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It is relatively uncontroversial that the Late-Medieval Early-Renaissance Florentine humanist Niccolò Machiavelli (1469-1527) counseled political amoralism, the doctrine that in politics (at least) ‘the ends justify the means’, including the use of force (forza) and fraud (fraude) on the grounds that the stakes were too high to do otherwise in such an ethically arbitrary world. Moreover, while there is room for disagreement about the exact nature of Machiavelli’s genuine sympathy as opposed to shifting loyalty for Princely and Republican forms of government, there is little disputing that throughout Machiavelli adopted an elite perspective, one that regarded politics as an art and the population affected as the passive substance shaped by that art.  In this chapter, I argue that what fractured positively Machiavelli’s preferred perspective: the vantage point of power, and somewhat blunted his running refrain: on the necessity of cruelty well used, was his stylistic and substantive humor. If Machiavelli felt that he was most alive when in closest proximity to elite power politics, he could nonetheless also submit it and his relationship to it to a distancing and equalizing humor. This was true of his literary treatments of politics in private life, such as the remarkable stage-comedy (his contribution to the Italian Renaissance genre Comedia Erudita), Mandragola (c.1515-18), and scintillating satire, Clizia (1525), but also in condensed ways of his political and historical works: The Prince (Il Principe, c.1513-7), the Discourses (Discorsi sopra la prima deca di Tito Livio, c.1513-17), The History of Florence (Le istorie fiorentine, 1525-32) and so on. Why was he able to do so? While it is plausible that he was extending the recommendations of contemporaneous Castiglione in his joke-laden Il Cortigiano (Book of the Courtier, 1528) on the civil uses of humor. In fact he is a good deal less nonchalant and more deliberately shocking and impious than the courtly ideal of sprezzatura could accommodate. The same might be said of the extent to which he is more than merely reviving the urbane methods of the Classical Roman comics Terence and Plautus. Ultimately, to explain both Machiavelli’s amoralism and his humorous turn, and drawing upon his abundant personal correspondence, I point to the specifics of his ethically arbitrary and causally absurdist metaphysics which placed reality and the temperamental humors (umori) of men upon a wheel spun by the capricious Lady Fortuna. I will also likely offer some contemporaneous and arguably comical depictions of Fortuna. The salience of this Late-Medieval metaphysic ​- in the form of an astrological theory of humoral pathology observed by doctors and generals alike -- is also incidentally a crucial moment in the emergence of the Modern Western notion of ‘humor’. In making this case, I will draw upon one of my previously published articles on Machiavelli’s metaphysics or ‘cosmology’ in History of Political Thought.
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