. 5.39.6). See Cadoni, Crisi, 78, where it is noted the proximity 
of Perotti’s Lat. trans. with Justin’s characterisation of Hieron II (Epit. 33.4.15), that was 
already echoed in Pr. 6.28: “he who writes of him says that ‘he lacked nothing needed for 
being a king except the kingdom.’”
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and who through lack of care contributed to the subordination of the state to 
the lordship of a greater foreign power.63 Machiavelli substituted the suggested 
analogy in The Prince between the Spartan tyrant Nabis and the Medicean new 
prince, by another one in the Discourses, this times a more general and per-
haps less ambiguous one: an analogy between Cleomenes III, who absorbed 
the experience of Agis IV to be able to “change the world,”64 and a Cleomenes 
redivivus who would be impregnated with Machiavelli’s wisdom, and who with 
“more virtue, more discourse and judgement, can carry out this intention of 
[his]” to find “new modes and orders”.65

 Acknowledgements

A preliminary version of this essay was presented at a conference held in 
Palermo in December 2015. The author would like to thank Gabriele Pedullà, 
who was a precious interlocutor during the writing of the final version, and 
also Giorgio Lizzul, its translator, for some useful suggestions.

Translated by Giorgio Lizzul
63  As did Perseus of Macedonia, among others. See Vivanti’s notes in Machiavelli, Opere, 1: 

896 n.10.
64  Pincin, “Le prefazioni,” 83.
65  Disc. 1.pref.[1st redaction]1–2: “Ancora che per la invida natura degli uomini sia sempre 

suto non altrimenti periculoso trovare modi e ordini nuovi che si fussi cercare acque e 
terre incognite, […]; e se lo ingegno povero, la poca esperienza delle presenti cose e la 
debole notizia delle antique faranno questo mio conato defettivo e di non molta utilità, 
daranno almeno la via ad alcuno che con più virtù, più discorso e iudizio, potrà a questa 
mia intenzione satisfare” (ed. Inglese, 1984, 55).
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