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The author 

 
Warren Breckman is Professor of Modern European Intellectual and Cultural 
History at the University of Pennsylvania.  He is the author of Marx, the Young 
Hegelians and the Origins of Radical Social Theory: Dethroning the Self (Cambridge, 
1999), European Romanticism: A Brief History with Documents (Boston, 2007), and 
Adventures of the Symbolic: Postmarxism and Radical Democracy (New York, 2013), 
as well as many articles, most recently “Intellectual History and the 
Interdisciplinary Ideal,” published in Rethinking Modern European Intellectual 
History, eds. S. Moyn and D. McMahon (Oxford, 2014).  He is the executive co-
editor of Journal of the History of Ideas and a founding member of the editorial 
Arbeitskreis of the Zeitschrift für Ideengeschichte.  Having just published his book 
on Postmarxism, he is currently starting work on two books, one a micro-history 
of World War One based on the diaries of a Canadian cavalryman and the other 
a study of Machiavelli in twentieth-century radical thought.  This talk is a first 
sketch of some of the themes that will likely dominate the latter work. 
 

The paper 
 
Niccolò Machiavelli has been both a provocation and an inspiration in the 
history of political thought.  This was true for the entire twentieth century, which 
witnessed an ever-growing interest in the Florentine thinker among historians 
and philosophers alike.  One of the most surprising, yet unremarked dimensions 
of this modern engagement with Machiavelli is surely his recurring presence as 
figure and motif within left-wing philosophical discourse.  While students of the 
history of radical political thought may be familiar with Antonio Gramsci’s The 
Modern Prince and Gramsci’s use of Machiavelli as an analogue to his own 
project, less familiar will be Machiavelli’s role in the emergence of postmarxist 
theories of radical democracy.  How is it that a thinker indelibly associated with 
the cynical and amoral manipulation of politics could have become an 
inspiration for theorists of a robust democratic life? This talk will explore this 
role, with particular attention to a constellation of French thinkers including 
Louis Althusser, Claude Lefort and Miguel Abensour. It will be argued that 
Lefort and Althusser’s divergent readings of Machiavelli give us not only a vital 
index to their very different theoretical projects but also provide something of a 
parable for tensions facing contemporary activists and radical theorists. 
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