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Both Niccolo Machiavelli and William Shakespeare are products of the Renaissance era, and its 

iteration of humanism. Both writers are shaped by what Stephen Greenblatt called the 

Renaissance Humanist notion of ‘selving’ - the crafting of the public self through language.  As 

Francis Bacon says,  “men began to hunt more after words … more after the choiceness of the 

phrase... Than after the weight of matter”. Where the texts differ in their treatment of the moral 

value of ‘selving’. Machiavelli’s position as a Diplomat in the political turmoil of Florence led him 

to recognise the potential of ‘selving’ to manipulate and gain oneself power. Whereas 

Shakespeare had witnessed the attempted assassinations of Elizabeth under the guise of 

professed supporters, and as such was wary of the power of ‘selving’. Ultimately, If Machiavelli’s 

The Prince is advice to a leader on how to manipulate the populace then Shakespeare’s Julius 

Caesar is a warning to the people about the deception of the leader. Where both texts 

acknowledge that truth is a moving feast which can be constructed through the manipulation of 

language. 

Machiavelli witnessed the distinction between the person in the flesh, and the person by 

reputation in his position as a diplomat for Florence; a distinction made possible if one 

understood the power of language to control representation. Consequently, The Prince does not 

offer advice on how to do what is right and good, but rather how to attain security and praise 

through representation- “there is no moral truth, but only men’s volatile changing, malleable 

praise and blame”. The importance of reputation in order to control ‘crowd’ who are ‘won over by 

appearances’ is stressed throughout the treatise through the repetition and continual use of 

words of deception ; the obsessive use of “trickery”, “disguising”, “deception” presents the 

necessity of duplicity in the arsenal of a leader. Machiavelli appears to advance a paradox; on 

the one hand, he urges the leader to court Fortune’s favour -  ‘you can't … without favourable 

circumstances’ - and yet simultaneously represents Fortuna as a ‘river’ able to be ‘contained in 

a single channel’. In doing so he represents Fortune as both a dictator and as a subject, this 

distinction made possible if one employed language to manipulate and control Fortune which 

only “shows its power where no one has taken steps to contain it”. The Prince both discusses 

how one can gain influence through duplicitous language and performs the power of language 

to achieve one’s ends. 

 

For Shakespeare, Elizabeth was reaching the end of her reign and contenders for succession 

were evaluated by their reputation- by their control of language to manipulate public 

representation. Whereas Machiavelli this linguistic manipulation, Shakespeare cautions against 

it. Julius Caesar is structured upon a series of persuasion scenes wherein language is used to 

‘work’, ‘fashion’, ‘move’, ‘fire’ , its listeners- even in soliloquy, Brutus ‘fashions’ an argument to 

persuade himself. Ambiguities are created in the play by a pattern in which characters ‘construe’ 

various phenomena, arriving at contradictory interpretations which suggest, as Cicero cautions - 

“men may construe things… Clean from the purpose of the things themselves”. For 

Shakespeare, this is not advice, but a warning. The power of language to shape reputation and 

meaning “clean from the purpose of the things themselves” is most clearly illustrated through 

the speech of Brutus as he creates an illusion of irrefutable logic; of the 16 sentences in the 

oration, six begin with ‘if’, lending to the final ‘then none have I offended’- causing the mind to fill 

out the pattern suggested by the syntax and to perceive reasons where there are none. By 
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identifying the mob with an audience, ‘clapping’ and ‘hissing’ as they ‘do the players in the 

theatre’ Shakespeare suggests the audience has no better basis than the plebeians to judge the 

truth of Brutus’ or Antony’s claims, and are left as much at the mercy of rhetoric- ‘led by the ear’ 

rather than the ‘force of reason’.  

 

Machiavelli was raised in a society shaped by a culture of eloquence, witnessing the power of 

language to navigate the political turmoil and flux in power which characterised Renaissance 

Italy. The Prince in itself embodies eloquence - a manipulation of rhetoric and language that 

declares Machiavelli’s competence in the art of power. Machiavelli’s diligent application of 

rhetoric is manifest from the very first chapter - “Letter to Lorenzo de’ Medici”, which acts as an 

exordium designed to render De’ Medici attentive. The deep irony throughout The Prince is 

found in Machiavelli’s treatment of flattery, on one hand cautioning De’ Medici against flattery - 

“He who does otherwise is… ruined by flatterers”, yet simultaneously employing the treatise to 

flatter De’ Medici and regain political power - “achieve the greatness that your status and 

qualities promise”. Further, the use of examples throughout the treatise act as rhetorical 

ornaments and are designed to make his political advice tangible and thus persuasive, adhering 

to Ciceronian rhetoric - ‘amplification by means of ornament’. Borgia’s use of ornament, the 

beheading and displaying of De Orco’s corpse, to ‘win’ the people embodies the power of 

rhetoric which the text stylistically represents- ‘the ferocity of the spectacle left people both 

gratified and shocked.’ The Prince, in itself, is a form of deception through language; the 

secondary purpose of the text as an instruction manual, hiding the primary purpose of the text- 

to gain Machiavelli political power once more. 

 

Shakespeare was aware of the damage power fluctuations have upon the polis and as such 

Julius Caesar cautions against the people’s susceptibility to those who manipulate language to 

craft reputation and attain power. The power of language to craft representation is evident in the 

speech of Antony where he disingenuously stresses his apparent lack of power of speech -”For 

I have neither wit, nor words… To stir men's blood”. And yet, the alliterative rhythm of the 

speech itself suggests Antony’s deception, making the theatrical self itself duplicitous. 

Shakespeare acknowledges the power of duplicitous speech; after Antony’s speech, an 

inversion of the hierarchical balance of power has occurred and power now sits with the 

plebeians, as can be seen through their linguistic superiority as they question Cinna the poet: 

‘What is your name?’, ‘Whither are you going? …”. The use of language to represent the shift in 

power which clearly derives from Antony’s incendiary speech suggests that not only does 

language have the ability to attain power, but it in itself is power. That Shakespeare cautions 

against this power rather than celebrates it is evident when the plebeians do not bother with fine 

distinctions between word and reality, and knowingly take Cinna the Poet for Cinna the Senator 

- ‘it is no matter, his name’s Cinna’ - before brutally executing him: ‘Pluck but his name out of his 

heart’. Through his exploration of semantic manipulation and deception in Julius Caesar, 

Shakespeare draws the attention of the audience to their own susceptibility to the power of 

language. 


