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1

Centenaries come unsolicited, but their celebrations are carefully de-
vised. Celebrations of anniversaries of events, authors, and works 

are representative of the times, and places, in which they occur. Celebra-
tions of anniversaries acquired momentum along with the establishment 
of the nation- states in the nineteenth century. This was particularly true 
in Italy, as the work of the great authors of the past had been for centu-
ries the only or most visible monument of the unity of the country. In 
the age of the Italian Risorgimento, Niccolò Machia velli became an em-
blem of national unifi cation in an explicitly intended way. In 1859, the 
provisional government of Tuscany initiated the process of annexation to 
the newly born Kingdom of Italy “by decreeing a new and complete edi-
tion of Machia velli’s works.” Its decision provoked a harsh reaction from 
the French government (opposing Italian unifi cation for strategic reasons), 
which expressed its “indignation” at the fact that the new Italy was glo-
rifying “a monster of perfi dy” (Villari 1878, I:v– vi). Hence Felix Gilbert 
wrote that “Machia velli’s teachings are so rich that in them each succeed-
ing century can fi nd answers for the political issues which are its main 
concern, and the myth of Machia velli can grow and vary without losing 
contact with the personality which inspired it” (1953, 137). The intersec-
tion between Machia velli’s texts and the men and women who read and 
used them through the centuries has prompted a variety of dissenting in-
terpretations, so that Machia velli could and still can be used to serve the 
ideology of the “man of providence” and to sponsor a civic and republican 
conception of liberty that would also be able to justify tyrannicide and re-
volt. Moreover, his Florentine Histories have inspired socialists and theo-
rists of class confl ict by asserting a direct association between wealth and 
dishonesty to the point of declaring property to be theft and identifying its 
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concentration in the hands of a few wealthy and powerful people a reason 
for discord and, fi nally, the death of political liberty.

The 2013 anniversary of The Prince has been thus an excellent oppor-
tunity to examine critically and at length Machia vellian studies through 
both the reconstruction of the historical foundations and meanings of 
Machia velli’s texts and the legacy of Machia velli’s thought in contempo-
rary interpretations of liberty and political power. This anniversary comes 
after some other, similar celebrations and a hugely authoritative and rich 
tradition of scholarship on Machia velli, humanism, and the Renaissance 
that dates back at least to the sixteenth century. It may thus be useful to 
situate the Columbia celebration within the broader historical context of 
previous celebrations. We shall begin with events that were held in the 
years of the unifi cation of Italy. We know of course that Machia velli’s 
thought shaped generations of thinkers and political leaders well before 
the nineteenth century. The Prince—which exiled Italians for reason of 
religious persecution translated into Latin in the sixteenth century, thus 
facilitating its circulation—had an immediate impact on the European Re-
formers and the English Revolution. It inspired the renaissance of modern 
materialism in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, cir-
culating as a clandestine text among the French “libertines” and illumi-
nating the debates on reason of state, tacitism, and the construction of 
modern sovereignty up to the American founders, the French revolution-
aries, and the philosophers of the Enlightenment, both in its Scottish and 
its French branches. The Prince was revered by Jean- Jacques Rousseau as 
a republican text unveiling the nature of tyranny to the people, and He-
gel hoped for a new Theseus of the German nation in an explicit praise of 
Machia velli’s vision of the role of state founders. Machia velli and Machia-
vellism (and anti- Machia vellism) constitute the weave of political history 
and the political thought of modern and contemporary world history. 

Aware of this enormous body of thought, we designed our introduc-
tion consciously to be limited to the academic scholarship within the 
“celebratory” tradition that started together with the construction of the 
nation- state. This book is the outcome of a celebration of the fi ve hun-
dredth anniversary of The Prince at Columbia University and thus part 
of that celebration tradition. We would like to thank the Italian Academy 
for Advanced Studies at Columbia University, the Embassy of Italy in 
Washington, DC, the Columbia Seminar on Studies in Political and Social 
Thought, the Department of Political Science at Columbia University, and 
the Heyman Center for the Humanities for their support of this confer-
ence, which was held on December 6 and 7, 2013, at the Italian Academy 
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for Advanced Studies at Columbia University. We also express appreciation 
to the Schoff Fund at the University Seminars at Colombia University. We 
also express appreciation to the Schoff Fund at the University Seminars at 
Columbia University. Most of the material in this book was presented to 
the University Seminar on Studies in Political and Social Thought.

I

The 1869 celebration of the quatercentenary of Machia velli’s birth was a 
starting point in the “celebratory” tradition, which oriented interpretation 
and scholarship in a durable manner. That celebration coincided with the 
fi nal stage of the Italian Risorgimento, as the geographical unifi cation of 
the peninsula had been perfected in 1866 and its capital city was estab-
lished in Florence, which is geographically situated between Turin (Pied-
mont’s city center and the original site of the House of Savoy) and Rome 
(which until 1870 was part of the Papal States). Florence was a symbolic 
city both for the country and for Machia velli. To the Italians of the age of 
the Risorgimento, the political meaning of Machia velli was imbued with 
a strong patriotism, albeit consciously inscribed within an ideal horizon 
that was European, not nationalist. After Greece had attained indepen-
dence from the Ottoman Empire, Italy and Germany were the two large 
countries of the continent that brought to completion their unifi cation in 
the second half of the century. In Italy, furthermore, the Risorgimento was 
a process both of independence and of unifi cation—thus all in all, in 1869 
the country of Machia velli represented a full actualization of chapter 26 
of his Prince, and the promoters of the celebrations were fully aware of it.

It is fair to say that the nineteenth century marked the renaissance 
of scholarship on Machia velli and early modern Italian history, both of 
which the committee for the quatercentenary celebrations conceived as 
essential chapters in a truly European political history. The 1869 cente-
nary occurred in an age in which the postimperial order whose inception 
Machia velli had already detected was almost accomplished, as territo-
rial states were covering almost the entire continent. The national basis 
of state legitimacy, the construction of educational institutions, the birth 
of historical studies as an academic and autonomous discipline, and the 
“business” of the celebrations of great authors and works of the past were 
part and parcel of a broader endeavor that had the nation- state at its core. 
For all these historical and ideological reasons, the celebrations were a 
starting point that prompted a remarkable work of search, collection, anal-
ysis, and publication of Machia velli’s papers, most of which were placed 
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at public disposal in the National Library of Florence while the national 
publication of his papers, documents, and work began.

The heart of the celebrations of 1869 was a contest that its committee 
launched for the selection of the best monograph, a “broad work on the 
life, times, thought and work of Machia velli” (Sartorello 2010, 3; 2009). 
Competing scholars were invited to study Machia velli and his historical 
times in Europe, Italy, and Florence according to three main aims: to re-
construct his cultural and political milieu and in particular the Republic 
of Florence; to inquire about the “infl uences of the Ancient Greeks and 
Romans” on Machia velli’s thought; and to assess “how and how much” 
Machia velli’s work “participated in the liberation and unifi cation of Italy 
and the progresses of the European society in general” (3– 4). In less than 
ten years, from 1874 to 1883, several important books were written that 
complied with those guidelines (although only three of them participated 
in the competition launched by the committee), by Francesco de Sanc-
tis, Carlo Gioda, Francesco Nitti, Jean- Félix Nourrisson, Gaspar Amico, 
Pasquale Villari, Francesco Mordenti, and Oreste Tommasini (the winner 
of the competition).

The centenary was wholly in the shadow of the Risorgimento’s myth 
of politics as an ethical enterprise, a constructive power of national inde-
pendence, the essential condition to have a progressive and free society. 
Although the republican model had been defeated in Italy and in Europe 
with the suppression of the democratic revolutions of 1848 and 1849, and 
although Italian unifi cation was achieved by a monarch, the process that 
brought about national self- determination retained the signifi cance of 
an ethical enterprise that was collective and inspired by republican ide-
als (Procacci 1965). Within that patriotic context the impact of the work 
of Sismonde de Sismondi was remarkable, especially his view of political 
freedom as a process of the constitutionalization of government and the 
precondition for social well- being and cultural creativity. Thus historians 
included the Swiss Sismondi, whose work was a landmark for Giuseppe 
Mazzini and other leaders of the Risorgimento, in the Italian cultural and 
civil tradition as a “luminous” example of the republican idea that “the 
cause of the character of a people is its government, that, in other words, 
civic energy or dissolution are at the origins of every age of greatness or 
decadence” (Chabod 1967, 149– 50).

Sismondi (who began working on his Recherches sur les constitutions 
des peuples libres in 1796 while living in Tuscany) was the fi rst scholar 
to develop a historical interpretation that made the medieval city- states 
of Italy the cradle of modern Europe. He contributed to the creation of the 
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myth of an Italian nation that preexisted its independence; moreover, he 
inspired a moral and civil historiography whose echo is to be detected also 
in the work of some great scholars of the mid- nineteenth century, such 
as George Grote’s volumes on Switzerland and ancient Greece and John 
Stuart Mill’s Considerations on Representative Government. Among the 
“benefi ts of freedom” that the Italian city- states enjoyed were the long- 
lasting effects of the creative energies they released, so that the artistic 
treasures of the Renaissance were not the product of the Signoria or the 
papacy but of the previous republican age. Within this romantic reading 
(as it was then called), which can be detected also in De Sanctis’s and Vil-
lari’s works on Machia velli (certainly the major contributions in the nine-
teenth century), the medieval age of the comuni, which for the eighteenth 
century philosophers had been a time of darkness, became the inspiring 
core of modern liberty and civilization. This comprehensive vision of the 
creative function of political self- government was an important source of 
inspiration for the 1869 celebrations.

In advancing the idea that political government is the determining 
factor in a people’s history, Sismondi amended Montesquieu’s naturalism 
with Machia velli’s idea that the political order, rather than climate, race, 
or geography, has the power to shape the moral character of a people (So-
fi a 2001). By the same token, the loss of freedom, with the tyrannies of 
the sixteenth century and monarchical absolutism, was the main cause 
of decline, cultural and social as well as political and moral. This inter-
pretation brought Sismondi to amend what he took to be two eighteenth- 
century biases: one favoring large and centralized states over small and 
decentralized states, with the ensuing exaltation of the Leviathan as the 
basic condition for stability and progress; and the other against the Mid-
dle Ages as an age of backwardness that the Renaissance supplanted. As 
for the former, as with Edward Gibbon, whose work inspired Sismondi’s 
Histoire de la chute de l’empire romain, Sismondi thought that the main 
cause of the fall of Roman civilization was imperial despotism, rather 
than barbarian invasions.1 As for the latter, it is interesting to see that 
Sismondi launched a powerful attack against Renaissance- philia, which 
was already well represented by William Roscoe’s The Life of Lorenzo de’ 
Medici Called the Magnifi cent (1796) and Life and Pontifi cate of Leo the 
Tenth (1805). Siding with Voltaire, Roscoe had idealized Medici’s enlight-
ened modernity, but Sismondi argued in his Histoire des républiques ita-
liennes that political liberty actually perished under the Medici and along 
with it the glory of Florence. Since political liberty, not centralized execu-
tives, was the engine of progress and civilization, the Renaissance marked 
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the beginning of Italy’s decadence. Conversely, the Italian free cities of 
the twelve century became the “classical age” of political liberty and the 
cradle of modern Europe.

In sum, the republican Sismondi maintained the existence of a direct 
link between liberty, virtues, and social prosperity on the one hand, and 
tyranny, despotism, and moral and social decline on the other. His main 
object of interest was the people in their social, ethical, and cultural mani-
festations, and political government as the decisive means of organizing 
and nurturing them. Machia velli inspired Sismondi’s reading as a republi-
can author who, as with Jean- Jacques Rousseau, Vittorio Alfi eri, and Ugo 
Foscolo, revealed the perversity of tyranny as he lived in a time and a city 
in which the transition from the republic to the Signoria of the Medici was 
taking place, with immediate consequences for his own life and liberty 
(Rosa 1964). Machia velli’s political ideas were made to refl ect that age of 
transition, its contradictions and ambiguities. They foresaw realistically 
the growing role of medium- large states, and yet they retained still an ideal 
of political liberty that was the heir of the communal life then in decline.

Sismondi moved Voltaire’s paradigm of the dark age from the Middle 
Age to the Renaissance, thus suggesting with Johann Gottfried Herder 
that when humanist scholars started imitating the Greeks and the Ro-
mans in the attempt to refi ne their rough habits, they ended up disasso-
ciating cultural and artistic life from civic and political life, private from 
political liberty. The historian who mostly inspired this idea of disasso-
ciation was another Swiss, Jacob Burckhardt, whose work on the Italian 
Renaissance was translated into Italian in 1876 and had its early impact in 
the interpretative work of Francesco De Sanctis, the author of seminal es-
says on Machia velli and Guicciardini. Burckhardt created the “category” 
of the Renaissance as an “organic block” that comprised the fourteenth, 
fi fteenth, and part of the sixteenth centuries and that ended being identi-
fi ed with Italian society (Chabod 1950, 132). To him, Italy was not “the 
society of liberty and the age of municipal government” as with Sismondi, 
but “the society of tyrannies” and of the state as a “work of art.” At the 
origin of modern Europe there was thus a kind of liberty that could exist 
without political liberty and self- government—“liberty from,” one might 
say, paraphrasing Isaiah Berlin. In Burckhardt’s reading, modern politics 
was made to reside not in the early modern republics, but in the artistic 
constructivism of a prince, a “Machia vellic” leader who alone could solve 
the problems associated with getting and preserving state power (Burck-
hardt 1921). Thus, with the awareness of the civic decadence of the Re-
naissance, the role of Machia velli became more and more ambiguous, split 
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between that of a preceptor of liberty in the old style and that of a realist 
whose fi rst- hand experience of politics forced him to lower his expecta-
tions about the virtue of the political man. A few years after the comple-
tion of the Risorgimento, early modern Italy and modern Italy seemed to 
be dramatically divided: the former a symbol of liberty, the latter the sym-
bol of a missed statecraft and decline of freedom.

These two avenues, which we sketched through the images proposed 
by Sismondi and Burckhardt, coexisted in the mind and the work of the 
scholars who wrote on the wake of the 1869 anniversary. Once the Ital-
ian state was created, politics as “the art of the state” became more and 
more predominant as the leading paradigm according to which Machia-
velli’s work and times were read and studied. Consequently, since Italy 
was not the cradle of the territorial state or of modern politics—although 
it contributed to it with the Signoria—the perspective according to which 
the role of Italy was assessed in modern Europe changed in a remarkable 
way. The implication of that generalization was massive and destined to 
have the future on its side: whereas in the republican horizon, Italy’s mu-
nicipal duecento, trecento, and quattrocento were at the source of post- 
Roman Europe and modern society in all respects, within the “art of the 
state” paradigm Italy was essentially a political failure, its contribution 
to modern Europe consisting in artistic and literary culture, not politics. 
Within a Europe made of states, Italy was absent. Failing to achieve ter-
ritorial unifi cation when sovereign states became determinant in defi ning 
the destiny of Europe and the world was equated with not being part of 
the political thought of modernity. Furthermore, to the political histori-
ans of the nineteenth century, certainly to the Hegelians, the Reformation 
was the spiritual source of modern political liberty, not the Renaissance, 
whose splendor corresponded with the cynical aridity of a political prac-
tice devoid of all religious life.

Within that context Machia velli was pivotal and ambiguous at once: 
on the one hand, his criticism of Catholicism as the death of a pristine 
Christianity pointed to a recognition of an ethical role of religion, without 
which no civil liberty seemed to him able to endure; but on the other hand, 
his admiration for the pagan religion of the Roman republic for fostering 
civil practices and patriotic duties nurtured a sentiment of instrumental-
ity of religion and anticlericalism that disturbed generations of historians 
and interpreters (Cantimori 1992). Pasquale Villari was the fi rst important 
historian to dwell on this critical analysis in his Niccolò Machia velli e i 
suoi tempi.

To bring to an end this overview on the two main trajectories that 
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fl owed from the celebrations in 1869, we may say that to those schol-
ars who retained Sismondi’s message, the truth of the Principe was in 
 chapter 26, a unique page in the Italian history of the Renaissance, and 
in the chapters in which he argued that giving armies to the people was 
the necessary condition for them to achieve and preserve their liberty. 
To those who leaned instead towards Burckhardt’s paradigm, Machia-
velli was essentially an unsolvable enigma, since along with that patri-
otic last chapter and his call for “armi proprie” he had also put forward 
a conception of politics that was essentially based on political calculus, 
deception, and a disenchanted art of statecraft. Patriotic and national-
ist sentiments guided both readings, which were to inspire much schol-
arship on Machia velli and the Renaissance. A more recent echo of these 
two lines of interpretations can be found in Quentin Skinner’s opening 
of his Foundations of Modern Political Thought, one of the aims of which 
was, Skinner wrote, to “offer an outline account of the principal texts of 
late medieval and early modern political thought” starting with Dante, 
Marsilio of Padua, Machia velli, and Guicciardini, and proceeding through 
the French constitutionalists of the sixteenth century. Skinner wanted to 
amend an interpretation of modern political thought that situated the ori-
gins of modern European politics (thus both constitutionalist theories and 
absolutist theories) in the years of Reformation and the confl icts thence 
precipitated in the sixteenth century. He thus decided to begin his history 
“in the late thirteenth century, and carry the story down to the end of the 
sixteenth, because it was during that period, I shall seek to show, that the 
main elements of a recognizably modern concept of the State were gradu-
ally acquired” (Skinner 1978, I:ix). Yet Skinner changed more than echoed 
the two readings we outlined above as he did not conclude with that old 
divorce but attempted to achieve a unifi ed history of political modernity, 
which started—both in its republican and in its absolutism form—at the 
end of the trecento and in the quattrocento. As a matter of fact, Skinner’s 
Foundations created a better environment to understand Machia velli’s 
thought, which breathed both kinds of air.

A way out of that dualism in Machia velli and humanism scholarship 
that the celebrations of 1869 prompted was represented by the paradigm 
of politics as the “art of the state.” Beginning with the end of the nine-
teenth century, realism became the dominant vision of politics propelled 
and sustained by the renaissance of idealism. As we saw above, De Sanctis 
had already portrayed Machia velli as the “discoverer” of the “cruel logical 
world” governed by the law of force (De Sanctis 1952, 66). In De Sanctis’s 
eyes, this made Machia velli a tragic fi gure, as he understood and bore the 
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fact that politics needed to be autonomous from morals in order to be ef-
fective. The nationalist turn in late- nineteenth- century European nation- 
states translated into military aggression and colonialism abroad and 
equilibrium of powers in the old continent, thus inaugurating the golden 
age of peace by realpolitik. Nationalism legitimized the realist paradigm 
as fully rational and free from the prior romantic idealization of politics, 
with no tragic side. Hence a new assessment of Machia velli’s reading was 
reached that made his Prince the founding text of modern politics, and 
him the fi rst political theorist of modernity. The reading of Benedetto 
Croce, which became exemplary of that new course, shaped the research 
of several generations of scholars and defi ned the intellectual climate sur-
rounding the quatercentenary of Machia velli’s death in 1927.

The post- World War I destabilization of liberal constitutional regimes 
in continental Europe brought the transition of the two nation- states that 
had achieved national unifi cation in mid- nineteenth century, Italy and 
Germany, toward despotic and totalitarian regimes. Croce, who became 
very soon the reference point of an intellectual resistance against fascist 
illiberal politics, tried to prompt “an Italian approach to Machia velli” that 
would “differ in many ways from those prevailing in Anglo- American 
countries,” as Alessandro Passerin D’Entrèves wrote in 1958. Somehow, 
the divide between continental and Atlantic interpretations on Machia-
velli and the Renaissance may thus be made to start fully in the age be-
tween the two world wars. In the tradition of Rechtsgeschichte and Ver-
fassungsgeschichte, Germany and Italy were the cradles of the paradigm 
of politics as statecraft, with the seminal contribution of Friedrich Mei-
necke’s Weltbü rgertum und Nationalstaat (1908) and Idee der Staatsrä son 
in der neueren Geschichte (1925),2 and Benedetto Croce’s Elementi di po-
litica (1925). Florence and the segretario fi orentino were studied not only 
within the perspective of the end of the Middle Age and the municipal 
tradition but as the origins of the modern state.

The romantic idealization with the unsolvable dualism of a Machia-
velli who was transformed by republicans (from Rousseau to Alfi eri) into 
the advocate of liberty, and a Machia velli who theorized the immoral doc-
trine of justifi cation and excuse of violence and treachery in the name of 
“the ‘divine spark of patriotism’” (De Sanctis) was set aside in the realist 
age in the name of a “matter- of- fact and scientifi c” vision of power. “Here 
indeed the most startling claim was that made by Croce, that the ‘true and 
proper foundation of a philosophy of politics’ was the work of an Italian” 
(Passerin D’Entrèves 1958, xii). Croce reversed the age- long denunciation of 
Machia velli’s immorality and recovered for Italy a place of honor in mod-
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ern political thought when he made that immorality the greatest achieve-
ment in the conceptualization of politics. The foundation of modernity, 
wrote Croce in a language that was not far away from Carl Schmitt’s, lay 
in Machia velli’s “discovery” of “the necessity and autonomy of politics, 
which is beyond or, rather, below good and evil, which has its own laws 
against which it is useless to rebel, politics that cannot be exorcised and 
driven from this world with holy water” (Croce 1945, 59). Although Italy 
did not equal the leading European nations in achieving statehood, it pro-
duced the doctrine of statehood. In Hegelian terms, one might say that to 
Croce Italy embodied through Machia velli the Idea of modern politics, the 
truth of the real.

The impact of the paradigm of the “autonomy of politics” as the “na-
ture of politics” was enormous and destined to enjoy a long future, unit-
ing generations of scholars belonging to different ideological traditions 
and transcending the age of fascism. The outbreak of World War II and 
the terror associated with the religion of the state inspired Ernest Cas-
sirer’s study on The Myth of The State (1946) and Gerhard Ritter’s classical 
work on Die Dämonie der Macht (1948). War and the totalitarian perver-
sion of politics shook the doctrine of realism without completely wither-
ing it away. The best example of that unfi nished revision was represented 
by Federico Chabod, one of the greatest historians of the Renaissance and 
scholars of Machia velli, to whom we owe the dating of The Prince be-
tween July and December 1513. A follower of Croce’s interpretation, his 
participation in the Italian resistance against Nazi- Fascism made him ex-
perience directly that politics was not truly outside the domain of morals 
or “below moral good and evil.” Yet although he revised his early interpre-
tation he did not dismiss it. In the age of a new Risorgimento (as the resis-
tance was named in Italy), Chabod went back, as it were, to the interpre-
tation that had marked the four hundredth anniversary of Machia velli’s 
birth. “In contrast to the separation between political and cultural history 
which had characterized the latest phase of Italian Machia velli and Re-
naissance studies, Chabod shifted the emphasis back to the close connec-
tion between the two” (Passerin D’Entrèves 1958, xiii). The Prince, that is, 
was now the “expression, almost a synthesis of Italian life throughout the 
fourteenth and fi fteenth centuries . . . the age- long process of development 
which leads from the downfall of the old, Communal freedom to the tri-
umph of the princely, the absolute State” (Chabod 1950, 154).

In explaining the distance between his position and that of the old 
romantic historiography on Machia velli and the Renaissance, Chabod ar-
gued that the “moral considerations which were too dear to them” had no 
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signifi cance to him, who wanted to avoid any judgment of condemnation 
or justifi cation, and simply to situate Machia velli in his own time. His-
torical contextualism entailed explaining rather than evaluating or judg-
ing. But how could Chabod have written the following sentence had he 
renounced making evaluative judgments? “The Prince is at once a synthe-
sis and a condemnation of two centuries of Italian history; and far more 
than its supposed immorality, what should have stirred the emotions of 
the commentators was the thought of the boundless misery which was 
overtaking our civilization” (Chabod 1958, 105). Passerin D’Entrèves com-
mented: “Unless I am entirely mistaken, there is contained in these lines 
a judgment, indeed a ‘moral’ judgment, which should allay the suspicion 
that Italians take a cynical pride in the statecraft of the Florentine Secre-
tary” (1958, xv).

Leo Strauss went beyond Croce and Chabod to say that Machia velli 
was “the founder of modern political philosophy,” that he broke with “the 
whole tradition of political philosophy” in order to discover “a whole new 
moral continent” (Strauss 1959, 40). Strauss was a German refugee scholar 
from Nazi Germany who came to the United States and taught at the New 
School for Social Research (1938– 49) and the University of Chicago (1949– 
67). In his time in America he made himself the founder of a school of 
thought, called “Straussian,” of which one major feature was his interpre-
tation of Machia velli.

This interpretation, one like none other, was set forth in Thoughts 
on Machia velli (1958). He begins it by professing that he is “inclined” to 
the old- fashioned opinion that Machia velli was a “teacher of evil.” This 
opinion is inadequate, however, and one must make a “considerate ascent” 
from it beyond refl exive disgust. But it is a necessary beginning if one 
wants to appreciate Machia velli for “the intrepidity of his thought, the 
grandeur of his vision, and the graceful subtlety of his speech” (Strauss 
1958, 9, 13). Strauss argues that Machia velli was a philosopher who was not 
content with contemplation but had a practical agenda requiring that he 
himself become a prince in charge of a movement with the goal of creating 
the new moral continent. His evil maxims are intended to “bring com-
mon benefi t to everyone” (D 1), so that the new continent is still in its way 
“moral” and still preserves in a new “virtue” (virtù) the nobility in princes 
that he otherwise sought to deny and destroy. In his telling, Machia velli’s 
wholesale reliance on reason, conjoined with his fervent commitment to 
the liberation of Italy, led him to reject conventional and Christian values, 
and to hold the Catholic Church responsible for the religious and moral 
corruption of Italy and for its loss of political virtue.
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In the anglophone world, where it has had its greatest impact, Strauss’s 
argument has been subjected to two major lines of attack, one led by Shel-
don Wolin, the other by Quentin Skinner. Wolin did not deny Machia-
velli’s willingness to recommend that the conventional and the Christian 
virtues be set aside when necessary to achieve political objectives. How-
ever, the objectives Machia velli endorsed were not limited to the libera-
tion and glorifi cation of Italy. Wolin called attention to Machia velli’s em-
phasis on the importance of the (superfi cially paradoxical) use of violence 
to minimize violence, as illustrated in the hair- raising story told early in 
The Prince of Cesare Borgia’s deceitful manipulation and destruction of 
Remirro de Orco as a means of quelling the pattern of everyday violence 
that had become endemic in the territory for which de Orco was respon-
sible. For Wolin, Machia velli was not a purveyor of the crude doctrine that 
“the end justifi es the means.” Rather, Machia velli’s discussion and some-
time endorsement of illicit means is underpinned by poignant recognition 
that in some circumstances, the only way to achieve the most admirable 
ends is by means that will leave one with dirty hands (Wolin 1960).

Quentin Skinner has attacked Strauss’s argument from an entirely dif-
ferent angle. Skinner does not dispute Strauss’s claim that in his discus-
sion of the virtues and elsewhere, Machia velli seeks to undermine what he 
takes to be a prevalent understanding of Christian virtues and values. In 
his telling, however, these discussions are based on fi rm adherence to an 
understanding of virtues and values Machia velli shares with thinkers in a 
classical republican tradition of thought. For Skinner, Machia velli sought 
to show that widely held understandings of Christian virtues are in fact 
corrupted understandings. He also sought, in place of these corrupted un-
derstandings, to articulate and to defend the virtues as they were under-
stood by classical republican thinkers.3 It is true that Machia velli held the 
Catholic Church responsible for the religious and moral corruption of It-
aly. But is it not also true that the Catholic Church, at the top and through 
much of its hierarchy, was in fact thoroughly corrupt and corrupting? It 
is not a mere coincidence that Martin Luther was vehemently protesting 
numerous established church practices in the same years during which 
Machia velli composed his most celebrated writings (not by chance had De 
Sanctis named Machia velli the “Lutero italiano”) (Cantimori 1992, xxxiv).

Returning to the realist conception of politics, which actually made 
the incompatibility of religious ethics with politics paradigmatical, an im-
portant implication of the hegemony of Croce’s theory of the autonomy of 
politics, especially on the Italian scholarship on Machia velli, was that the 
Discourses were given much less attention in comparison to The Prince. 
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The emphasis on Machia velli, the theorist of absolutism thanks to which 
Italy was given a place of honor in modern European politics, entailed 
forgetting completely that there was also a “Machia velli the republican, 
longing for the free institutions of ancient Rome or of the Swiss cities 
of his own days” (Passerin D’Entrèves 1958, xv). The difference between 
the Italian Machia velli and Anglo- American scholarship that Passerin 
D’Entrèves alluded to emerged precisely in relation to the issues of the 
composition of the Discourses and their place in Machia velli’s conception 
of politics. These questions, whose discussion would have a tremendous 
impact in later Machia velli scholarship, were posed and discussed begin-
ning in painstaking works published by Felix Gilbert and Hans Baron in 
1953 and 1955, respectively.

“It is probably fair to say,” Gilbert wrote, “that in the case of Machia-
velli the change in evaluation which critical historical scholarship has 
brought about has meant a particularly radical break with the picture 
which previous centuries had created. This development is refl ected in 
the fact that, while to former centuries Machia velli had been chiefl y the 
author of the Prince, students of our century have given their main at-
tention to the Discorsi as containing the essence of Machia velli’s politi-
cal teachings. Nevertheless, the traditional emphasis on the Prince has 
exerted infl uence on recent scholarship still to the extent that, despite 
the assumption of the decisive signifi cance of the Discorsi, they have not 
been considered in isolation, but have been studied chiefl y in their rela-
tion to the Prince” (Gilbert 1953, 139). Studying the Discourses in their 
structure and method allowed Gilbert to revise the date of their composi-
tion (standardly assumed to be between 1513, when the The Prince was 
composed, and 1517). Gilbert proposed instead a dating that would make 
the Discourses more autonomous from the The Prince: several chronologi-
cal indications suggested him to indicate “the year 1517 for the composi-
tion of the Discorsi” (1953, 139). The new dating convinced Gilbert that 
“Machia velli had been working on a treatise on republics when he was 
composing the Prince, and that he used this manuscript when he gave the 
Discorsi their fi nal version and realized the necessity of providing them 
with a fuller introduction” (150). “For while in the past The Prince and the 
Discorsi have been considered as having been composed at the same time 
and therefore as using the same methodological approach, our analy sis 
eliminates the possibility of a simultaneous conception” (153). The chron-
ological and methodological differences between the two works “can be 
considered, therefore, as a fi rst sign of Machia velli’s inclination to accept 
orthodox humanism and thus the contrast between the political realism 
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of The Prince and the political idealism of the Discorsi would appear to 
be the result of an intellectual development rather than an expression of a 
tension in Machia velli’s mind” (156). Later on, Gilbert demonstrated that 
the cycle of corruption and decline was the linking theme of Machia velli’s 
two works, a theme unavoidably associated with the dialectic between an-
tiquity and modernity and between redemption and restoration (of Italy, 
not only of the good political order) (Gilbert 1972).

In Baron’s Crisis of the Early Italian Renaissance (1955), the decline of 
civil liberty was reinterpreted in a way that the view of modern history 
as absolutism supplanting old republican age would not allow: the genera-
tion that witnessed the crisis of “civil liberty” did not turn to a fatal loss 
or disappear. Although republics were over and “Tyranny was marching 
toward the period when monarchical absolutism would reign supreme,” 
the surviving city- states succeeded “in limiting the triumphant prog-
ress of Tyranny in Renaissance Italy.” The failure to create a centralized 
monarchy in north and central Italy compatible with “the political and 
cultural structure of sixteenth- century France and Spain” was somehow 
a fortunate fact since “the republican freedom of the city- state remained 
a vital element in the Italian Renaissance” (Baron 1955, xxvi). Baron’s re-
search meant to “suggest the crudity of the view that by the end of the 
fourteenth century the time for civic liberty was over and Tyranny was 
the only possible road into the future” (xxvii). Rejecting the cliché that 
had for so long shaped the interpretation of Machia velli and the Italian 
Renaissance was not an ideological move but the outcome of a work of in-
terpretation that relied upon “sources published but neglected and sources 
still unpublished,” which showed Baron “an unexpected pattern.” “Mem-
oirs and the minutes of city councils tell of civic conduct and convictions 
such as are usually thought to have disappeared with the medieval Com-
mune” (xxvii). To that political and civil culture Baron gave the name of 
“civic Humanism” and discovered in it a “close affinity to the outlook and 
sentiment of the city of the Greek polis.” It was a republican and quasi- 
democratic Machia velli that emerged from Baron’s pages, representative 
of a generation that resisted the Medicean predominance and did not ab-
jure “the role of civic freedom” that in the quattrocento had opposed the 
forma popularis of government to the monarchical one represented by the 
signore of Milan, Giangaleazzo Visconti, an antagonism that “again came 
to the fore” in the struggle against the Medicean principate. “Machia-
velli’s philosophy of history was based on the persuasion that political 
virtù, to achieve its full growth, had always needed the active citizenship 
extant in small free states” (428). The ideal of a “citizen in army,” which 
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Baron supported with a commentary on the classical readings familiar to 
Machia velli’s contemporaries, from Livy, Aristotle, Cicero, Polybius, and 
Plutarch, added to his argument of a link between Greece, Rome, and Flor-
ence (430– 33). Whereas Burckhardt had constructed the category of Re-
naissance, Baron constructed that of humanism, which in his words was 
“an organism” or “an intellectual movement already basically complete 
in the Trecento and merely adapting its outlook during the Quattrocento” 
(460). Thus, it was not the Renaissance that was at the origin of moder-
nity, as the realist school held. Rather, humanism, with its civic vision of 
politics and cultural life and the confrontation between monarchical and 
republican order, was a prior source of modernity. Ten years after the end 
of World War II, Baron’s work sounded like, and wanted to be, a program-
matic work of history of political ideas that was primed to animate new 
researches in historiography and political theory as well.

The tradition of Rechtsgeschichte and Verfassungsgeschichte cannot 
be contained within the crude paradigm of reason of state and politics as 
the “art of the state.” Holding the state central to modernity entailed for 
historians the use of positive methods of historiography to reconstruct 
institutions, procedures, forms of powers, and the creation of political 
language and ideologies. Nicolai Rubinstein played a pivotal role in this 
reconstruction and, further, in promoting the encounter of the German 
historical school with the Anglo- American tradition on the terrain of the 
studies of the Renaissance and, within it, of Machia velli. Rubinstein, who 
like Baron went into exile in England in the years of Nazism, approached 
the analysis of the institutions of the Republic of Florence as part of his 
broader interest, in the tradition of Max Weber, in the formation of the 
legal order of the state in reaction against the particularistic structure 
of the feudal system. The state and its institutions were to him a shield 
against the anarchy of factions and political confl icts, against the plague 
of the democratic and tumultuous movements that characterized the Re-
public of Florence. Unlike Baron, who situated the contrast between the 
republic and the principato at the center of early modern Europe, Rubin-
stein stressed the compatibility of the Medici regime with the structure 
and procedures of the republican constitution (Rubinstein 1952). In Rubin-
stein’s mind, before the fourteenth century there was no political thought, 
certainly not in the Italian communes of the Middle Age; both the theo-
retical refl ection and political historiography originated in humanism and 
in the gradual formation of a state or legal order. This position, which was 
at the core of Rubinstein’s lecture at the Warburg Institute in 1942 (“The 
Beginning of Political Thought in Florence”), was later modifi ed when he 
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discovered the political literature belonging in the Aristotelian and Tho-
mistic tradition (Remigio de’ Girolami and Tolomeo da Lucca), a discovery 
that led him to the political interpretation of Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s fres-
cos in Siena (Rubinstein 1958).4

Rubinstein’s studies of the Florentine Republic redirected scholars’ at-
tention to the theme of constitutionalism. They showed, for instance, that 
the Medici were able to emerge and dominate the political life of the city, 
within an electoral system that was already well established and a net-
work of clienteles that was already ingrained in the republic. Continuity 
and rupture—as shown by the power held by the balia to make extraordi-
nary decisions that were in all respects forms of emergency power—were 
characteristic of the Republic of Florence, and the “government of the 
leader” was instituted, since the time of Cosimo de’ Medici, by tacit con-
sent without any constitutional process of legitimacy (Fubini 2005, 21).

Rubinstein’s researches on the role and selection methods of the ruling 
class partook of the tradition inaugurated by scholars of the circulation 
of elites, from Gaetano Mosca to Vilfredo Pareto. He aimed to oppose the 
classist interpretation of which Gaetano Salvemini had been an early and 
authoritative representative. Salvemini’s Magnati e popolani in Firenze 
dal 1280 al 1295 (1899) treated Machia velli’s conceptualization of fac-
tional confl icts in the Republic of Florence as a zero- sum game in which 
the winners used the power of making laws to weaken the social and eco-
nomic power of their adversaries. Salvemini analyzed the economic and 
social structure of the two main parties, the magnati and the popolani. 
With an archival analysis of the minutes, reports, and official documents 
of the Florentine commune since the mid- thirteenth century, he showed 
that all fundamental questions from fi scal policy to military organization, 
the regulation of rents and commerce, were the outcomes of that struggle 
between the powerful (magnati) and the less powerful (popolo). Restating 
Machia velli, Salvemini wanted to prove that the dynamic social and cul-
tural life of Florence (and all Italian city- states) depended upon the alterna-
tion in power between the grandi and the popolo. “If the Grandi had al-
ways ruled, accumulation of commercial capital would be impossible, and 
large production of goods and large commerce would also be impossible, 
and our cities would remain small villages upon which few landed nobles 
would have absolute authority and few artisans would produce goods only 
for local consumption” (Salvemini 1899, 59). Salvemini applied Machia-
velli’s paradigm to devise a method of historical analysis in which the so-
cial dynamic of classes and interests translated into the legal order, shaped 
institutional innovations, and led the juristic mechanisms in civil and 
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criminal law. Salvemini’s pioneering work in early modern and Renais-
sance historiography was inspired by the economical- juridical approach of 
historical materialism and would reactivate a new wave of researches after 
the Second World War, and particularly during the 1970s (Najemy 2000).5

Rubinstein’s reconstruction of the way in which existing procedures 
allowed the Medici to achieve power was an invitation to cast the relation-
ship between absolutism and republicanism in a new light, more atten-
tive to the constitutional and institutional arrangements than to political 
ideas. The result was to call attention to the relationship between the vi-
sion of political liberty and the “buoni ordini,” a knot that was central in 
Machia velli’s work and that marked the political history of early modern 
and modern Europe, a training in constitutionalism that passed through 
several stages of experimentation, from the humanist republics to the 
English revolution and the revolutions of the eighteenth century. In the 
early decades after World War II, Machia velli’s thought and the tradition 
of republicanism acquired new signifi cance within this broader horizon of 
constitutional history and was more closely linked to the interpretation of 
liberty, civil and political. The debates in the 1960s on civil rights and the 
limits of the liberal state were not irrelevant in prompting a theoretical 
debate that would fi nd in Machia velli and humanism a source of inspira-
tion in the search for a vision of liberty that was not identifi ed with indi-
vidual freedom from interference but claimed to be the core identity of the 
citizen.

The celebration of the quincentenary of Machia velli’s birth in 1969 
mirrored this novel set of themes while revisiting and revising the con-
stellations of topics and questions that had become the large and capa-
cious body of the scholarship on Machia velli during the previous century. 
Within the “ocean of concepts” in Machia velli’s philosophy, two have 
been singled out to represent the 1969 centenary as a celebration attentive 
to politics and rhetoric: “his ideas of virtù and of history” (Geerken 1976, 
360). Concerning virtù as a complex concept involving both a pattern of 
behavior and a constellation of qualities, practical and intellectual, several 
trajectories emerged from the numerous works the 1969 centenary pro-
pelled, although all of them adhered to a series of fatal polarizations such 
“as private/public, moral/immoral, individual/collective, ancient/modern, 
and classical/Christian” (362). The work of Gennaro Sasso offered perhaps 
one of the most comprehensive examinations of Machia velli’s philosophy 
in relation to the conception of virtue as a knot of abilities and qualities 
the political man must possess to preserve political institutions or, alter-
natively, to destroy them. This complex knowledge of a practical kind (ef-
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fettuale) is not understanding in a strictly intellectual sense, but a human-
ist and classical grasp of reality based on the refl ections on past events in 
the light of the problems to be solved in the present. Thus Machia velli’s 
readings of Roman and Florentine history were exemplary of a method and 
style of knowing in which plans and strategies were tested. The challenge 
that virtù has to face (fortuna) is precisely that of keeping institutions 
(laws) and actual reality in equilibrium (Sasso 1993).

John H. Geerken wrote that “the problem of Machia velli,” which 
Croce had some decades earlier synthetized in the paradigm of the “ne-
cessity and autonomy of politics” from morality, was the “Urproblem of 
Ma chi a velli’s studies” and the topic of one of the “most interesting” of 
the quincentennial papers, Isaiah Berlin’s “The Originality of Machia-
velli.” According to the famous argument made by Berlin, it would be 
a mistake to suppose that there are two realms, each of them autono-
mous, that of politics and that of morality, as Croce had suggested. To 
the contrary, Machia velli subscribed to both “morality” and “politics,” 
although his morality was not Christian, but pagan and heroic, like an-
cient religion- and- morality. Machia velli’s view was pluralistic, not monis-
tic, and belonged to the Greco- Roman universe, not to the universe of the 
Judeo- Christian religion. The reconceptualization entailed that the polar-
ity we have to look for in his writings is not that between private and 
public but between public and communal, and not between ideal and real 
but between “situational and circumstantial” (Geerken 1976, 365). “There 
are two worlds, that of personal morality and that of public organization. 
There are two ethical codes, both ultimate; not two ‘autonomous’ regions, 
one of ‘ethics,’ another of ‘politics,’ but two (for him) exhaustive alterna-
tives between two confl icting systems of value” (Berlin 1972, 183). Berlin’s 
solution followed a capacious literature on the question of the role and 
content of religion in Machia velli’s life and world. Paquale Villari was the 
fi rst important interpreter of Machia velli to explicitly confess his distress 
at the lack of religiosity in Machia velli’s life and work and, consequently, 
with his amoral conception of politics. Yet while Machia velli scourged 
the Roman Catholic Church and held it responsible for the decline of re-
ligious beliefs and the corruption of political virtues, his works reveal his 
deep familiarity with the Hebrew Scriptures (the Old Testament) as well 
as with St. Augustine, St. Thomas, and the Christian literature and phi-
losophy that permeated the life of his times and city. Thus his fi rst great 
biographer, Roberto Ridolfi (1963), followed by Sebastian de Grazia (1989), 
detected a religious piety in Machia velli’s thought, and recently, Maurizio 
Viroli (2010) has argued more radically that he had a positive commitment 
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to Christianity, which did not consist simply in the acceptance of some 
established practices, and which was engrafted within the Florentine tra-
dition of “republican Christianity” that merged Christian piety with com-
mitments to the ethics of work and the engagement for the safety and lib-
erty of the fatherland. We are thus still within a political domain of life in 
which beliefs and bonds achieve strength and even legitimacy not solely 
by a vision of the world that is strictly rational. Thus Ronald Beiner has 
observed that a “vision of politics that was through- and- through secular” 
did not satisfy Machia velli because his civic republicanism required that 
personal life not be wholly absorbed by the concerns with one’s individual 
existence alone (Beiner 2011, 303).

The 1969 celebrations coincided with J. G. A. Pocock’s development 
of a distinctive methodology for the study of the history of ideas. Pocock 
singled out “languages,” by which he meant idioms, rhetorics, specifi c vo-
cabularies, and the like, as objects of inquiry distinct from the individual 
texts and author- centered bodies of work that had heretofore dominated 
scholarly work in the history of ideas. For Pocock, the languages avail-
able to a person defi ne the set of possibilities for action available to him or 
her. Actions that are not contemplated by or comprehensible within a lan-
guage are literally inconceivable—and are therefore virtually impossible 
to take—for persons whose understanding of the world is circumscribed 
by that language (or ensemble of languages). Pocock’s methodology was 
one of several approaches to the history of ideas that emphasized the con-
texts, as distinct from the texts alone, of ideas and writings. Together with 
the work of John Dunn and Quentin Skinner, his approach was character-
istic of a school of thought that came to be called the “Cambridge School” 
of the history of ideas.

Pocock attempted to apply this approach in his magisterial and infl u-
ential work The Machia vellian Moment: Political Thought and the Atlan-
tic Republican Tradition (1975). Following Hans Baron in many respects, 
Pocock argued that the habits of thought and action Baron had identifi ed 
as civic humanism had roots even older than those Baron had found, ex-
tending back in a long tradition of republican thought that can be traced as 
far back as Aristotle. In Pocock’s telling, the specifi c challenge of Floren-
tine republicanism was the problem of adapting the ancient model of the 
Aristotelian polis to the modern and Christian eschatological understand-
ing of time and temporal fi nitude. According to this view, the Aristotelian 
polis provided Florentine republicans with a set of categories, concepts, 
and assumptions—a language—through which they could form their own 
notions of political and social order. But the Florentines were also keenly 
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aware of the tendencies toward disruption, decline, and corruption to 
which political and social orders are subject, tendencies not encompassed 
adequately in Aristotle’s studies. Accordingly, the Florentine republicans’ 
thinking was dominated by concerns about virtue, on the one hand, a sub-
ject about which they had inherited a great deal from Aristotle’s original 
analysis, and corruption, on the other. Pocock pointed to the prevalence 
of the language of virtue and corruption in the writings of Machia velli 
and some of his contemporaries. For him, this vocabulary and idiom of 
republicanism is the most interesting and salient aspect of Machia velli’s 
thought, as well as its most productive component.

Together with Bernard Bailyn’s earlier work on The Ideological Ori-
gins of the American Revolution (1967) and other scholarship, Pocock’s 
work helped to transform the received understanding of the theoretical 
underpinnings of the revolution and the founding of the American repub-
lic. Whereas these events, and the character of the American constitution, 
had once been understood overwhelmingly as products of early liberal or 
protoliberal thinking emphasizing rights and private freedoms, Pocock 
and his intellectual allies emphasized the public, virtue- instilling and 
virtue- sustaining aims of the revolutionaries and founders. James Har-
rington and Algernon Sidney, who had for many years been ignored by 
scholars of the American founding, acquired eminent roles in the story 
of those events. And while Machia velli had rarely been ignored, he was 
recast by the “republican revival” in American historical and political 
thinking into a seminal and heroic fi gure, a role quite different from that 
of the villain he played for most people in the north Atlantic world prior to 
this work of historical revision.

Like Gilbert’s and Baron’s, Pocock’s interpretation suggested a sharp 
break between the Machia velli of The Prince and that of the Discourses, 
and resulted in a treatment of The Prince as an aberration from Machia-
velli’s principal concerns. In geopolitical terms, it is poles apart from the 
readings of Meinecke, Croce, Strauss, and others who were immersed in 
the politics of nationalism, imperial decline, and state formation in Eu-
rope in the tumultuous twentieth century. It is worth noting that Pocock, 
who was born in England but raised in New Zealand, and has lived most 
of his adult life in the United States, had little direct exposure or vulner-
ability to the political upheavals and issues that were central to most of 
the twentieth- century thinkers of European origin who have shaped the 
modern discourse about Machia velli.

In addition to the realist and statist interpretation of Machia velli in-
augurated by Croce—which posits a separation between ethics and pol-
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itics, and understands the latter as purely instrumental for the achieve-
ment and maintenance of power—and the republican interpretation 
commenced by Baron and consolidated by Skinner and Pocock—in which 
politics is grounded on civic humanism, and freedom is achieved within a 
stable constitutional regime—a third relevant current of interpretation of 
Machia velli’s work, developed in the aftermath of the 1969 celebrations, 
emphasizes the role of the multitude and the inherently dynamic nature 
of politics based on confl ict. In this radical reading—which made an early 
appearance in the already mentioned Magnati e popolani by Salvemini— 
Machia velli appears as the harbinger of revolt and revolution, an observer 
and theorist who recorded and acknowledged the struggle between oligar-
chic and popular orders, envisioning a new interpretative framework in 
which the people played the essential role of containing power and guard-
ing over political institutions and liberty. Exemplary of what we can call 
revolutionary realism was Antonio Gramsci’s work, which acquired mo-
mentum in the late 1960s and through the 1970s, although it was com-
posed in the 1930s.

Compared with the academic schools of interpretation we have 
sketched above, Gramsci’s interpretation of Machia velli is an important 
exception, as Gramsci was perhaps the only contemporary political (not 
academic) leader who went consciously back to Machia velli’s The Prince 
to fi nd inspiration for the solution of an exquisitely political problem he 
faced in his time: the transformation of the “catastrophic crisis” in the 
aftermath of the First World War into a possibility for a new founding of 
politics (Gramsci 2007, 166). Gramsci, who read Machia velli while impris-
oned by the Italian Fascist state, recast “il novello Principe” as a collec-
tive leader (the political party) that would need to involve the masses as 
consenting protagonists of an emancipatory project. Thus Gramsci treated 
Machia velli as an intellectual who was able to show “concretely how the 
historical forces ought to have worked in order to be effective” but was 
not himself a leader. In distinguishing between “the scientist of politics 
and the active politician” Gramsci wanted to recover the role of the latter 
and make it a collective “creator, an awakener” that did not create “from 
nothing nor move in the turbid void of his own desires and dreams” (163– 
64). The Prince is the party and thus, like a man of action, “creates an 
“active and operating politics” (politica attiva e operante) whose knowl-
edge is “the embodiment of the people [ . . . ] as hegemonic force that ini-
tiates and carries forward a moral and intellectual reform that lays the 
basis for the democrazia cittadina” (Fontana 1993, 73). Seen from this per-
spective, there seems to be no contradiction within Machia velli’s main 
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works; while The Prince is the moment of force in which a new political 
structure is put in place, the Discourses signals the moment of consent 
understood as the establishment of the collective will of the people as a 
hegemonic force.

Gramsci’s reading of The Prince as a blueprint for a new constituent 
power had a relevant impact among both scholars of Machia velli and polit-
ical theorists (Lefort 1972; Esposito 1984). In the attempt to develop a post- 
Gramscian and populist interpretation of early modern tradition, in his Il 
potere costituente (1992), Antonio Negri depicted Machia velli not only as 
a harbinger of revolution but also as a theorist of the constituent power. 
According to Negri, Machia velli discovered a constituent principle as a 
power molded into the crisis it springs from, a principle that materializes 
in a princedom constituted “ex novo, from armed virtue” by a new prince 
who not only is the author of the state, but also of “logic and language, of 
ethics and law” (Negri 1999, 52). In Negri’s reading, “the prince is democ-
racy” and the “buoni ordini” or constitution is for Machia velli “always 
the opening of the revolutionary process of the multitude” (80).

Departing from Negri’s kind of radicalization of the collective subject 
as completely opposed to the constituted order, Louis Althusser in his 
posthumously published study entitled Machiavel et nous (1995) argued 
that Machia velli’s conception of the people shows that the constituent and 
constituted powers are internally related. The people in Machia velli is, ac-
cording to Althusser, the source of resistance to institutionalization, and 
its power is so intended as to “(counter)institute the point of view of the 
political as exceeding any form of government and any political practice of 
form- giving” (Vatter 2004, 26). Because Machia velli’s new political, inter-
active method of inquiry is inherently partisan and based on the aleatory 
relation between virtù and fortuna—which makes him the fi rst theorist of 
conjuncture—the people as collective subject is revealed as an active agent 
of innovation and resistance that operates both inside and outside the in-
stitutions. Because for Althusser Machia velli’s main concern is the prob-
lem of endurance of the state, his interpretation, which brings together the 
princely and popular moments, opens the door to an institutional analy-
sis of Machia velli’s republican model that is different from that inaugu-
rated by the Cambridge School. The most recent attempt in this direction 
has been undertaken by John P. McCormick, who argues in Machia vel-
lian Democracy (2011) against the continuity of Machia velli’s project with 
classical “electoral” and “senatorial” models of republicanism, in which 
ordinary citizens have only limited power to affect and control the gov-
erning elites. In McCormick’s interpretation, “Machia velli championed a 



 Introduction 23

reconstructed and in signifi cant ways democratized Roman constitutional 
model” in which civic contestation is institutionalized in “class- specifi c, 
popularly empowering, and elite- constraining institutions” that raise the 
class consciousness of common citizens and allow for the effective patrol-
ling of elites (McCormick 2011, 9– 16).

II

The international conference celebrating the fi ve hundredth anniversary 
of Machia velli’s Il Principe (1513– 2013), in which many of the papers we 
collect in this volume were delivered, was held under the auspices of the 
Presidency of the Italian Republic and with the title “Liberty and Con-
fl ict: Machia velli on Politics and Power.” The conference did not have 
any national tradition to celebrate and sought to be representative of 
the global republique des lettres, which has developed in recent decades 
around the ideas inspired or advanced by Machia velli’s life and work. In 
particular, we wanted this conference and this volume to be an opportu-
nity to record the most representative lines of research and interpreta-
tion on Machia velli’s The Prince. There were four themes around which 
the speakers were invited to elaborate their contribution to the confer-
ence, and the four sections of this volume are based upon this initial 
partition.

1. Between Antiquity and Modernity—Machia velli’s place in the his-
tory of political thought has long been controversial. Some consider him 
the last of the ancients, while others regard him as the initiator of a dis-
tinctly modern conception of politics. Among the issues at stake in this 
virtual debate is the impact of two disparate traditions—the classical tra-
dition of Aristotle, Polybius, Cicero, Livy, and others, and the Christian 
tradition of St. Augustine, Petrarch, and Dante—on the making of modern 
politics and political philosophy. In Machia velli’s work we are able to ob-
serve an exceptionally revealing scene in the drama of the transformation 
of politics from the ancient to the modern world.

The essays in this section scrutinize several aspects of this trans-
formation.

Harvey Mansfi eld puts forth a challenge to interpretations of Machia-
velli’s conception of necessity by arguing that Machia velli originated a 
new standard of necessity based upon “effectual truth” (verità effettuale), 
one that is not necessarily opposed to a presumption of the good, “is not 
always compelling and does not always do away with choice.” Effectual 
truth, different from imagined truth based on principles of goodness, is 
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consequentialist, recognized through the results of political action. Poli-
tics is grounded on necessity conceived as the realization of effectual 
truth, and thus political actions are “good” if they produce the desired ef-
fects. In Mansfi eld’s analysis of Machia velli, the normative ground of poli-
tics in the Discourses is the moment of founding, which requires “a return 
to the beginnings and to the original fear that underlies the complacency 
of civilization.” Even though necessity is grounded on the foundation of 
liberty, due to the weakness of the liberal spirit, a good republic demands a 
“permanent revival.” The founding is thus conceived as a source of “good 
effects” and Machia velli as professing “the necessity to replace enslave-
ment by freedom, and to do so by all means necessary.”

Giovanni Giorgini also poses a challenge to interpretations of the role 
Machia velli assigns to morality in politics. But in contrast to Mansfi eld, 
Giorgini argues Machia velli is not sponsoring a new morality or seeking 
to exempt leaders from ordinary moral codes, but instead connects politics 
to the “distinct and discrete dimension of duty,” which is determined by 
circumstances and the actions needed to address exceptional cases. “Evil 
remains evil in his thought, and dirty hands are dirty; the problem, then, 
consists in identifying the circumstances and conditions that require a 
statesman to dirty his hands without becoming an evil person or turn 
into a bad ruler.” Seen from this angle, Machia velli belongs to that long 
tradition of political thinkers who argued for education as the source of 
political renewal. For Giorgini, Machia velli’s overriding aim was to form 
a new kind of statesman to meet the extraordinary challenges of his age. 
The good Machia vellian statesman, provided he has the proper education 
and inclinations—a priority to act for the common good and preserve the 
state—must then be ready to “dirty his hands when extreme situations 
require it; in all this he must remain a ‘good man’ while using evil means 
to reach his good end.”

Because authors’ arguments are always in some way directed against 
their opponents, it seems crucial to understand who Machia velli’s inter-
locutors were and the common assumptions he was trying to debunk or 
build upon to advance his own ideas. In his contribution to the volume, 
Gabriele Pedullà counters the current interpretation of Gennaro Sasso 
(1978), who claims Machia velli’s arguments were written in response to 
anti- Roman opponents who wanted instead to follow the aristocratic Ve-
netian model. By examining previously overlooked ancient, medieval, and 
humanistic sources, Pedullà argues this interpretation is anachronistic, 
and “if it ever existed, the alleged Florentine ‘aristocratic anti- Roman tra-
dition’ that Sasso mentions left no trace.” To the contrary, Pedullà shows 
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there is no sign of opposition between Rome and Venice before the Dis-
courses and that the reference to Venetian institutions was used to legiti-
mize the radical experiment of the Great Council. It is only after Machia-
velli’s embrace of Rome as a model based on confl ict that Guicciardini 
trades the expansionist and tumultuous Rome for the stable Venice as a 
desirable model. “In other words, Guicciardini’s anti- Roman antithesis 
constantly presupposes the Machia vellian thesis in every detail.” Accord-
ing to Pedullà, the opposition between Rome and Venice put forward in 
Discourses I.6 was thus not responding to an aristocratic, anti- Roman po-
sition but constituting the origin of this opposition, which “is yet another 
confi rmation of the Florentine thinker’s success in reshaping the political 
categories of his time.”

Finally, Miguel Vatter turns to the discussion of Machia velli’s con-
ception of civil religion and its relation to politics. He challenges tradi-
tional interpretations of Machia velli because, on the one hand, they fail 
to distinguish between the “political” use of religion and civil religion as 
“prophetology,” and on the other, they rely on a restricted perspective of 
religion that does not take into account the rediscovery of pre- Christian 
“ancient theology” during Machia velli’s time. Vatter argues that it is 
through a combination of “ancient theology” and “prophetology” that 
politics and religion are articulated as the foundation of Machia velli’s re-
publican constitutionalism. The implications of this alternative concep-
tion of civil religion in Machia velli would demand, according to Vatter, a 
revision of two widespread, opposing beliefs in the current debate on secu-
larization: that democratic constitutionalism “can do without a religious 
foundation” and that constitutionalism is based on secularized concepts 
drawn from Christian theology.

2. The Prince and the Politics of Necessity—In The Prince, Machia-
velli developed a challenging conception of what some have called a tragic 
view of politics focused more on confl ict, strategic behavior, and the con-
sequences of human action rather than on ideals. This vision was in ten-
sion with Christian ideas about a good and virtuous life for leaders and 
magistrates. In the eyes of many readers, Machia velli had opened a chasm 
between the pursuit of virtue on the one hand and success in obtaining 
and holding power on the other.

The contributions in this section question current understandings of 
Machia velli’s conception of princely virtues and of the role played by in-
strumentality in Machia velli’s vision of politics.

Quentin Skinner challenges interpretations of The Prince as a “repu-
diation of the classical ideal of virtus” and argues instead that Machia-
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velli embraced the humanist princely virtues of liberality, clemency, and 
the keeping of good faith. What rulers need to depart from is not princely 
virtues but “what these virtues are generally held or taken to prescribe.” 
By tracing the critique of “rhetorical rediscription”—how virtues are deni-
grated and vices excused through language manipulation—to ancient 
Greek and Roman texts available to Machia velli, Skinner makes the case 
that for Machia velli princely virtues are essential to avoid being hated 
and despised by the people. “Properly understood, the princely virtues 
are among the qualities that go to make up the virtù of a truly virtuoso 
prince, thereby helping him to fulfi ll his primary duty of maintaining the 
state in a condition of security and peace.” Under Skinner’s interpreta-
tion, Machia velli effectively appropriates and redefi nes princely virtues 
by grounding them on the prince’s duty to preserve the state. “The term 
virtù thus comes to be used by Machia velli to denote whatever range of 
attributes—moral or otherwise—actually enable a prince to maintain his 
state.”

While Skinner aims at understanding Machia velli’s conception of 
virtù in The Prince, Erica Benner revisits the discussion surrounding its 
instrumentality. Benner argues Machia velli oscillates between two types 
of political realism, based on the same conception of human nature: one 
that is determined by the inherent untrustworthiness of human beings 
and the consequent need for “unilateral amorality” to secure the state, and 
another that, acknowledging human weakness, is able to envision and es-
tablish “nonnatural relations of trust” and a safer route to power through 
“collaborative realism.” According to Benner’s reading of Machia velli, 
even though he has been widely interpreted as sponsoring a realism based 
on unilateral amorality, he makes stronger arguments for collaborative re-
alism because of the persistent argument for the necessity for continuous 
support to achieve security. “If individuals and states have better chances 
of preserving themselves by ordering new, collaborative relationships, then 
Machia velli’s political realism might be more hospitable to moral concerns 
than the fi rst reading admits.” In The Prince Machia velli is thus seeking 
to elucidate the right policies to enable that “obligations based on mutual 
trust can be built up between people who start off distrusting each other.”

The mutual trust on which Machia velli bases, according to Benner, his 
collaborative realism is the central theme of Stephen Holmes’s contribu-
tion to this volume. According to Holmes, the thread running through 
The Prince is Machia velli’s concern with emergency preparedness under-
stood as risk mitigation, “the way virtuosi rulers insure themselves, to 
the extent possible, against the vagaries of fortune.” In addition to the ex-
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traordinary personal virtù of the ruler, “regime survival in a hostile envi-
ronment” also demands “obstinate, noncalculating, never- say- die loyalty 
of supporters, a loyalty that will not dissolve when tempi avversi strike.” 
Popular loyalty, which cannot be separated from the perceived loyalty 
of the ruler to the many, is thus the key to emergency preparedness, the 
“best fortress” in times of adversity. Therefore, savvy rulers are always 
forced to be good to the people through constant exercise of prudent self- 
restraint. While the resulting limited state is stronger than an unlimited 
state because it can mobilize unfl inching public support, only adversity 
allows “men of virtù to exercise and exhibit their inherent prowess” and 
transform popular loyalty into authority. Adversity is thus a necessary 
condition for glory as “political action can only be as spectacular and 
praise worthy as the challenges to which it responds.” However, because 
sustained adversity such as war inevitably tends to create a standing army 
of loyal supporters as a way to free virtù from fortune’s grip, in Rome it 
resulted in Caesarism and dead emperors. Thus, paradoxically, increased 
control over unpredictable conditions effectively undermined the rulers’ 
dependence on popular support and the foundations of their strength.

Finally, Paul Rahe offers a new reading of The Prince based on the 
neglected chapter “Of Ecclesiastical Principalities,” which according to 
Rahe is “crucial to its author’s larger purpose.” By introducing in chap-
ter 19 the soldiers as a “third umore” akin to the Christian clergy, Machia-
velli claims that only a principality based upon a disciplined army of be-
lievers is secure and prosperous. For Machia velli “the ecclesiastical polity 
is the central mystery of modern politics” and priestcraft, which aims at 
the control of people’s minds, is what princes need to master in order to 
be effective. This is why Machia velli should be thought of as a theorist of 
modern tyranny, as “a political philosopher who revolutionized our un-
derstanding of the possibilities inherent in one- man rule.” According to 
Rahe, the insights Machia velli put forth in the ecclesiastical polity are 
crucial for understanding modern totalitarian principalities that rely on a 
disciplined army and propaganda aimed at “occupying men’s minds.”

3. Class Struggle, Financial Power, and Extraordinary Authority in the 
Republic—Another set of highly contested issues in Machia velli scholar-
ship concerns the relationship between leaders and their authority on the 
one hand and the populace of a republic on the other. Machia velli was 
among the fi rst thinkers in the modern era to recognize the role of popu-
lar opinion in the making and continuation of leadership, and he was one 
of the few to explore extensively both the constructive and the destruc-
tive potential of confl ict in the making of a republic and the maintenance 
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of its liberty and vitality. The three essays in this section develop three 
claims about the relationship among political leadership, popular power, 
and liberty according to Machia velli.

Despite his praise of the confl ict between the umori that in Rome re-
sulted in freedom, Machia velli criticizes the factional confl ict produced 
by the Gracchi reforms for being the “catalyst of republican decline.” 
Benedetto Fontana addresses the paradox of Machia velli’s critiques of the 
Gracchi by arguing that Machia velli censures the methods—the “various 
procedural and institutional devices within the confi nes of constitutional 
practice”—the Gracchi used to renew the republic, but not their inten-
tions. While Machia velli saw the weakening of the free peasant- farmer as 
a social and political group, and the increased importance of slave labor in 
the economy, as antithetical to republican rule, the Gracchi’s strategies to 
address immiseration were ineffective: “they were not able to maintain 
this [popular] support, nor were they able to undermine the power and the 
resources of their senatorial opponents. The latter were better organized 
and better armed, and also more determined and willing to resort to extra-
constitutional—and to extraordinary—methods.”

One signifi cant political strategy that the Gracchi did not use to renew 
the republic was arming the people, which is the central theme in Jéré-
mie Barthas’s analysis of Machia velli’s effort to establish the autonomy of 
the Republic of Florence from the fi nancial power of the grandi through a 
project of mass conscription. Barthas argues that even though the Great 
Council had ratifying power over the budget and other fi nancial bills, “the 
fi nancial system itself remained oriented toward extraordinary fi nances, 
in the same way that the military system, which inherently depended 
on the fi nancial one, was based on the extraordinary use of mercenary 
troops under the authority of a magistrature itself also extraordinary in 
principle.” Thus the Machia vellian concept of “people in arms” should be 
understood as a strategy to gain liberty by decoupling a military system 
based on mercenary forces from a fi nancial system based on  public debt, 
through the introduction of an “ordinary and socialized mode of defense” 
that would effectively loosen the grip of the fi nancial oligarchy over popu-
lar government.

In addition to institutional confl ict and a citizen army, according to 
Machia velli a well- ordered republic, if it wants to remain free, needs to 
establish the magistracy of dictatorship: the institution to which republics 
turn in moments of emergency. Because of their institutional plurality, re-
publics tend to act and react slowly and thus are ill suited to deal with 
extraordinary conditions that demand expediency. Marco Geuna analyzes 



 Introduction 29

Machia velli’s considerations on the subject of dictatorship and argues that 
this magistracy is the “ordinary way” uncorrupted republics should deal 
with extraordinary circumstances, and thus the office of dictator is for 
Machia velli an inherently preservative institution, without which free-
dom is not entirely secured. Geuna shows that, following the presentation 
of the magistracy of dictatorship put forward by Cicero and Livy, Machia-
velli describes dictators as having “wide- ranging authority, but one that 
was constitutionally regulated.” Although dictatorial power presupposed 
the suspension of other magistracies and individual citizen’s constitu-
tional guarantees, it was temporal and could not alter the fundamental 
structure of the state. Machia velli thus reveals dictators as crucial for pre-
serving the republic, as “ordinary solutions, constitutional remedies, to 
emergency situations.”

4. Machia vellian Politics Beyond Machia velli—Machia velli has been 
claimed as an iconic fi gure both by defenders of realpolitik, who typically 
turn to institutional design and the balance of power to address political 
concerns, and by champions of civic republicanism, who emphasize the 
role of character and civic virtues in maintaining the unity, liberty, and 
sense of purpose of a political association. How is it possible for a political 
association, which is composed of individuals who are inclined to pursue 
their private interests and many of whom are driven by a desire for afflu-
ence, to maintain a focus on the public good? Five hundred years after the 
completion of The Prince, Machia velli’s deliberations about this question 
remain thought- provoking and germane.

The essays in this fi nal section explore the legacy of Machia velli 
within the republican tradition of political thought and, ultimately, the 
relevance of his thoughts to enduring political issues.

Jean- Fabian Spitz offers internal and external critiques of the Skinner-
ian interpretation of Machia velli. In an internal critique of Skinner’s read-
ing, Spitz argues that although Skinner’s project is to refute the liberal 
confi guration of the relation between civic duties, law, and freedom, he is 
unable to move beyond the juridical approach to freedom as a guarantee of 
rights, and “commits the sin of anachronism by shifting from the Machia-
vellian thesis of the opposition between the two humors to the contempo-
rary idea of the presence of a plurality of interest groups within a society.” 
In addition, Skinner’s reduction of virtue to rationality and external be-
havior, paired with his lack of recognition of social equality as a necessary 
condition for freedom, leads him to dismiss corruption—a core Machia-
vellian concern—as irrational. Spitz further analyzes these alleged short-
comings by engaging with an external critique that claims Machia velli 
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conceives of liberty not as the effect of institutions but as their cause, so 
that liberty cannot be reduced to a stabilized institutional form. Because 
for Machia velli freedom results from the confl ict between the “desire for 
freedom” and the “desire for power,” it is not achieved through the “recip-
rocal neutralization of two equally dangerous humors” but demands the 
political preeminence of the people over the elites.

Through an intensive textual analysis of the Florentine Histories, John 
McCormick attempts to dispel the alleged conservative turn in Machia-
velli’s late writings. According to McCormick, the details of Machia-
velli’s historical account of the respective actions of the Florentine people 
and nobles “decisively undermine any general, evaluative statements on 
Machia velli’s part that overtly criticize the people and that signal a new-
found sympathy for the nobles.” Moreover, the literary- rhetorical method 
in which “deeds trump words” that Machia velli uses “serves to substan-
tially reinforce, rather than in any way undermine, Machia velli’s previ-
ously expressed democratic republicanism.” The debunking of the conser-
vative turn allows McCormick to shift the focus to the three interrelated 
reasons Machia velli gives for the inferiority of the Florentine Republic 
compared to the ancient Roman experience: the different dispositions to-
ward reformers and their institutional innovations, the pernicious infl u-
ence of Christianity on virtue, and the proliferation of artifi cial versus 
“natural” types of social division within modern republics.

In his contribution to this section, Luca Baccelli challenges the tradi-
tional readings of “Machia velli the realist” and “Machia velli the republi-
can,” arguing that neither of them captures Machia velli’s preoccupation 
with political innovation as a source of freedom. According to Baccelli, 
Machia velli’s realism needs to be qualifi ed with his specifi c strand of re-
publicanism based on his partisan perspective in favor of the people, his 
theory of confl ict as productive of freedom, and his inclusive and demo-
cratic conception of the rule of law, based upon the constituent power of 
the multitude. From this perspective, Machia velli stands out as a “radical 
innovator, from both an epistemic and a political point of view” because 
of his vindication of “the epistemological superiority of a partisan point of 
view” and his endorsement of confl ict as good for the republic, a “revolu-
tionary thesis [that] marks a discontinuity in the history of Western politi-
cal thought in which social and political confl ict is traditionally seen as 
an illness of the political body.”

Michele Battini explores in Machia velli the relation between mili-
tary and political reform, force and consent, through the interpretations 
of three representative Italian scholars of the twentieth century: Federico 
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Chabod, Antonio Gramsci, and Adriano Sofri. Battini analyzes in Machia-
velli’s works the relationship between his conception of armi proprie and 
his refl ections on the reform of the institutions of the Republic of Flor-
ence. Following Barthas’s analysis of Machia velli’s mass conscription 
strategy to provide increasing fi nancial autonomy to the republic, Battini 
argues that the successful organization of a modern army made of citi-
zens needed, in addition to the expropriation of oligarchic control over the 
public debt, “the social and patriotic unity of the countryside, the people 
of the city, and the superior classes.” The armi proprie only exists then if 
soldiers are “formed, trained, and persuaded that the reasons for which 
they fi ght are their own reasons, interests, and needs.” Consequently, the 
military reform Machia velli advanced meant not only the transforma-
tion of the relation between the government and the fi nancial system but 
also of the conception of citizenship and “the integration in the govern-
ment of the urban people and the people of the countryside, whose con-
vinced participation can make more prudent both the military and the 
political leadership.”

Finally, Marie Gaille analyzes Louis Althusser’s reading of Machia-
velli and the challenge it poses to political theory: the development of a 
conjuncture- embedded form of thought. In Althusser’s interpretation, 
Machia velli appears as the fi rst theorist of conjuncture, as sponsoring a 
new approach to political thinking in which the theorist is aware not only 
of the singularities of each situation but also of “how they transform a 
general and abstract formulation into a peculiar one.” He stresses the dif-
ference between a Marxist approach to the foundation of the state, based 
on the market economy and class struggle, and the Machia vellian perspec-
tive, focused on the “aleatory” dimension of new beginnings. According to 
Gaille, it is in this Machia vellian methodology that Althusser fi nds a new 
method—conjuncture- embedded thought—and its implications for politi-
cal theory as “the emergence of an imperative, as strong as the Kantian 
moral one, according to which the conjuncture must determine the con-
tent and orientation of theory.”

If Althusser is right, and Machia velli is putting forward a new type 
of methodology for political theory, one embedded in the context and its 
singularities, our analysis of Machia velli’s writings should also be rooted 
in our current context and the singularities that bridge the particular and 
the theoretical. The papers we have collected in this volume should then 
be analyzed through the conjuncture in which the fi ve- hundred- year an-
niversary celebration of Machia velli is embedded. This reengagement 
with Machia velli’s works, in the wake of the 2007– 2012 fi nancial crisis 
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and in the midst of a Eurozone debt crisis that has forced austerity mea-
sures across southern Europe,6 highlights the importance Machia velli 
places on social equality and the inevitable threat of corruption coming 
from the powerful few. The global increase in political corruption7 is re-
fl ected in scholars’ attention to Machia velli’s assessment of corruption as 
an inevitable cooptation of institutions and lawmaking by the grandi, and 
the ways it can be counteracted through the actions by dictators and new 
princes, and the establishment of popular institutions. This is the prism 
through which some of the papers assess Machia velli’s conception of ne-
cessity, virtue, and duty. One could argue that, even though this renewed 
engagement with the Florentine Secretary’s works shows that the Skin-
nerian interpretation of Machia velli as a theorist of liberty is well estab-
lished, the foundations of liberty and the republic in Machia velli are now 
at the center of scholarly analysis, tending to a reinterpretation of Machia-
velli as a “popular” or “democratic” republican, for whom social equality 
and popular empowerment are necessary conditions for liberty.

Notes

1. “Roman decadence, after she lost her liberty, has been the fi rst object of our in-

terest. We have seen what was the effect of three centuries of despotism on the people, 

the wealth, the public spirit, the mores, and on the real force of the empire” (Sismondi 

2006, 507).

2. Translated into English with the title Machia vellism: The Doctrine of Raison 

d’Etat and Its Place in Modern History.

3. See Quentin Skinner’s contribution to this volume (chapter 5).

4. The contribution of Rubinstein to the studies of the Renaissance, and thus the 

context of Machia velli’s life and thought, was enormous also because of his leading role 

in the publication of the letters of Lorenzo il Magnifi co. In 1955 an international confer-

ence took place in Rome in which the idea was launched of an international venture for 

the study of the Renaissance. In a meeting held in Florence in 1956 the representatives 

of the Istituto Nazionale di Studi sul Rinascimento, the Warburg Institute of London, 

and the Renaissance Society of America (to be joined later on by the Harvard Center at 

Villa I Tatti) created in Palazzo Strozzi, a focal leading project led by Rubinstein of col-

lecting and publishing the letters of Lorenzo il Magnifi co (Mallet 2005).

5. At the opposite side of Salvemini, Nicolaj Ottokar, along with Croce and Rubin-

stein, represented the historical school that pivoted on the centrality of politics, politi-

cal elite formations, and institutions (Ottokar 1935).

6. Greece, Italy, Portugal, and Spain.

7. While the 2010 Corruption Perceptions Index—which ranks countries according 

to their perceived levels of public- sector corruption—showed that nearly two- thirds of 
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the 176 countries in the index scored below fi ve, on a scale from 10 (highly clean) to 0 

(highly corrupt), and that according to six out of ten people surveyed by Transparency 

International, corruption was increasing, a change in the survey’s methodology and 

measurement scale increased countries’ scores overall and made the CPI scores before 

2012 not comparable over time. Nevertheless, the reports agree the results indicate a 

“serious corruption problem.” (https:// www .transparency .org)
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C h a p t e r  O n e

Machia velli on Necessity
Harvey C. Mansfield

“Hence it is necessary for a prince, if he wants to maintain himself, to 

learn to be able not to be good, and to use this and not use it according 

to necessity.” The Prince, chapter 15

The following brief study of Machia velli’s notion of necessity does not 
pretend to exhaust the subject and will discuss a few familiar pas-

sages from The Prince and the Discourses on Livy in order to set forth in 
outline the complexity of that notion.1 His appeal to necessity is designed 
overall to simplify not just our politics and morality but our thinking in 
general. Necessity will give us access to the truth without having to sort 
out dialectical disputes or to consult high- minded rationalizations. Our 
judgments and the policies of princes will have a clearer standard than 
ever before by which to see the world and act in it through the foggy con-
fusion fostered by religion and philosophy. Yet in “fact”—a word not quite 
invented but prepared by Machia velli—necessity is not so simple as it fi rst 
appears.

I begin from the last sentence of Machia velli’s clarion call to modern 
morality and modern politics quoted above, taken from the paragraph in 
chapter 15 of The Prince in which he says how and why he departs from 
“the orders of others.” In this sentence he identifi es his departure as mov-
ing to a new standard of necessity, and he makes it emphatic by using 
“necessary” twice and in two different meanings, the fi rst as what one 
is compelled to do, the second as the standard for choice, “according to” 
which one must act when one appears to have a choice. When not com-
pelled by necessity, it appears, one must choose it.2 This double meaning 
is the fi rst item of complexity in necessity: that necessity is not always 
compelling and does not in every case do away with choice.
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Machia velli gives a reason for adopting the focus of necessity in the ex-
ercise of one’s choices: “A man who wants to make a profession of good in 
all regards must come to ruin among so many who are not good” (P 15.61). 
A man, one notes, not only a prince; the scope of this statement is not 
confi ned to politics. Indeed, the focus may be beyond politics as well as, 
or more than, politics, for he says that his intent is “to write something 
useful to whoever understands it.” This person could be a political scien-
tist or philosopher like himself, and he immediately mentions the “many 
who have imagined republics and principalities that have never been seen 
or known to exist in truth.” These are the ones whose orders he departs 
from; one thinks of the “orders” in Plato’s Republic (if a king could rule a 
republic) and St. Augustine’s City of God (if God could be a prince). The 
advice he is about to give applies to philosophers and ordinary citizens as 
well as to princes. Machia velli will divulge a universal rule of behavior, a 
new one.

“A profession of good” is the standard Machia velli departs from. It rep-
resents a choice made regardless of necessity, even in defi ance of necessity, 
as when one acts, and defends one’s action, by professing that it is good re-
gardless of the sacrifi ce of one’s own well- being and the risk of coming to 
ruin. For let us not suppose that the reason Machia velli gives for following 
necessity, that it will bring you to ruin if you don’t, is brand new and has 
never occurred before to humans facing difficult choices. Making a sacri-
fi ce, taking a risk, is what is known as nobility, though Machia velli does 
not mention it here. Plato and Aristotle seem clearly to be Machia velli’s 
adversaries, particularly Aristotle, who begins his Politics by declaring 
that political science must “speak nobly” in order to be true.3 Machia velli, 
to put it mildly, is no friend of the “gentlemen” (kaloik’agathoi, “the noble 
and good”) on which Aristotle’s Politics rests and to whom it is addressed.4 
Also included in the category of those nobly resisting necessity might be 
Christian martyrs. Though it may well be true that noble examples are 
rare, they are impressive and are able to set the standard by which the 
gentlemen and ordinary people too judge others and themselves. Despite 
its focus on the noble few, this standard has made itself universal, encom-
passing all humans, by taking advantage of human admiration for the best. 
Machia velli departs from this standard and creates a new one to replace it.

Now in the old standard, what is the reason for making a profession of 
good, rather than merely doing good? A noble deed might seem to shine by 
itself, just as doing a good deed is doing it in order to be good, not for some 
cause or incentive outside its goodness. In speaking of a “profession of 
good,” however, Machia velli implies that the profession is needed. Good-
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ness does not stand on its own unaided; it needs the support of a profession 
that makes it possible or reasonable to attempt. If you are good, what is 
the guarantee that others, particularly the “many who are not good,” will 
make it reasonable to be good? Will the wicked not gladly proceed to take 
advantage of you? You must therefore presuppose a good society, one not 
in the hands of rascals and rogues, that will make it possible for you to be 
good without coming to ruin. And the good society must be compatible 
with human nature, which too must be good, and then the goodness of 
human nature must be compatible with, or comforted by, the goodness of 
nonhuman nature, the whole. For what can human goodness accomplish 
on its own, so to speak, without nature’s cooperation? Nature must con-
tribute an environment in which good men can thrive, powerful inclina-
tions toward good in the human soul, and a regularity of motions and sea-
sons permitting good men to live in confi dence and understanding rather 
than fear for survival in blind ignorance.

So Machia velli rightly extends the required reason behind doing good 
to a “profession,” that is, an explanation of the contextual support, and 
that profession of good must be “in all regards.” The reassurance that what 
morality needs is a profession of the whole, is clearly a philosophical task. 
If Machia velli is going to dispute the profession of good that philosophers, 
especially Plato and Aristotle, the classic ones, have provided, he will have 
to cover the same ground in order to show that he is right and they are 
wrong. He will have to make a profession of necessity in all regards coun-
ter to the profession of good in all regards.

One may quickly compare Aristotle the professor of good with Machia-
velli the professor of necessity. Whereas Aristotle starts his Nichoma-
chean Ethics from the existence and practice of moral people, implying 
that morality exists, is viable, and is a going concern that one merely has 
to examine rather than create,5 Machia velli begins this critical passage 
with a critique of morality, denying that it is viable and asserting that it 
will bring you to ruin. To ruin! Rather than begin from the assumption 
that moral people exist, he tells you that you will suffer for being “among 
so many who are not good.” Machia velli did not live in a secular age like 
ours in which it is assumed that ruin in this world will not be redeemed 
in the next world; in his circumstance, and with his ever- present aware-
ness, his statement of sure ruin implies a fl at denial of redemption rather 
than mere disregard of that possibility. Together with Christianity, he dis-
agrees with Aristotle that morality exists and adopts the Christian view 
of the sinfulness of the world, but he seems to foreclose the redemption 
in the next world promised by Christianity. The redeemer he promises in 
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The Prince is a worldly one for Italy (P 26.105). In The Prince and the Dis-
courses on Livy Machia velli speaks of “the world” rather than of “this 
world,” which implies another world beyond this one.

Necessity, then, has the character of a presumption. Machia velli, in 
making his departure, fears he may be “held presumptuous,” and in fact 
he has a presumption, the presumption of necessity as opposed to the rival 
presumption of the good. As a presumption, necessity is not a determina-
tion that in each case, one who chooses the good will inevitably come to 
ruin. With luck a good man might be safe from the many who are not 
good and prosperous to boot, but one cannot count on such luck. For the 
good man it is in a strong sense fi tting (conviene) that he come to ruin for 
holding the wrong presumption. He deserves it. Machia velli does not ex-
pel fortune but he also does not suffer it.6 Prudence for him is not to take 
account of risk when necessary but rather to do so in principle, always 
avoiding evil by presuming that it will be encountered. Thus this passage 
anticipates his nearly explicit statement that one must do evil to the other 
fellow before he does it to you (D 1.52.1). You may not succeed, to be sure, 
because the contingency of things may go against you. Perhaps the good 
person will not be punished for his goodness. But with the correct pre-
sumption you have a better chance.

The presumption of necessity is supported by the impending pres-
ence of ruin, as the profession of good is not. Who wants to come to ruin? 
When confronting the stark face of necessity, almost everyone is easily 
persuaded, or, since persuasion may not be necessary, easily moved to-
ward safety regardless of imaginative persuasions to do otherwise. If ne-
cessity is not apparent, it can be made so, and often with actions better 
than words. Its being apparent, or easy to make apparent, is part of the 
simplicity that gives it power and makes its truth “effectual.” Necessity 
has the spontaneity of animal nature behind it, whereas the good needs 
to be thought about and deliberated. So the presumption of necessity is 
less presumptuous than the presumption of good. One could ask what the 
presumption of good would provide if it were not for necessity enlisted on 
the side of the good. One could also ask what the presumption of necessity 
would do without the presumption that necessity brings good. Machia-
velli takes pains to show that those who presume on the power of good 
actually try to endow the good with necessity when they promise pres-
ervation with a profession of good. The higher presumption of good, he 
points out, depends on the lower presumption of necessity; the higher good 
depends on the lower good. It might seem that Machia velli does not, and 
does not have to, deny the higher good, the good life beyond the necessity 



 Machiavelli on Necessity 43

of preserving one’s life. He merely shows that the good life depends on be-
ing alive. But this means that the good life, or a life devoted to nobility, is 
not possible—among so many who are not good. To stay alive one must 
learn how to be not good, and use this knowledge according to necessity. 
“Nobility” is a delusion that depends on a life beyond life that does not 
exist; it is an imaginary form of self- preservation. Machia velli will teach 
those who desire nobility how truly to attain it and assure it.

Here, speaking so emphatically of necessity, Machia velli takes a long 
step in the direction of scientifi c determinism, but he does not go the 
whole way. By retaining the need for good fortune, he holds to human free-
dom and virtue in the management of fortune. Machia vellian prudence 
will be rewarded, typically but not necessarily in every case. What will 
not be rewarded is the prudence that serves only the good and that cooper-
ates with nobility and welcomes the help of prayer. This is the prudence of 
Aristotle, which he distinguishes from cunning (deinotēs) in the service of 
evil. But for Machia velli prudence seems to be the same as “shrewdness” 
(astuzia), not distinct from it as with Aristotle.7 Reason in practice, and so 
also in theory, is not on the side of goodness.

Machia velli shows his awareness of the need to go beyond morality in 
order to question it by speaking of a new sort of truth that will settle the 
dispute over morality, the “effectual truth” (verità effettuale). The effec-
tual truth is opposed to the imagined truth stated in professions of good-
ness, and it is shown in effects. For example, Machia velli shows near the 
beginning of the Discourses on Livy that the disputes between the nobles 
and the plebs in the Roman republic should not be condemned, as did writ-
ers under the infl uence of classical political science, including Livy. This 
criticism was based on an imagined possible harmony between the two 
typical parties in every republic, but Machia velli contends that in their 
effects the disputes were the cause of Rome’s becoming strong and free 
(D 4– 6). The “effects” were the outcome in practice, as we would now say, 
in effect or in fact, of confl icting opinions that might be resolved on the 
level of imagined theory but in the world as it is would be resolved only 
as they made men act. In this case the superiority or nobility of the nobles 
was not deferred to by the plebs but understood as oppressive and opposed, 
and the result was a contentious republic that had the power to expand 
and the prudence to satisfy or at least to appease the people.

In The Prince Machia velli’s discussion of morality after announc-
ing the idea of “effectual truth” explains that the various virtues, called 
“qualities” in chapter 15, take effect in the ways in which they are “held” 
(tenuto) to be, not as they are. For example, liberality may be presumed 
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to be the prudent action of a noble prince benefi tting his people, but it 
ends up, in effect, as illustrating the maxim that a prince should be mea-
sly with his gifts and make them with other people’s money, not his own. 
Liberality is what it will be held to be—its effectual truth—not what it is 
imagined to be (P 16.64). This sort of truth will later be known as empiri-
cal because it is based on “fact.” To the ancients, a fact was a that (hoti) to 
which one could point, but that comes and goes, and is not truth, which is 
permanent. Facta (erga in Greek) were deeds as opposed to speeches, not 
truth as opposed to imagination, as for Machia velli.8

Machia velli’s profession of necessity develops a context in which ne-
cessity will be understood and appreciated rather than ignored, set aside, 
or suppressed, as happens with professions of good. This context is the 
“world,” which he constantly invokes, together with the “worldly things” 
of which it is composed.9 The world, we have seen, rejects the invisible 
next world of Christian belief and theology, together with the intelligible 
world of classical rationalism. The world is visible, and it can be known 
regardless of any invisible world of Platonic ideas hovering above it or Ar-
istotle’s essences making it intelligible. The world consists of simple and 
mixed bodies, the simple bodies of nature and the mixed bodies of nature 
and human forming (D 2.5.2). There are no natural forms to be seen, only 
forms of human conception to be “introduced.”10 The prudence of a prince 
can put his form on the material of his principality (P 26.102), in the po-
litical deed that Machia velli offers to describe human knowing. A prince 
knows what he is doing when he is introducing his “form,” which is mak-
ing his presence, that is, his truth, effectual. Knowledge of the world is 
not distinct from acting upon it, for the world’s necessities, when under-
stood, open the way for the prince’s intervention into it. The neutrality of 
“worldly things,” which are permanent though not intelligible, permits 
and promotes the enterprises of princes and captains.

The world is a “whole” on its own, as the world of sense. It is not a 
whole with parts, as it is composed of unintelligible “things” that behave 
according to necessity. Necessity is divided into necessities, especially 
in regard to humans, where each human being has his own necessity for 
which he must exercise his own arms. We are all set against one another 
in a manner later to be formalized in Thomas Hobbes’s state of nature. But 
there are also groupings of men very relevant to politics, particularly the 
division of “humor” between those who desire to command other men 
and those who desire not to be commanded.11 A humor is a medical term 
that refers to exhalations arising from the body, not the soul, hence indi-
cating a typical necessity rather than a typical choice. Such are necessities 
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apparent in behavior to be compared with rulers and ruled in Aristotle’s 
political science, in which those qualities can be found within the soul 
and begin from it. One sees that for Machia velli, rule is necessarily repres-
sive and hence necessarily obnoxious to the ruled. The two necessities are 
contrary, and given the necessity of rule, or of commanding, they cannot 
be made harmonious in a whole, a regime, in which a common purpose or 
way of life can be fostered and pursued.12

Confl ict between the two parties of nobles and plebs in the Roman 
republic made it “free” as well as strong. It was indeed “the fi rst cause” of 
keeping it free (D 1.4.1). Freedom can be found in both the princely and the 
popular humor—as the freedom to command for princes, ultimately “to be 
alone” at the top, and as the freedom to oppose or resist being commanded 
for the people. Each humor, each aspect of freedom, is felt as a necessity 
that determines behavior rather than a moral choice that guides it. Thus a 
“free way of life” (vivere libero) is one of disunion; the Roman republic, ac-
cording to Machia velli, had an accidental rather than a planned or founded 
perfection that was gained through the experience and adjustment of con-
fl ict, not from the brain of a founder. Or perhaps Machia velli’s brainy rede-
scription of Livy’s history constitutes a founding of freedom presented as 
the two fundamental operational necessities working against each other 
to produce an unintended common good (D 2.2.1). “The cause of disunion 
in republics is usually idleness and peace; the cause of union is fear and 
war” (D 2.25.1). Human freedom is presented as against other humans and 
opposed to fortune, nature, or the divine. Human assertiveness in making 
reasonable claims is presented as irrational human obstinacy (ostinazione, 
D 2.16.1). The nobility of freedom is reduced to its raw materials, deprived 
of its aspiration, and robbed of its tragedy.

What is necessary for the princely humor is anathema to the popular 
one. But as always for Machia velli, there is a “remedy.” It is possible for 
prudent princes to make the people believe that their being commanded 
by princes is actually obeying themselves. Government by others can be 
made to appear as government by oneself, hence free, when it is repre-
sented as indirect government that merely executes the will of others and 
does not impose its own will. The model for indirect government is the 
church, which claims merely to execute God’s will and asks for nothing 
more than willing obedience to God.13 Thus the contrary necessities of 
princes and peoples can be overcome by prudent use of fraud, for fraud is a 
necessary feature of all government.14 With fraud, a regime can seem to be 
a harmonious whole despite its necessary confl icts. With religious fraud 
the whole of things can be induced to make sense to all—to those who 
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know as well as those who believe. This is the effectual truth of the whole 
according to the classical and Christian traditions. For in the classical tra-
dition the familiar, visible world holds problems that need clarifi cation 
in thought and in the Christian dispensation the earthly world is racked 
with sin. Both try to make greater sense of the visible through the invis-
ible. This general attempt Machia velli rejects. When he speaks of “hidden 
causes,” it is of forces within the world as appreciated by “knowers of the 
world.”15

Yet Machia velli does not dispense with the word or even the notion 
of “sin.” On the contrary, he appropriates it from Christianity and uses 
it to his purpose. In The Prince “sin” is used twice in an allusion to Sa-
vonarola, who is unnamed but said to be speaking the truth when he said 
that “our sins” were the cause of Italy’s being invaded by a foreign power. 
Machia velli corrects him, declaring that the sins were not the ones he de-
scribed but “the ones I have told of,” and these were “the sins of princes” 
(P 12.49). Having thus assumed responsibility from a heretic for redeeming 
the sins of Italy, he then in the Discourses uses “sin” thirteen times in 
order to supply his understanding of the word to replace the authoritative 
Christian one. First, he generalizes the rebellious preaching of Savonarola 
as a deed of citizens who “sin against the free state” (D 1.7.1), then excuses 
princes who are prompted to “sin” out of ingratitude (D 1.29.1), as done 
out of necessity, then denounces the “sin” of not punishing ambitious cap-
tains (D 1.31.2) and identifi es such sins as “errors” (D 1.31.2, 2.18.3, 3.29.1). 
If peoples sin, it is only because they have been made to do so by princes 
(D 1.58.3, 2.18.3, 2.23.3, 3.29.1). In sum, it is the people who believe in sin 
as an offense to God, an invisible explanation of a visible deed.16 This is 
their necessity, which princes must understand and respect. To do so, to 
punish or “correct” (as errors) the “sins” that regard the state, one will 
need the help of “a prudent individual” (uno prudente, D 3.49.3, cf. 1.18.4). 
This would be Machia velli himself, speaking in the last chapter of the 
Discourses. He understands that necessity cannot do away with the moral 
explanation as sin that moral people necessarily hold to.

If the world can be known, and knowledge is of permanent things, does 
that mean that the world is eternal? This would place Machia velli in the 
ambit of Aristotle, for whom the world of joined matter and form is eternal 
since the natural forms are eternal. But Machia velli seems to deny that the 
forms of nature are eternal; rather, there are certain patterns of behavior 
such as the princely and popular humors. The “simple and mixed bodies” 
he speaks of, a division of bodies, would appear to signify materialism, 
suggesting a source in Lucretius, whose poem Machia velli himself copied 
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by hand. But Lucretius said that the world is not eternal; it is merely a 
temporary, chance formation of atoms, which are alone eternal. Machia-
velli is serious about politics and the knowledge of politics, as Lucretius is 
not. Perhaps the eternity of the world, inferred so as to make it knowable 
to himself and later Machia vellians, was accepted by him simply because 
it was opposed to the creation of the world asserted in Christianity. He 
was with Aristotle so that the world could be known, and with Lucretius 
so that he could deny intelligible natures in the world.

Necessity, for Machia velli, is expressed in the world of sense. Perhaps 
it is not necessarily expressed there, but Machia velli infl ates necessity be-
yond its normal confi nes. In that world ruin for the body is graver than 
perfection or salvation for the soul, which does not exist in it. Knowing 
that world requires learning how not to be good among the many who 
are not good. This means adopting the goal and practices of acquiring. 
“And truly it is a very natural and ordinary thing to desire to acquire. . . .” 
(P 3.14) Moral condemnation of it is effectual only when one attempts to 
acquire and fails. One might believe, and Machia velli at fi rst says, that a 
hereditary prince, who hardly disturbs the people he rules, is a “natural 
prince” because he has “less cause and less necessity to offend” (P 2.7). 
But in view of the natural and ordinary necessity to acquire, Machia velli 
corrects his view of the natural prince; it is not the hereditary prince but 
the new prince. On his arrival in power, the new prince cannot help of-
fending both his enemies whom he has displaced and his friends whom he 
may disappoint (P. 3.8; cf. D 1.7.2). The necessity to acquire applies to the 
hereditary prince as well, because he must take care to stay ahead of those 
whose desire to acquire will operate against him. He must anticipate them 
and do to them fi rst what they plan to do to him. Maintaining his state 
will necessarily require the same means as used by others to displace 
him, and anticipation becomes the rule of those who hold an acquisition 
as much as those who seek to gain one (D 1.6.4, 1.52.2). The fear of losing 
generates the same ambition as the desire to acquire, but to greater effect 
since the holder of the state has greater means (D 1.5.2).

How new must the new prince be? How far does the necessity to ac-
quire extend? It seems at fi rst that the new prince must depend on his 
“opportunity” to acquire, for example that Moses found the people of Is-
rael oppressed by the Egyptians (P 6.23). But on further refl ection we are 
told that a prince can build his own “foundations” so as to make his own 
opportunity (P 6.25, 7.27, 32). Those foundations might consist of the cus-
toms and opinions of his time as enshrined in religion, particularly the 
Christianity Machia velli found in his own time, which thought so little of 
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the “honor of the world” that he thought necessary to defend (D 2.2.2). A 
prince would then have to change the thinking of his people, creating for 
them a new “sect” and becoming himself the “prophet” of that sect.17 The 
best way to do this might be not to create a new sect but to take the exist-
ing sect and transform it to one’s own purpose. This is what Machia velli 
did to Christianity, as he shows by citing the example of David and Goliath 
in chapter 13 of The Prince (P 13.56). There he says that David insisted on 
using his own arms against Goliath, his sling and his knife. But of course 
the Bible says that David went into battle armed only with the sling; the 
knife he picked up from Goliath and used it to cut off his head. “One’s 
own arms”—for Machia velli makes the phrase into a motto—include the 
arm of your enemy used against him. He becomes a sort of prince himself 
whose new foundations reject and replace the reliance of man on God, as 
stated by David before engaging Goliath, with man’s own freedom and in-
dependence.18 This is how far “necessity” extends: the necessity to replace 
enslavement by freedom, and to do so by all means necessary.

The necessity to acquire compels one to use force and fraud, especially 
fraud. Those who rise “from small beginnings to sublime ranks,” and 
Machia velli cites as his exemplar the Romans, always fi nd it necessary 
to use fraud and are “the less worthy of reproach the more it is covert” 
(P 7.32; D 2.13.2). Obviously they cannot use “open force” at fi rst, when 
they are weak, but they could excuse themselves from blame for using 
fraud by remembering that the power they displace also rose to its height 
by the same means. And as with the necessity to acquire in order to main-
tain, so with the necessity for fraud: a powerful prince needs to use fraud 
to protect himself against the fraud that will be used against him. Thus, 
because acquiring means acquiring from others, or in competition with 
others, secrecy becomes essential to politics.

When anticipation is the rule, one cannot afford to let others, that is, 
one’s enemies, know what is being planned against them. The character-
istic mode of behavior becomes conspiracy, not only in politics but in all 
society infl uenced by politics, including friendship. The fi rst sentence of 
chapter 15 of The Prince announces the topic of a prince’s relations “with 
subjects and with friends.” The reasoning in the paragraph extends, how-
ever, to what “a man” must do, which is not to rely on a profession of good, 
and then it returns to what is necessary for “a prince.” The moral “quali-
ties” next considered (in P 15, continuing to 23) are explained by how they 
are “held,” that is, by their effect, so that one learns the nature of liberal-
ity (P 16), for example, from the politics of a liberal prince. Morality by its 
effects is politicized, and the refuge from the rigors of politics of a private 
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life is denied, particularly in the case of “men who have quality” and who 
might prefer “to live quietly and without quarrel,” a formulation remind-
ing of the Epicurean motto of “live unnoticed” (D 3.2). Such men will have 
to be ambitious despite their preference and may have to resort to playing 
crazy. One must make oneself mad and praise, speak, see, and do things 
“against your intent in order to please the prince.” It is a “very wise thing” 
to live a life of conspiracy and a necessity that must be judged particularly 
by the few who might prefer the contemplative life.19

In both The Prince and the Discourses on Livy, Machia velli’s master 
writings because they are the only ones he describes, at the beginning, as 
containing everything he knows,20 the longest chapter is on conspiracy 
(P 19 and D 3.6, the latter hugely larger than any other chapter and con-
taining its own outline). Conspiracy is pervasive and comprehensive in 
politics; it can be used by a ruling prince as well as against him, and by a 
republic as well as against it. Machia velli not only justifi es conspiracy, as 
did other writers, but also shows how to execute one, explaining how to 
act in the three stages of before, during, and after the event. To execute a 
conspiracy is to execute the object of it—two related meanings of esecuzi-
one. Of course the secret of a conspiracy comes out at its completion, but 
the effect of such a deed is much greater for its having been kept secret be-
forehand. The suddenness of execution (ad uno tratto, “with one stroke”) 
adds to the attention it receives, for example the “spectacle” of Cesare Bor-
gia’s murder of his henchman Remirro de Orco (P 7.29– 30). Its “ferocity” 
left the people “satisfi ed and stupefi ed,” their hatred for Remirro purged 
from their spirits. As opposed to tragedy, which purges the spirits of an 
audience so as to teach them a lesson, Machia velli’s purging is merely ca-
thartic and to the advantage of the prince.

That religion is a kind of purging is shown by Machia velli’s worldly 
reduction of it. For him, morality and religion are effectively the same be-
cause morality cannot prove that humans are able to afford to be moral 
without recourse to divinity in the next world. The god must be there to 
punish and reward, and to do so he makes commands on humans who as 
such are imperfect sinners. Yet most humans—the people—are imperfect 
sinners because they are too weak to sin without fearing the consequences. 
So they must have religion—but they cannot live by it. The necessity of 
living by religion is counteracted by the necessary impossibility of doing 
so. Men being sinners, they cannot live without sinning. So they need a 
church and a priesthood that both enforces the commands of religion and 
provides the relief of forgiveness from those commands. Necessity must 
be applied by sacrifi ces and must necessarily be relaxed and purged by 
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atonements. In Machia velli’s play Mandragola the priest Brother Timothy 
plays a crucial role in the seduction of the beautiful and moral Lucrezia by 
offering relief from God’s sanctions. He cites God’s approval in the Bible of 
incest for Lot and his daughters as a present- day license for adultery done 
to produce an heir.21 God’s necessity to repopulate the world justifi es the 
(comically) corresponding human necessity to reproduce, though the deed 
must be kept secret. Machia velli’s play is the unfolding of a conspiracy 
made possible by the conspiracy with necessity—human necessity—that 
is religion.

For Machia velli, religion is not the overcoming of the world’s necessi-
ties that it claims to be. In its promises as well as in its demands it accords 
with the necessity arising from human weakness. It is not concerned with 
goodness, or not so much as it is concerned as with predicting and control-
ling the future, hence providing security for human weakness. More than 
fi nding remedies for their faults humans want to know what is in store 
for them as they are; they prefer security to reform. Religion is essentially 
an attempt to master fortune, but “the present religion,” as he describes 
Christianity (D 1 .pr.), does this in the interest of priests who do not be-
lieve in it. His own replacement or reformation of Christianity, putting 
it under the mastery of the princes of the world, does no more disrespect 
to Christianity than Christianity has done to itself. Christianity, he says, 
“shows the truth and the true way,” a careful statement that falls defi ni-
tively short of saying that it is true (D 2.2.2, 3.1.4, cf. 1.12.2). Christianity 
will indeed show the truth and the true way as Machia velli appropriates 
it to his own use in accordance with its “effectual truth” as modes and 
orders of human government with which, as we have seen, he will redeem 
the sinfulness of the world. His own atheism will take advantage of the 
atheism of Christian priests who “do not fear the punishment that they 
do not see and do not believe” (D 3.1.4). But it will not be able to abolish 
religion and will not try.

Religion and pre- Machia vellian morality will continue in the world 
as the necessary dissatisfaction with its uncertainties and the unpredict-
ability of fortune. Machia velli surely encourages cynicism about morality, 
but he knows that he cannot convince most people to abandon morality. 
Resistance to necessity in the form of morality is as necessary as the fail-
ure of morality. “Goodness is not enough” (la bontà non basta, D 3.30.1), 
but it will not disappear. Hence Machia velli does not attempt to construct 
a universal new morality as did later thinkers on the basis of a universal 
right of self- preservation. According to him virtue for the princes will al-
ways have to contend with goodness for peoples (see D 1.18.3– 4). The pros-
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pect that he might be known as Old Nick and his advice become notorious 
as Machia vellian would neither have deterred nor surprised him.

The Machia velli scholars who try to save his reputation will succeed 
with those many who are as credulous, and in their way as moral, as they 
are.22 But Machia velli himself would have excused them, because they 
operate on a necessity he understands perhaps better than they. It should 
be noted that Machia velli does not so much justify as excuse evil.23 He 
himself, so to speak personally, “excuses” the homicide of Remus by Rom-
ulus as well as the failure of Piero Soderini to anticipate the evil that the 
Medici did to him (D 1.9.2, 5; 1.52.2). The primacy of forgiveness over jus-
tice in Machia velli’s thought reveals his desire to replace, and assume, the 
office of the giver of forgiveness, and betrays the permanent tinge of Chris-
tianity to his anti- Christian thought.

A special challenge for the credulous scholars is the Machia vellian 
speech of an unnamed leader of the plebeian Ciompi rebellion in Florence, 
which because of its repeated reliance on “necessity” deserves (and bears) 
close examination here (FH 3.13). The orator speaks, it is said, “to inspire 
the others,” but he says that he teaches what necessity requires.24 Appar-
ently necessity sometimes needs to be inspired in those to whom it applies; 
necessity does not necessarily make itself effectual but has to be taught in 
a striking way. He begins by saying that if he had to deliberate whether to 
take up arms, burn and rob homes, and despoil churches, he would agree 
“to put quiet poverty ahead of perilous gain.” No moral qualm at these 
deeds would occur to him! But speaking now in the midst of rebellion, he 
says that we have no choice but to multiply the evils already committed 
and add more companions in them so that more will suffer, because uni-
versal injuries are borne more patiently than particular ones. Thus can we 
gain pardon more easily as well as “live with more freedom and more sat-
isfaction than we have in the past.” Here a gallon of whitewash is needed 
to save Machia velli as the champion of republican freedom and virtue.

The orator goes on to disparage the nobles who oppose the plebs. Don’t 
be dismayed by their antiquity of blood, he exclaims: “Strip all of us na-
ked, you will see that we are all alike.” Forget conscience and possible 
infamy, for where, as with us, there is “fear of hunger and prison, there 
cannot and should not be fear of hell.” And then he generalizes grandly: 
“For faithful servants are always servants and good men are always poor.” 
“God and nature” have put us where we are, in the midst of exposure to 
wickedness. So “one should use force whenever the occasion for it is given 
to us.” This is a course of action, “I confess,” says the orator, that is bold 
and dangerous, but when necessity presses, boldness is judged prudence. 
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“Spirited men never take account of the danger in great things, for those 
enterprises that are begun with danger always end with reward.”

The original claim that this circumstance is special, the initial con-
cession that one should hesitate over “perilous gain,” are entirely with-
drawn. To be in the midst of a plebeian rebellion is not exceptional but 
reveals the essential situation of man: all of us stripped naked, exposed to 
danger and wickedness. Here is Hobbes’s state of nature, and not just in 
embryo but born alive and kicking. The nature of man’s situation is taken 
from the extreme case and made universal to cover all normal cases. In 
fact, the concept of “normal” as opposed to abnormal is reversed so that 
the abnormal, formerly the exception, becomes the rule. Here too the fu-
ture course of modern science is previewed: the nature of man is taken 
from nature stripped of convention, as it were in a laboratory experiment 
when nature is tortured and everything normally hidden emerges. In the 
practice of experiment scientifi c fact is disclosed as opposed to ordinary 
observations made complacently without benefi t of the pressure of neces-
sity. We should also notice the ambition of the orator for great things and 
his willingness to face great danger in enterprises with the expectation of 
reward.25

The plebeian orator who “inspires” the mob by appealing to necessity 
shows again the unexpected complexity of Machia velli’s profession of that 
notion. Humans must not only choose necessity but also be inspired to 
choose it. That politics is ruled by necessity does not at all mean that po-
litical things must be accepted as they are with resignation, leading to dis-
dain for the political life and the search for “quiet poverty” in contempla-
tion, perhaps, that the orator momentarily considered attractive.26 Instead, 
Machia velli seeks to inspire (inanimare) his readers with a spiritedness 
(animo) that will lead them to virtue (virtù) in the sort of active acquisi-
tion that he defi nes as the political life. Animo easily recalls the thumos 
by which the classical political scientists referred to the spirited part of 
the soul. Machia velli does not mention the soul in The Prince and the Dis-
courses on Livy, his two chief works, and he seems to treat animo as his 
replacement for soul, substituting animo for anima.

In the notable example of the criminal Agathocles who became “king” 
(P 8.34) he speaks of his “virtue of spirit and body” (virtù di animo e corpo), 
in a manner to make one think that animo replaces anima. Animo, one 
may suppose, is an exhalation from the body, representing its spirited de-
fensiveness yet expressed in the necessity of acquiring. In Machia velli’s 
usage it is very far from what Marx and Engels called “the icy water of 
egotistical calculation” but not so far from what Max Weber called “the 
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spirit of capitalism” and many today call the spirit of entrepreneurship, 
of which one element is calculation.27 Machia velli’s notion of acquiring 
is political and moral rather than economic, and for him spiritedness is-
sues in a new virtue available to the wicked like Agathocles. Machia velli’s 
account of this successful criminal in The Prince says that one cannot 
call his wicked deeds virtue, a remark seized on by many who argue his 
moral brief. But then he goes on to speak of “the virtue of Agathocles” in 
the very next sentence, immediately violating his own prohibition as if he 
were in a position to fl aunt his inconsistency.28

Necessity animates the prince so as to require him to become a new 
prince and in doing so to consider in cold blood—yet spiritedly!—the costs 
and benefi ts of wickedness. Standing in the way of the new prince, how-
ever, might be the attachments of a city—let us say a republic—that is “ac-
customed to living free.” In such republics “there is greater life, greater ha-
tred, greater desire for revenge,” and the prince is told by Machia velli that 
“the most secure path is to eliminate them or live in them” (P 5.21).29 He 
does not hesitate to endorse the practice of the Romans, citing destruction 
of republics by the Roman republic, as the example for princes (P  5.20). 
But the popular humor he cites, occurring “in every city . . . that the peo-
ple desire neither to be commanded nor oppressed by the great,” shows 
that they always stand in the way of the new prince, whether organized 
in a republic or not. One necessity gets in the way of another, the neces-
sity to command versus the necessity not to be commanded, and the new 
prince must have the virtue (in the new acquisitive sense) to overcome 
the second necessity in order to follow the fi rst. Although the necessity 
in the popular humor is not limited to republics, still it is useful to be re-
minded that the “republican virtue” piously recommended by scholars on 
Machia velli’s behalf is animated by hatred and desire for revenge. These 
sentiments might seem to be the sort of luxury that necessity would teach 
anyone to do without, but he welcomes them under necessity’s excusing 
capacity. Although he says quite defi nitely that a prince must avoid be-
ing hated by the people, he concludes that since a prince cannot fail to be 
hated by someone, he should prefer being hated by the people rather than 
by his soldiers (P 17.67– 8, 19.75– 6).

The necessity for animo is further complicated by the complacency 
of routine that all the achievements of virtue induce. Machia velli pres-
ents this untoward consequence of virtue in a well- known passage in his 
Florentine Histories discussing the fourth of his seven inquiries in that 
book (FH 5.1). There seems to be a cycle in history in which “virtue gives 
birth to quiet, quiet to leisure, leisure to disorder, disorder to ruin,” and 
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then from ruin a rise in reverse through the stages. The danger of leisure 
is paramount, and especially the use of leisure for philosophy illustrated 
in the protest by Cato against the corrupting presence of philosophy in 
Rome. Applying this dilemma between what is good for a republic and 
what is good for philosophy to his time, and to the difference between the 
“virtue and greatness” of the ancients and the weakness of the moderns, 
Machia velli closes with a suggestion. “Perhaps,” he says, it may be no less 
useful to know the modern weakness than the ancient strength, because 
if the latter excites “the liberal spirits” (i liberali animi) to follow, the for-
mer will excite such spirits to avoid and eliminate it. That is a statement 
of Machia velli’s liberal spirit, and apparently he has a remedy for avoiding 
the cyclical necessity of virtue and disorder.

The general program for a lasting or even permanent revival out of 
weakness is supplied in his Discourses on Livy. There he concludes that 
“nothing is more necessary” in any common way of life “than to give back 
to it the reputation it had in its beginnings” (D 3.1.6). Necessity leads out 
of necessity when prudently understood as requiring a return to the begin-
nings and to the original fear that underlies the complacency of civiliza-
tion. This return has to be a political act, a sensational change of regime 
that catches attention as opposed to the steady accumulation of property 
that later Machia vellians, agreeing with Machia velli as to the necessity to 
acquire, substituted for the riskiness of Machia vellian virtue.30 As virtue 
is risky, the goal of virtue is glory, which one might say is a semblance 
of nobility. In the sense of glory, nobility is not opposed to necessity but 
rather gained through necessity, an insight for which Machia velli praises 
“certain moral philosophers” he does not name (D 1.4– 5, 43; 2.12.3; 3.12.1). 
Fraud, for example, might seem to be necessary though “detestable,” but 
no, fraud in managing war is glorious (D 3.40.1).31 Machia velli’s use of 
fraud, one might propose, is the highest degree of his glory.

So understood, Machia velli can return his profession of necessity to 
the profession of good, the latter having been duly limited and disciplined. 
The new prince must arm his subjects, not all of them because that is 
not possible, but some of them. Which should he choose? On thinking it 
through, he will see that it is easier to gain to himself those who had been 
content with the previous state, his former enemies, rather than with his 
former friends, who had their own reason for becoming so and would be 
more demanding of him (P 20.83, 86). In Machia velli’s own case, he would, 
one supposes, be thinking of Christian priests as his new friends. Such a 
course may not be perfect, but one can never seek to avoid one inconve-
nience without running into another, and prudence consists in picking the 
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less bad inconvenience as good (P 21.91). The next chapter of The Prince 
on the secretaries to the prince discusses only one case, that of a minister 
who is more excellent than the prince he advises. One knows of necessity, 
Machia velli says, that this prince was either in the fi rst rank of inventive-
ness or the second, being able to recognize good deeds though incapable of 
conceiving them. This minister “cannot hope to deceive him and remains 
good himself” (P 22.92).

At least in the case of a minister advising a prince, then, it is neces-
sary for the minister to appear good and faithful. Machia velli as adviser to 
princes is of necessity faithless to any particular one of them, because his 
advice is general or universal and can be used by the enemies of any prince 
whom he advises. But Machia velli is himself also under the necessity of 
proving to be good for the princes he advises and not merely offering irre-
sponsible advice in order to make himself look good. We see that necessity 
is judged, in the end, by how much good it leads to—even if the good in 
this case is only apparent. Machia velli the professor of necessity is obliged 
to profess the necessity of the good.
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C h a p t e r  T w o

Machia velli on Good and Evil: 
The Problem of Dirty Hands Revisited

Giovanni Giorgini

I. MACHIA VELLI’S COMMITMENT

The problem of “dirty hands”1 concerns the role of morality in politics, 
namely whether (and in what measure) it is admissible to use evil 

means in order to achieve noble ends or something conceived as the over-
arching “common good.” This was not a new problem fi rst identifi ed by 
Machia velli’s acute and discerning eye in the sixteenth century; indeed, it 
is almost as old as politics: to mention only two famous examples, Cain, 
after being banned from Eden for killing his brother Abel, established 
the city of Enoch; and Romulus killed Remus in the very act of founding 
Rome.

The problem of “dirty hands” in Machia velli cannot be separated from 
the question of what his intention was in writing his political works and 
especially The Prince, which has just turned 500 and which allegedly 
started political modernity: that is to say a new era in which politics is 
supposed to have become separated, or autonomous, from the moral and 
religious realm, answering only to considerations of effectiveness in a 
consequentialist perspective. I shall maintain that Machia velli did not 
discount the role of morality in politics but believed that politics had a 
distinct and discrete dimension of duty, and in certain exceptional cases—
which we may call the “state of emergency”—moral and religious alle-
giances and political duties could clash without any possibility of recon-
ciliation. In these cases the dramatic side of politics is fully revealed, for 
the statesman confronts nothing less than a tragic dilemma, because ev-
ery decision he makes will entail guilt.2 Machia velli was acutely aware of 
this tragic dimension of politics and therefore warned the reader and pro-
spective statesman that he must be ready to “damn his own soul” when 
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he enters the political realm; for in cases of dire emergency the statesman 
must put the safety of the state above all other consideration and there-
fore must do things that are evil, immoral, and impious. This point is of 
fundamental signifi cance in order to appreciate the seriousness and the 
dramatic tone of Machia velli’s thought: Machia velli was not the bearer of 
a new morality, nor did he believe that princes and politicians have a spe-
cial dispensation from ordinary morality. Evil remains evil in his thought, 
and dirty hands are dirty. The problem, then, consists in identifying the 
circumstances and conditions that require a statesman to dirty his hands 
without becoming an evil person or turn into a bad ruler. For Machia velli 
this was very much a problem of political education, because only the wise 
and prudent statesman can identify correctly the problem he is facing and 
can decide about the appropriate course of action, and that calls for the 
right political education. Seen from this perspective, Machia velli belongs 
with full title to that long tradition of political thinkers who put their 
hopes of political renewal in the education of a new, and different, kind of 
statesmen—a tradition that starts with Plato and includes such thinkers 
as Xenophon, Aristotle, Cicero, Augustine, and Aquinas but also authors 
of treatises de regimine principum and civic humanists who wrote works 
on “the perfect prince,” the specula principis, such as Bracciolini, Alberti, 
Patrizi, Platina, and Pontano.3 By emphasizing Machia velli’s connection 
and belonging to a long- established tradition4 in Western political thought 
I do not mean to diminish his originality and importance; on the con-
trary, I wish to show that, precisely because Machia velli was well- versed 
in that tradition, he believed that he had to confront it and devise an alter-
native solution. Machia velli believed that that tradition, especially in its 
Christian manifestation, had failed to educate statesmen who were up to 
their task. And the results were apparent in the present condition of his 
homeland, which he describes as “more enslaved than the Hebrews, more 
servile than the Persians, more dispersed than the Athenians, without a 
head, without order, beaten, despoiled, torn, pillaged, and having endured 
ruin of every sort.”5 It is important to recall, however, that these famous 
lines belong to the last chapter of The Prince; they are part of an “Exhor-
tation to seize Italy and to free her from the barbarians”: the tone is not 
of despair but rather of incitement to action; the dire times are ripe for a 
“redeemer” and Machia velli is persuaded that in general “the occasion is 
of short duration.”6

I believe that Machia velli had many purposes in his mind when he 
began writing The Prince in spring 1513, but one of them was overriding. 
He intended to educate a new kind of statesman according to what he 
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had learned through his readings and his fourteen years in office in the 
chancery of the Florentine Republic so that the statesman could meet the 
extraordinary challenges of the age and be prepared in advance for the ex-
traordinary demands of high- level political activity. In order to fulfi ll this 
task, as we may surmise from his letter exchange with Francesco Vettori, 
Machia velli had to ingratiate himself with the Medici family by show-
ing his talent in politics, the only fi eld in which he deemed himself to 
be expert.7 Like every talented writer trying to catch the reader’s atten-
tion, Machia velli made his promise and stated his commitment right at 
the beginning of his work, in the dedicatory letter of The Prince: having 
declared that his dearest and worthiest possession is “the knowledge of 
the actions of great men”—which he learned “from long experience with 
modern things and a continuous reading of ancient ones”—he promised 
to the young Lorenzo de’ Medici that he would be able “to understand in 
a very short time all that I have learned and understood in so many years 
and with so many hardships and dangers for myself.”8 I think Machia-
velli’s choice of the word is simply perfect: intendere is both to grasp and 
to understand9 and refers to the ability that the prince must be able to 
grasp and understand what is of the utmost importance for a statesman, 
the most basic principles and purpose of the art of state. The little book he 
offers may be short and coming from a person in reduced circumstances 
and enduring “a great and continuous malignity of fortune,”10 but it deals 
with the most important things concerning the art of state. 

It is noteworthy that Machia velli deems it important to stress repeat-
edly that the advice he offers comes from a combination of practical expe-
rience and literary knowledge: theory and action combined.11 He wanted 
to distance himself from those authors who “have imagined republics 
and principalities that have never been seen or known to exist in truth,”12 
such as Plato and Augustine; at the same time, he did not want to pass for 
an illiterate, uncultured writer who generalizes his practical experience. 
The combination of theory and practice is the key to success in political 
education, as the examples of Xenophon, Cicero, and Plutarch, politicians 
and men of letters, testify. In the background there are the aforementioned 
“great men,” the statesmen who performed “great deeds” in the service 
of their countries, who act as exemplars for the new prince. The impor-
tance of the examples of the past, the exemplarity of “great men,” has a 
central role in Machia velli’s political vision: since human nature is in 
his view fi xed, and since history therefore tends to repeat itself, the pos-
sibility to imitate the example of the great statesmen of the past is actual 
and real. Moreover, if we read such educational biographies as Xenophon’s 
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 Ciropaedia and Plutarch’s Lives, we realize that the great statesmen of 
the past did exactly this: they chose eminent men as models to imitate. 
Machia velli’s vision of history and of human nature, together with his 
knowledge of classic authors, came together to persuade him that the only 
hope for his wretched homeland consisted in devising a new kind of edu-
cation for prospective statesmen, an education that, in an apparent para-
dox, revived the ancients against the moderns.

I fi nd it scarcely credible that after more than 500 years we can still 
read that Machia velli was the evil counsellor of princes and tyrants alike, 
who gave them recommendations on how to preserve their power by all 
means. Well, to be fair, he has been depicted in many unpronounceable 
guises, including a combination of a phallic narcissist and a primary 
 sadist!13 Indeed, if we think of the meaning of the word “Machia vellian,” 
we are reminded that in popular usage Machia velli is still a “teacher of 
evil”14 who maintained that “the end justifi es the means.”15 How can we 
overlook the “great men” and the “great deeds” so prominent in his text? 
We may fi nd a confi rmation of this enduring prejudice not only in the spe-
cialized scholarly works on Machia velli but also in the popular literature 
and especially in the self- help genre: we are thus delighted to discover a 
Machia velli for ladies, one for managers, one for dandies seeking counsels 
for dressing, and even one for philanderers, just to mention a few exam-
ples.16 Whereas what Machia velli has in mind in every chapter and page 
of his Aristotelian- style treatise on statesmanship is rather to educate a 
new kind of statesman so that he may accomplish something great,17 if he 
meets the right circumstances and “heaven” is on his side.18 In order to 
do so he must have something like a North Star guiding him through the 
perilous seas toward his set destination and this cannot be the Christian 
teaching “I am the way, the truth, and the light” with the consequent vir-
tues—Machia velli rejected that. This guiding light must be the awareness 
that the greatest act a statesman can perform is to save his own country 
from destruction either by external or internal forces: namely conquest 
by a foreign power, or anarchy caused by domestic factions. The form of 
this teaching may appear dramatic, and it has in fact given rise to criti-
cism from the most pious or least attentive readers,19 but this is because 
dramatic are also the circumstances: in general, because when the state 
is threatened with destruction, this is the most dangerous moment for a 
ruler and for the citizens; specifi cally, in Machia velli’s own times, the ac-
quisition, loss, and ruin of a state were events that had happened many 
times to Italian and foreign princes.

This teaching—the statesman’s fi rst and foremost task is to save the 
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state —recurs in many places in Machia velli’s works and is stated re-
peatedly in The Prince, with different takes and variations. I thus pro-
pose to read The Prince as a compendium of statesmanship, a summary 
of Machia velli’s knowledge and experience meant to give a prospective 
statesman a permanent education, to form a virtuous hexis in him, if we 
wish to use an Aristotelian expression. It is not a set of recommendations 
for specifi c situations but rather an educational work in the tradition of 
Aristotle, Cicero, and Plutarch. And in such an educational work aimed 
at the permanent Bildung of a statesman, this is lesson number one, the 
starting point of politics: saving and maintaining the state must be the 
fi rst preoccupation of the prudent politician who loves his country. We 
may add that if the prudent politician succeeds in creating and maintain-
ing a state, he will provide his fellow citizens with the external conditions 
required in order to live peacefully, take care of their interests, and pur-
sue a moral and religious life that will grant them not only earthly goods 
but also eternal salvation. In order to do this, Machia velli contends, the 
statesman must be ready to give up his “soul,” namely personal salvation, 
for love of the country and of his fellow citizens. It may sound paradoxi-
cal, but Machia velli’s “murderous” doctrine is not so distant from the Pla-
tonic view that the philosopher must sacrifi ce his personal happiness in 
favour of that of the entire community, and a very signifi cant offspring 
of the statesman’s action to save the state is the salvation of the souls of 
his fellow citizens, which is impossible in a context of war and anarchy. 
All this is very different from saying that the ruler must preserve his own 
power: Machia velli always maintains that what matters is the state, be-
cause without it, nothing—no peace, no leisure, no civil life, no security, 
no morality, no freedom—is possible; mere life is barely possible. The state 
is the common good, therefore saving the state means preserving the com-
mon good. Often the two purposes—to save the state and to preserve one’s 
own power—are obviously intertwined for the ruler, but this is a second-
ary consideration for Machia velli, who always insists on the necessity to 
save the state. In this respect we can say that The Prince is a variation on 
the theme of the Notzustand, the state of necessity—a fundamental topic 
in the history of political thought and a situation already perfectly identi-
fi ed by the Greek historian Thucydides in his Melian Dialogue.20

It is at this level that we encounter Machia velli’s most dramatic lesson 
to his readers: the “seriousness of politics.”21 Politics is a serious matter; 
it is that realm of human activity where decisions are made that affect 
countless numbers of people, whose life or death, happiness or misery, 
may be at stake, and who depend on the statesman’s capacity to make the 
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right, albeit dramatic, decision. A man who enters politics, Machia velli 
believed, must be aware that he is entering a path that may lead him to 
damn his own soul.22 With Machia velli’s dramatic turn, ruling responsi-
bly and personal salvation are for the fi rst time seen as discrete targets: 
being “good” has different meanings when it comes to the state or to the 
soul; a “good” prince will very often turn out to be a bad Christian and an 
evil human being.23 We may add another consideration here. In a letter to 
his friend Francesco Vettori Machia velli famously wrote “I love my na-
tive city more than my soul”; this sentence is even more telling—and per-
haps replete with dark forebodings—since Machia velli died two months 
later.24 In mentioning the destiny of his soul together with that of his pa-
tria Machia velli revived an old topos. It is interesting to notice, in fact, 
that the relationship between politics, or the constitution (politeia), and 
the soul had been long established in Greek political thought. The analogy 
between the macrocosm of the city and the microcosm of the soul lies at 
the foundation of Plato’s Republic and supports his claim that kallipolis is 
the only city built according to human nature. In the Laws Plato’s Athe-
nian Stranger could intelligibly claim that politics is “the art whose task 
is caring for souls” (Laws 1, 650b) because politics oversees the correct 
arrangement of the human soul.25 Moreover, in a scholium to this work 
we fi nd a defi nition of “constitution” (politeia) as “the one way of life of 
a whole polis,” while Isocrates spoke of the community’s politeia as “the 
city’s soul.”26

Machia velli does not deny the existence of this relationship, but he 
believes that in taking care of the state the politician may imperil his 
own soul. Between the Greek world and Machia velli’s, Christianity ap-
peared, with its insistence that actions in this world serve the purpose to 
give us access to beatitude in the next world: thus the importance of poli-
tics is clearly diminished. Machia velli wants to restore the balance and 
give politics its proper place in this world. In this sense “The Prince is a 
profoundly educational work, a constant lesson in seriousness,” as Nicola 
Matteucci remarked.27 The irresistible allure of this work stems from its 
combination of apparent realism (the famous incipit of chapter 15) and hid-
den idealism, which is revealed in the moral invectives against the Italian 
princes and all other rulers who did not care for the common good and 
allowed their states to be ruined. Politics is a Beruf, to use the word of a 
great political realist strongly infl uenced by Machia velli, a “profession” 
but also a “vocation,” a “calling.”28 Machia velli had an amazingly high 
consideration of politics because he knew from experience that a states-
man may put together or undo a state, may accomplish the deed for which 
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human beings are hailed as heroes, namely create or save a state, or may 
do the worst possible action, let his state be destroyed because of his in-
eptitude or selfi sh desire for power or lack of love for the community. If 
we keep this consideration in mind, that politics is an extremely serious 
matter and that saving the state is the overarching good, we are in the best 
position to examine the problem of dirty hands in Machia velli.

II. MACHIA VELLI’S PREDECESSORS: TWO TRADITIONS

As I already stated, the problem of dirty hands was old, almost as old as 
politics itself, and had been faced and examined by eminent authors. Ma-
chi a velli knew and faced two traditions of addressing this question, which 
were quite infl uential in his age. One was linked to a classical author who 
had regained prominence in the previous century thanks to new transla-
tions and, especially in Florence, through the work of Marsilius Ficinus 
and his Florentine Academy: Plato.29 It may sound strange to compare two 
such different authors—the alleged father of political idealism, Plato, and 
perhaps the master of political realism, Machia velli—and emphasize the 
infl uence of the former on the latter, but Plato was much more of a real-
ist than we usually surmise: his entire theory of the best regime is based 
on a realistic appreciation of human nature and of the political circum-
stances of his days. Moreover, Plato deplored the idea of being considered 
a mere “word- monger” and tried to implement his theory of the best re-
gime by going personally to the tyrants of Syracuse (three times!) in the 
hope to persuade them and then falling back on founding a philosophical- 
political school, the Academy, where he trained future philosophers and 
politicians.30 Conversely, Machia velli’s realism is dappled by his love for 
the country and by his moral indignation at the fi ckle and selfi sh Ital-
ian rulers, to the point that he loses sight of what is politically feasible. 
He counsels Pope Leo X (Giovanni de’ Medici) to give up absolute rule in 
Florence and create instead a mixed government, a free living “vera repub-
lica,” quoting explicitly Aristotle and Plato as predecessors in such coun-
selling.31 The odds that Leo X would follow Machia velli’s advice equal the 
odds that Dionysius (the Elder or the Younger) would give up their tyr-
anny and implement kallipolis in Syracuse. In the end, after their practi-
cal attempts came to naught, Plato and Machia velli relied on their ability 
to educate virtue to prospective statesmen; they both found in political 
education the key for implementing their political visions. In fact, already 
Henry Neville, in his Plato redivivus (1681), considered “the divine Ma-
chiavel” the heir to “the divine Plato” in that he wrote as a physician who 
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tried to heal the moral and political disorders of human beings and politi-
cal institutions, just like his Greek predecessor.32

Both authors identifi ed the source of these disorders in men’s different 
and confl icting visions of the good and saw in factional strife (stasis) the 
deadly disease of the body politic.33 To be sure, Machia velli praises civil 
confl ict “against the opinion of many” (Discourses 1.4) but only in a “well- 
ordered republic,” namely where there are good laws that “channel” the 
diverging aspirations of the people and of the aristocrats, where there are 
courts to which any citizen can appeal and accuse a magistrate or a power-
ful aristocrat,34 and where citizens are well educated and never act against 
the common good. Only in these circumstances is civil confl ict benefi cial, 
as in the case of the Roman republic; otherwise, it turns into factional 
strife that destroys the liberty and the power of the state, as happened in 
Florence. Machia velli lived in a political landscape very similar to Plato’s, 
who saw contemporary cities struggling with internal confl icts between 
oligarchs and democrats and threatened by foreign entities such as the 
Great King and Philip of Macedon. Similarly, in Machia velli’s time Flor-
ence and other Italian cities were torn by civil strife between the ruling 
elite and the people, which caused mourning, destruction, regime change, 
and fi nally loss of independence at the hands of the kings of France and 
Spain. Florence, for instance, always had “defective regimes” according 
to Machia velli because reforms “have been made not for the fulfi llment 
of the common good, but for the strengthening and the security of one 
party,” thus causing instability and the sudden surrender to Charles VIII.35

Likewise, Plato was persuaded that all political arrangements of his 
age were fl awed because they all inevitably saw the rule of one part or 
faction against another: one ruled, the other served—as the name of the 
regimes clearly revealed: “rule of the people” (demokratia), “rule of the 
best” (aristokratia), “rule of the few” (oligarchia); the happiness of one part 
was achieved at the expense of the other. As the sophist Thrasymachus 
aptly observed, or rather snarled at a dismayed Socrates, “justice is the ad-
vantage of the stronger,” by which he meant the established government: 
every ruler makes laws that are advantageous to his part and calls this 
“justice”; accordingly, justice is “the good of someone else” (allotrion aga-
thon). It takes Socrates nine (out of ten) books in the Republic to refute 
Thrasymachus, and in the end the essence of his reasoning remains intact 
although Socrates, by introducing the dimension of the Forms and thus an 
objective realm of truth, shows that the philosophers, who know the real 
good for their fellow citizens, rule for the common good and succeed in 
making all citizens happy. In order to refute Thrasymachus, however, Soc-
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rates has at the same time to lay down a theory of knowledge, an educa-
tional plan for the youth, dispositions about what artists can or cannot do, 
and, fi nally and most importantly, a design for a city that is one and not 
many (because exempt from civil strife), unifi ed by moderation (sophro-
syne), a virtue possessed by all citizens. This is a city completely different 
from all other existing political arrangements because in it human beings 
(who are presupposed to be different and with diverse images of happiness) 
live harmoniously and fl ourish as much as their nature allows them. How-
ever, in order to build and maintain the “beautiful city,” the philosopher- 
kings must perform certain distasteful duties: they lie (although it is a 
“noble lie” because it is justifi ed by the good end it serves, namely main-
taining harmony in the city) to their fellow citizens about their different 
natures, in order to justify their ordering in different classes;36 they expel 
to the countryside everyone over the age of ten;37 they watch over children 
from a very young age and select those who have the appropriate intellec-
tual and moral qualities and deserve philosophical education while at the 
same time demoting the others to other classes;38 they arrange marriages 
and preside over the “matching” of citizens with eugenic intent;39 they 
take morality and religion seriously and therefore severely punish deviant 
behavior and atheism, even with the death penalty in the most stubborn 
cases.40 In so doing they do not care about written laws, deeming more im-
portant the “force of their art,”41 and use all sort of means to persuade and 
even “enchant” the citizens.42

In Plato, then, we fi nd already perfectly described the problem of us-
ing evil means in order to achieve an all- important good end—the transi-
tion from the worst to a good, or rather the best, form of government—
together with an educational project aimed at creating a ruler capable of 
doing evil things for the common good of the city. The solution to this 
most important and prickly problem is entrusted to an educational proj-
ect that involves fi rst the ruling class and then the entire citizenry. Plato 
was well aware that such methods were debatable and had some of his 
characters object to their use. But his answer was that this was the only 
way to put an end to the confl icts that plagued all existing cities and to 
fi nally bring about a political arrangement whereby all citizens could be 
happy.43 Nor was he unaware of the fact that a malign critic could retort 
that similar methods had already been used in the past—by tyrants. The 
question for Plato was then how to distinguish a philosopher- king from a 
tyrant, the true statesman from someone holding only the exteriority of 
power; this was not an easy task because judging merely from the appear-
ances—namely the means employed—the two looked very much alike. It 
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is very similar to the difference between the philosopher and the sophist: 
the two bear a very close resemblance, but they are quite different, indeed 
completely opposite, just like the dog and the wolf.44 Plato was persuaded 
that there was a huge distance and a fundamental difference between the 
philosopher- king and the tyrant, since the former possessed the politike 
episteme or techne politike: political science or the art of politics. This 
enabled the philosopher to truly know what is good for the citizens of his 
city; being the possessor of an art, the true statesman is like a physician, 
who may purge bodies and even cut limbs but always for the true benefi t 
of the patient,45 as contrasted to the tyrant who aims only at his own ben-
efi t. Plato was persuaded that in the end the citizens would realize the 
difference between a city ruled by a philosopher and one ruled by a tyrant 
in terms of happiness by looking at the results: in a tyrannical city no one, 
not even the tyrant, is happy and the distance in their respective happi-
ness can even be measured; the philosopher is 729 times happier than a 
tyrant!46

Moreover, Plato had already identifi ed one of the central problems that 
would consume Machia velli: the relationship between the ruler’s vir-
tue and chance, which includes all the external circumstances beyond 
the agent’s control; how necessary is a favourable occasion, which must 
combine with the philosopher’s art, in order to realize the best regime?47 
This question was already addressed in Plato’s fi rst great political work, 
the Republic, in the last lines of book 9, which are of fundamental impor-
tance because they concern the possibility to realize in practice the per-
fect city: here Socrates states that only some “divine chance” (theia tyche) 
will enable the philosophers to enter politics.48 The myth of the reversed 
cosmos in the Politicus reminds us that there are times and rhythms in 
the universe and that god never abandons it lest it falls into the “bound-
less sea of dissimilarity”—its destiny of dissolution.49 Finally, in the Laws, 
which is the work where Plato’s religious piety is most clearly revealed, 
we read that “no mortal ever legislates anything, but almost all human 
affairs are matters of chance”; and a little further on: “in all things god—
and together with god, chance (tyche) and opportunity (kairos)—pilots all 
the human things”; in the third place there is art (techne). It follows that 
“no human being ever legislates anything, but chances (tychai) and ac-
cidents (symphorai) of every sort, occurring in all kinds of ways, legislate 
everything for us.”50 Besides being virtuous, the statesman (or tyrant) who 
wishes to implement the best regime must therefore be “lucky,” according 
to Plato, and accompanied by a “lucky chance” (tyche) that helps him fi nd 
a wise philosopher legislator. This relationship between virtue and chance 
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is tackled by Machia velli in the last two chapters of The Prince, not with-
out hesitations and vacillations, since being “loved by heaven” emerges as 
a fundamental requisite for successful political action.

“Let us do evil, that good may come” is a statement slanderously at-
tributed to the Christians and rejected by Paul in his Letter to the Ro-
mans (3:8); for Paul no end, not even spreading the word of Christ and the 
Good News, could justify sinning. There are moral absolutes (that is to say 
moral norms that have no exceptions) and no situation can ever absolve 
committing an evil deed for the sake of an alleged higher good.51 In his vi-
sion, taking care of one’s soul, preparing for the afterlife by realizing that 
Christ is God and the Truth, is the supreme consideration, and therefore 
it is not difficult to outline a hierarchy of goods: damning one’s soul by 
sinning is the worst possible choice of action for a Christian and for a good 
human being in general. The relationship between power and salvation 
had been a central preoccupation in early Christianity. Already in Mark’s 
Gospel Jesus emphatically asks: “For what shall it profi t a man, if he shall 
gain the whole world, and lose his own soul? Or what shall a man give in 
exchange for his soul?” (Mark 8:36– 7). This teaching, which emphasizes 
the superiority of what is eternal over what is transient, the importance of 
the afterlife in comparison to earthly life, and places the individual soul 
and salvation above politics and power, will remain the central tenet of 
Christianity.52 There are no tragic confl icts in Paul’s Christian perspective 
because these arise only when two equally important goods, two equally 
reasonable arguments supporting them, collide. Greek tragedy presents us 
with such dramatic confl icts because the Greeks did not have the notion 
of a supreme and overriding consideration, and therefore equally arguable 
visions of the good were conceivable and could collide. In Sophocles’s An-
tigone, for instance, the reasons of the dead and those of the living, the 
decree of the city and the eternal laws, confront each other and clash dra-
matically exactly because they have equally valid arguments supporting 
them. Antigone may claim—and indeed she does—that she has infringed 
upon the law of the city in order to obey a higher imperative, “not to in-
fringe upon the unwritten, unfaltering laws of the gods, which have ex-
isted not from today nor from yesterday but since eternity.”53 In her view, 
by burying her brother and thus disobeying Creon’s decree, she did some-
thing bad according to human law in order that some higher good may re-
sult. Creon, on the other hand, is infl exible in defending the law and order 
of the city because the community represents for him the highest good, 
a rather ordinary opinion in fi fth- century Greece. Greek tragedy puts on 
stage dike against dike and shows us that in making a decision something 



 Machiavelli on Good and Evil 69

is inevitably lost: characters such as Agamemnon in his choice about Iphi-
genia, Orestes in the moment of his matricide, and Zeus in his punish-
ment of Prometheus all show that they lost something by their decision, 
motivated by valid, albeit unilateral, reasons.

Machia velli reveals his understanding of the tragic side of politics in 
his acknowledging that what is lost in decision making is innocence. It is 
not possible to rule and remain innocent—as Saint- Just would remark—
and guilty knowledge is the bitter fruit of political experience.54 Machia-
velli knew Christian teaching very well, and he was also more than ac-
quainted with classical Greek political thought. These two traditions 
provided him with very contrasting intimations concerning the question 
of dirty hands in politics, and Machia velli sided with the classics.55 In 
Machia velli’s view Christian doctrine, with its emphasis on the impor-
tance of using this life as a preparation for salvation and eternal life, with 
its vision of a fi nal Judgment that will overturn the verdict of this world 
about glory and fortune, cannot grasp the great responsibility that the 
statesman has towards his fellow citizens. Machia velli believed it was un-
realistic and irresponsible to deem it possible to remain morally unstained 
when one accepted the task to rule a state. Hence his ferocious criticism of 
Christianity (or that version of it that emphasizes otherworldly goods and 
the Roman Church): it bears a twofold responsibility, that of making men 
less “lovers of liberty,” together with providing “evil examples” with its 
corruption. Moreover, Christianity and the Roman Church are politically 
ineffective, besides providing a wrong educational example, because they 
lack a political project for Italy.56 It is noteworthy that Machia velli made 
“virtue” the focus of his political vision: a notion of “virtue” completely 
redefi ned and in sharp contrast with the Christian virtues, a “virtue” that 
is utterly political and that in certain dramatic circumstances collides 
with the cardinal virtues and the other teachings of Christianity due to 
the duties and responsibilities that characterize the political realm.

Machia velli intends thus to warn the prospective political leader that 
if he wants to be a good statesman almost certainly he will not be a good 
Christian; he will have to account for the fact that even if he succeeds in 
doing “great things” for his country, this will take a toll on his soul. This 
sense of duty and responsibility in Machia velli, together with its dramatic 
element, was well caught by that refi ned reader of his works Max Weber, 
who contrasted the “ethic of conviction” with the “ethic of responsibil-
ity”; Weber described the former as a variation on the notion that “the 
Christian acts rightly and leaves the outcome to God,” while the latter 
gravely reminds the politician that “one is answerable for the (foresee-
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able) consequences of one’s actions.”57 With bitter irony Weber observed 
that “the believer in the ethic of conviction cannot accept the ethical ir-
rationality of the world” and brought up the example of a trade unionist 
who acts according to this ethic and, facing the disastrous results of his 
policy, does not feel responsible and accuses “the world, or the stupidity 
of the other people, or the divine will who created them stupid.” In We-
ber’s vision these two kinds of ethical approaches are not incompatible but 
rather complement each other and, put together, mould the man with “po-
litical vocation.” In the dramatic circumstances in which he was writing, 
in Germany after the defeat in World War I, Weber had perfectly caught 
Machia velli’s problem: “The man who is concerned for the welfare of his 
soul and the salvation of the souls of others does not seek these aims along 
the path of politics. Politics has quite different goals, which can only be 
achieved by force.”58

III. MACHIA VELLI AND DIRTY HANDS

The central treatment of the problem of dirty hands in Machia velli may 
be found in Discourses 1.18. Here Machia velli examines the question of 
whether it is possible to maintain a “free state” in a “corrupt city,” namely 
whether it is possible to maintain a republican government in a city where 
there is factional strife unrestrained by laws and institutions. Machia velli 
says right at the beginning that it is nearly impossible to give a defi nite 
rule on this matter because one should examine each case according to the 
degree of corruption; we may conclude that if he thought it was possible to 
proceed that way, or wanted to opt for a treatment of the question of that 
kind, he would have written a treatise of casuistry or a manual of precepts 
designed to answer specifi c questions. But Machia velli adds that, for argu-
ment’s sake (since it is good to examine all sides of the question), he will 
examine the extreme case of “a most corrupt city” so that the example 
could be most clear: what he intends to do is to give a general rule which 
will contribute to the education of the statesman; he leaves it up to him to 
correctly apply this teaching according to the circumstances. To illustrate 
his case he takes the example of Rome, which made new laws to rein in 
the growing corruption of the citizens but did not change the “ordini,” 
the political arrangements of the state: the result was thus a failure. In or-
der to keep her freedom Rome should have changed her political arrange-
ments because a “corrupt matter” requires different laws and institutions 
as compared to a good, healthy city. This change of arrangements may be 
done in two different ways: either little by little, or all at one stroke. Both 
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enterprises, however, are according to Machia velli “almost impossible.” 
In order to renovate the institutions little by little it is necessary to fi nd 
a “prudent man” who sees the problem arising “from afar,” in its very be-
ginning, but such men are very rare and, in any case, would have a hard 
time persuading their fellow citizens who are used to living in a corrupt 
environment. Also, renovating the institutions all at once, when everyone 
is aware of their corruption, is highly problematic because it cannot be 
done in the ordinary way, namely through amending the laws, because 
they, in their ineffectiveness, are exactly the source of the problem. This 
case requires to “have recourse to the extraordinary, that is to say to vio-
lence and arms”: it requires becoming prince of the city in order to be able 
to act without restraint. And here is the highest challenge for a statesman: 
“Because the reordering of a city for a political way of life presupposes a 
good man, and becoming prince of a republic by violence presupposes a 
bad man.” Machia velli is well aware of the dimension of the problem, “la 
grandezza della cosa,” of trying to create a republic in a situation of cor-
ruption where there is “inequality” among citizens, namely when there 
are aristocrats who consider themselves above the law.59 Machia velli’s 
conclusion is that it is therefore extremely rare that a “good man” will 
want to become prince using “evil ways,” albeit with a good end in mind, 
and conversely that an evil man who has become prince in an evil manner 
will want to use his authority well. It is thus extremely difficult to main-
tain a republic in corrupt cities without veering towards “a kingly state,” 
where the strong hand of the prince (the “kingly hand”) may succeed in 
reining in the insolence of those who do not want to obey the laws (usu-
ally the aristocrats, who have private militia, “rule over castles,” and feel 
they are above the laws).60

Machia velli’s historical examples of those who succeeded in combin-
ing evil means with a good end are most interesting and very telling. The 
Spartan king Cleomenes, who killed all the Ephors, and Romulus, who 
killed his brother and Titus Tatius the Sabine, both avowedly used evil 
means but with a noble end: to preserve their cities free and great, thus 
for the common good and not for personal gain. Cleomenes and Romu-
lus had already been quoted in an earlier chapter (Discourses 1.9) where 
Machia velli stated as a “general rule,” the need to have sole power in or-
der to create a republic or a kingdom. Specifi cally about Romulus’s crime, 
Machia velli commented that although “the deed accuses him, the effect 
excuses him”: Romulus belongs to the category of “prudent orderer of a 
republic” who wishes to be useful to the “common good” and the “com-
mon fatherland.”61 These will never be blamed by any wise man for using 
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extraordinary means in order to reach their ends. Once the state is safe 
and secure, once he has succeeded in increasing its power, the prudent 
statesman has accomplished his task and should avoid trying to have suc-
cessors; Machia velli thinks that the case of a virtuous and prudent prince 
is a very rare occurrence and thus he should smoothly lead to the estab-
lishment of “free living,” namely of a republic, and to the reappearance 
of ordinary means—the good laws given by the virtuous prince. If, then, 
Machia velli’s intent was to provide the necessary education to create a 
“good” politician, capable of making the right decisions to preserve and 
aggrandize his country, with the persuasion that saving the state is the 
fi rst and foremost task of a statesman, it is only reasonable and logical that 
he emphasized so much the importance of arms, and specifi cally of a civic 
militia. For the citizen bearing arms in defense of his country is another 
version of the “good man”: both would give their lives (and their souls) in 
order to save their country.

We may pause here to ponder two considerations. First, noteworthy 
in Ma chia velli’s account is the importance of examples of the past. They 
serve the purpose of reminding the reader that such deeds are possible, 
that certain human beings are surely rare but not impossible to fi nd, and 
that the world has clearly changed but not in such a dramatic way to make 
this exemplarity of the past useless and impossible to attain or replicate. 
Indeed, one of Machia velli’s deepest convictions is that to believe that it 
is impossible to imitate the examples of the past equals to believe that 
“heaven, sun, elements, men had varied in motion, order, and power from 
what they were in antiquity.”62 Secondly, it is evident that the task Ma-
chia velli set for himself was to try to educate such a type of prudent and 
virtuous man, capable of dirtying his hands while remaining a good hu-
man being because his motivation for action would be love of country and 
the common good. Evidently Machia velli believed that such an operation 
was possible and that such virtue was still present somewhere in Italy. As 
the Italian literary critic Francesco Flora once observed, if Machia velli had 
not believed in human nature, his discourses on the exemplarity of the 
ancients would only amount to futile meanderings.63

IV. MACHIA VELLI’S SOLUTION

We are now in the best position to understand the nature and dimensions 
of the problem Machia velli set for himself. Since political matters are al-
ways in motion and even the best political arrangement cannot remain 
good and stable forever, in the life of a city or state there inevitably comes 
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a time when a prudent man, who loves his country and wants to act for 
the common good against internal corruption or an external enemy, is re-
quired. Such a prudent man must be aware that in order to perform his 
task and save the state he may have to use extraordinary means and thus 
be cruel and violent and act against the laws, human and divine. This is 
exactly the problem examined in the central chapters of The Prince, which 
are deliberately devoted to the qualities that the new prince must possess 
in order to be effective in his task to create and preserve the state: “He [the 
prince] needs to have a spirit disposed to change as the winds of fortune 
and variations of things command him, and as I said above, not depart 
from good, when possible, but know how to enter into evil, when forced 
by necessity.”64 This is the drama of politics revealed by Machia velli, this 
combination of apparent absolute power and necessity: the statesman, and 
especially someone who aspires to become a prince, must know that his 
power to operate for the common good of the community goes together 
with the necessity “to maintain his State, of acting against faith, against 
charity, against humanity, against religion.”65 This aspect of necessity is a 
consequence of the ordering of the world (which is obviously beyond men’s 
control) and of human nature; it is in the nature of human beings to desire 
more and more power because of ambition, because of “discontent” (mala 
contentezza), and as a remedy to their inborn insecuritas.66 Thus, the de-
sire for more power and the inclination to aggrandize the state are abso-
lutely natural;67 just as natural is the outcome: ever- recurring confl ict. In 
this important aspect of Machia velli’s thought we can detect the infl u-
ence of Thucydides and of his notion of a “necessary human nature” that 
will always make war necessary.68 The new statesman will also learn from 
Machia velli the importance of knowing human nature, and the (quon-
dam) Florentine secretary will disclose everything he has learned on this 
matter.69

Machia velli was not the herald of a new moral theory, nor did he be-
lieve that rulers had a special dispensation from ordinary morality: evil 
remains evil, and therefore the statesman will dirty his hands while ac-
complishing his high task. In order to do this, he requires an appropriate 
education that turns him into a “good man,” namely providing him with 
clear priorities. The most important is the conviction that he must act in 
the interests of the common good and that the preservation of the state 
must therefore be his fi rst priority; the statesman must know that poli-
tics is a serious matter because the happiness or unhappiness, and some-
times even the life or death, of his fellow citizens depend on his decisions. 
Therefore he must be ready to dirty his hands when extreme situations 
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require it; in all this he must remain a “good man” while using evil means 
to reach his good end. Paradoxically, this political education may be con-
strued as an education in “how not to be good,” in the ability to dirty one’s 
hands but always for the overarching end, the only one that makes all 
means honourable: saving the state.70 From this perspective the following 
statement that we read in The Prince becomes highly signifi cant: “Hence 
it is necessary to a prince, if he wants to maintain himself, to learn to be 
able not to be good, and use this and not use it according to necessity.”71 It 
is important to insist on this element of political necessity that forces the 
statesman to be “not good” in certain circumstances in order to correctly 
appreciate the dramatic aspect of Machia velli’s message to his reader and 
prospective statesman: to be sure, not keeping one’s word, shifting alli-
ance according to one’s convenience, killing treacherously one’s enemies, 
letting one’s lieutenant be found quartered in the piazza at Cesena after 
entrusting him with the task of bringing peace and order into that land, 
are all evil deeds and remain such; therefore the statesman will answer 
for them with his soul on Judgment Day. Such actions, however, are some-
times required in politics, and thus those who are not ready to dirty their 
hands for their country or wish always to act like good Christian believers 
should refrain from having public offices. Machia velli’s lesson to prospec-
tive politicians about power thus sounds like a caveat, a warning about the 
political constraints the exercise of their power will encounter: far from 
being able to do whatever they wish, the real statesmen must comply with 
what their responsibilities require of them. In extreme cases the sacrifi ce 
of their body for the homeland is not sufficient; they have to give up their 
soul.

Machia velli knew for a fact that such a combination of good and evil 
is extremely difficult and rare because he had fi rst- hand experience of a 
“good man” who proved unable to have recourse to extraordinary means 
and violence in order to save his city: his name was Piero Soderini and the 
city was Florence.72 Soderini’s inability to force his nature and “enter into 
evil” for the sake of his homeland by making the cruel and extraordinary 
decisions necessary to save the Florentine Republic brought about the ruin 
of the republican regime in Florence and the end of civic freedom there—
an example of how good means brought about a bad end for the entire com-
munity. I am persuaded that Machia velli considered Soderini the perfect 
example, per contrarium, of the necessity of a new type of political educa-
tion. Although Soderini was a prudent man and knew it was necessary to 
be resolute against some of his aristocratic enemies, he believed that “with 
patience and goodness” (twice repeated in a few lines in Discourses 3.3) he 
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could win over his enemies; he was convinced that with time and fortune, 
with goodness and by benefi ting some of them, he could get rid of the envy 
of his aristocratic opponents. But “he did not know that one cannot wait 
for the time, goodness is not enough, fortune varies, and malignity does 
not fi nd a gift that appeases it.”73 His “prudence,” however, made him 
aware that “If he wished to strike his opponents vigorously and to beat 
down his adversaries, he would have needed to take up extraordinary au-
thority and break up civil equality together with the laws.”74 This meant 
having recourse to extraordinary, namely extralegal, and evil means that, 
nonetheless, would not have turned him into an “evil man,” a tyrant: for 
Soderini was acting for the highest purpose, “for the safety of the home-
land and not for his own ambition.” Therefore, since his actions and his 
intention had to be judged by the end, it would have clearly appeared that 
he should be praised rather than blamed for placing the well- being of his 
country before that of his soul.75 With hindsight Machia velli will then ob-
serve that Soderini’s Florence lacked an institution to which someone who 
wished to accuse a citizen could appeal: without such a legal and institu-
tional channel accusations become slanders and destroy “free living” and 
the state because citizens have recourse to “extraordinary modes.”76

The fi gure of Piero Soderini epitomizes and perfectly illustrates the 
problem addressed by Machia velli—a problem, I wish to stress, that he ex-
perienced fi rst hand in the many long nights he spent awake with Soderini 
while trying to devise a solution to Florence’s problems and the enmity 
and envy that surrounded the gonfaloniere. Soderini did not lack the vir-
tue of prudence, which can be learned also through Aristotle and the clas-
sics; he lacked a new virtue of character identifi ed by Machia velli, a vir-
tue that enables politicians to perceive correctly the supreme target they 
have as statesmen and the consequent responsibilities. These entail being 
able to be “not good” in certain extreme circumstances while remaining a 
“good man” devoted to one’s country.

V. MACHIA VELLI AND THE ART OF POLITICS

For Machia velli politics is an art, which has to be learned through read-
ings as well as through experience, in the “workshop”—so to speak—of 
practice. Of this art he believes himself to be a master, as he proudly states 
in a letter to Francesco Vettori written from his countryside exile.77 Ma-
chia velli believes that love for his country bids him to educate states-
men capable of realizing what he himself failed to do due to adverse cir-
cumstances. He appeals to someone “more loved by heaven” and aims at 
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 giving “rules,” well knowing that they have to be adapted to each practical 
situation the statesman encounters. Even more fundamental, however, is 
the teaching that lies at the foundation of Machia velli’s works and recurs 
throughout them: the notion that the categorical imperative for the states-
man is to save the state by all means and that this may entail not only 
dirtying one’s hands but also damning one’s soul. The general teaching 
provided by Machia velli should enable the good politician to “see afar” 
(veder discosto), to envisage the possible perils, although the actual, spe-
cifi c ones cannot be precisely predicted. General recommendations con-
tribute to our political education; it is not possible to give specifi c rec-
ommendations abstracting from the circumstances; one should evaluate 
separately every single circumstance and then proceed with determina-
tion counting on one’s acquired prudence.78 This too is, obviously, a “gen-
eral recommendation.”

This quality of discernment is of fundamental importance for the true 
statesman, and Machia velli’s intent is to mould the perfect statesman, en-
dowed with such virtue that will enable him to withstand the change of 
fortune by adapting to it. Fortune should then be construed as the nem-
esis of wisdom, coresponsible for human actions and the coauthor of his-
tory, for it is the encounter and the match, or riscontro, of human virtue 
and fortune that determines historical occurrences. The savio, the wise 
man, is Machia velli’s equivalent to the Aristotelian phronimos, the per-
fectly virtuous man who is capable of making the right decision in practi-
cal matters.

An excellent illustration of this aspect of Machia velli’s thought, which 
brings us directly to the heart of the problem that occupied this man of 
action who never stopped trying to devise a general theory drawn from 
the events he witnessed, is the letter he wrote from Perugia to Giovan Bat-
tista Soderini in September 1506, generally referred to as the Ghiribizzi 
al Soderino.79 Here we famously fi nd many of the ideas that Machia velli 
was to develop later in his major works. Among them, one is of funda-
mental signifi cance for our purpose: the notion that success in political 
action depends on the riscontro (“match”) between a man and his times. 
Machia velli takes his bearings from the observation of the different, 
sometimes contrasting ways that lead human beings to success or to fail-
ure in their political enterprises. He does not want to give in to resigna-
tion and attribute to “heaven and the will of the fates” the fi nal result 
of man’s actions—as he reiterates in The Prince 25—and therefore pro-
poses an alternative vision: human beings are different in their intellects 
and imaginations just as they are different in their faces, and as a result 
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each man behaves according to his intellect and imagination. Since pat-
terns of events and political arrangements change too, the result of hu-
man action depends on the alignment or misalignment of one’s behavior 
with the times: “The man who matches his way of doing things with the 
conditions of the times is successful; the man whose actions are at odds 
with the times and the pattern of events is unsuccessful.” Machia velli’s 
solution thus consists in “conforming to one’s riscontro,” namely in ac-
knowledging that human action inevitably takes place in specifi c circum-
stances and it is therefore necessary to adapt one’s conduct to what he will 
call “the quality of the times”:

And truly, anyone wise enough to understand the times and the pat-

tern of events and able to adapt himself to those would always have 

good fortune or would always keep himself from bad fortune; and it 

would come to be true that the wise man could rule over the stars and 

the Fates. But such wise men are not to be found: in the fi rst place, men 

are shortsighted; in the second place, they are unable to master their 

own natures; thus it follows that Fortune changes and controls men 

and keeps them under her yoke.

These considerations are revived in his two major works, notably in The 
Prince 25, where Machia velli suggests adapting one’s behavior to what the 
circumstances require: “I believe, further, that he is happy who adapts his 
mode of proceeding to the qualities of the times; and similarly, he is un-
happy whose procedure is in disaccord with the times.” In The Prince 25 
the two possible ways of proceeding are labelled as “impetuous” (impetu-
oso) and “cautious” (respettivo). Both adjectives—it is worth noticing—re-
fer to an active behavior because respettivo does not indicate acquiescence 
to fortune:80 acting cautiously characterizes a prudent biding of one’s time, 
using diplomacy instead of waging war, the search for negotiation and 
compromise (which is not a “middle way,” most harmful and always to be 
discarded as an option).81

In the Discourses there is a further deepening of the question. In this 
work Machia velli fi rst repeats the theory of the riscontro: “I have often 
considered that the cause of the bad and of the good fortune of men is the 
matching of the mode of one’s proceeding with the times. For one sees that 
some men proceed in their works with impetuosity, some with hesitation 
and caution.”82 This vision is made more complex and refi ned by the in-
sertion of an Aristotelian insight based on the notion of “right measure”: 
“And because in both of these modes suitable limits are passed, since one 
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cannot observe the true way, in both one errs.”83 Machia velli maintains 
here that there is in general a “true way,” namely a correct and appropriate 
way of acting, but since it is difficult to identify and follow, it is necessary 
to adapt one’s behavior to the circumstances, trying to make as few mis-
takes as possible. The lesson is simple, but its implementation is most diffi-
cult: in order to succeed in politics it is necessary to have a twofold virtue, 
an intellectual and an ethical virtue, if we wish to use Aristotelian termi-
nology. A politician must be able to identify correctly the features of the 
specifi c circumstances and see what kind of action they require. But here a 
problem immediately arises since men are in general “shortsighted”; they 
lack that virtue of discernment that enables them to see danger from afar 
and to identify exactly the peculiarities of the practical situation in which 
they operate, that “eye of the soul” that judges correctly, which is a posses-
sion of the phronimos man according to Aristotle.84 Furthermore, it is nec-
essary to have such a nature capable of adapting to different circumstances, 
or rather a “second nature” created through education, able to overcome 
the lack of fl exibility determined by one’s inborn character as well as force 
of habit, which inclines us to persevere in behavior that led us to success 
in the past regardless of the changed circumstances. It is to be noted that 
Machia velli does not say that these savii do not exist anymore but rather 
that it is difficult to fi nd them; he states that they cannot be found in his 
days. The reason is to be found in the lack of political education, or rather 
in the wrong political education Italian citizens and statesmen received. 

Wisdom and the necessary qualities to become savio are developed 
through a process of political education that is not different from that de-
picted by the classics, such as Aristotle, Cicero, and Seneca, but also Xeno-
phon and Plutarch, and revived by Petrarch and many subsequent civic 
humanists. Machia velli laments in many passages the “feeble education” 
and the lack of historical knowledge of his contemporaries, which have 
the consequence of creating “feeble men” who are unable to face “adversi-
ties and hard times.”85 One should note, however, that the general tone of 
the Ghiribizzi is not despair and surrender to the power of fate but rather 
exhortation and faith in the wise man’s capacity to judge. In a marginal 
annotation to this text Machia velli wrote a signifi cant note: “Never coun-
sel anyone nor take counsel from anyone, except for a general counsel: 
let anyone do what his disposition tells him in a bold way.” It is the same 
conclusion that Machia velli reached in The Prince 25, a conclusion strik-
ingly inconsistent with the general argument of that dense chapter: af-
ter stating that he himself had been inclined to attribute to fortune an 
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overwhelming infl uence on human affairs because of the events “beyond 
any human conjecture” he had witnessed, Machia velli equates the power 
of fortune to that of human virtue; then, after a long argument where he 
maintains that the prince must be so prudent as to adapt his behavior to 
the “quality of the times,” he concludes that it is better to be “impetuous” 
than “cautious” because “fortune is a woman; and it is necessary, if one 
wants to hold her down, to beat her and strike her down.” This conclusion 
comes after an authorial intervention in the fi rst person: “I judge this to 
be good”86—to stress Machia velli’s personal conviction on this important 
matter. In this fi nal inconsistency, which shows that he is not only a phi-
losopher, emerges the originality of Machia velli as compared to the clas-
sics or his contemporary Platonic authors:87 after discussing god, fortune, 
and the right occasion, once the educational process is completed, it is 
time for action.

Machia velli’s “innovation” lies in reviving the classical tradition, of 
Platonic and Ciceronian ancestry, which put the well- being of the state 
above the well- being of the individual (and of his soul). Machia velli be-
lieved in the capacity of human beings to overcome fortune, in their abil-
ity to do “great things”—namely to create, patch together, and aggrandize 
a state, thus showing that they have virtue and aim at the common good 
and therefore are “good men.” It is common to speak of Machia velli’s an-
thropological pessimism, of his grim view of human nature.88 However, if 
Machia velli had not believed in human beings, if he had not assumed that 
such “good men” still existed, his statements and his actions would be ut-
terly groundless and meaningless.
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C h a p t e r  t h r e e

Machia velli and the Critics of Rome: 
Rereading Discourses I.4

Gabriele Pedullà

The fourth chapter of book 1 of the Discourses opens with a peremp-
tory statement: “I must not fail to discuss the tumults that broke out 

in Rome between the death of the Tarquins and the creation of the tri-
bunes, nor yet to mention certain facts which militate against the view of 
those who allege that the republic of Rome was so tumultuous and so full 
of confusion that, had not good fortune and military virtue counterbal-
anced these defects, its conditions would have been worse than that of any 
other republic.”1

Machia velli’s judgment is clear, yet at the same time quite impenetra-
ble for today’s reader. Following the humanists’ approach—who hid their 
targets under a generic quidam, plerique, multi, or nonnulli—only seldom 
does Machia velli explicitly mention the authors he intends to confute; and 
especially when dealing with modern ones, he prefers to allude to them 
through generic (and sometimes enigmatic) formulas.

In all likelihood Machia velli’s interlocutors understood without much 
difficulty whom he was referring to. For the modern- day reader, however, 
these allusions are often cryptic and hard to decipher, but certainly not 
without importance. This is particularly true here, as the whole political 
and intellectual project of the Discourses depends on the confutation of 
what was a rather harsh critique of Roman institutions. In fact, if Rome re-
ally was a “tumultuous republic,” that is to say a republic constantly rat-
tled by internal fi ghting, its constitution could not be easily put forward 
as a model for the moderns to imitate, thus undermining Machia velli’s 
ambitious project from the start.

Around thirty- fi ve years ago, in an essay that has become a classic,2 
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Gennaro Sasso tried to fi nally give a name to Machia velli’s opponents. 
The conclusions of his research are essentially four:

a) The claim that Rome’s greatness is due to its good fortune comes 

from Plutarch’s De Romanorum fortuna, as Machia velli himself 

states in Disc. 2.1: “Many are of the opinion, and amongst them 

Plutarch, a writer of great weight, that the Roman people was in-

debted for the empire it acquired rather to fortune than to virtue.”3

b) The main attack concerns Rome’s tumults, but it is difficult to pre-

cisely identify Machia velli’s target. Fortunately there is “at least 

one explicit and direct document of what appeared to Machia velli 

as a communis opinio,” this document being the De civitate Dei, 

where Augustine lists the Roman republic’s “miseries,” such as 

“internal divisions and disagreements amongst the citizens” (3.17).

c) A second proof of the anti- Roman tradition can be found in the ded-

icatory letter of George of Trebizond’s Latin translation of Plato’s 

Laws (1452), where it is said that Rome “never remained the same, 

constant in its form, but changed every day like a chameleon, so 

that it seemed as if that empire was one, because of the location 

and of the urban structure more than of the unity of its people. 

Therefore, as it mutated daily and remained divided, it never was 

a community of citizens; and that is why I ask myself if we should 

defi ne as a city a place where nobody could peacefully live in their 

own homes, where internal wars and seditions were always so vi-

cious that external wars would be greeted as a relief, and many 

would become soldiers to live a tranquil life. On the contrary the 

republic of Venice, site of justice and master of peace, never chose 

war if not to protect its peace, and never chose war over peace.”4

d) Sasso suggests that chapter 1.4 of the Discourses has to be read in 

light of chapter 1.6, where Machia velli opposes the Roman consti-

tutional model to the Venetian one. The adversaries of Rome that 

Machia velli has in mind should be therefore identifi ed with the 

Florentine aristocrats that supported the Venetian government, and 

these pages would be addressed to them. Specifi cally, in this pas-

sage Machia velli would be polemicizing against Bernardo Rucel-

lai, the great humanist and politician who admired the institutions 

of Venice, the “Serenissima,” and is today mostly remembered as 

the founder of the circle of the Orti Oricellari, where—after the 

death of their founder and the return of the Medici—Machia velli 
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discussed politics with a group of young aristocrats and gave the 

Discourses the form that has reached us.

Sasso’s reconstruction has been adopted in ensuing commentaries, and it 
eventually became part of every critical apparatus that comes with the 
Discourses. Nevertheless, his judgment might need to be integrated with 
some supplementary testimonies and therefore substantially corrected. 
And this is what I intend to do in the following pages, examining for the 
fi rst time numerous previously overlooked ancient, medieval, and human-
istic sources on this topic.

I. ROME’S FORTUNE (AND MILITARY VIRTUE)

After more than thirty years, Sasso’s reconstruction of the diatribe on the 
Romans’ fortune remains valid in its essential features, even if one can 
bring some new tesserae to his picture. For instance the conspicuous pres-
ence of Plutarch’s De fortuna Romanorum in Florence at that time could 
be further investigated, beginning with De urbe Roma, Bernardo Rucel-
lai’s antiquarian treatise.5 Or, more importantly, from Leon Battista Al-
berti’s Libri della famiglia we could quote a confutation, very similar to 
Machia velli’s, of the idea that Roman predominance in the Mediterranean 
was due merely to good fortune:

The marvelous empire without limits, this lordship over all people ac-

quired by Latin forces, obtained by our diligent efforts, increased by 

our Latin armies, can it be said to have been granted us as a gift of 

fortune?

Shall we admit that what our character won for us we owe to for-

tune? Shall we ascribe to fortune the prudence and moderation of Fa-

bius, whose delaying and passive tactics saved our almost captured 

Latin liberty? What of the justice of Tarquin, who, to maintain mili-

tary discipline, refused a pardon to his son? What of the purity of a man 

who, content with a farmer’s life, preferred honesty to any amount of 

gold? What of the stern justice of Fabricius, the temperance of Cato, 

the fortitude of Horatio Cocles, the sufferings of Mutius, the faith and 

piety of Regulus, the patriotism of Curtius? What of the other remark-

able, excellent, and incredible virtues of soul that were praised and 

honored among the ancients? Shall we ascribe to fortune sacred quali-

ties which worked no less than iron and violence to let our noble Ital-
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ian ancestors subdue the people of every barbarous region? With these 

did they subjugate the proud and stubborn barbarian enemies of Latin 

liberty, glory, and name.

Shall we view fortune, then as the teacher of morals, the moderator 

of conduct, and the guardian of our most sacred traditions? Shall we 

consider subject to fortune’s fi ckle and arbitrary will these standards 

which men, with mature wisdom and with hard and painful efforts, set 

up form themselves? How can we say that fortune, with her equivocal 

ways and her inconstancy, can ruin and destroy the very works which 

we most want to subordinate to our own watchfulness and reason, and 

not to another’s whim? How shall we admit that we fervently and labo-

riously strive to maintain belongs to fortune rather than to us? It is not 

in fortune’s power, it is not as easy as some foolish people believe, to 

conquer one who really does not want to be conquered. Fortune has in 

her hands only the man who submits to her.6

Despite the signifi cant accord between the two texts, and the striking 
similarities of their arguments, we do not need to postulate that Machia-
velli had read Alberti’s work. Rather, for a better understanding of the Dis-
courses, it should be noted that in the Tuscan environment, since the mid- 
fi fteenth century, it was already necessary to defend the Romans from 
the accusation of having built their entire empire thanks to a persistent 
fortune.

Nevertheless, the passage in Disc. 1.4 says something more. Alongside 
the thesis that explains all the Romans’ achievements as a result of mere 
fortune, there is the contention that a special “military virtue” was the 
only reason for their success. Thus far, neither Sasso nor any other scholar 
has tried to identify who is behind this accusation, which, just like the 
other ones, could have invalidated the entire project of the Discourses. Yet 
the issue is too important to be overlooked if we want to understand the 
difficulty of Machia velli’s neo- Roman project.

Generally speaking, in the ancient sources we fi nd two different ex-
planations for Roman supremacy. First, in principle, the Greek authors 
stressed the constitution and the leges (laws), while the Romans fore-
grounded mores (customs); secondly, the Romans rejected the idea that 
the empire was a result of mere military organization (disciplina) or mere 
good fortune (using the conciliatory saying “ex virtute fortunam”7). In 
this perspective, discipline and fortune played only a part in their success, 
together with virtues such as religiosity (pietas), justice (iustitia), and fru-
gality (temperantia), if not Stoic providence (fatum).8
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The fi fteenth- century humanists—essentially echoing the ancients—
agreed that the Romans’ expertise in war could not have been the only 
cause of their empire. Mostly in brief passages, these authors repeat that 
strength without justice is not enough to assure supremacy, or that the 
architects of Rome’s triumphs were its speakers and jurists, as much as 
its generals and soldiers. From this point of view, the fourth chapter of 
book 1, in other respects one of the most controversial and surprising pas-
sages of Machia velli’s work, appears quite conventional. Refuting the idea 
that “military virtue” on its own can make a state invincible, Machia-
velli recycles the opinion of Giovanni Cavalcanti, Leon Battista Alberti, 
Matteo Palmieri, or Bartolomeo Platina—authors sometimes very far from 
each other in terms of biography and intellectual background but ready to 
agree on this single point: without the joint action of “force” and “justice,” 
“arms” and “virtue,” arma and consilia, the Roman Empire simply would 
not have existed.9

Therefore, the thesis that Machia velli refutes does not seem to have 
many supporters in either the classic or the humanistic texts.10 Yet at least 
a few can be named. The fi rst is probably the Roman historian Valerius 
Maximus, who in the Dictorum et factorum memorabilium libri (possibly 
the most popular ancient history book at the beginning of the sixteenth 
century), after having defi ned “the strong bond of military discipline” as 
the “chief glory and mainstay of the Roman Empire” (1.7 praefatio), seals 
his list of exemplary cases with an interesting general observation:

By vigorously maintaining military discipline, the Roman Empire be-

came the master of Italy; it gained power over many cities, great kings, 

and mighty nations; it opened up the straits of the Black Sea; it broke 

through the barriers of the Alps and the Taurus Mountains and occu-

pied them; and although it had started off in the tiny cottage of Romu-

lus, it became the leader of the entire world.11

Secondly, there is Cicero’s Pro Murena, where we fi nd a more exhaus-
tive explanation. Here the “dignitas rei militaris” (dignity of military 
service) is explicitly compared and placed before the “iuris civilis gloria” 
(glory of jurisprudence). But we have to consider that the specifi c occasion 
entirely justifi es the particular tone and content of the oration by Cicero, 
who was engaged in defense of the consul who had been elected for the 
following year and accused of electoral fraud by Servius Sulpicius Rufus 
(who had lost the same elections to him). Since Murena had been Lucius 
Lucullus’s lieutenant in the war against Mithridates, Cicero constructed 
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his argument entirely on the comparison between the “urbana militia” 
of Servius (renowned as a lawyer) and the more worthy career of Murena, 
who had served his homeland in the army.

And surely—I must say what I feel—military ability counts for more 

than ability in any other fi eld. For it is this which has given the Roman 

people the brilliant name they have; it is this which has bestowed ev-

erlasting glory upon our city; it is this which has induced the world to 

submit to our command. All our city affairs, all these fi ne pursuits of 

ours, the applause and the hard work here in the forum, all lie beneath 

the guardianship and protection of military strength.12

This is clearly an argumentum ad hominem, aimed to convince the jury 
(although, throughout his life, Cicero would actually be an advocate of the 
toga’s primacy over the sword). Nevertheless—extrapolated from its spe-
cifi c context—the passage could have offered an authoritative argument 
in favor of military virtue and might have also been understood that way. 
And this is why Cicero is a second potential target for Disc. 1.4.

Finally, there is a third candidate: Vegetius, author of a treatise of mili-
tary theory that had extraordinary success throughout the Middle Ages 
and early modernity and that Machia velli knew very well. The fi rst chap-
ter of the Epitoma, entitled “The Romans subdued every population only 
thanks to military exercise,” sounds like it is about to reveal all there is 
to know on the empire’s supremacy. Yet, as in Cicero’s case, upon a closer 
look we realize that Vegetius does not postulate the superiority of martial 
virtue over other virtues, nor does he intend to offer a whole interpretation 
of the origins of the Roman Empire. Vegetius writes:

We fi nd that the Romans owed the conquest of the world to no other 

cause than continual military training, exact observance of discipline 

in their camps and unwearied cultivation of the other arts of war. 

Without these, what chance would the inconsiderable numbers of the 

Roman armies have had against the multitudes of the Gauls? Or with 

what success would their small size have been opposed to the prodi-

gious stature of the Germans? The Spaniards surpassed us not only in 

numbers, but in physical strength. We were always inferior to the Af-

ricans in wealth and unequal to them in deception and stratagem. And 

the Greeks, indisputably, were far superior to us in skill in arts and all 

kinds of knowledge.13
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What’s at stake here is rather the central role of “ars” (technique) and of 
“exercitium” (exercise) as opposed to “multitude” (number) and “virtus 
indocta” (plain courage), that is to say, the need to educate brute force 
through discipline. Moving from an idea already expressed in a Pseudo- 
Quintilianic oration (Declamationes 3.14), Vegetius merely concludes that 
Rome’s military culture, rather than the size of the soldiers and of the 
armies, had been decisive. And Machia velli would fully approve this idea 
in his Arte della guerra.

This being said, is it possible to infer that Machia velli included Cicero 
and Vegetius among those who attributed the empire’s greatness entirely 
to martial virtues? This could be so: in the Discourses and The Prince 
he sometimes takes the theses that are his polemical targets to their 
extremes. At the same time, Machia velli’s stretches, though they often 
need to be explained, are never gratuitous. In this case the decisive ele-
ment comes from a modern work that Machia velli knew quite well: Flavio 
 Biondo’s Roma triumphans.

In fact, the discussion about the origin of Rome’s success—which often 
appeared, as we have seen, in the writings of the fi fteenth- century human-
ists—has a special relevance in Biondo’s work. Before fi nally giving an an-
swer, Biondo presents the question as a real historiographical dilemma. 
More than once he appears convinced that no institution (neither civil nor 
military) would have been sufficient to guarantee Roman supremacy in 
the Mediterranean if its citizens had not been righteous, moderate, and 
frugal.14 And when he picks up the issue again at the beginning of the 
sixth book—precisely where the analysis of the city’s military institutions 
begins—Biondo writes:

We should now continue the description of the State’s administration 

with Rome’s military institutions. If it is true that the State’s greatness 

doubtlessly began and was increased with the use of force and weap-

ons, and by the soldier’s ingenuity, it is also true that the force of the 

cohorts, of the legions, of the cavalry troops and of their military lead-

ers, would have been useless if the Senate, the people and the wisest 

men and those of great value—who had been rightly elected as magis-

trates, as we have seen—had not safeguarded and reformed for the bet-

ter, governing righteously, cautiously and humanely, the cities and the 

provinces that they had previously assaulted, defeated and conquered; 

although the magistrates that administer the State from within, with-

out weapons, and [lead] the war outside with weapons are more or less 
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the same ones. Just as the subject matter of the previous three books 

could be defi ned as the unarmed administration of the republic, the 

one we are now considering could be accordingly defi ned as the armed 

administration. And the latter has been conducted thanks to laws, in-

stitutions, and customs not inferior to those of the former. We could 

therefore say that the strictness of the discipline has been fostered by 

the observance of the laws thanks to the external wars more than the 

internal peace. In fact, if at home or in the city sometime few or many 

have committed a crime against the state, very often there has been a 

small punishment, if any; but rarely the consul, the commander and 

the legions themselves have made a serious mistake without being 

punished by the enemy.15

Now, it is within this reasoning, which celebrates the Romans’ moral and 
political virtues, that Cicero and Vegetius are evoked as the promoters of 
the thesis regarding the primacy of weapons. Quoted out of context, right 
after the passage where the Roma triumphans labels as “inanes et super-
fl uas” (useless) “vires” (strength) without “sapientia” (knowledge) and 
“gravitas” (gravity), the words quoted by Biondo end up presenting Cicero 
and Vegetius as defenders of that interpretation of Roman history that at-
tributes every success to “rei militaris virtus” (military virtue). So, while 
Biondo is promoting a sort of inclusive logic that explains Rome’s success 
with multiple causes—such as customs and laws, civil as well as military 
institutions, valor in war and justice in peace (customs and temperantia 
having paramount importance)—he cites Cicero and Vegetius as the theo-
rists of the priority of military skill.

This is not necessary to think that Machia velli was encouraged by 
Roma triumphans to read in Cicero’s and Vegetius’s words something 
more than an argument ad hominem devised to win the case (Cicero) or 
a merely technical concern (Vegetius). But it is certainly noteworthy that 
Biondo was the fi rst modern author to single out (and criticize) a common 
way of thinking, by putting their texts together. Like the other humanists 
(as well as Machia velli, later on) Biondo supports the inclusive logic of the 
et et instead of the exclusive aut aut. Yet, compared to other fi fteenth- 
century texts, for the fi rst time Roma triumphans allows plenty of space 
also for the opposite solution, intended as an effective historiographical 
hypothesis on the origins of the empire. And so, although Machia velli 
certainly had the intellectual tools and the culture to reach these con-
clusions without Biondo’s suggestion, it is after all likely that the Roma 
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triumphans—often a very important source for the Discourses16—did en-
courage him to fi nd in Cicero and Vegetius a serious explanation for the 
Roman success. So, if we might think Machia velli would have given such 
weight to the opening of the Epitoma and to the eulogy of the militia in 
the Pro Murena even without Biondo, we still have to acknowledge at least 
the affinity between the Discourses and the most recent acquisition of an-
tiquarian research.

II. ROME’S TUMULTS

In his essay on the targets of Disc. 1.4, Sasso states that “it is not easy, 
but actually very hard, to determine the specifi c object of Machia velli’s 
polemic.” This is true if we limit our research only to classical texts (even 
if in a previous essay I have shown that the argument against Roman tu-
mults has a very important place in the Roman Antiquities written by the 
Greek historian and rhetorician Dionysius of Halicarnassus).17 But if we 
look at the authors chronologically closer to Machia velli, it becomes obvi-
ous, on the contrary, that the Discourses are confronting a very common 
negative topos, according to which Rome was invincible on the outside but 
extremely vulnerable on the inside, due to constant seditions.

For instance, looking at the Florentines amongst Machia velli’s con-
temporaries, this assessment is expressed, in its straightforward version, 
by Cristoforo Landino in his renowned Comento sopra la Commedia. In 
his commentary to canto 14 of the Inferno the author writes, regarding 
the statue of Empire present in Dante’s poem, that “iron represented the 
Roman’s empire: those who occupied all other empires thanks to their 
military virtue. The soil mixed with iron in the statue’s feet showed civil 
discord in the Roman republic, because just as terra cotta does not mix 
well with iron, in civil discord there never is an actual union between 
citizens.”18

As we will see, Landino is not alone. Sasso (on this single point rightly) 
showed that Augustine’s De civitate Dei played a crucial role in the defi -
nition of Rome as a “tumultuous republic.” Augustine wrote his book to 
prove that the terrible sack of Rome by Alaric’s Visigoths (410 AD) should 
not be ascribed to the Christians or to the relinquishment of ancient pa-
gan religious practices. For this reason the De civitate Dei retraces the 
most ancient history in order to demonstrate that Rome had already gone 
through equally terrifying troubles, and the city’s divinities had done 
nothing to protect it. In this harsh condemnation of the entire pagan expe-
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rience—together with the plagues, the military losses, and the famines—
Augustine naturally turns to internal hostilities. This happens not only in 
the single chapter discussed by Sasso (3.17) but throughout the fi rst half of 
the De civitate Dei, and especially in the third book, where we fi nd a con-
stant denunciation of Rome’s civil wars. Here we read a detailed excursus 
on the brutalities committed by citizens against other citizens after the 
Gracchi. And pretending he does not intend to dwell on Rome’s failures, 
Augustine, with the patience of an entomologist, actually makes a long 
catalogue of the various species and subspecies of internal hostilities (De 
civitate Dei 3.23) and notes throughout the book that no military defeat 
had ever caused the suffering and devastation that the Romans infl icted 
on their own citizens (3.29). Along these lines, Romulus killing Remus 
(2.14, 3.6– 7, 3.12, 15.5), the rape of the Sabine women (2.17, 3.13), the kill-
ing of Titus Tatius (3.13), the war against Alba Longa (3.14), and the clash 
between the Horatii and the Curiatii (3.14) are all interpreted as signs and 
presages of a dangerous tendency to fratricide.

Nevertheless, Augustine did not speak in isolation. With him, we 
should remember the other church fathers engaged in a cultural battle 
against the pagans. Amongst them stand out authors such as Arnobius 
(who wrote the Adversus nationes, almost one hundred years before the 
De civitate Dei, coining the formula “Roma seditiosa semper” in 7.47), or 
Paulus Orosius, with his Historiarum libri adversus paganos (5.1, 5.24). 
The meaning of these attacks is quite clear: for the Christian controver-
sialists, Rome’s condemnation entailed the condemnation of politics and 
vita activa as a whole.

The issue was a burning one. The early humanists, beginning with 
Francesco Petrarca, had to deal with this authoritative Augustinian tradi-
tion if they wanted to protect their passion for pagan literature from criti-
cism. It is no coincidence that Petrarch composed the Disceptatio super 
quibusdam que contra urbis Rome gloriam dicta videntur a multis, col-
lected in the Familiares, in order to defend his (never fulfi lled) intention 
of permanently moving to Rome. Petrarch only rapidly alludes to it being 
a city haunted by internal hostilities (“I shall not speak of the civil wars 
and the belligerence of the ever- unsatisfi ed masses; I omit the many evils 
that city has in common with the entire world”19) and, more importantly, 
explicitly assigns Augustine to the head of the anti- Roman tradition of 
his own time: “I am omitting other critics who have insulted the Roman 
name for they are not few in antiquity, in the recent past, and even in 
our own age. Many of them—as their words reveal—are motivated not so 
much by the desire for truth as by their hatred and envy of the city. In my 
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opinion they do not deserve an answer; they deserve to be destroyed by 
their own poison.”20

Even in the fi fteenth century things had not changed. Augustine’s in-
dictment of the pagan world, including his criticism of Rome’s propensity 
for tumults, was echoed by some of the major humanists. A few passages 
from De miseria humanae conditionis, one of Poggio Bracciolini’s most 
important works, composed in 1455 and strongly infl uenced by the De ci-
vitate Dei’s lesson, suffice:

I will not acknowledge that the Romans’ virtue, highly praised by 

writers, has been free from this misery, since they have been ungrate-

ful toward those who fostered their fortune, toward their protectors, 

toward their guides, and so turbulent in their internal relationships, 

so evil with their own citizens, so unjust in appraising virtues. We 

read that Marcus Coriolanus, Camillus, many Scipios liberators of the 

homeland, were either expelled from the city by decree of the unjust 

plebs, or imprisoned and killed. [ . . . ] What kind of happiness has there 

ever been in the city that has been so cruel with its deserving citizens, 

that has always been torn with internal fi ghts, that has made its great-

ness setting fi res, stealing, robbing, and massacring its own and other 

citizens? Rome has always lived a miserable existence, and especially 

during the civil wars it has been torn apart by the violence and the 

excess of the dictators, the consuls, and the triumvirs. Deprived of its 

most eminent citizens, weakened by the proscription and the slaughter 

of many excellent men, after losing its freedom and being submitted 

to the power of a single man, after having experienced the detestable 

cruelty of freaks of nature rather than emperors, in the end it collapsed 

entirely.21

In the second book Poggio reinforces the message:

In fact [Rome] was never free from private confl icts, internal fi ghts, fa-

miliar disputes, internal or external wars. While it obeyed the kings, to 

the point that they loathed the citizens’ virtue, and Brutus was forced 

to hide his magnanimity pretending to be crazy. And once it was free, 

you know of the secession of the plebs, you know of their prolonged 

wars with the patricians and of the confl icts between them that esca-

lated into murder, you know of the seditious actions of the tribunes, 

you know of the exiles of the best citizens that deserved a reward from 

the State, so that Rome appears to have always been troubled by wars 
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or internal fi ghts. [ . . . ] Why talk about such violent and nefarious civil 

wars that tore it apart? The massive bloodshed, the illness, and the 

great blaze that they caused in Rome, in Italy, and almost all around 

the world is hard to believe. Too often there have been confl icts be-

tween armed citizens that have ended up in a massacre.22

Rome’s tumults remained a rather common theme at the beginning of the 
sixteenth century, in the controversy between enthusiasts of the studia 
humanitatis and the more intransigent sectors of the church.23 Yet the Ro-
mans’ propensity for internal confl icts was also referred to with other in-
tentions. The same authors and the same texts, Augustine above all, could 
be used, for instance, as proof of the republic’s difficulties in governing 
itself and therefore of the clear superiority of princely rule. At least from 
the thirteenth century, the argument that Rome, and any republic in gen-
eral, lacked the concord necessary for cohabitation is employed by the pro-
moters of monocratic government—from the mirror- for- princes published 
between Italy and the court of France (for instance, by Thomas Aquinas 
in his De Regimine Principum 1.5– 6) to the writings in defense of the em-
peror’s wavering prerogatives. And throughout the fourteenth century the 
same claim had become quite frequent in the propaganda of those lords 
who had taken office in the small urban centers of northern Italy, before 
fi nally establishing itself in the works of the humanists less sensitive to 
the values of republican freedom.

Considering the great geographic, cultural, and chronological variety 
of the testimonies, I will limit myself to three examples, one for each kind 
of this criticism, and all published in the fi fteenth century: a philosei-
gneurial treatise, a philoimperial treatise, and a treatise aimed at demon-
strating the superiority of monarchy to other forms of government.

The fi rst writing in chronological order is the Dramatologia de eli-
gibili vite genere, drafted at the beginning of the fi fteenth century. The 
author, the humanist and jurist Giovanni Conversini of Padua—who was 
then at the service of the lords of Carrara—imagines a dialogue on the 
perfect constitution, between a man from Venice and one from Padua. In 
these pages, despite the warm praise of neighboring Venice, Conversini 
uses Rome’s turbulent history to exalt the qualities of a one- man govern-
ment, as opposed to the anarchy of the communal world. Heralded by a 
malicious apophasis (“I shall not mention the partisan passions, the con-
cealed hatred, the envy for the fellow citizens’ awards, the passion for 
which brings men to harbor the worst feelings”24), the usual accusation 
against the republics and, more specifi cally, Rome then emerges:
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The empire was established and developed thanks to the kings of Rome. 

And then, when the presumptuous citizens decided that it was unwor-

thy to obey to a presumptuous king, the administration of the state 

was left to the people. O God, how great was the unrest and the storm 

that hit the city, fi rstly because of the Tribunes of the Plebs, then be-

cause of the Military Tribunes, and right afterwards for the insolence 

of those Decemviri that were engaged in overpowering the people and 

the city. We must admit that the Roman people under the command 

of the consuls carried out great feats, even if they were often looked 

upon and ridiculed. Yet its power and its honor were fostered and grew 

incomparably greater under the Caesars.25

It is unlikely that Machia velli could or would have wanted to open 
a dialogue with an almost forgotten author of over a century earlier, but 
texts like that of Conversini point out the existence of a precise tradition. 
And the same probably goes for two other works, chosen to exemplify the 
anti- Roman prince- friendly polemic—although these are closer to the Dis-
courses, both chronologically and geographically. The fi rst is signed by 
Enea Silvio Piccolomini. In 1446, the future Pope Pius II, as chancellor at 
the service of the emperor Frederick III, was busy fi nding an agreement 
with Pope Eugene IV that would ease the confl ict troubling the Christian 
world. In the context of a general rethinking of the relationships between 
the pope and the emperor and those between the pope and the bishops—
which marks the years immediately following the Council of Basel—Enea 
Silvio composed an extremely interesting letter, De ortu et auctoritate 
Imperii Romani. In these pages, together with a predictable eulogy of the 
imperial power, we fi nd the usual accusations of seditiousness towards the 
Roman republic.

Since the beginning, Rome has been governed by a king and it obeyed 

seven sovereigns, who, it seems, had absolute power. After their ban-

ishment, two consuls were chosen, and it was established by law that 

they would have had the highest powers. Although they could con-

strain the citizens and arrest them, they could not sentence anybody 

to death, as Romans could appeal to the popular assembly against their 

rulings. Under this government there were a great number of tumults 

and, due to the frequent frictions between the plebs and the senators, 

the city’s constitution changed. So there was sometimes a government 

of Decemviri, sometimes of Tribunes, and more often of Consuls. Sub-

sequently, since the population had grown and violent wars broke out 
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and the neighbors threatened the city, out of need it was decided to in-

stitute a magistrate with superior powers. And these became dictators, 

who were not subjected to appeal, and could order death sentences. 

But their power was temporary. In fact nature was paving the way to 

the best form of government of all. [  .  .  .  ] Finally, since neither the 

people, nor the senate, nor the other magistrates were able to govern 

righteously Rome’s provinces, it was necessary for the State to deliber-

ate by means of one single man. And once a Prince was chosen, he was 

given the right to have every decision ratifi ed. And it is well known 

that Julius Caesar began this practice. Thanks to him the governments 

of the States have been given to emperors ever since.26

With the third example we move to Florence, during the last decade 
of the fi fteenth century. It is a very peculiar text that has received atten-
tion only recently: the De comparatione reipublicae ac regni by the hu-
manist Aurelio Lippo Brandolini. In the autumn of 1489, Brandolini had 
moved to Budapest following the invitation of the Hungarian sovereign 
Matthias Corvinus. There he had begun drafting his dialogue, but after 
a few months the king unexpectedly died and Brandolini returned home, 
where he decided to modify the work he had done and offer his treatise to 
Lorenzo de’ Medici. The result is a text completely unrelated to Florentine 
political tradition, laced with prince- friendly arguments that have noth-
ing to do with the Medici’s standard propaganda—as Cosimo, Piero, and 
Lorenzo preferred to present themselves as the most heartfelt defenders of 
communal freedom. It is within this context that Brandolini’s critique of 
Rome’s tumults should be read.

A commonwealth cannot have many leaders at once, like a body with 

many heads, for leadership cannot brook an equal and peer. So when 

many people desire to take over the leadership, the result is that the 

city splits into factions and rises up in arms against itself and in a 

short time destroys itself with its own forces.

This is a phenomenon which like many others may be best and 

most clearly observed in the Roman commonwealth. For so long as 

it was under the kings, it preserved the highest degree of peace and 

concord, once they were driven out and it lost that best and upright 

leadership of the kings, although it created two consuls in the place of 

one king and an annual magistrate in the place of a perpetual king—as 

though they bear witness that there was no other true and legitimate 
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leadership—they were unable to endure the arrangement for long, and 

by creating now decemvirs, now tribunes with consular power, now 

another plebeian consul, they were never at peace, until by the actions 

of Nature herself, who longed for the best leadership of one man, the 

commonwealth came at last again into the power of one man as a re-

sult of enormous civil war. And for as long as it remained in the power 

of a single excellent prince, it experienced no civil wars or discords; but 

when a plurality of men fi rst wished to enjoy preeminence in it, as in 

the times of Vitellius and Severus, it fell again into civil wars.27

A few pages later Brandolini repeats his admonition:

Nearly all republics have infamous reputations in this respect. For 

where, I ask you, is there more, and more serious, political violence, 

where are there more frequent and more destructive civil wars, where 

are there greater tumults than those that arise in a republic? Where do 

interregna more often occur in public affairs? Where are there more fre-

quent alterations in the kinds of magistracies and in the whole consti-

tution? I’ll pass over the republics of the Athenians, Spartans, and The-

bans, which all destroyed themselves by changes of magistracy on a daily 

basis and by incessant political violence. Place before your eyes, please, 

the Roman republic, the greatest and most long- lived of them all. Good 

God! How much political violence is experienced! How numerous will 

you fi nd to be the intestine discords, the civil wars, the instability of 

public offices, the periods of anarchy—in short, tumults of every kind! 

Yet it too did not arrive at its fi ve hundredth year as a free republic.28

Yet the seigneurial- friendly treatises do not cover all of the humanists’ 
employment of the polemic against Rome’s tumults. There still is a third 
strand, already identifi ed by Sasso, who pointed out the presence of anti- 
Roman arguments in George of Trebizond. Sasso provides no other exam-
ples of humanists who are ready to discredit Rome because of its tumults 
in order to praise, by contrast, Venetian concord. Nevertheless there is at 
least one other relevant author (probably more relevant from a Florentine 
perspective). It is the same Bracciolini who had attacked Rome in the De 
miseria humanae conditionis and who after four years repeated an identi-
cal reproof in an oration, In laudem reipublicae Venetorum, presented to 
the Venetian Senate as a sort of “calling card” in 1459, when he was think-
ing about leaving Florence.
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The Roman republic was the greatest of all time, and it has been cel-

ebrated with great praise. It beat or equaled all the others in eloquence 

and richness of expressions, and it surpassed them all in military vir-

tue. Many excellent and illustrious men fl ourished in many fi elds. But 

who is not aware of how many and what great confl icts, how many 

fi ghts, quarrels, and seditions, troubled its population since the con-

quest of freedom, and how many and what great clashes were trig-

gered between the city and the plebs, and between the Patricians and 

the Consuls against the Tribunes of the Plebs? And eventually there 

was enmity, hatred, and more than civil wars, robberies, banishment 

of citizens, exiles of aristocrats, numerous tumults, like the constant 

waves during a storm at sea. I’d rather not speak about the robberies of 

the Consuls, of the Praetors, and of the other Magistrates, about the 

sacrileges, the rapes, the massacres, the devastation of the cities, the 

depravation and the greed of the soldiers. I shall leave out the terri-

ble tyranny exercised on the citizens, the misdeeds committed in the 

provinces with disgraceful license. Cicero himself confi rms that 

the settlements of the soldiers have destroyed more allied cities than 

the weapons of the enemies. I will not say anything about the numer-

ous conspiracies against the State, and the entire world, assigned to the 

Romans’ greed. Why talk about the Verres, Clodii, Catilinae and of the 

other conspirators who came into being for the failure of Rome and its 

provinces? In truth, I can affirm that for many centuries it could have 

been called not a state but an ungodly banditry and a bloody tyranny, 

when the laws and the customs, the fathers’ institutions, and the judg-

ments were useless, and instead amongst them were force, iron, and 

massacres in the forum and in the temples of the gods, because of the 

Tribunes’ conspiracies. Cicero himself objects that there is no State, 

no justice, no senate, and everything is decided by Caesar’s nod. At the 

time of the fi rst Romans, the republic deserved its name; yet also back 

then one could count the secession of the plebs, the ambition of the 

Decemviri, the exiles of Coriolanus and Camillus.29

Petrarch, Conversini, Piccolomini, Bracciolini, George of Trebizond, Bran-
dolini, Landino, Zanobi Acciaiuoli: the list is only partial, but Rome’s tu-
multuous character appears at every latitude and at every longitude in the 
humanist tradition of the fourteenth and fi fteenth centuries.
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III. THE CRITIQUE OF ROME AND MYTH OF 
VENICE IN MACHIA VELLI’S FLORENCE

The list of testimonies above is certainly incomplete, and yet it demon-
strates the extreme adaptability of the same anti- Roman argument. So, at 
this point the general frame is quite clear. References to Rome’s tumultu-
ous nature can be traced back to three main families of arguments:

a) those against the vanity of any earthly glory;

b) those against the weakness of the republics, compared to more sta-

ble principalities;

c) those against a particular republic (Rome) founded on force, in 

comparison with another republic that built its greatness on inter-

nal concord and on the rigorous administration of justice (Venice).

Given this, who is Machia velli against? Sasso affirms that in Disc. 1.4 his 
target is the Venetian tradition. But, in light of what we have said, it seems 
impossible to clearly separate the three threads. As we have seen in Brac-
ciolini’s case, different threads can be interwoven in the same author—not 
to mention that Sasso’s explanation does not apply to testimonies, like 
that of Landino, that are not, strictly speaking, political treatises, which 
proves that the topos of tumultuous Rome had the vastest circulation. 
For the purpose of interpreting Disc. 1.4, it is in fact signifi cant that an 
anti- Roman tradition based on Rome’s internal confl icts was widespread 
within humanist thought. It shouldn’t therefore be surprising that a work 
composed to spur the moderns to a thorough imitation of the institutions 
of Romulus and Scipio’s city (that is, the Discourses) would have had to 
preemptively dispel these accusations, in all three forms. Machia velli had 
to start from here.

Nevertheless, we should analyze Sasso’s argument in detail. Machia-
velli’s small sympathy for the Venetian constitution—which was the Flo-
rentine aristocracy’s optimal model during the republic of 1494– 1512—
is well known, as is the fact that he, a few pages after defending Rome 
from its detractors, sets the city of Brutus and Scipio against Sparta and 
the “Serenissima.” Although all three republics had mixed constitutions, 
they would be inscribed in two opposing families: on one side the pop-
ular republics, open to foreigners, troubled by social confl ict (but not in 
self- destructive forms) and militarily aggressive (like Rome); on the other, 
the aristocratic republics, closed toward foreigners, without internal con-
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fl icts but unable to effectively conduct politics of conquest (like Sparta and 
Venice).

With these premises, it is easy to understand why—following George 
from Trebizond’s testimonies—Sasso reads the sentences of Disc. 1.4 as a 
polemic against the philo- Venetian aristocrats and against one of the main 
advocates of a reformation of Florentine institutions on the model of those 
of the “Serenissima,” namely Rucellai. The hypothesis is appealing and is 
widely credited still today. Yet, there are several reasons to deny that in 
this chapter Machia velli’s specifi c target was the founder of the Orti Ori-
cellari. Rucellai was a fervent admirer of Rome and of its institutions (not 
less than of Venice); he was the author of a treatise on the Capitoline mag-
istracies—which he had drafted with the precise intention of encouraging 
the Florentines to follow the ancients’ lesson—as well as the author of a 
systematic archeological reconstruction of classical Rome, and he was also 
famous for his large collection of ancient statues. For these reasons his 
contemporaries perceived him to be a great connoisseur of Roman culture, 
as Pietro Crinito refers to Rucellai in De honesta disciplina 8.5,21.4, 22.12. 
Even if De magistratibus Romanorum veterum commentarius never got 
through to us, the De Urbe Roma is enough to give us an idea of the en-
thusiasm Rucellai nurtured for the ancient city and its institutions. For 
instance, in a very important passage of his work he turns to Polybius’s 
testimony to defend Rome from the accusation of having always been in 
the hands of the Tribunes and troubled by civil wars (which is the same 
concern that Machia velli has in Disc. 1.4). Here Rucellai writes:

But this more than anything needs to be investigated: that while the 

ancients dedicated their time to the commonwealth, they adminis-

tered the empire obtained with these arts, so that—according to Livy 

—no republic has ever been larger, more religious, and full of good 

examples, in a way that greed and obsession with luxury spread out 

so late. And certainly I do not disapprove the opinion of Polybius of 

Megalopolis, who not only claims that the Roman republic surpasses 

all the others but also that a more perfect constitution cannot be imag-

ined. Nevertheless there are those who, once arrived at the times of the 

Gracchi, of Cinna, of Sulla and similar ones, cannot contain their emo-

tions and blame the Consuls that had too much power, or the turbulent 

Tribunes, and vituperate against the State’s structure itself. But if they 

only interpreted correctly the sixth book of Polybius’s Histories, they 

would judge Rome’s power in a very different way. Yet mortals’ nature 

does not let us easily separate its virtues from its inherent vices, which 
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would make me think that, while those ancients shaped a constitution 

that would itself radiate virtue, it also generated vices.30

The admiration for Scipio’s city is explicitly stated in the very fi rst 
pages of the De Urbe Roma. Rucellai thereby intends to “clarify those ob-
scure aspects of the Romans’ ventures and, within my possibilities, offer 
to the reader every order they employed to govern the State, so that it could 
be of use for all the citizens, or at least those that will come in the next 
generations, or those who live in other countries.”31 So it is very unlikely 
that Machia velli could have mistaken the man who saw in Rome’s exam-
ple the ideal medicine to all Florentine problems for a potential opponent 
of the project of the Discourses. Sasso himself, knowing and quoting this 
passage by Rucellai, realizes that something is wrong in this reconstruc-
tion. This is why, after having assigned to Machia velli an unsustainable 
opinion, Sasso fi nds himself compelled to reproach the same Machia velli 
for “a hard and deforming polemic spike” that had brought him to skew 
Rucellai’s opinions. At the same time, Sasso does not give up the idea that 
Machia velli, even if mistaken, was right after all:

That is doubtlessly it. Rucellai was philo- Venetian without being anti- 

Roman; so from this point of view Machia velli’s polemic was unjust. 

Unjust, yet, at a closer look, not without reason, as it has been briefl y 

said. [ . . . ] In Machia velli there was no difference between the critique 

of Venice and the praise of the Roman republic [ . . . ] Accordingly, be-

tween the critique of Rome and the praise of Venice, there must have 

been, in his views, unity, identity and the same theoretical origin. 

[ . . . ] The promoters of Venice had to be also critics of Rome, the critics 

of Rome had to be also promoters of Venice.32

Sasso’s solution (assigning to the Discourses a fake target and then fi gur-
ing out why Machia velli would have gone against someone who should 
have seemed an ally to him) already had several evident weak spots when 
it was proposed; now, in light of the aforementioned occurrences of the 
tumultuous Rome topos, it seems even less acceptable. If Rucellai is not 
the target of Rome’s apology in Disc. 1.4, Sasso’s entire thesis has to be 
reassessed. We therefore must question the effective existence of the Flo-
rentine “aristocratic anti- Roman tradition” he identifi es.

To do so we need to focus fi rst of all—contrary to what Sasso sug-
gests—on the fact that, during the republic of the Great Council (1494– 
1512), the admirers of the “Serenissima” did not necessarily belong to the 
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oligarchic families. Scholars who have investigated the fi rst phase of the 
so- called “myth of Venice” have gathered many testimonies of admira-
tion for its institutions in fi fteenth- century Florence, and especially in 
those environments that were reluctant to accept the Medici’s predomi-
nance in the city. Moreover, the broad consent that the lagoon city had 
earned should prevent us from seeing this attitude as exclusive to the ar-
istocracy. For instance, we should not forget that right after the Medici’s 
banishment, the reference to Venetian institutions was used to legitimize 
the radical experiment of the Great Council, an extremely wide popular 
participation in the government of the city, now open to more than three 
thousand citizens. This means that in Florence, at that particular time, it 
was possible to appeal to the Venetian constitution, as Savonarola did in 
1494, without having the least intention of handing over the council to 
a few families through a restricted senate. In other words, one could be 
philo- Venetian without being philoaristocratic.

After the fall of Savonarola in 1498, internal confl ict centered on 
constitutional reform. The great families of the city’s elite lobbied for a 
change that more closely followed the Venetian model, through the adop-
tion of a small Senate and the election of a gonfalonnier of justice for life, 
like the doge of Venice. After endless disagreements, only this second as-
pect was accepted, in 1502. And, as it appears from the thousands of pages 
of acts and fi les recently published, even during the hardest times of the 
confl ict, neither Rucellai nor any of the aristocrats who promoted the Ve-
netian model expressed judgments against Rome.33 While in these oratori-
cal disputes the institutions of Florence are constantly criticized for their 
inefficiency, Rome is referred to in public discussions as the model to fol-
low no less often than Venice.

In Florence at the time of Machia velli, admiration for the institu-
tions of the “Serenissima” does not seem to have entailed a devaluation 
of Rome; if it ever existed, the alleged Florentine “aristocratic anti- Roman 
tradition” that Sasso mentions left no trace, as not a single anti- Roman 
philo- Venetian (that is, anti- Roman because philo- Venetian) can be found 
in Florence at that time. So, in these years the polemic against the ancient 
republic seems to be limited to the most fervent followers of Savonarola—
and exclusively for religious reasons (along the lines of Augustine and the 
other church fathers).

Therefore, the impression is that Sasso, and the scholars who have fol-
lowed him, have been misled by the heuristic power of Machia velli’s bi-
nary opposition—an opposition that did not actually exist before Disc. 1.6. 
The readers of Paolo Paruta and Jean Bodin, Torquato Tasso and James 
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Harrington, Scipione Ammirato and Philip Sidney (just to name a few) 
know how widespread the opposition between Saint Mark’s lion and the 
Capitoline wolf became in the political culture of the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries, infl uencing in turn the way twentieth- century schol-
ars interpreted the pre- Machia vellian tradition. However, before the Dis-
courses, the boundaries between the two republics were not so clear and 
impermeable. We have already seen how the potential ambiguity of the 
Florentine use of the Venetian myth—which in the same years would be 
employed by the supporters of a popular government as much as by those 
of an aristocratic government—appears only in a retrospective analysis: 
that is to say, after the classifi cation of the “Serenissima”—thanks to the 
Discourses—as a mixed republic of aristocratic ascendance. And still in 
the fi rst years of the sixteenth century we fi nd combinations that after 
Machia velli would have been more and more unlikely: promoters of the 
Roman political institutions among the aristocracy as well as admirers 
of Venice among those with more popular tendencies. But, even after, the 
process would not be immediate: still in the third decade of the sixteenth 
century a friend and disciple of Machia velli such as Donato Giannotti 
would be at the same time philo- Venetian, philo- Roman, and philopopu-
lar, with no contradictions whatsoever.

Sasso, moreover, is certainly not alone in his mistake. With some 
variations, the same tendency to anachronism can be found in the work 
of many scholars who have written about the fortune of Florence’s and 
Venice’s institutions in the beginning of the sixteenth century. The bold 
conceptualization of the Discourses must have unconsciously induced 
them to look for the same radical alternative between Rome and Venice, 
even in the political thinkers of the fi fteenth century. The fi rst “victim” 
of this approach was Savonarola as the real mastermind of the 1494 refor-
mation. Very often historians have accused him of being ingenuous and 
unsystematic34 and have referred to his projects of constitutional refor-
mation as “distortions,” “discrepancies,” “mistakes,” “misinformation.”35 
With these prejudices it has been natural to regard Savonarola a poor friar, 
unaware of worldly issues, and naïvely caught up in the confl icts of a for-
eign city. But is it possible to criticize Savonarola, if he does not speak 
Machia velli’s language and if he still views Venice as a potential example 
of popular constitution? If for a moment we set aside Machia velli’s classi-
fi cations, Savonarola will appear an original, and undoubtedly brave, poli-
tician: far from the clueless amateur that many—under the infl uence of 
the Discourses’ dichotomy—have labeled him. The choice of getting rid 
of the doge and the Senate of the Pregadi in order to focus on the Great 
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Council—proposed in the ever- popular Predica su Aggeo on December 21, 
1494—appears as a conscious act of constitutional engineering, aimed pri-
marily at building a stable consensus among the population to prevent the 
Medici’s return once and for all.

The tendency of modern historians to look at the political tradition of 
the fi fteenth century through Machia velli’s lens is particularly insidious, 
but it is not surprising, as its origins go back to the very fi rst circulation 
of the Discourses and possibly to Francesco Guicciardini himself. The 
chronological order of his works is here decisive. Before reading Machia-
velli, Guicciardini shares with his contemporaries a nuanced and some-
what shifting judgment on the Venetian institutions. For instance, in the 
Storia fi orentina (drafted between 1508 and 1510) Guicciardini unhesitat-
ingly accuses Savonarola of wanting to institute a “popular government in 
Venetian fashion, which is in this world more natural than any other one.” 
(“Popular in Venetian fashion”:36 quite a peculiar expression from a strictly 
Machia vellian perspective!) And again, a few years later, in the Discorso 
di Logrogno (drafted in 1512), there is no sign of the opposition between 
Rome and Venice, and the two republics are actually both referred to as 
models that should be, under different aspects, imitated (symptomatically, 
Rome mostly because of its popular militia). The clear change displayed 
in the following works was in all likelihood infl uenced by the Discourses: 
that is to say, the fi rst work where the inevitable nexus between a mixed 
constitution inclined toward the people, extended citizenship, tumults, 
and conquest is unequivocally articulated for the fi rst time. Only after 
reading Machia velli will Guicciardini stop referring to the Roman model, 
fi rmly opting for the social stability of Venice as opposed to the expan-
sive capability of Rome. The result of this shift is that, in the Dialogo del 
reggimento di Firenze (concluded around 1526) and in the Considerazioni 
(drafted in 1530), it will be the Discourses’ opposition that will give Guic-
ciardini all the arguments to start an entirely new anti- Roman tradition, 
signifi cantly very different from the one described in the second paragraph 
of this essay. In other words, Guicciardini’s anti- Roman antithesis con-
stantly presupposes the Machia vellian thesis in every detail.

From that point onward, Florence’s recent history will also be read in 
light of a binary partition that—in hindsight—probably appeared to Guic-
ciardini an inevitable and foregone conclusion. In the Storia d’Italia, for 
instance, explaining the discussions that went on in Florence after the 
Medici’s banishment, Guicciardini (who is writing after 1535) chooses to 
formulate the speeches of the two orators, who speak against or in favor 
of the Great Council, on a conceptual basis derived directly from the Dis-
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courses. Neither the popular Pagolantonio Soderini nor the aristocratic 
Guido Vespucci supports Machia velli’s thesis (the necessity of imitating 
the Romans instead of the Venetians), to the point that Soderini refers ex-
clusively to the Venetian model. Nevertheless, all the concepts that Guic-
ciardini puts in their mouths come doubtlessly from Machia velli, starting 
with the discussion of how Venice’s location has favored its stability and 
concord. Accordingly, when Guicciardini attributes to Guido Vespucci ba-
sically the same anti- Roman arguments that we fi nd in Disc. 1.4, we must 
conclude that we are in front of an a posteriori rework and not of a reliable 
testimony of the actual debate that happened in 1494.

Have the people ever wielded absolute rule over this city, without it be-

ing full of discord, without it being entirely torn asunder, and fi nally, 

without the state being quickly overthrown? And even if we wish to 

look for examples elsewhere, why do we recall that when Rome insti-

tuted an entirely popular government so much tumult resulted that, 

had it not been for military readiness and skill, the life of that republic 

would have been brief indeed?37

Guicciardini’s testimony is important not only because it certifi es the 
early tendency to apply Machia vellian concepts to fi fteenth- century his-
tory but also because here the categories derived from the Discourses are 
not yet statically reproduced. In fact, even if Guido Vespucci refuses the 
Roman model, he does not embrace Pagolantonio Soderini’s thesis in fa-
vor of Venetian institutions. The only anti- Roman Florentine aristocrat we 
have found (moreover after, and not before, the Discourses, if we think 
that the year in which Guicciardini writes his Storia d’Italia is clearly 
more signifi cant than the year in which the debate has presumably taken 
place) is completely deaf to the fascination of the myth of Venice: not even 
Guicciardini’s Guido Vespucci corresponds to the profi le issued by Sasso. 
But this merely confi rms that with the Storia d’Italia we still did not leave 
the workshop of Machia vellian concepts, so to speak, which continued to 
appear porous and fl uctuating and would fi nd stability only with the next 
generation of readers, who did not doubt that the Roman and Venetian 
constitutions were mutually exclusive.

The extraordinary attention that authors such as Guicciardini and 
Giannotti paid to the antithesis between these two models of republic—
trying to offer solutions to what Machia velli had posited as an unresolv-
able antinomy—should on its own be sufficient evidence of the turn that 
the alternative presented in Disc. 1.6 brought into Renaissance political 
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thought. Yet this is even more obvious once we acknowledge that the same 
analysis of the two cities’ orders and military organization could have also 
taken different routes. In other words, the frontal opposition between Ven-
ice and Rome was at that point only one of many possible outcomes.

As a simple hypothesis, nothing would have prevented Machia velli 
from highlighting their common elements instead of their differences: 
focusing, for instance, on their mixed constitutions (as partially occurs 
in Disc. 1.2) or on the legendary passion for justice of their ruling classes 
(with a moralizing approach especially dear to the fi fteenth- century hu-
manists). But other oppositions may have also been possible: perhaps (why 
not?) based on the geopolitical distinction between terrestrial empire 
(Rome and Sparta) and maritime power (Athens and Venice). In this case 
it would have been enough to further develop Aristotle’s thoughts on the 
importance of location, already touched upon in Disc. 1.1.

Things went differently, but this does not authorize us to use any tele-
ology that leads directly to Machia velli when we deal with the fi fteenth- 
century anti- Roman tradition. The extraordinary success of the opposition 
between Rome and Venice put forward in Disc. 1.6 has provided it a pos-
teriori with an obviousness that it did not have originally. Yet we might 
recognize that the (presumably natural) incompatibility between the Ro-
man and Venetian models is just one of the many ideas that we owe to the 
Discourses. And the fact that we do not easily acknowledge it, and instead 
project Machia velli’s categories back onto the humanistic tradition, is yet 
another confi rmation of the Florentine thinker’s success in reshaping the 
political categories of his time.
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Machia velli, “Ancient Theology,” and 
the Problem of Civil Religion

Miguel Vatter

I. INTRODUCTION

The image of Machia velli as a libertine has undergone considerable re-
vision in the last two decades, and plenty of secondary literature is 

dedicated to establish the “constructive meaning” he gave to religion.1 In 
particular, the thesis that Machia velli is an advocate of a purely “instru-
mental” use of religion to advance secular political ends has given way 
to an interpretation of Machia velli as a founder of a modern and republi-
can understanding of civil religion, adopted and developed after him by 
the likes of Spinoza, Montesquieu, Rousseau, and Jefferson.2 Recently the 
question of whether republicanism and its tradition of constitutionalism 
is theologically informed or relies on religious assumptions has been a ma-
jor theme of the debate on “postsecularism.”

However, the discussion on Machia velli’s conception of civil religion, 
and by extension on the role of religion in modern republicanism, remains 
marred by two related shortcomings. The fi rst of these has to do with the 
frequent failure to distinguish between two meanings of the term “civil 
religion,” both of which are operative in Machia velli’s texts: civil religion 
as the “political” use of religion and civil religion as “prophetology.” The 
fi rst meaning is associated with the Roman idea of theologia civilis (Varro) 
and is often equated with ineffective superstitions that may be instrumen-
talized by those who know better. Recent interpreters have argued that 
Machia velli’s critical stance toward this idea of religion is owed to his re-
ception of Lucretius’s De rerum natura.3 The second meaning of civil reli-
gion is associated with medieval Arabic and Jewish philosophical concep-
tions of revealed religion. Here, religion is understood as a fundamental 
part of political science rather than metaphysics, and civil religion itself 
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is seen as the foundation of the well- being of a commonwealth. In this 
second sense, by defi nition, religion can be neither mere superstition nor 
merely instrumental and therefore cannot be properly dealt with by refer-
ring to Machia velli’s purported debts to Lucretius and Epicureanism.

The second shortcoming in the current discussion has to do with the 
restricted perspective within which the relation between religion and 
politics in Machia velli’s thought is analyzed. Much of the secondary lit-
erature is circumscribed to Christian and Roman religions, omitting from 
consideration the Florentine and Italian reception of other non- Christian 
monotheisms (be they pagan or Semitic), the reception of Arabic and Jew-
ish medieval political philosophy,4 and the new Platonism brought to Re-
naissance Italy by the so- called “diaspora” of Byzantine philosophers.5 By 
taking into account these other contexts, one sees that the culture of Fi-
cino’s, Savonarola’s, and Machia velli’s Florence is deeply marked by the 
rediscovery of a pre- Christian “ancient theology” as well as by the recep-
tion of Arabic and Jewish “prophetology,” not only reducible to the effects 
of Latin Averroism.6

While Machia velli rejects the combination of religion and politics 
found in Western Christendom after Augustine, in this chapter I argue that 
he favours a different combination of both as articulated by “ancient the-
ology.” This doctrine arrives in Florence in the fi fteenth century through 
the Byzantine Platonist Gemistos Plethon and is discussed by the likes of 
Ficino and Pico, but traces of the doctrine are also found in medieval Ara-
bic and Jewish philosophy that was variously received in Italian culture 
since Brunetto Latini and Dante, and especially in the Aristotelian circles 
of Padua. Although Machia velli applies his understanding of civil religion 
to a discussion of Christian and Roman religions, his account is not devel-
oped out of these sources. Instead, I show that Machia velli’s call to rein-
terpret Christianity according to “virtue,” as well as his famous reading 
of the Roman religion established by Numa, emerge thanks to a unique 
combination of Arabic and Jewish prophetology and “ancient theology.” 
These discourses help to explain why Machia velli assigns a foundational 
role to religion in his republican constitutionalism.

II. CIVIL RELIGION VERSUS SPIRITUAL RELIGION: 
ON RELIGION AS EDUCATION INTO POLITICAL LIFE

Machia velli rejects what I shall here call a “spiritual” conception of reli-
gion, whereas he fi nds that republicanism requires the support of a “civil” 
conception of religion. Perhaps, more accurately, one should not speak of 
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two kinds of religion but of two kinds of “interpretations” of religion: a 
civil interpretation versus a spiritual interpretation. By “spiritual” inter-
pretation I refer to the idea of religion concerned with guiding the “soul” 
(anima) from “this” world to “another” world or “beyond” in which it 
continues to have an “afterlife.”7 Spiritual religion is associated with the 
Roman Catholic and Orthodox forms given to Christianity, which place 
the government of priests above the self- government of citizens, pastoral 
power over political power, and, as a consequence, weaken and disarm the 
people. The “true way” of Christianity has “rendered the world weak and 
given it prey to criminal men” because it has taught “that the collectivity 
of men, so as to go to paradise, think more of enduring their beatings than 
of avenging them” (Discourses 2.2).8

Spiritual religion orients government towards the pursuit of other-
worldly happiness that is at odds with the public happiness of the earthly 
city. By way of contrast, “the ancient religion did not beatify men if they 
were not full of worldly glory, as were captains of armies and princes of 
republics. Our religion has glorifi ed humble and contemplative more than 
active men” (Discourses 2.2). By interpreting Christianity as a “spiritual” 
religion rather than following the principles of “the ancient religion,” 
Machia velli thinks that the church and its priesthood is responsible for 
the fact that “we Italians . . . have become without religion and wicked” 
(Discourses 1.12). In Discourses 2.2 Machia velli begins by praising the 
love of freedom and hatred of tyrants and kings that characterized ancient 
peoples and nations at the time of the early Roman republic. He then turns 
to the question of why there are fewer republics and “lovers of freedom” in 
modern times, after the rise of the Roman Empire and its “translation” to 
Christianity. His answer is the difference “between our education and the 
ancient, founded on the difference between our religion and the ancient” 
(Discourses 2.2). Machia velli does not oppose “our religion” to ancient re-
ligions in the plural, but to a unitary phenomenon (“the ancient” religion), 
which I take to be a clear reference to the belief, newly circulated by Ficino 
and Pico among others in Medicean Florence, according to which different 
pagan religions were characterized by one underlying “ancient theology” 
that received different expressions in different civilizations.

Machia velli’s use of the term “education” to think about the Christian 
religion in a comparative fashion is interesting.9 Among other reasons, 
Machia velli’s use of this term to designate a religion already contains 
the dualism between religion as a teaching (instruction) and religion as a 
law. This understanding of religion is found in the Jewish tradition (cor-
responding to the two senses of the Torah in Deutoronomy 17:18– 19), but 
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it is also present in the Platonic understanding of religion.10 Thus, Machia-
velli approaches the Christian religion from a comparativist perspective, 
where the concept of education allows his analysis to move beyond the 
horizon of revealed religions and consider the relation of “pagan” religions 
not only to the Hellenistic conception of education (paideia) but perhaps 
to more ancient educations as well (Egyptian, Persian, Chinese).

Machia velli grounds the importance of a wide comparative perspec-
tive to other civilizations through the idea of an anima mundi, or “world 
soul”: “the wicked and the good vary from province to province, as is seen 
by one who has knowledge of those ancient kingdoms, which varied from 
one to another because of the variations of customs, though the world re-
mained the same. There was this difference only: that where it [the world 
soul] had fi rst placed its virtue in Assyria, it put it in Media, then in Per-
sia, until it came to be in Italy and Rome” (Discourses 2, preface).11 This 
passage situates Machia velli’s approach to the problem of religion within 
a Hellenistic, cosmopolitical perspective, in which the central task was to 
make compatible the Greek paideia (whose climax is found in Aristotle’s 
teachings) with the Oriental “education” (both Persian and Hebrew). It 
is in the milieu of Hellenism that the idea of an “ancient theology” fi rst 
emerges, and its syncretistic intention is best illustrated by the exoteric 
saying of Numenius: “What is Plato but Moses talking Attic Greek?”12 
This was also the context in which Clement of Alexandria and Eusebius 
gave Christianity its fi rst political theology.

III. CHRISTIAN POLITICAL THEOLOGY AND THE 
RETURN OF PAGANISM IN THE RENAISSANCE

Machia velli held out the hope that the return to ancient religion could 
reform Christianity: “And although the world appears to be made effemi-
nate and heaven disarmed, it arises without doubt from the cowardice of 
the men who have interpreted our religion according to idleness and not 
according to virtue. For if they considered how it permits us the exaltation 
and defence of the fatherland, they would see that it wishes us to love and 
honour it and to prepare ourselves to be such that we can defend it” (Dis-
courses 2.2, emphasis mine). Beiner and Viroli have recently offered two 
distinct hypotheses as to how Machia velli conceived of Christianity as 
a civil religion and gave it an interpretation “according to virtue.” Viroli 
argues that Machia velli is continuing a tradition of “republican Christian-
ity,” whose orientation is essentially Thomistic, even Augustinian, since 
it models political action on the Christian virtue of “charity” rather than 
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on the “ferocious” defence of liberty characteristic of the ancient pagans. 
For Beiner, Machia velli thought that Christianity needed “to be pagan-
ized” (Beiner 2011, 19– 20). He suggests that the juxtaposition of Numa, 
founder of Roman religion, and Savonarola in Discourses 1.11 envisages 
“the possibility of unifying Italy through the agency of an ecclesiastical 
principality” (Beiner 2011, 27).

However, in Discourses I.12 Machia velli says that “if such a religion 
[the Roman one of Numa] had been maintained by the princes of the 
Christian republic as was ordered by its giver [Jesus], the Christian states 
and republics would be more united, much happier than they are.” The 
“Christian republic” to which Machia velli refers is obviously different 
from the Roman Catholic Church (“Chiesa romana”) or “ecclesiastical 
principality” of Beiner just as it bears no resemblance to Viroli’s “republi-
can Christianity.” Machia velli’s claim is paradoxical: it suggests that the 
religion of this early “Christian republic” is more similar to the Roman 
religion than to the “imperial” religion of the Catholic Church after the 
so- called Donation of Constantine leads to the development of Christian 
political theology. Another interpreter explains this obscure passage as 
follows: “the princes of the Christian republic should have maintained 
the religion that was given it by its ‘giver’ [viz. Jesus]: a religion that is as 
Christian as it is similar to the pagan religion given to Rome by Numa.”13 
This explanation moves in the right direction, as long as one adds that the 
only discourse available to Machia velli in which there is a possible coin-
cidence of Jesus with Numa is precisely that of the prisca theologia intro-
duced by Plethon in Florence and developed by Ficino and others, where 
Jesus fi gures as one of many “ancient theologians.” Machia velli seems to 
be indicating that only this alternative theory of ancient religion should 
be used to reinterpret the meaning of Jesus’s gospel for politics in a direc-
tion opposed to the one of the church fathers.

Gemistos Plethon arrived in Italy as part of the Byzantine delegation 
sent to the Ferrara- Florence Council of 1438– 39 to argue for the unifi cation 
of the Catholic and the Orthodox Churches in order to resist the advance 
of Mehmet II and launch a crusade against the Turks.14 In a break from 
the proceedings of the council, he accepted an invitation from Cosimo 
de’ Medici to give one or more lectures on Plato in Florence. Plethon’s en-
trance to Florence was welcomed by none other than Leonardo Bruni, then 
chancellor of the republic and translator of Aristotle’s Politics as well as 
of Plato’s Letters. Scholars do not know the content of Plethon’s lectures 
in Florence, nor what may have caught Cosimo’s attention about these lec-
tures. What is known is that Ficino, many years later, in his preface to 
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the translation of Plotinus dedicated to Lorenzo il Magnifi co, famously 
said that Cosimo assigned him the project of translating the Chaldaic 
Oracles as well as all of Plato’s works into Latin because he was inspired 
by Plethon’s philosophy.15 Be that as it may, Ficino and Pico did engage 
with Plethon’s project to revive an ancient theology, or prisca theologia, 
whose founder was said to be Zoroaster and whose descendants, among 
the Greeks, were Solon, Pythagoras, and Plato; among the Jews, Moses and 
Jesus; and among the Romans, Numa.16

While in Italy, Plethon also composed a small treatise on the differ-
ence between Plato and Aristotle (De Differentiis) intended to reorient 
Latin philosophy away from its Aristotelianism and toward Platonism.17 
Ficino understood his own project to be the recovery of Platonism and neo- 
Platonism in order to reformulate Christian theology in a non- Scholastic 
fashion and in that way also counteract the hegemony exerted by the great 
Aristotelian commentators, Alexander of Aphrodisias and Averroes, in the 
Paduan schools.18 Despite their doctrinal differences, Plethon and Ficino 
were both eager to formulate a new theology that could bridge the Greek 
cosmological principle of the eternity of the world (perhaps best presented 
by the above Aristotelian commentators) with the monotheistic concep-
tion of a providential and creative God, more compatible with Plato and 
with Christianity, but which would avoid the Aristotelian political mono-
theism characteristic of Eusebian political theology as well as the neo- 
Aristotelian understanding of the superiority of the church over the state 
found in Thomistic philosophy.19

Additionally, the reception of Plethon’s Platonism in Florence could 
have spurred an encounter and a confrontation between two distinct con-
ceptions of divine providence, a Platonic and a Christian one.20 Whereas in 
the latter, worldly political power is meant to function as the sword of the 
church’s spiritual authority (more so with the rise of papal theocracy in the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries), in Plethon’s Platonic theology the earthly 
representatives of the one eternal God (Zeus) are philosopher- legislators 
who receive their ideas or enlightenment through the divine intellect, or 
nous (represented in Plethon’s civil theology by Poseidon, an equivalent 
of God’s “second person” or Son), and translate these ideas into politics 
by means of the creation of a civil religion and of a constitutional regime. 
On this account, divine providence is manifested through the kind of po-
litical legislation put forward by the advocates of ancient theology, rang-
ing from Zoroaster through Moses to Lycurgus, Numa, and Plato himself.

If Plethon suggested anything of this to Cosimo in his lectures, then 
he was offering him the keys to an alternative political theology whose 
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arcana imperii would no longer be administered by Christian priests but 
by Platonic philosophers (to be trained in that nebulous “Platonic Acad-
emy” that Lorenzo de’ Medici’s “Golden Age” is said to have fostered, and 
that was said to have continued in the Orti Oricellari during Machia velli’s 
active period in politics).21 It is not difficult to imagine why such an anti-
ecclesiastical theocratic ideal could have appealed to Cosimo de’ Medici, 
especially in light of developments that he could not foresee but of which 
he did perhaps dream, namely, the conquest of Peter’s throne by members 
of his “fatal” family during Machia velli’s lifetime.

IV. THE TWO FACES OF ROMAN RELIGION: 
NUMA AS ANCIENT THEOLOGIAN

For Machia velli the Roman civil religion provided an instruction concern-
ing the pursuit of public happiness: “the religion introduced by Numa was 
among the fi rst causes of the happiness of that city. For it caused good 
orders; good orders make good fortune; and from good fortune arose the 
happy successes of enterprises. As the observance of the divine cult is 
the cause of the greatness of republics, so disdain for it is the cause of 
their ruin. For where the fear of God fails, it must either that the kingdom 
comes to ruin or that it is sustained by the fear of a prince, which sup-
plies the defects of religion” (Discourses 1.11). This passage states clearly 
that the corruption of republican freedom comes from not attending to 
the kind of civil religion introduced by Numa in Rome. Additionally, it 
posits a causal chain leading from Numa’s civil religion to constitutional-
ism (“good orders”) to worldly military success (“greatness”) such that the 
“fear of God” underpins a republican political life, whereas its decay leads 
to a monarchic regime.

But Machia velli’s Numa is neither Augustine’s nor Cicero’s Numa.22 
For Augustine, Numa provided Romans with a “civil theology” that lacks 
the seriousness of the “natural theology” of the pagan philosophers (espe-
cially the Platonists) and is ultimately merely a jumble of useless supersti-
tions because none of these occasional gods is capable of granting “eternal 
life” to those who believe in them.23 Like Cicero before him and Machia-
velli after him, Augustine was also aware of the possibility that these su-
perstitions were “noble lies” used by the few to dominate the many.24 But 
just this fact indicates that Machia velli would not have built his republi-
can civil religion on such weak foundations. If such a “civil theology” had 
already been overwhelmed by Christianity, then why would Machia velli 
bother to recover it?
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In reality, for Machia velli Numa’s religion can itself receive two dif-
ferent interpretations. As misused by the Roman nobility and priesthood 
to keep in check the power of the Roman people, Numa’s religion is a 
“noble lie” in the sense of the lies or superstitions manipulated by elites. 
But this is not the original and deeper meaning that Machia velli reads 
into Numa’s religion, which, after all, he claims to have made possible 
the constitution of an armed people (not just an armed nobility, as was the 
case with Romulus) and which was therefore the reason why Numa was 
more important than Romulus for the development of the Roman repub-
lic (Discourses 1.11).25 On this other interpretation of Numa, his “noble 
lies” acquire an entirely different meaning: Platonic rather than Epicu-
rean. Whereas according to the Epicurean perspective, the “noble lies” are 
simply indicators of the untrue, superstitious nature of all religion, from 
the Platonic perspective, religion is an “imitation” of philosophy, a way in 
which philosophical insights can become accessible to the many who are 
not yet philosophically educated. Machia velli’s Numa is a fi gure that is 
interpreted as a founder of a republican civil religion because he is iden-
tifi ed as an exponent of the ancient, philosophical conception of nomoi, 
or what Varro calls “natural theology,” rather than an exponent of what 
Varro calls “civil theology.” This was, at least, the position adopted by 
Plutarch, who placed Numa together with other ancient theologians like 
“Zaleucus, Minos, Zoroaster and Lycurgus, who piloted kingdoms and for-
mulated constitutions.”26

Such an interpretation of pagan religion was recovered by Marsilius of 
Padua in the Defensor pacis: “the various philosophers who invented those 
religions or legislations [nomoi] may not have perceived or believed in the 
resurrection of men and the life that is called eternal, they nevertheless 
developed and encouraged the fi ction of its existence . . . in order to induce 
in men a reverence and a fear of God and a desire to avoid the vices and 
cultivate the virtues.”27 By placing on a continuous spectrum Muhammad 
with Zarathustra (“the Persian”), Moses with Pythagoras, Jesus with Plato, 
Marsilius’s treatment of the “religion” of the philosopher- legislators is un-
mistakably taking up a signature motif of the “ancient theology.” Numa 
was just another link in the chain leading from Zarathustra to Plato.

In chapter 6 of The Prince Machia velli associates the way of proceed-
ing of ancient theologians like Numa with Moses, who was also dealing 
with an enslaved people still under the effect of monarchic rule and not 
yet constituted into an armed republic. In the Discourses on Livy he gen-
eralizes this way of proceeding to all founders of republics who needed 
to claim to have spoken to God: “And truly there was never any orderer 
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of extraordinary laws for a people who did not have recourse to God, be-
cause otherwise they would not have been accepted. For a prudent indi-
vidual knows many goods that do not have in themselves evident reasons 
with which one can persuade others” (Discourses 1.11). These passages are 
often read as containing a veiled critique of Moses, as if linking Moses 
to Numa’s conversation with nymphs or Savonarola’s conversations with 
God was intended to demean the Mosaic revelation.28 However, if Numa is 
understood as belonging to the tradition of ancient theology, another read-
ing is possible. Numa then appears much closer to Moses than the Chris-
tian understanding of the opposition between paganism and monotheism 
allows for, in the sense that Numa’s legislation comes from wisdom and 
hence is philosophical and “Platonic.”29

The real question is whether Machia velli interprets revealed religion 
(Moses’s shari’a) from the perspective of “civil religion” (Numa’s nomoi) 
or, vice versa, whether he reconstructs the concept of civil religion (Numa) 
from the perspective of prophetology (Moses).30 My hypothesis is that 
Machia velli adopts both strategies. When he seeks to criticize Christian-
ity and bring forward the alternative idea of civil religion (viz. “ancient 
theology”), he emphasizes the continuity between ancient philosophical 
legislators like Lycurgus and Numa and prophetic legislators like Moses, 
Jesus, or Muhammad. When he is intent on arguing for the kind of civil 
religion that is most adequate for a modern republican political life, he ex-
ploits the distinction between Moses’s prophetic and Numa’s philosophic 
religion, as I show below.

What is gained by understanding Numa as an ancient theologian in 
continuity with a prophet like Moses? In the fi rst place, it explains how 
religion is to be connected to the art of war and thus sheds light on how 
to understand Machia velli’s talk of armed and disarmed “prophets,” as 
well as armed and disarmed “heaven.” The fi rst to have undertaken this 
enterprise in relation to revealed religion seems to have been al- Farabi. 
For reasons related to the self- understanding of the Islamic umma, Arabic 
falasifā turned to fi nding a link between Muhammad’s revelations and the 
“ancient theology” in order to understand how best to conjugate the “arts 
of peace” and the “arts of war.”31 Hence, much in anticipation of Machia-
velli’s advice that “a prince must have no other object or thought, nor take 
anything as his art save warfare and its institutions and training” (The 
Prince, chap. 14), al- Farabi argues that the prince needs to cultivate “the 
craft of war, that is, the faculty that enables him to excel in organizing 
and leading armies and utilizing war implements and warlike people to 
conquer the nations and cities that do not submit to doing what will pro-
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cure them that happiness for whose acquisition man is made.”32 Needless 
to say, for al- Farabi this happiness is not “spiritual” but “civil”: he is talk-
ing about public happiness not “eternal” happiness. The problem of war 
and peace accounts for the basic gesture of al- Farabi’s prophetology, which 
is to treat divine revelation as a topic of political science rather than theol-
ogy. Not differently, as Najemy’s reading of Discourses 1.13– 14 shows, for 
Machia velli the crucial skill was that of “interpreting” religion “accord-
ing to necessity”: those who interpret religion “prudently” must be both 
military commanders and students of philosophy, as required by al- Farabi 
but also as exemplifi ed by Cicero’s picture of Scipio Africanus in his Pla-
tonic dialogues.33

For al- Farabi, revealed religion is a form of rhetorical instruction de-
signed to establish a political way of life among the many: “the methods 
of persuasion and imaginative representation are employed in the instruc-
tion of the vulgar and the multitude” (Alfarabi 2001, i, 37, 5– 10). Similarly, 
Machia velli explicitly speaks of “wise men” and those who are “more 
prudent and more knowing of natural things” as being individuals who 
respect religion and use the “credulousness” or “superstition” of the many 
in respect to the belief in miracles only in order to lead them to ratio-
nal political ends that they may not have otherwise followed (Discourses 
1.12). This conception of religion as an education into political or civil life 
is based on what al- Farabi calls “the superior science,” which he says “ex-
isted anciently among the Chaldeans . . . subsequently reaching the people 
of Egypt, from there transmitted to the Greeks, where it remained until 
it was transmitted to the Syrians and then to the Arabs” (Alfarabi 2001, i, 
38, 15). Unequivocally, al- Farabi here refers to what the Renaissance would 
call “ancient theology” and emphasizes its connection to Platonic politi-
cal philosophy by saying that, in this tradition, the use of the theoretical 
and deliberative sciences is ultimately not for the benefi t of the philoso-
pher, but “for the benefi t of others.”34 In other words, for the Arabic falasifā 
a “highest wisdom” (or “theology”) that is not employed politically (viz. 
prophetologically) to establish a constitution that allows all people to pur-
sue the most perfect form of earthly happiness is merely sophistry.

Lastly, this conception of prophetology undermines the priority of the 
church over the state. Al- Farabi argues that the legitimate content of re-
vealed law is to be addressed through political science because “religion 
sets their images [of philosophical ideas] by means of similitudes of them 
taken from corporeal principles and imitates them by their likenesses 
among political offices. It imitates the divine acts by means of the func-
tions of political offices” (Alfarabi 2001, i, 41, 1– 5, emphasis mine).35 In 
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other words, imitatio Dei is only possible through actions that express the 
political nature of human beings. As Maimonides would later establish, 
the humanly knowable divine attributes are all ethicopolitical in charac-
ter. From this follows directly the claim that to live politically or as free 
citizens is the same as to lead a religious life. If, as al- Farabi, Maimonides, 
and Marsilius seem to argue, the point of revealed law is to establish a true 
polity whose goal is the earthly happiness of the human species through 
the cultivation of its higher faculties, if the essence of divine revelation 
is religion in the philosophical sense of ancient theology, then it follows 
that the ideal or divine polity will not feature a church, or a hierocracy, 
as superior and separate from the state composed by the laity, as called for 
in the Augustinian and Thomist models. This conclusion is in harmony 
with Machia velli’s stated goal of undoing the deleterious political effects 
of the Roman Catholic Church in Italy.36

V. FROM THE ART OF WAR TO REPUBLICAN 
CONSTITUTIONALISM: ARMED PROPHETS 

AND MESSIANIC REDEEMERS

For Machia velli, a civil religion has to articulate the relation between 
“good laws and good arms” that make up “the principal foundations that 
all states must have” (The Prince 12). In the Discourses, he argues that 
“where there is religion, arms can easily be introduced, and where there 
are arms and not religion, the latter can be introduced only with diffi-
culty” (Discourses 1.11). Thus, if it is true that for Machia velli “the busi-
ness of founding states reposes on the more basic business of founding re-
ligions”37 this is so only for a civil religion that contains a teaching on 
how to bind together the art of war with constitutionalism and its “art of 
peace.”38 There are several reasons why the Roman civil religion may not 
lead as far down this road as the civil religion of the Hebrew Republic, and 
this requires Machia velli to exploit the second strategy that plays on the 
distinction between ancient nomoi (Numa) and revealed shari’a (Moses).

If one reads the Bible “sensibly” (sensatamente) (Discourses 3.30), it is 
possible to understand the Hebrew Republic established by Moses as an 
expansionary and military republic based on a civil religion whose con-
stitution establishes a prohibition of monarchy. Both Savonarola and Ma-
chia velli, in their efforts to establish a republican government in Florence, 
appealed to this Hebrew republican ideal, where God relates to His People 
not through a personal, human representative (emperor, king, or pope) but 
through a covenant with an assembled people- in- arms in which the uni-
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tary constituent power of the people is divided by the constitution into 
different governmental powers, each checking the other, as illustrated by 
the so- called doctrine of the “Three Crowns.”39

It is not difficult to see the silhouette of the Mosaic constitution ap-
pearing behind Machia velli’s treatment of Numa. Machia velli says 
 Numa’s religion led to “good orders,” and soon thereafter he adds: “thus 
it is the safety of a republic or kingdom to have not one prince who gov-
erns prudently while he lives, but one individual who orders it so that it is 
also maintained when he dies” (Discourses 1.12). Machia velli here distin-
guishes the prince (king) from the fi gure of a prophet- legislator who gives 
a constitutional order. His fundamental point is that civil religion must 
lead to a constitutional arrangement, otherwise it is not well used. The in-
ternal connection between Machia velli’s conception of civil religion and 
constitutionalism, with the Mosaic constitution as paradigmatic, is also 
hinted at in Discourses 1.10: “Among all men praised, the most praised 
are those who have been heads and orderers of religions. Next, then, are 
those who have founded either republics or kingdoms.” Since “orderers of 
religion,” as I have shown above, refers to a civil religion that expresses 
its teaching in a political constitution, Machia velli’s point is not simply 
that there is a “religious or quasi- religious aspect of belief to every found-
ing”40 but that the prophetic giver of a constitution stands higher than the 
founder of a state (whose species can be either a republic or kingdom) be-
cause a free way of life ultimately depends on the constitutional arrange-
ment of state power.41

Machia velli argues that the “fear of God” lies at the basis of the Ro-
man conception of the oath, which has a fundamental military sense, and 
from there stands as a condition of possibility for the respect of laws: “the 
citizens feared to break an oath much more than the laws, like those who 
esteemed the power of God more than that of men” (Discourses 1.11). In 
The Prince Machia velli makes the same point by signalling that merce-
nary arms are precisely characterized by their lack of the “fear of God” 
(The Prince 13). The distinction between oath and law follows from the 
basic Roman idea of law as what is consented to by the assemblies of an 
armed people: because the oath is constitutive of such an armed people, 
it is also the condition of the law. Roman jurisprudence depends on Ro-
man religion, which in turn depends on the Roman constitution. Indeed, 
Machia velli conceives of the “fear of God” that lies at the basis of the 
respect for oaths by distinguishing the “power” of God (la potenza di Dio) 
and the power of human beings: whereas the latter is addressed by theolo-
gia civilis, the former is an object of theologia naturalis. The distinction 
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between divine and human powers is religious and constitutional at the 
same time. Using theological language already in use in the thirteenth 
century, one can say that the power of individual rulers and the authority 
of their offices is a “constituted” power, whereas the power of God, analo-
gous to the assembly of the people as a whole, is a “constituent” power.42

The concept of divine power as analogous to constituent power seems 
to go counter to the Epicurean construal of religion.43 Instead, the connec-
tion between the “fear of God” (viz. the respect for the constituent power) 
and the belief in God’s omnipotence bears more than a family resem-
blance to the role of these terms within the Biblical conception of the cov-
enant that sets up the Hebrew Republic. After all, in the Hebrew religion, 
the “fear of God” is one thing that is not commanded by God at Mt. Sinai: 
this “fear” stands for God’s wish to be worshipped by a free people, and 
this freedom (which is also a freedom from superstition, from idol wor-
shipping) is a fundamental condition of possibility of their pact, that is, of 
their political constitution, and is constitutive of the Hebrew meaning of 
divine providence.44

As every reader of The Prince senses, and recent studies have con-
fi rmed, the distinction between an armed people and a disarmed people 
(i.e., a people that depends on mercenary arms) is one of the fundamental 
guiding threads of the book, refl ecting the critical importance Machia velli 
gave to the popular militia during his political career. Given Machia velli’s 
basic argument that good laws follow from good arms, which in turn fol-
low from good religion, and assuming additionally that civil religions are 
good to the extent that they underpin constitutional governments, it is no 
surprise that in chapter 6 of The Prince Machia velli posits an analogous 
distinction between armed and disarmed prophets. “Machia velli used Mo-
ses not to make fundamentally ironic points about religion to an audience 
already imbued with anticlericalism but to personify and dramatize his 
claim that the military and the prophetic can be effectively conjoined.”45 
But the point for Machia velli is that this conjunction of good religion with 
good arms depends on the prophet being a giver of extraordinary or con-
stitutional law. The parallelism between armed peoples and armed proph-
ets united by the bond of republican constitutionalism is the fundamental 
trait of Machia velli’s prophetology: his Moses is the one of “ancient theol-
ogy,” where he functions as the crucial ring joining together the “pagan” 
series from Zoroaster to Plato with the attempt to give an interpretation of 
divine revelation in accordance with military virtue found in Arabic and 
Jewish prophetology.

Such a reading of Moses according to medieval prophetology was 
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not foreign to Florentine culture in Machia velli’s time. A confi rmation 
of this constitutionalist reading of the armed prophet can be seen in the 
prophetology of Yohann Alemanno, the most infl uential Jewish philoso-
pher in Medici Florence and a close associate of Pico. In their studies of 
Alemanno, Melamed and Lelli show that in the Laudatio of the Floren-
tine constitution written for Lorenzo il Magnifi co, Alemanno relies on a 
citation from Averroes’s Commentary on Plato’s Republic: “Hence these 
names are, as it were, synonymous—i.e. philosopher, king, Lawgiver, and 
also is Imam, since imam in Arabic means one who is followed in his 
actions.”46 The term imam is also a possible translation of the Hebrew 
messiah. Immediately after this Averroistic citation of Plato, Alemanno 
adds: “Such should be then the interpretation of the verse of the Torah: ‘he 
[the king] shall write for himself a Torah scroll and he shall read therein 
all the days of his life’ [Deuteronomy 17:18– 19].”47 The citation of Aver-
roes’s commentary on Plato’s Republic to elucidate the sense of a passage 
from Deuteronomy that traditionally establishes the model of the “Three 
Crowns” (Torah, king, Levites) of the Hebrew Republic betrays the fl uid 
relation, in the philosophical culture of Medici Florence, between Arabic 
prophetology and Mosaic constitutionalism. Lelli suggests that Alemanno 
interprets Moses “Platonically” as a philosopher- king in order to con-
nect with the favorite self- image of Medicean government. However, and 
more provocatively, Alemanno’s citation of Averroes as an illustration of 
the constitutional conception of the “Three Crowns” may also have been 
intended to show that “Moses is portrayed like a tyrant, who did not fol-
low God’s orders and was removed from his appointment as a ruler.  .  .  . 
Could this be referred to the Savonarolian thought, envisaging a prophetic 
republic of Florence, all the more so when we consider that the Domini-
can friar’s attempt to consecrate the city of Florence to God’s power took 
place exactly in the same period as the composition of Alemanno’s Hay 
ha- ’olamin?”48

Lelli’s hypothesis is suggestive because it may help to shed new light 
on the sense of Machia velli’s adoption of messianic language in chapter 26 
of The Prince. Several interpreters have identifi ed the new redeemer of 
Italy in that chapter with a “new Moses”;49 however, they may have down-
played the tensions between the fi gures of Moses (“founder”) and of the 
messiah (“redeemer”), both in Judaism and in Christianity. Lelli’s reading 
of Alemanno’s subtle transition from Medici principality to Savonarolian 
republic suggests that Moses by himself may not have been sufficient as a 
political symbol to bridge the Medici’s civil principality and Savonarola’s 
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“Christian” republic and lead to a constitutional solution that would sat-
isfy both parties.

In his late political texts like the Discursus fl orentinarum rerum and 
the Minuta di provvisione per la riforma dello stato di Firenze Machia-
velli elaborated a form of constitution that, in its mixture of three classes 
of citizens, is Platonic in inspiration and could appeal to the Medici pa-
pacy while, at the same time, recovering the Savonarolan democratic great 
council.50 Machia velli’s constitutionalism sought to bring together and 
overcome in a new synthesis the Platonic philosopher- king and the mes-
sianic redeemer. Politically, this meant making room in his constitution-
alism for a quasi- monarchic moment as well as for a messianic concep-
tion of equality: in both cases (king or messiah), it was necessary to move 
beyond the pure form of a Mosaic constitution. What other fi gure could 
symbolize this passage?

In chapters 6 and 26 of The Prince Machia velli thinks of Moses to-
gether with other founders like Cyrus and Theseus. The tendency in most 
interpretations is to “secularize” Machia velli’s intentions by implying 
that the religious appeal to God (symbolized by Moses) is purely “func-
tional” to the political project of state building (symbolized by Cyrus). An-
other possibility, however, is to realize that Machia velli may be trying to 
give his Mosaic prophetology an orientation that is both Platonic and mes-
sianic. Cyrus is a key fi gure for the Platonic tradition and the so- called 
“mirror of princes” genre, which Gilbert dated back to Xenophon’s Educa-
tion of Cyrus, a text that Machia velli cites several times, along with its 
companion piece, Hiero, or On Tyranny. At the same time, and this is the 
reference that is important in this context, Cyrus is praised in the Hebrew 
Bible (Isaiah 45:1, Ezra 1:1– 2) as a messiah for having liberated the Jews 
from their Babylonian exile and for encouraging them to rebuild the Tem-
ple of Jerusalem. So, when Machia velli writes: “let us consider Cyrus . . . if 
their particular actions and orders are considered they will appear no dif-
ferent from those of Moses, who had so great a teacher” (The Prince 6), it is 
not a question of lowering the status of Moses as much as elevating Cyrus 
as a bridge between Moses, Plato, and Jesus. Machia velli is likely to have 
known that the Persian Cyrus was considered to have been a follower of 
Zoroaster, and this belief illuminates Machia velli’s list of armed prophets 
in another light, so that now all of them, with the exception of Romulus 
(who needed Numa), belong to the pantheon of “ancient theology” and its 
philosopher- legislators. Thus, a “new” Moses does not mean repeating the 
Mosaic constitution, but it may refer to a new messiah in analogy with the 
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fi gure of Cyrus as interpreted in the Jewish tradition and in the ancient 
theology.

When, in Discourses 3.1, Machia velli has to give two current exam-
ples of “return to beginnings,” that is, two illustrations of a constitu-
tional revolution, he cites the seemingly antithetical examples of Cosimo 
de’ Medici and of Saint Francis and Saint Dominic, thereby reinscribing 
in his republican constitutionalism both a Platonic and a messianic mo-
ment. Ma chia velli’s reference to Cosimo de’ Medici in the discussion of 
“return to beginnings” of Discourses 3.1 is not intended to bring back the 
Platonism articulated by humanists linked to the Medici and the Floren-
tine aristocracy, like Scala and Crinito,51 which turned on the ideal of a 
philosopher- king wise enough to “rule over the stars,” as much as to orient 
the Medici towards the “second sailing” of the Statesman and the Laws, 
toward a reading of Platonism strongly characterized by adherence to a 
constitutional organization of the state. This was the Platonism empha-
sized both by Plethon and by Arabic and Jewish prophetology.52 Unlike in 
Christian theology, the doctrines of “ancient theology” and medieval Ara-
bic and Jewish philosophy taught that if the human species was “political” 
by nature and the world was in itself eternal, then there was some sense 
in which the “earthly city” was also “perpetual.” This belief is echoed in 
Ma chia velli’s teaching of “return to beginnings” (Discourses 3.1) accord-
ing to which “if a republic were so happy that it often had one who with 
his example might renew the laws, and not only restrain it from running 
to ruin but pull it back, it would be perpetual” (Discourses 3.22).

The idea that the course of time can be “pulled back” in a moment 
of profound constitutional reform or revolution (a “return to beginnings”) 
that renews political life was a conception of political rebirth illustrated 
by the myth of Saturn in the Statesman and Laws. But mediated through 
the messianic interpretations of Virgil’s Fourth Eclogue, the idea of a “re-
turn to beginnings” also played a role in the kind of renovatio of Chris-
tianity that both St. Francis and Savonarola attempted to achieve. Both 
were referred to as “new Moses,” and both were engaged in messianic dis-
courses. The new mendicant orders of the Franciscans and Dominicans 
were widely viewed as having ushered a new age, or saeculum, that would 
bring to an end the Petrine Church, or “ecclesiastical principality,” valid 
only for the age of the dispensation of the “Person of Christ,” and inau-
gurate what Joachim of Fiora called a “Third Age” in accordance to the 
dispensation of the Third Person or Holy Spirit. In such a dispensation, the 
meaning of divine revelation would no longer be interpreted and adminis-
tered solely by the priestly hierocracy but rather would be opened up to the 
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freedom of interpretation of each, in imitation of the “life of Jesus.”53 In 
this way, Virgil’s Fourth Eclogue served to bring back the myth of Saturn 
in the Renaissance and provided the main illustration of the belief in an 
“ancient religion” that had preceded “our religion” and that would return 
in due course. And return it did, at least in the mind of those American 
revolutionaries who “decided to vary Virgil’s line from magnus ordo saec-
lorum to novus ordo saeclorum” to signal that their republican revolution 
“was no longer a matter of founding ‘Rome anew’ but of founding a ‘new 
Rome.’”54

VI. CONCLUSION

If this reconstruction of the intricate weaving of motifs drawn from the 
conception of “ancient theology” and from Arabic and Jewish prophetol-
ogy in Machia velli’s conception of civil religion is correct, then it would 
require a thorough- going revision of two widespread beliefs in the current 
debate on secularization and “postsecularism.” On the one hand, the be-
lief according to which the values of modern republicanism (or democratic 
constitutionalism) can do without a religious foundation is valid only if 
by religion one means those “spiritual” interpretations of religion that re-
quire setting an institutional intermediary (viz. a church or priestly hi-
erarchy) between God and the democratic self- organization of a people 
through a constitution. However, it is a misleading belief if it denies the 
foundational role played by a civil religion as reconstructed by Machia-
velli through principles drawn from “ancient theology” and from Arabic 
and Jewish prophetology. On the other hand, the opposite belief according 
to which modern republicanism or constitutionalism or even democracy 
are based on “secularized” concepts drawn from Christian theology, or to 
legal innovations developed within the medieval Christian Church (the 
so- called papal legal revolution), is equally misleading, while the impor-
tance of the messianic idea for the development of political egalitarianism 
remains valid.
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C h a p t e r  F i v e

Machia velli and the Misunderstanding 
of Princely Virtù

Quentin Skinner

I

To understand Machia velli’s conception of virtù in The Prince, we 
need to begin by examining his views about the goals that rulers 

should set themselves. The highest end to which they must aspire is that 
of doing great things that will bring them honor and praise and eventu-
ally lead to glory and fame.1 Chapter 21 is devoted, as the chapter heading 
explains, to considering “What a prince should do in order to be thought 
outstanding,”2 and Machia velli lays it down that “above all else a prince 
should strive in all his actions to give himself the reputation of being a 
great man.”3 By way of illustration he singles out Ferdinand of Aragon, 
who is said “to have become, for fame and glory, the fi rst king in Christen-
dom”4 in consequence of “having always done and ordered great things.”5 
Machia velli recurs to the theme in his closing Exhortatio, in which he 
optimistically concludes that there has never been a more propitious time 
in Italy “for a prudent and virtuoso prince to introduce a new form of 
government that will bring honor to himself and good to the body of his 
subjects.”6

No ruler, however, can hope to tread the paths of glory unless he has 
fi rst succeeded in achieving a more basic and prosaic goal. To cite the for-
mula that echoes through The Prince, especially in its central chapters, he 
must manage mantenere lo stato, to maintain his status and standing as a 
prince, and at the same time to preserve the stability of the stato, or state.7 
As Machia velli tells us at the beginning of chapter 4, his chief concern is 
with “the difficulties that princes have in managing to maintain a state 
when they have newly occupied it,”8 and he boasts in chapter 24 that, if 
his advice is followed, “this will enable a new prince to appear a well- 
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established one,” more fi rm and secure in his state.9 As he explains at the 
beginning of chapter 15, he is writing for anyone “who wishes to maintain 
himself as a prince.”10 For Machia velli the fundamental question is always 
what rulers should do “in order to conquer and maintain the state.”11

The general precepts that Machia velli goes on to offer are couched in 
negative terms. Rulers must fi rst of all ensure that they do nothing to in-
cur the hatred of their people.12 If we ask what policies are likely to en-
gender this reaction, Machia velli answers that “what above all makes a 
prince hated is being rapacious and a usurper of the property or women-
folk of his subjects.”13 His other general precept is that rulers should be 
no less careful to avoid doing anything that may cause them to become 
despised.14 If we ask what behavior is liable to have this effect, Machia-
velli responds that “what makes a prince contemptible is if he is held to 
be changeable, light, effeminate, pusillanimous, irresolute.”15 He adds in 
his most minatory tones that “a prince must guard himself against such 
conduct as from a reef, and ensure that all his actions exhibit greatness, 
spiritedness, weightiness, and strength.”16

The danger that Machia velli underlines throughout his analysis is 
that, if you become either hated or despised, you will very soon lose your 
state and probably your life as well. He draws the moral at considerable 
length in chapter 19, which is entitled “On how contempt and hatred must 
be avoided.”17 Here he surveys the fortunes of the Roman emperors be-
tween the time of Marcus Aurelius and Maximinus. Maximinus’s prede-
cessor Alexander was a good man, but he was held to be effeminate, and so 
fell into contempt and was assassinated.18 Alexander’s predecessor Cara-
calla was a man of great talent, but he was so cruel that he became hateful 
to everyone and was murdered by his own bodyguard.19 Worst of all, Com-
modus and Maximinus succeeded in becoming hated as well as despised, 
and both fell victim to successful conspiracies.20

Besides outlining the goals that rulers must set themselves, Machia-
velli has much to say about the means by which these goals can be success-
fully realized. He concedes that no one can hope to establish and maintain 
a state without enjoying a considerable measure of luck. Some rulers rise 
to power entirely by fortuna, although in this case Machia velli believes 
that “while they become princes with little labour, it is only with great 
labour that they are able to maintain themselves.”21 The surest means to 
acquire and successfully hold on to a state is to rely not on fortuna but 
entirely on your own virtù as a prince.22 Machia velli fi rst formulates this 
central claim in the course of chapter 6, in which he discusses—in the 
words of his chapter heading—“New principalities acquired by means of 
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one’s own arms and one’s own virtus.”23 “What I claim,” he declares, “is 
that in wholly new principalities, where there is a new prince, one fi nds 
greater or lesser difficulty in maintaining them according to how great or 
small is the virtú of the person by whom they are acquired.”24

Machia velli mentions two rulers whose conduct is said to bear witness 
to this truth. One is Hiero of Syracuse, about whom Machia velli speaks 
in a tone of unequivocal admiration voiced nowhere else in The Prince.25 
“From being a private citizen, Hiero rose to become prince of Syracuse, 
and although he endured much labour in acquiring his state he found little 
difficulty in maintaining it.”26 This was because “he was a man of ex-
ceptional virtú” who owed nothing to fortuna except the opportunity to 
display his great military and political qualities.27 The other ruler whom 
Machia velli singles out is the emperor Septimius Severus, “who was al-
ways able to govern happily in spite of the burdens he placed on the peo-
ple.”28 As with Hiero, this was because “in Severus there was so much 
virtú” that his armies remained admiring and satisfi ed, while the people 
“were to a large degree stupefi ed and astonished.”29 Machia velli later cor-
roborates his analysis when he asks in chapter 24 why so many Italian 
rulers of his own time have lost their states. They claim to have suffered 
bad luck, but Machia velli retorts that “they ought not to blame fortuna, 
but rather their own indolence and ineffectiveness.”30 The truth is, he con-
cludes, “that those defenses alone are good, certain, and durable which 
depend on yourself and your own virtú.”31

What are the specifi c attributes that go to make up this quality of vir-
tus or virtù in a prince? The Roman moralists, in itemising the features of 
virtus generalis, had pointed to four elements that later came to be known 
as the “cardinal” virtues: wisdom, justice, courage, and temperance. Of 
all the classical discussions of these qualities, the most widely cited in 
Renaissance Italy was Cicero’s treatment in book 1 of his De officiis, a 
book that Machia velli had probably known ever since his father repeat-
edly borrowed a copy of it in the 1470s.32 Cicero begins with wisdom, the 
virtue “that most closely relates to human nature.”33 Although he speaks 
of sapientia, it is not the Greek ideal of sophia or contemplative wisdom 
that he values but rather that of phronesis or practical wisdom, a term that 
he translates as prudentia.34 He goes so far as to state that “it is contrary 
to moral duty to withdraw from public life into our studies,”35 and insists 
that “the whole praise of virtue lies in action” and thus in contributing to 
the prudent conduct of civil affairs.36

Next Cicero turns to the closely associated virtue of justice. He begins 
by arguing that the basic requirement of just dealing is that we should ren-
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der to each his due while making sure that we do no harm to anyone.37 He 
then explores two specifi c implications of his argument. The fi rst is that 
“the foundation of justice is fi des, that is, constancy and truth in relation 
to promises and agreements.”38 This commitment is summarized in the 
maxim fi des conservanda, that good faith must always be observed.39 
 Cicero’s other specifi c concern is with the character of injustice, whether 
it arises from doing injury or failing to prevent it. This part of his discus-
sion culminates in the claim that “there are two ways in which injustice 
may be done, either by force or by fraud.”40 Both are said to be “entirely 
alien to man, fraud because it seems to be acting in the manner of a fox, 
and force in the manner of a lion.”41 Such behavior is wholly unworthy of 
the vir, the truly manly man who is at the same time the eponymous pos-
sessor of virtus.

As well as focusing on justice and injustice, the Roman moralists con-
sider a further range of qualities that later came to be classifi ed as the 
distinctively “princely” virtues. One such attribute is held to be liberality. 
Cicero includes a section “on kindness and liberality” immediately after 
his discussion of justice in book 1 of De officiis,42 but the fullest and most 
infl uential handling of the topic can be found in Seneca’s treatise De bene-
fi ciis, a work endlessly cited by the early Italian writers of handbooks for 
princes and magistrates.43 The other leading princely virtue is said to be 
mercy or compassion, the subject of Seneca’s treatise De clementia.44 This 
quality was agreed to be peculiarly an attribute of rulers, since its exercise 
presupposes the prerogative of setting aside justice in the name of a higher 
good. As Seneca declares, “there is no one in whom clemency is more ap-
propriate than kings and princes.”45

Nothing more strongly refl ects Machia velli’s preoccupation with clas-
sical humanism than the fact that, when he turns in the central chap-
ters of The Prince to examine the qualities that rulers should cultivate, he 
concentrates on the same princely virtues.46 When he asks at the start of 
chapter 15 “what should be the methods and conduct of a prince in rela-
tion to his subjects or allies,”47 he begins by mentioning the attributes of 
liberality, clemency, and the keeping of good faith.48 When he proceeds to 
interrogate the conduct of rulers in greater detail in his next three chap-
ters, he focuses once again on the list of the princely virtues. Chapter 16 
is entitled “On liberality and parsimony,”49 chapter 17 is entitled “On cru-
elty and clemency,”50 and chapter 18 opens with a consideration of the Cic-
eronian ideal of fi des.51

Despite this close engagement with the humanist tradition, commen-
tators have generally seen in these chapters a complete repudiation of the 
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classical ideal of virtus. The Roman moralists, seconded by the Christian 
humanists of the Renaissance, had argued that virtus is the name of the 
qualities that enable rulers to govern honorably and successfully. Machia-
velli responds, we are told, by claiming that the mark of a truly virtuoso 
prince is to recognise that a ruler’s “fi rst duty” is to “avoid those virtues 
that endanger the state” and to recognise that “the necessity of preserving 
the state” requires “that a prince depart from the customary virtues.”52

This is not how Machia velli argues, however, in the case of the 
princely virtues. Here his chief contention is that rulers must stand ready 
to depart from what these virtues are generally held or taken to prescribe. 
He speaks in chapter 15 about how some rulers are tenuto, or held, to be 
liberal and others miserly, and how some are held to be cruel and others 
compassionate.53 He speaks again at the start of chapter 16 about what 
are held to be the requirements of liberality54 and at the start of chapter 
17 about what are similarly held to be the requirements of mercy.55 These 
remarks are coupled with the observation that, in the corrupt world in 
which we live, the language of virtue and vice has become subject to so 
much manipulation that many courses of action nowadays held to be vir-
tuous are in fact instances of vice, while many others condemned as vi-
cious are instances of virtue. The outcome, as he complains in chapter 15, 
is that many things appear to be virtuous when they are not, and many 
other things only appear to be vices.56

The fi rst of these contentions about the virtues—that they will some-
times have to be avoided in the name of maintaining the state—has been 
extensively discussed. But the second contention—that some apparent vir-
tues are instances of vice—has rarely been examined, and it seems to me 
that the relationship between the two arguments has never been properly 
clarifi ed. My strategy in what follows will accordingly be to focus on Ma-
chia velli’s second line of thought. I shall fi rst consider its provenance and 
then its specifi c contribution to his broader analysis of the virtues and 
their place in public life.

II

When Machia velli complains that some virtues are being made to appear 
as vices, and some vices as virtues, he is referring to a specifi c rhetorical 
technique that had been extensively discussed by the classical and Renais-
sance theorists of eloquence.57 Aristotle in his Art of Rhetoric had pro-
vided the earliest extant analysis of how the terms we use to describe and 
appraise moral and immoral behavior can be successfully manipulated. 
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Due to the fact that, as he argues in the Nicomachean Ethics, virtue is al-
ways a mean between two opposed vices, such commendable attributes as 
courage and generosity can sometimes give the appearance of being more 
like rashness and extravagance.58 Developing this observation in book 1 of 
his Rhetoric, he suggests that this makes it possible to denigrate virtuous 
actions by assigning them the names of neighboring vices and to excuse 
immoral actions by assigning them the names of neighboring virtues.59

Machia velli would not have been able to read this discussion in the 
original Greek, but he may nevertheless have had some knowledge of Aris-
totle’s text. George of Trebizond, who lived in Florence in the early 1440s, 
completed at around that time a Latin translation of the Rhetoric,60 which 
was printed in Venice as early as 147861 and was later included in an Aldine 
collection of rhetorical texts in 1523.62 If we turn to Aristotle’s discussion 
of rhetorical redescription in book 1, we fi nd that one of his examples is 
designed to show how virtue can be denigrated. As George of Trebizond 
translates, we can hope to redescribe and thereby condemn a person “who 
is moderatus or restrained, and who exhibits mitis animi or calmness of 
soul” by claiming “that he is merely timidus and insidiator, cowardly and 
a deceiver.”63 Aristotle is more interested, however, in showing how it is 
possible for vices to be excused. We can hope to redescribe and thereby 
commend someone who is arrogans or overbearing as magnifi cus and 
honestus, magnifi cent and honorable.64 We can similarly hope to describe 
someone who is ferox or violent as fortis or courageous, and someone who 
is prodigus or extravagant as liberalis or generous.65

This analysis was subsequently elaborated by the Roman rhetoricians, 
and especially by Quintilian in his Institutio oratoria.66 It is striking, 
however, that Quintilian has nothing to say about denigrating the virtues; 
he treats rhetorical redescription entirely as a means of excusing reprehen-
sible behavior, especially our own behavior, and he labels the technique 
paradiastole.67 When he illustrates the use of the device, he repeats two of 
the examples already given by Aristotle: violence or recklessness can be 
redescribed and thereby praised as courage, while extravagance can be re-
described and commended as liberality.68 To these examples he adds three 
others that had already been mentioned in earlier rhetorical handbooks: 
the slanderous can be excused as frank, the deceitful as worldly- wise, the 
avaricious as thrifty and scrupulous.69

Quintilian’s way of thinking about rhetorical redescription was the 
one that largely prevailed. His analysis was repeated word- for- word by 
Isidore of Seville in his Etymologies, perhaps the most widely used ency-
clopedia of late antiquity, and repeated yet again by Antonio Mancinelli in 
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his Carmen de fi guris, one of the earliest Renaissance treatises on elocu-
tio.70 Both writers speak of paradiastole,71 and both describe it specifi cally 
as a device for excusing the vices, especially our own vices. They also reit-
erate most of Quintilian’s examples: the avaricious can be redescribed and 
thereby commended as thrifty,72 the reckless as courageous,73the extrava-
gant as liberal,74 the deceitful as worldly- wise.75

Within the Roman tradition, however, there was a strongly contrast-
ing way of thinking about the manipulation of evaluative terms. Some 
rhetoricians insisted that, instead of redescribing the vices as virtues, our 
primary rhetorical aim should be that of exposing and denouncing anyone 
who attempts to play this rhetorical trick.76 This is the strategy recom-
mended in the Rhetorica ad Herennium, the earliest surviving Roman 
manual on the complete art of eloquence.77 The Ad Herennium was widely 
used as a textbook in the schools of quattrocento Italy,78 and it has been 
shown that Machia velli not only knew the work well but explicitly drew 
on its account of political deliberation in The Prince.79 The discussion of 
rhetorical redescription in the Ad Herennium can be found in the main 
section on deliberative eloquence in book 3.80 If one of your adversaries 
in a public debate claims to have acted justly, you must try to show that 
what he is calling justice “was in fact weakness, and a lazy and corrupt 
form of liberality.”81 If he praises himself for having acted wisely, you 
must try to expose him for having behaved “with inept and garrulous and 
offensive cleverness.”82 If he claims to have acted temperately, you must 
suggest that his behavior exhibited “a lazy and dissolute form of negli-
gence.”83 If he seeks to commend himself as courageous, you must say that 
his conduct revealed “nothing more than a gladiatorial and heedless form 
of recklessness.”84

A similar discussion can be found in the handbook of ca. 20 CE attrib-
uted to P. Rutilius Lupus and entitled De fi guris.85 Rutilius already gives 
the name paradiastole to the technique of rhetoric redescription, and ap-
pears to be the earliest Roman rhetorician to use the term.86 But by con-
trast with later writers (such as Quintilian) who contend that the device is 
in play whenever we redescribe our vices as virtues, Rutilius agrees with 
the author of the Ad Herennium that the technique in question is that of 
exposing and denouncing this rhetorical trick. Unlike the author of the Ad 
Herennium, however, Rutilius lays no claim to originality in making the 
point. He simply refers us to Hyperides, an Attic orator of the fourth cen-
tury BCE, who had made a speech in denunciation of Aristophon in which 
he had declared that (as Rutilius translates) “there is no vice in which you 
are able to glory by praising it as a virtue.”87 As Rutilius’s translation con-
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tinues, “you have no hope of proving that you should be understood as 
wise rather than crafty, or courageous rather than reckless, or careful in 
family matters rather than niggardly, or severe rather than ill willed.”88

By drawing on this tradition of rhetorical argument, Rutilius associ-
ates himself at the same time with a number of leading philosophers and 
historians who had similarly denounced the manipulation of moral terms. 
The earliest to excoriate the abuse had been Thucydides in the passage 
from book 3 of his history in which he had explained how stasis or civil 
strife arose in Corcyra.89 Again, Machia velli would not have been able to 
read this account in Greek, but he may well have had access to Lorenzo 
Valla’s Latin translation, completed in 1452 and widely available in manu-
script. Valla’s text was fi rst printed in 1483, and again in 1513, the year in 
which Machia velli drafted The Prince.90 As an indication of its possible in-
fl uence on Machia velli, it is suggestive that he retells in book 2 of the Dis-
courses the story of a later massacre in Corcyra narrated by Thucydides 
in book 4.91 Thucydides’s earlier discussion in book 3 centers on the mo-
ment when the pro- Athenian demos fi rst rose in revolt against the oligar-
chy. Thucydides relates how the factions sought to excuse their vicious 
behavior by redescribing it in commendatory terms.92 As Valla translates, 
“temeritas or recklessness came to be called fortitudo or courage, while 
indignatio or aggression was ascribed to virilitas or manliness.”93 By con-
trast with the rhetoricians, however, Thucydides is no less interested in 
denouncing the denigration of virtue. One example he gives is that (in 
Valla’s translation) “cunctatio honesta or honourable hesitation came to 
be regarded as formido or cowardice.”94 He also describes how “modestia 
or modesty of demeanor was considered ignaviae velamentum, a means of 
concealing weakness”95 and how “consultatio or a willingness to deliber-
ate and calculate was seen as tergiversatio, deceitfulness and an evasion of 
responsibility.”96

Thucydides’s account of the ruinous effects of stasis appears to have 
been in Plato’s mind when, in book 8 of The Republic, he speaks of the 
lotus- eaters and their success in corrupting the mind of the young oli-
garch.97 As in the case of Thucydides’s text, Machia velli would not have 
been able to read this passage in Greek. But he could well have known of it, 
for Marsilio Ficino’s Latin translation of The Republic had been printed in 
Florence as early as 1484.98 Plato recounts that one of the means by which 
the lotus- eaters prevailed was by denigrating the virtues. Repeating an ex-
ample given by Thucydides, Plato speaks (in Ficino’s translation) of how 
they sought to ridicule temperantia or moderation by calling it ignavia or 
weakness,99 to which he adds that they spoke with detestation of modestia 
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or modesty and condemned it as illiberalitas or a failure of generosity.100 
Plato is more concerned, however, with the lotus- eaters’ efforts to excuse 
the vices. Taking another of Thucydides’s examples, he speaks of how they 
redescribed impudentia or recklessness as fortitudo or courage,101 adding 
that they similarly commended petulantia or insolence as ingenua edu-
catio or good breeding,102 licentia or license as libertas or freedom,103 and 
prodigalitas or extravagance as magnifi centia or splendid liberality.104

By way of rounding off this survey, it is worth noting that a similar 
disgust was later expressed by several of the Roman historians, notably 
Sallust, Livy, and Tacitus, with all of whose works Machia velli was closely 
acquainted. Sometimes they too speak of the damage that can be done by 
denigrating the virtues. Livy, for example, again echoing one of Thu cyd-
i des’s examples, tells the story of Fabius Maximus’s cavalry commander 
at the time when Fabius was employing his delaying tactics in the face of 
Hannibal’s march on Rome. Livy records that “Hannibal himself was not 
more enraged by these prudent measures than was the master of horse,”105 
who insisted that Fabius should be regarded “not as a man of delibera-
tion but as lacking in energy, and not as cautious but as a coward.”106 Like 
Plato, however, the historians are more concerned with the dangers that 
arise when vices are excused. Sallust in his Bellum Catilinae records a 
speech of Marcus Cato lamenting that “the squandering of the goods of 
others is nowadays called liberality, while recklessness in wrongdoing is 
called courage.”107 Tacitus in similar vein records a speech of Piso’s de-
nouncing the emperor Otho. Not only did he deceive the people “by im-
posing his extravagance under the guise of liberality”108 but “with false 
names he called severity what was in fact savagery, and parsimony what 
was in fact avarice.”109

III

I now turn in the light of this survey to reconsider what Machia velli is do-
ing in the central chapters of The Prince. As I have indicated, he develops 
two distinct but complementary arguments. First he contends that, if you 
want as a ruler to maintain your state, you will sometimes need to act in 
defi ance of the virtues. He explains at the start of chapter 15 that “there 
is so much distance between how one lives and how one ought to live that 
anyone who gives up doing what is done for what ought to be done will 
learn the more quickly how to destroy rather than how to preserve him-
self.”110 Summarizing in Chapter 28, he concludes that the truly virtuoso 
ruler must therefore be someone who “knows how to enter on evil behav-
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ior when this is required.”111 To Cicero’s objection that this will lower us 
to the level of the beasts he unrepentantly responds that he is guilty as 
charged. “For a prince it is necessary to know how to make good use of 
the beast as well as the man,”112 and “from among the beasts the prince 
should choose the fox and the lion,” thereby acknowledging that guile and 
violence are among the qualities that rulers must cultivate.113 They need 
to recognize that one of their duties is “to learn how not to be good.”114

One way of paraphrasing this aspect of Machia velli’s thinking would 
be to say that, in effect, he redefi nes the concept of virtù.115 He agrees that 
it is only by exercising the qualities of a truly virtuoso ruler that a prince 
can hope to maintain his state. But he no longer equates the status of be-
ing a virtuoso with the practice of the moral virtues. A virtuoso ruler will 
be prepared to follow the dictates of the virtues whenever possible, but 
he will chiefl y be distinguished by his skill at judging when it may be 
more appropriate to ignore them. The term virtù thus comes to be used by 
Machia velli to denote whatever range of attributes—moral or otherwise—
actually enable a prince to maintain his state.

While this argument is undoubtedly of great importance to Machi-
a velli,116 I am more concerned with the supplementary claim he puts 
forward when he turns to scrutinize the princely virtues of liberality, 
clemency, and good faith. Here his contention is not that, if you wish to 
maintain your state, you may need to act in defi ance of what these virtues 
prescribe. As we have seen, what he argues is that you must stand ready to 
act in defi ance of what, in our corrupt and degenerate world, these virtues 
are held or taken to prescribe. But this advice is coupled with the sugges-
tion that, if you cultivate a proper understanding of these virtues, and if 
you follow what they genuinely require, you will fi nd that they can be of 
great value in helping you to maintain your state.

It is true that this second line of thought is not pursued with complete 
consistency. Sometimes Machia velli classifi es the observance of good 
faith as one of the virtues that a ruler must be willing to set aside,117 and 
when he discusses the virtue of liberality in chapter 26 he appears at one 
moment to repudiate not merely what is generally held to count as liberal-
ity but also the value of the genuine virtue as a means of maintaining the 
state. He seems, that is, to counsel any ruler who wishes mantenere lo 
stato to avoid all forms of generosity and to cultivate meanness in their 
place. To follow this alternative course, he admits, will be to embrace a 
vice. But meanness, he warns, “is one of the vices that enable a prince to 
rule.”118

This is not, however, the argument that Machia velli chiefl y develops 
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in chapter 16. Rather he mounts an attack on seeming liberality. He begins 
by considering the type of conduct that is best suited, as he puts it, to win-
ning a prince “the name of being a liberal man.”119 The kind of ruler who 
is nowadays tenuto, or held, to be liberal120 is someone “who will consume 
all his resources in generous works in order to uphold his reputation for 
liberality.”121 But to act in this way, Machia velli retorts, is not in the least 
to exhibit the virtue of liberality; rather it is to show yourself unwilling 
“to give up any quality of extravagance.”122 Like Plato, and like Sallust and 
Tacitus, Machia velli is pointing out and condemning the corruption of 
those who seek to excuse extravagance by redescribing it as liberality.123

Next Machia velli undertakes to demonstrate that those who are gen-
erally held to be liberal are far from displaying that quality. To follow his 
somewhat elusive argument, we fi rst need to recall his two general claims 
about princely virtù and the preservation of the state: that the term virtù 
refers to whatever attributes enable a prince to mantenere lo stato, and 
that the quickest way to lose your state is to become hated or despised. 
Machia velli now observes that any ruler who consumes his resources in 
order to uphold a reputation for liberality will soon fall into poverty, at 
which point he will become despised and “little esteemed by everyone.”124 
To avoid this danger “he will fi nd it necessary, if he wishes to preserve the 
name of being a liberal man, to tax his people excessively.”125 But this in 
turn will cause him to appear rapacious, “which will start to make him 
hated by his subjects.”126 If, in short, a prince insists on acting in such a 
way as to be regarded as liberal, he will soon become hated and despised 
and will consequently lose his state. As Machia velli has laid down, how-
ever, the kind of liberality that forms part of the virtù of a prince must be 
a quality that helps him to maintain his state. It follows that rulers who 
behave in such a way as to gain a reputation for being liberal cannot be ex-
hibiting the genuine virtue of liberality. The moral is that, as Machia velli 
has already warned in chapter 15, rulers must be careful not to confuse the 
princely virtues “with other attributes that may appear to be virtues, but 
will bring you ruin if you embrace them.”127 One such attribute is liberal-
ity as it is commonly but corruptly understood.128

Machia velli next turns in chapter 17 to examine the princely virtue 
of clemency, again focusing on the type of behavior that is nowadays te-
nuto, or held, to be compassionate. He contrasts the conduct of Cesare Bor-
gia, whose settlement of the Romagna gave him a reputation for cruelty, 
with that of the Florentines when civil strife broke out in Pistoia in 1499. 
Rather than executing the ringleaders with a view to ending the violence, 
the Florentines decided “in order to avoid the name of cruelty” that they 
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would not intervene, in consequence of which “they allowed Pistoia to 
be destroyed.”129 Later in the chapter Machia velli refl ects in similar vein 
on Scipio Africanus, who was celebrated for his clemency, and offers two 
instances of Scipio’s allegedly compassionate behavior. One was that, 
when leading Rome’s armies in Spain, “he gave his soldiers more license 
than was suited to military discipline.”130 The other was that, when one of 
Scipio’s legates destroyed the city of Locri, which had always been faithful 
to Rome, “the citizens were never avenged, and nor was the insolence of 
his legate ever punished.”131

Machia velli protests that these are not examples of clemency at all.132 
“If we consider aright,”133 he insists, we shall see that the response of the 
Florentines to the uprising in Pistoia was an instance of troppa pietà, of 
mere overindulgence.134 It would have been “much more compassionate”135 
if they had executed the ringleaders of the uprising “rather than allow-
ing the entire population to be harmed.”136 Likewise with Scipio, whose 
supposed clemency was again a sign of troppa pietà stemming in his case 
from a natura facile, a lax character.137 The compassion for which he has so 
often been praised was in fact “a harmful quality.”138

As in his discussion of liberality, Machia velli next offers to demon-
strate that those who are commonly held to be merciful and compassion-
ate are not in fact displaying those qualities. His argument is once again 
grounded on his contention that virtù is the name of the attributes that 
enable a ruler to maintain his state. If this is so, then the behavior of the 
Florentines in Pistoia cannot have been an instance of genuine clemency, 
because the effect was to destroy a community instead of saving it.139 Nor 
was Scipio’s conduct in Spain genuinely clement, because it had the effect 
of prompting a mutiny and thereby weakening Rome.140

One of Machia velli’s aims in both these chapters is to expose the habit 
of excusing bad and incompetent behavior by redescribing it with the 
name of a neighboring virtue. If we now turn to chapter 18, we fi nd him 
no less interested in the disposition to denigrate good behavior by stig-
matizing it with the name of a vice. Machia velli’s chapter heading prom-
ises a discussion of “How princes should keep their word”—Quomodo fi -
des a principibus sit servanda.141 Here he alludes to Cicero’s maxim fi des 
conservanda, that good faith must always be upheld, a commitment that 
acquired so much importance in Italian Renaissance thought that fi des 
was sometimes treated as a fi fth and central cardinal virtue.142 Machia-
velli points to the general acceptance of this way of thinking when he 
notes that “everyone understands how laudable it is for a prince to main-
tain faith and live with integrity rather than with deceit.”143 The princes 
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we are invited to admire are “those who base their conduct on loyalty and 
trustworthiness.”144

To these pieties Machia velli responds that they embody a dangerous 
misunderstanding of fi des and its requirements. To insist on honoring 
one’s word while living in a world in which men rarely keep their prom-
ises is the merest imprudence. “No prudent ruler can observe good faith, 
and nor ought he to do so, when such observance will turn against him.”145 
The quality of fi des, understood as a willingness to keep faith under all cir-
cumstances, can only be the name of a seeming virtue. It cannot form part 
of the virtù of a prudent prince, since it will often lead him to lose rather 
than maintain his state. With this insistence on what the Ciceronian vir-
tue of prudentia dictates, Machia velli reiterates a warning already issued 
by Livy and much earlier by Thucydides: we must never allow prudent cal-
culations to be redescribed and condemned as cowardice or deceitfulness.

IV

Machia velli is not unaware that his argument about the misunderstand-
ing of the princely virtues leaves him with a difficulty. It may be true that 
most people are mistaken about the character of these virtues. But they 
remain strongly attached to their corrupt beliefs, in consequence of which 
they regularly condemn prudence as deceitfulness, while praising laxity 
as compassion and extravagance as liberality. This in turn means that if, 
like Louis XII of France, you refuse to spend lavishly and ostentatiously, 
you will not only fi nd yourself accused of failing in liberality but will gain 
for yourself “the infamy of a miser.”146 Likewise, if you refuse, like Ce-
sare Borgia, to spare those who threaten your rule, you will not only be 
denounced for lack of clemency but will face the even greater infamy of 
being thought cruel and inhumane.147

Machia velli responds by waving these anxieties aside. There is  every 
reason to hope that in time your subjects will come to recognise that they 
have been mistaken about the princely virtues, and will give up their 
destructive beliefs. This is certainly what happened in the face of “the 
long- standing parsimony”148 that enabled Louis XII “to wage so many wars 
without ever having to impose an extraordinary tax on his subjects.”149 
The people were eventually able to see that the king had in fact been be-
having “with liberality toward everyone from whom he took nothing, who 
were infi nite, and with miserliness only toward those to whom he gave 
nothing, who were few.’150 Machia velli accordingly feels able to conclude 
that “if he is prudent, a prince ought not to worry about being given the 
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name of a miser, because in course of time he will be regarded more and 
more as a man of liberality.”151

A similar paradox is defended in chapter 17 in relation to the alleged 
cruelties perpetrated by Cesare Borgia at the outset of his rule in the Ro-
magna. By eliminating factions and punishing the excesses of his subor-
dinates “he was able to restore the Romagna, to unite it and return it to 
peace and good faith.”152 As before, the moral is said to be that “a prince 
ought not to worry about incurring the infamy of being called a cruel 
man” if his behavior is such that harsh methods soon cease to be neces-
sary instead of having to be constantly employed.153 He will in time be 
seen to have acted “with far greater compassion” than if he had failed to 
crush his rivals and thereby allowed disorders to proliferate.154

The conclusion at which Machia velli arrives in his discussion of the 
princely virtues may thus be said to stand in strong contrast with his 
views about the other moral virtues. As he always makes clear, he consid-
ers such attributes as charity, humanity, and religiousness to be wholly 
good and virtuous qualities.155 But he makes it equally clear that, if a ruler 
wishes to mantenere lo stato, he will often be obliged to set them aside. 
Machia velli evidently wishes to reassure us, however, that in the case of 
the princely virtues this dilemma does not arise. Here it is not the obser-
vance of these virtues that may cause you to lose your state, but only the 
observance of what they are corruptly and mistakenly taken to prescribe. 
Properly understood, the princely virtues are among the qualities that go 
to make up the virtù of a truly virtuoso prince, thereby helping him to 
fulfi l his primary duty of maintaining the state in a condition of security 
and peace.
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presence in Machia velli’s texts see also Benedetto Fontano, “Sallust and the Politics of 
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126. Ibid.: “comincerà a farlo odioso a’ sudditi.”
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128. As Peter Stacey, “Defi nition, Division, and Difference in Machia velli’s Politi-

cal Philosophy,” Journal of the History of Ideas 75 (2014): 205– 6 notes, Machia velli in 

his tract of 1503 on how to deal with the rebels in the Valdichiana had argued in similar 
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129. Machia velli, Il principe (1995) 17.3, 108– 9: “per fuggire il nome di crudele, 

lasciò distruggere Pistoia.”

130. Ibid. 17.19, 114: “aveva data alli suoi soldati piú licenza che alla disciplina 

militare non si conveniva.”

131. Ibid. 17.21, 114: “non furno vendicati né fu da lui la insolenzia di quello legato 

corretta.”

132. Daniel Kapust, “Cato’s Virtues and The Prince: Reading Sallust’s War with 

Cati line with Machia velli’s The Prince,” History of Political Thought 28 (2007): 444, 

447 draws a parallel between Machia velli’s view of clemency and Sallust’s account of 

how Cato condemned the misericordia of Julius Caesar as merely an apparent virtue.

133. Machia velli, Il principe (1995), 17.3, 108: “si considera bene.”

134. Ibid. 17.4, 109.

135. Ibid.: “piú pietoso.”

136. See ibid. on how the Florentines managed “offendere una universalità intera.”

137. On Scipio, his natura facile, and his exercise of troppa pietà, see ibid. 17.19, 113 

and 17.21, 114.

138. See ibid. 17.22, 114 on “questa sua qualità dannosa.”

139. Ibid. 17.4, 109.

140. Ibid. 17.20, 114.

141. Ibid. 18, 115: “Quomodo fi des a principibus sit servanda.”

142. See, for example, the mid- sixteenth- century portrayal of the cardinal virtues 

in the apse of the church of Madonna dell’ Orto, Venice. The usual attributes of cour-

age, prudence, justice, and temperance are pictured, but they are associated in turn with 

Fides, which is placed at the center of the iconographical scheme.



160 Quentin Skinner

143. Machia velli, Il principe (1995) 18.1, 115: “Quanto sia laudabile in uno principe 

il mantenere la fede e vivere con integrità e non con astuzia, ciascuno lo intende.”

144. Ibid.: “quelli che si sono fondati in sua realtà.” But here my translation follows 

the two earliest printings of Machia velli’s text, in which the phrase “fondati in sua 

realtà” appears as “fondati insù la lealtà.” See Machia velli, Il principe (1532a), fol. 23r 

and Niccolò Machia velli, Il principe (Florence: n.p., 1532b), fol. 26v. For the printer of 

Machia velli, Il principe (1532a) (Antonio Blado of Rome) see Machia velli, Il principe 

(1532a), fol. 49v (British Library copy). For the printer of Machia velli, Il principe (1532b) 

(Bernardo Giunto of Florence) see Machia velli, Il principe (1532b), fol. 66v (British 

Library copy).

145. Machia velli, Il principe (1995) 18.8, 116: “Non può pertanto uno signore 

prudente, né debbe, osservare la fede quando tale osservanzia gli torni contro.” For a 

discussion of prudence in Machia velli see Eugene Garver, “After virtù: Rhetoric, Pru-

dence, and Moral Pluralism in Machia velli,” in Prudence: Classical Virtue, Postmodern 

Practice, ed. Robert Hariman (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 

2003), esp. 81– 86.

146. See Machia velli, Il principe (1995) 16.4, 105 on the “infamia del misero.”

147. See ibid. 17.2, 108 on how Borgia was “tenuto . . . crudele.”

148. See ibid. 16.9, 106 on Louis XII and “la lunga parsimonia sua.”

149. See ibid. on how “El re di Francia presente ha fatto tante guerre sanza pore uno 

dazio estraordinarió a’ sua.”

150. Ibid. 16.6, 106: “viene a usare liberalità a tutti quelli a chi e’ non toglie, che 

sono infi niti, e miseria a tutti coloro a chi e’ non dà, che sono pochi.”

151. Ibid. 16.5, 105– 6: “Uno principe . . . debbe, s’egli è prudente, non si curare del 

nome del misero; perché col tempo sarà tenuto sempre piú liberale.”

152. Ibid. 17.2, 108: “aveva racconcia la Romagna, unitola, ridottola in pace e in 

fede.” For a contrasting appraisal see John M. Najemy, “Machia velli and Cesare Borgia: 

A Reconsideration of Chapter 7 of The Prince,” Review of Politics 75 (2013): 539– 56. 

Najemy concentrates on chapter 7, thereby conveying the impression that Machia velli 

was much more critical of Borgia’s policies.

153. Machia velli, Il principe, (1995) 17.4, 109: “Debbe pertanto uno principe non si 

curare della infamia del crudele.”

154. See ibid. 17.3, 108 on how Borgia acted in a manner that was “molto più pia-

toso” than if he had spared those who initially threatened his rule.

155. See ibid. 18.14, 118 on carità, umanità, and religione.
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C h a p t e r  S i x

The Necessity to Be Not- Good: 
Machia velli’s Two Realisms

Erica Benner

Most readers of The Prince and Discourses agree that Machia-
velli is a political realist in the following senses: he regards self- 

preservation as a basic good and holds that to preserve themselves, hu-
man beings —whether individuals or collective entities such as peoples, 
cities, or states—need to acquire and cultivate various forms of power. The 
end of self- preservation may of course have a moral dimension—if we use 
“moral” very broadly to mean a concern with standards of right or wrong 
conduct, including a concern for the claims or interests of others when de-
ciding one’s own course of action. Machia velli sometimes suggests that a 
policy of virtuous self- preservation should promote the interests of at least 
some others: at least those of one’s own partisans, or of an entire people 
or state.

Beyond this, readers disagree about what Machia velli considers basic 
human and political realities, and on how much room they leave for moral 
concerns beyond preserving the survival and power of a particular “self.” 
On the most usual account of Machia velli’s realism, one of the fundamen-
tal facts of political life is that human beings are naturally untrustworthy. 
As we read in The Prince, men generally are “ungrateful, fi ckle pretenders 
and dissemblers, evaders of danger, eager for gain.” Human nature being 
what it is, “a man who wants to make a profession of good in all regards 
must come to ruin among so many who are not good.” So “it is necessary 
to a prince, if he wants to maintain himself, to learn to be able not to be 
good, and to use this and not use it according to necessity,” or risk fall-
ing prey to others who are more adept users of deception, cruelty, even 
evil.1 To preserve yourself and your state, Machia velli seems to tell politi-
cal leaders, you sometimes have to ignore conventional moral rules that 
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say: keep your promises, avoid violence and cruelty, and do not take what 
belongs to others. If you don’t molest others, they’ll molest you.2

At times Machia velli seems to endorse the cynical view that since 
some men are untrustworthy, prudent statesmen should presume that 
none can be trusted. They should therefore always be as ready as others to 
practice deception and hypocrisy. “If all men were good,” The Prince’s au-
thor declares in this vein, it would not be good to violate treaties and other 
promises. “But because they are wicked [tristi] and do not observe faith 
with you, you also do not have to observe it with them.”3 A subtler under-
standing of Machia velli’s realism agrees that it is imprudent to trust other 
people without good reason. But it goes on to ask: What, in his view, is 
the most effective response to human beings’ natural untrustworthiness? 
Do we have no choice but to outdo everyone else’s mendacity and cruelty 
when we feel threatened? Or does Machia velli suggest a different option, 
perhaps more apt for self- preservation: to exert our less- bad capacities for 
intelligent “ordering” and establish new relationships beyond what we 
fi nd in our nature—relations that make it reasonable to trust at least some 
others? If so, and if individuals and states have better chances of preserv-
ing themselves by ordering new, collaborative relationships, then Machia-
velli’s political realism might be more hospitable to moral concerns than 
the fi rst reading admits.

I. TRUST AND SELF- PRESERVATION IN THE PRINCE

One of The Prince’s most persistent arguments is that both individuals 
and states need other peoples’ continuous support to help keep them safe. 
The book’s core middle chapters (10– 14) teach new princes how to get 
their own, initially suspect subjects on their side—and keep them there. 
Building relations of mutual trust is essential for this. At the end of chap-
ter 9 we read that unless a new prince can “think of a way by which his 
citizens, always and in every quality of time .  .  . will always be faithful 
[fedeli ] to him,” he “will always have, in uncertain times, a shortage of 
those one can trust [penuria . . . si possa fi dare].” In other words, both the 
paucity of reliable supporters and the deadly dangers that fl ow from it are 
avoidable. One of the primary tests of any prince’s competence is whether 
he understands, and does, what is needed to avoid them.

At fi rst, Machia velli tells us in chapter 10, new princes can’t trust 
their subjects to defend them in necessity. But since “it is not easy to at-
tack one who has his town strong and is not hated by the people,” a prince 
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who takes judicious measures to (1) arm well and (2) avoid popular hatred 
can move from precarious beginnings to security in his new government. 
As we read on, it turns out that these two aims are best achieved by some 
of the same means.

Firstly, if a new prince has become ruler over a number of different 
cities within an empire, he might take lessons from the German Empire, 
where the imperial power is very weak and the cities ‘very free,” obey-
ing the emperor “only when they want to.” Since they are not so much 
“subjects” of the prince as his and each other’s “partners” in matters of 
common defense, they have less reason to hate him than if he sought to 
control their governments or failed to consult them in matters of foreign 
policy. If this loose confederation of the willing is a prime example of good 
arming, we can infer that new princes who try to control cities by means 
that disregard their populations’ wishes might well fi nd themselves both 
badly armed and hated. The better policy is to respect separate cities’ de-
sires for independence, since an empire made up of cities whose ancestral 
freedoms are threatened by a new prince will be wracked by intractable 
rebellions like those discussed in The Prince, chapter 5.

Secondly, a new prince can avert hatred and simultaneously forge 
strong arms by attending to the welfare of individual subjects, particularly 
those of the popolo and lowly “plebs.’ Most great men and princes mistrust 
the “multitude” more than any other part of the populace. But if the popu-
lar classes often appear to their social superiors as erratic, unreasoning, 
and ungrateful,4 this is largely because the latter treat them with suspicion 
and give them little respect. Give their men secure work that allows them 
to feed their families and win public respect, Machia velli tells his prince, 
and they’ll become your state’s stoutest defenders—its virtuous “arms.” 
A basic condition for one’s own defense, then, is material security for the 
people who help provide it: a well- ordered political economy that ensures a 
decent living for all a city’s people is among the necessary foundations of a 
prince’s military power. And this isn’t just a matter of keeping compliant 
troops fed so that they can serve as cannon fodder. Princes should start 
viewing them as men on whom their own security depends—and who de-
serve respect, since their employments, military and industrial, are the 
very “nerve and life” of their city.5

With the right policies, then, obligations based on mutual trust can be 
built up between people who start off distrusting each other—in this case 
“new” princes and restive subjects. As we learn in chapters 12 and 13, the 
best possible defense for any prince or state comes from their own peo-
ple. But people need to be motivated to fi ght, especially for new princes 
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whom they have no good reason to love or trust. If they are able to feed 
themselves through highly valued work, they’ll be more content with 
their princes and more willing and able to perform their military duties. 
And princes whose people are “very free,” secure in their livelihood, re-
spected, and self- respecting will be harder to attack than those who lack 
such  robust “arms.”

At the beginning of chapter 10 Machia velli declares that those capable 
of “ruling by themselves” need a iusto army. The word iusto has connota-
tions of “strength,” as some translations render it, but it can also mean 
“just.” Are the good orders Machia velli describes in his German example 
also just in a moral sense? In both early and later writings, he does treat 
the impartiality of the laws as both a basic condition for legal justice and 
a necessary condition for well- ordered civil defenses.6 Though he omits 
such explicit arguments in The Prince, chapters 12– 14 suggest that good 
laws are needed to constitute strong civil arms, while chapter 10 touches 
on the relation between socioeconomic justice and effective civil defenses. 
Machia velli appears to make the case for legal and material justice in 
purely instrumental, self- regarding terms: a prince should adopt these 
measures because they serve his personal interest in maintaining power, 
not out of a concern to respect others’ reasonable claims. But readers who 
refl ect on why it pays to treat other people justly—here by giving the plebs 
respected employments—may come to recognize moral reasons to do so 
as well. If decent work and public respect motivate people to fi ght for your 
state, this is because people are not chattel or mere martial herds. They are 
human beings who want good reasons to act at others’ command, and who 
have the capacity to reject or rebel against such commands. Any prince 
who recognizes that human beings generally have these basic desires and 
capacities will have good moral reasons, as well as self- interested ones, to 
be concerned about justice—at least when dealing with his own people.

II. OBLIGATIONS AND VIRTÙ

Machia velli makes a further argument in chapter 10 about how princes 
can improve their chances of preserving themselves in a world full of un-
scrupulous people. Instead of keeping your subjects weak and dependent 
on your largesse, he tells them, you ought to make them stronger—ma-
terially, in spirit, and in arms. For the best- quality support comes from 
people who have enough power themselves to make commitments to help 
you, as you help them: “The nature of men is to be obligated [obligarsi] as 
much by benefi ts they give as by those they receive.” Far from preferring 
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one- way obligations that make weaker subjects dependent on a strong, be-
nefi cent prince, he insists that princes gain more from relationships based 
on two- way exchange than from subjects’ asymmetrical dependence. The 
latter “come to unite with their prince so much the more, since it appears 
he has entered an obligation with them [lui abbia con loro obligo]” when 
they sacrifi ce their possessions and lives to fi ght for his state. A prince 
who hopes to make his people “always faithful” should acknowledge the 
benefi ts they confer on him. Indeed, he should acknowledge that he needs 
the people as much as—if not more than—they need him.7

The words obligo- obligare evoke a fi rmer, more lasting kind of bond 
than the transient cooperation that results when people resist a particu-
lar, common threat. An obligation is a binding commitment; such com-
mitments depend on some degree of mutual trust. Nonetheless, it might 
appear that Machia velli advises his princely and other readers to under-
take obligations only for self- interested reasons, never for moral ones. The 
“Machia vellian” realist is largely unconcerned with the good or bad quali-
ties of his allies, unless those qualities directly harm his own interests. He 
does not ask whether he should trust other people or governments because 
of their habitual transparency, constancy, or fairness toward subjects and 
allies. Still less does he imagine that his own chances of securing fi rm 
support will be increased if he behaves in a habitually transparent, consis-
tent, and fair way toward others.

But Machia velli frequently suggests that these moral habits do matter 
and supply excellent reasons for people to bind themselves to support oth-
ers through thick and thin, regardless of their immediate interests. Sub-
jects more readily make long- term commitments to a prince, or citizens 
to a republic, when they recognize certain praiseworthy qualities in their 
character or government: when the actions of a new prince “are recognized 
as virtuous, they take hold of men much more and obligate them much 
more than ancient blood.” Here Machia velli links virtù to acts of “order-
ing” fi rm political institutions—ordinare is one of Machia velli’s most 
positive verbs—and “consolidating [them] with good laws, good arms, good 
friends, and good examples.”8 Order and strict discipline are also the foun-
dation of trust- inspiring virtù in the Discourses. Thus on the battlefi eld

the captain must be esteemed of such a quality that the soldiers trust 

[confi dino] in his prudence; and they will always trust if they see him 

ordered, solicitous, and spirited . . . if he punishes them for errors and 

observes promises to them. Such things are the great cause that the 

army trusts and, by trusting, wins.9
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Trust in leaders is a condition for victory, and regularly observing their 
promises to their men is one way to inspire trust. But surely, some might 
ask, is it much harder to cultivate such trust abroad, in relation to other 
peoples or states? Here the Machia vellian realist’s sole concern, it seems, 
is what he might gain or lose through placing trust in others, or by keep-
ing faith himself. He observes particular obligations as long as they bring 
him specifi c, positive gains or help him avoid injuries, but not otherwise.

Machia velli says otherwise in The Prince. All states, he suggests in 
chapter 21, need unwavering allies to support their own safety or freedom. 
The best allies are those who defend you not just when they stand to make 
imminent gains—or at least not suffer imminent losses—but even when 
their support incurs considerable material and military costs. And the sur-
est way to get this kind of steady, high- quality support is to act in ways that 
inspire well- founded trust in you. Governments and statesmen win loyal 
allies by showing themselves willing to accept losses and disadvantages 
along with the benefi ts of their alliance. If you make clear commitments 
instead of changing sides according to temporary convenience, Machia-
velli tells readers, sticking by friends through defeats as well as victories, 
you show yourself worthy of trust and win others’ fi rm commitments in 
return. For there’s a more than fair chance that these friends will recipro-
cate and help you when you’re down, since in response to your fi delity they 
form “an obligation to you and a contract of love [contratto lo amore] for 
you.” Even if you’re much stronger than your allies, you still need to act in 
ways that keep them willingly in your camp, since fortunes are famously 
fi ckle and can always change. And if your allies are stronger than you, this 
obligation restrains them from taking advantage of your relative weakness, 
for “men are never so indecent [disonesto]” as to betray your good faith 
when you’ve observed it toward them.10 Reciprocal obligations emerge 
here as an exceedingly important source of political and military power.

Passages like these paint a more nuanced picture of human nature 
than the thoroughly pessimistic one set out in The Prince, chapter 17. In 
his diplomatic correspondence Machia velli makes the same point that, as 
a general rule, habitual good faith pays and makes one safer, while habits 
of breaking faith tend to isolate and weaken the perpetrator. He reports 
to his superiors that he had lectured a two- faced ally, Gianpaolo Baglioni, 
on “the value and importance of good faith.” Since “everyone knew” that 
Baglioni had undertaken an engagement to Florence, if he violated it they 
would “charge him with ingratitude and bad faith, and would regard him 
as a stumbling horse which nobody would ride for fear of getting his neck 
broken.”11 Here and in the passage about trust- inspiring captains cited 
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above, Machia velli does appeal to self- interest as a motive for meeting ob-
ligations: he invokes Baglioni’s future need for allies and the desire of cit-
ies and captains to “win.” But he implies that those who are consistently 
prudent, orderly, spirited, and strict, and keep faith, are the most trusted 
and therefore more likely to secure reliable allies and victories. You might 
win occasional successes by merely displaying these virtues now and 
then, as your aims and present capabilities require. But if your aim is to 
maintain or increase your power over time, you do well to demonstrate 
these virtuous qualities continuously, so that they are seen as a reliable 
part of your character.

Machia velli makes a further argument about how the most binding 
obligations are formed, whether among individuals or states: other peo-
ple’s support is worth more when it is voluntary, not based on force or 
fear. Allies who support you out of fear are unreliable because too much 
fear makes people hate you, and when they hate you they conspire against 
you.12 The importance of freely willed consent for stable “orders” is often 
stressed in the Discourses and Florentine Histories: “Not fortresses but 
the will [volontà] of men maintains them in their states”; “peace is faith-
ful where men are willingly pacifi ed”; “That rule is fi rmest that is obeyed 
gladly.” In the Histories Machia velli has a prudent character say that had 
Florence received a conquered city, Volterra, “by accord,” she would have 
gained security from it, but since the city was taken and held by force, it 
would bring only “weakness and trouble.”13

III. TWO REALISMS

One can acknowledge these moral sides of Machia velli’s thought with-
out playing down his many undeniably amoral statements. Yet for every 
statement suggesting that infi delity pays or that men can’t be trusted, in 
The Prince or the Discourses we can fi nd two or three more that seem 
to say the opposite. And if we take these arguments as seriously as the 
more notorious passages about knowing how to enter into evil, it seems 
far from clear that Machia velli is committed to the extreme go- it- alone 
kind of realism so often ascribed to him. His most powerfully developed 
 arguments—as distinct from his jump- off- the- page Machia vellian asser-
tions—suggest that it’s unrealistic to think you can preserve yourself 
without steady support from others. And to get the necessary others on 
your side and keep them reliably there, you need to act in ways that foster 
mutual trust over time.

The presence of both positions in the same books raises the question of 
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how, if at all, they can fi t together in a coherent political theory. I will not 
try to answer this large question here.14 My aim in the rest of this chapter 
is simply to suggest that there is a very deep ambivalence about the value 
of good faith, obligations, and justice in Machia velli’s various writings, 
posing a serious problem of interpretation that too many readers are eager 
to gloss over. Instead of brushing the ambiguities aside or looking for neat 
solutions that Machia velli himself never suggests, scholars, teachers, and 
students should be looking closely at both types of statement and asking 
how to relate them to each other.

As a fi rst step, we can acknowledge that Machia velli’s writings put 
forward—and oscillate between—two very different kinds of political 
realism:

Realism 1: go- it- alone unilateral amorality holds that since human be-

ings are naturally untrustworthy, it is sometimes necessary to set 

aside moral scruples to secure oneself or one’s state.

Realism 2: collaborative realism agrees that it is prudent not to trust 

most people without good reason but holds that it is both possible 

and highly desirable to seek to establish nonnatural relations of 

trust. Indeed, collaboration founded on respect for others’ interests 

is a surer route to power and safety than unilateral amorality.

These two realisms are rooted in different accounts of Machia velli’s under-
standing of human nature. Collaborative realism encompasses the unreli-
able features emphasized by unilateral amorality but includes other, less 
pessimistic dimensions. If we scrutinize key passages that appear to ex-
press Machia velli’s views on human nature, it’s not hard to see how read-
ers might fi nd examples of either account in his writings—often through 
narrower or wider interpretations of the same passages. Look again at the 
full passage from The Prince, chapter 17:

For one can say this generally of men: that they are ungrateful, fi ckle, 

pretenders, and dissemblers, evaders of danger, eager for gain. While 

you do them good they are yours, offering you their blood, property, 

lives, and children . . . when the need for them is far away; but when it 

is close to you, they revolt. And that prince who has founded himself 

entirely on their words, stripped of other preparation, is ruined.

The middle lines tell us that “men generally” are not all bad. They can 
also be extremely generous, even self- sacrifi cing, “while you do them 
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good.” Throughout the chapter, the generality of “men” is loosely identi-
fi ed with the “people,” in contrast to princes. If the popolo revolt when 
princes do them no good, is that so unreasonable? Perhaps if princes were 
to found themselves on orders and mutual obligations that benefi t their 
people, the latter would be disinclined to abandon them.

The whole chapter, in fact, keeps changing tone, as if Machia velli—
great dramatist that he is—is playing with different voices: now harsh 
and bitterly misanthropic, then suddenly switching to temperate, humane 
tones. The tirade against men generally is surrounded by a host of caveats 
that moderate Machia velli’s, or his violent speaker’s, sentiments.15 In the 
preceding paragraph we read that a prince “should be slow to believe and 
to move, nor should he make himself feared, and he should proceed in a 
temperate mode with prudence and humanity.” A few lines later, having 
declared that princes should not make themselves feared, Machia velli says 
that it is safer to be feared than loved; then he qualifi es this in the next 
paragraph, declaring that “The prince should nonetheless make himself 
feared in such a mode that if he does not acquire love, he escapes hatred.” 
He will “always” do this

if he abstains from the property of his citizens and his subjects, and 

from their women;16 and if he also needs to proceed against someone’s 

life [sangue, literally blood], he must do it when there is suitable justi-

fi cation and manifest cause [iustifi cazione conveniente e causa mani-

festa]. But above all, he must abstain from the property of others, be-

cause men forget the death of a father more quickly than the loss of a 

patrimony.

Despite pessimistic fi rst appearances, when one reads further it turns 
out that various kinds of human “badness” can be managed in ways that 
transform relations between prince and popolo from initial suspicion into 
a steady alliance. And the most effective way is to punish specifi c sub-
jects’ or citizens’ misconduct only when there is “suitable justifi cation” 
and through transparent “modes of proceeding,” not by instilling general 
fear through excessively cruel or arbitrary punishments.

A similar transformation occurs in these passages, both from Dis-
courses 1.3.

(A) It is necessary [necessario] to whoever disposes a republic and or-

ders laws in it to presuppose that all men are bad [rei] and that they 
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always have to use the malignity of their spirit whenever they have a 

free opportunity for it.

If we focus on this statement and skim what follows, we might well con-
clude that Machia velli has a pessimistic account of human nature that 
points toward the necessity for unilateral, and sometimes amoral, means 
of self- preservation. But a few lines later he says:

(B) Men never work any good unless through necessity [necessità], but 

where choice abounds and one can make use of license, at once every-

thing is full of confusion and disorder. Therefore it is said that hun-

ger and poverty make men industrious, and the laws make them good 

[le leggi gli fanno buoni].

Here we learn two things that modify the initial pessimistic impression. 
Firstly, the harsh necessity of presumed human badness need not drive 
people to act badly in turn. Unilateral amoralists assume that agents have 
no signifi cant range of options about how to respond to pressures they call 
necessità. Here and elsewhere, however, Machia velli treats necessity as a 
stimulus to “good” human works, not an imperative that forces people to 
shed all scruples about goodness or badness.17 Necessity can make men 
fi ght to the death for their survival, but it also induces them—if they are 
prudent and virtuous—to choose their survival techniques with great 
care, as happened with the “free” builders of ancient cities who were “con-
strained by disease, hunger, or war” to leave their ancestral countries and 
establish new civil relations in hostile new lands.18

Secondly, what Machia velli calls human good in passage (B) arises not 
from “raw” human nature but from laws imposed by human beings them-
selves. Human beings are naturally not- good in this sense, but they can be 
made good by laws, and the capacity to make laws must be part of human 
nature, as much as malignità.

It makes sense to see Machia velli as a proponent of unilateral amoral-
ity if we focus on the badness and malignity in (A), not taking the further 
steps he takes in (B). Here he treats natural badness not as an absolute 
obstacle to improving human conduct but as a stimulus to establishing 
laws and orders to correct it. Collaborative realism takes passage (A) seri-
ously as a constraint on any ordinatore or lawmaker. Manmade laws and 
orders can’t transform our nature, make it angelic, or eliminate human 
tendencies to duplicity, greed, and cowardice. But they can restrain actions 
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driven by these disordering parts of our nature, or channel them in ways 
that improve chances of individual and collective self- preservation instead 
of corroding them.

At a minimum, man- made laws provide a negative check on bad be-
havior. But in 1.4 we further learn that good laws can and should seek to 
educate and generate habits of virtue: “For good examples arise from good 
education, good education from good laws, and good laws from those tu-
mults that many inconsiderately damn.”19 When people “damn” tumults, 
confl icting humors, and natural desires that cause disorders when left 
“unshackled by laws”—such as desires to acquire, or to live free—they do 
so because they wrongly assume that these things necessarily threaten po-
litical order; they need, therefore, to be ruthlessly opposed. This assump-
tion underestimates human beings’ capacities to regulate natural humors 
and desires by means of well- designed laws and orders.

Human badness, then, is a poor excuse for giving one’s own innate bad-
ness free rein, since there are far better ways to deal with it. Natural hu-
man badness poses a mortal threat only to those who fail to exercise their 
ordering capacities, whether out of laziness, ignorance of what good or-
dering involves, or impatience to conquer too much too quickly. A proper 
estimation of these capacities depends on recognizing two further, basic 
human realities that unilateral realists, with their narrower perspective, 
tend to underrate. One is that not all potentially disordering drives and 
desires are equally hostile to well- ordered political life. Insatiable desires 
to dominate are less decent (onesto) than inextinguishable desires not to 
be dominated; the desire to monopolize political power is injurious and 
unjust (ingiurioso e ingiusto), while the willingness to share it with oth-
ers is “more reasonable” (ragionevole).20 Collaborative realists should try 
to satisfy the “decent” or “reasonable” desires if they want their orders to 
last in good health, but rein in—not try to stamp out, since this can’t be 
done—the less reasonable ones.

The other reality ignored by many unilateralists is that other people’s 
decent and reasonable desires set formidable limits on any political agent’s 
actions. Collaborative realists understand that their self- preservation de-
pends on respecting other people’s reasonable desires not to be dominated 
or treated with contempt. Machia velli argues men “who do not know how 
to put limits [termini] to their hopes” err, since “by founding themselves 
on these without otherwise measuring themselves, they are ruined,”21 
and even the strongest agents need to measure themselves against other 
people’s reasonable desires “not to be dominated” and to live free and se-
cure. These desires are extremely powerful. Contempt for them provokes 
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terrible resistance, threatening the safety and political integrity of who-
ever tries to take away freedom; they are among the “ordinary and natural 
inconveniences” that prudent statesmen must learn to “know and man-
age” well.22

IV. NECESSITY AND AMORALITY

If we grant that both kinds of realism are present in Machia velli’s writ-
ings, extending to his views of human nature, how are they related? Some-
times, as with the passages just discussed, the amoral or pessimistic- 
sounding statements might seem to serve as the starting point for more 
nuanced inquiries into the problems of political ordering and their solu-
tions. It is harder to reconcile other sharply contrasting statements. How 
should we square The Prince’s many arguments underscoring the benefi ts 
of good faith with others that trumpet the advantages of disregarding it?

The simplest and most usual answer scholars offer is that each argu-
ment holds true for different circumstances. In this view, Machia velli’s 
position is that more collaborative realist methods are to be preferred un-
der more “ideal” or “normal” conditions, and should be practiced when-
ever circumstances allow. Unilateral, amoral realism kicks in in extremis, 
in nonideal conditions or under pressing “necessity.”

But this sounds like a cleaner solution than it is. It begs a further ques-
tion touched on in the last section: namely, what kind of necessity does 
Machia velli treat as excusing, indeed requiring, unilateralist amorality 
instead of various strategies of collaboration? It is easy enough to come 
up with general answers, based on his many dramatic statements about 
individuals or polities being compelled to set aside scruples about “being 
good.” Typical Machia vellian necessities include extreme threats to physi-
cal or political survival, the breakdown of civil order or external peace, the 
pressures of war, and special circumstances that arise when founding a 
new state or empire, or purging and reforming old ones. When Machia velli 
declares that someone acts under necessity, some readers assume that he 
wants to underline the hard realities of power and confl ict that severely re-
strict human choices, thereby ruling out “ideally” moral actions. Machia-
velli’s necessità, in short, marks out the objective limits of any reasonable 
morality; to insist on fulfi lling all one’s obligations, acting honestly, or 
trying to do justice under necessity is naïve, imprudent, unrealistic, even 
irresponsible.

Yet Machia velli uses the concept of necessità in much subtler ways 
than this account appreciates. True, he often uses it to pick out objective 
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pressures that leave people little choice but to respond in go- it- alone, ruth-
less ways. But as noted earlier, even overpowering pressures such as “dis-
ease, hunger, or war”—or potentially devastating fl oods in The Prince—
leave some small room for resourceful “ordering” and should stimulate 
virtuous individuals and cities to think hard about how they can build 
“dykes and dams” to preserve them in quiet times as well as in emergen-
cies.23 In Machia velli’s writings, moreover, it is not always clear whether 
statements about the necessity to save one’s fatherland or to take some 
drastic- sounding action express Machia velli’s own views. Take this decep-
tively straightforward statement in the Discourses:

Where one deliberates entirely on the safety of his patria, there ought 

not to enter any consideration of either just or unjust, merciful or cruel, 

praiseworthy or ignominious; indeed every other concern put aside, 

one ought to follow entirely the policy that saves its life and maintains 

its liberty.24

Read out of context, this sounds like a classic example of the “necessity 
excuses” argument so often seen as the essence of “Machia vellian real-
ism.” But a closer reading suggests good reasons not to ascribe it to Ma-
chia velli himself. The statement, he says, is “imitated” by the French to 
avoid “ignominy for their king.” French monarchists use it, in effect, as an 
excuse for whatever the king does and to protect his “majesty”—regard-
less of whether his policies promote the safety of his countrymen. It is 
highly doubtful that Machia velli endorses the statement in that extreme, 
monarch- supporting form. A subtly paraphrased version of the maxim 
appears earlier in the chapter where Machia velli has the Roman legate 
Lucius Lentullus say, more simply, “that the fatherland is well defended 
in whatever mode one defends it, whether with ignominy or with glory.” 
In this version and the chapter’s title, the shocking assertion that just or 
unjust may be put aside under necessity is left out. And what Lentullus 
advises in this example, taken from Livy, is not to throw aside moral scru-
ples under necessity. Rather, he urges defeated Romans to save their coun-
try by accepting “ignominious” terms of surrender, rather than destroy it 
by fi ghting to the death.

Here and elsewhere, Machia velli sets out how different people use 
the rhetoric of necessity to justify various policies, some of them more 
reasonable than others.25 He was well aware, of course, that invoking ur-
gent necessity is a time- honored and effective way to short- circuit care-
ful deliberation about how to respond to threats. Far from endorsing every 
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rhetorical use of necessità as an excuse or pretext for amoral action, he 
invites readers to evaluate the wisdom of various courses of action taken 
under its banner.

In fact, it’s not easy to fi nd any straightforward example that bears out 
Machia velli’s bold claims about the necessity to ignore justice or “enter 
into evil.” When we look again at numerous other passages that are sup-
posed to vindicate the necessity to deceive, commit violent murders, or 
seize what belongs to others, they turn out to be very ambiguous indeed.

V. NECESSITY IN FOUNDING: “WHEN THE 
DEED ACCUSES, THE EFFECT EXCUSES”

In Discourses 1.9, for example, Machia velli seems to excuse Rome’s leg-
endary founder Romulus for killing his brother Remus because, as the 
chapter title declares, “It is necessary to be alone if one wishes to order a 
republic anew or to reform it altogether outside its old orders.” Machia velli 
does not say precisely what constitutes the necessity confronting found-
ers and radical reformers. It presumably has a number of possible sources: 
the anarchic conduct of the multitude, deadly confl icts between ordinary 
people and the grandi, foreign enemies or rivalries among neighbors, or 
resistance from the founder’s colleagues to his designs. Whatever the na-
ture of the threat to ordering, “it never or rarely happens that any republic 
or a kingdom is ordered well from the beginning or reformed altogether 
anew . . . unless it is organized by one individual [da uno].”

This seems to imply that the Discourses’ usual reasons for preferring 
the well- ordered government of many over the rule of one don’t apply in 
conditions of new founding or “extraordinary” reforming—estraordinario 
being synonymous with the phrase “altogether outside its old orders,” as 
distinct from reforms that take place through the ordinario, established 
institutions and without overriding existing laws. No “wise understand-
ing,” Machia velli declares, will “ever reprove anyone for any extraordi-
nary action that he uses to order a kingdom or constitute a republic.” In-
deed, “When the deed accuses him, the effect excuses him [accusandolo il 
fatto, lo effetto lo scusi]; and when the effect is good, as was that of Romu-
lus, it will always excuse the deed.”

A little later, however, Machia velli complicates this tough- talking ap-
praisal. The complications aren’t presented as formal counterarguments: 
they emerge gradually, scattered over several chapters, often in subtle 
undertones that are easy to overlook among more eye- catching, Machia-
vellian- sounding statements. Thus in 1.10 we read that “almost all” men 
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are prone to be “deceived by a false good and a false glory,” and “let them-
selves go, either voluntarily or ignorantly, into the ranks of those who de-
serve more blame than praise.” And although “to their perpetual honor, 
they are able to make a republic or a kingdom, they turn to tyranny.” Cau-
tious readers might wonder: If “almost all” men, including those who or-
der states, let themselves be deceived as to what is truly good and glorious, 
then why should any one man be trusted to order alone? If we think we 
can tell which men are the rare exceptions, leaders who will surely or-
der afresh without turning to tyranny and incurring blame, Machia velli 
soon makes us think again. In chapter 1.16 he uses the example of Julius 
Caesar to ram home his recurring theme that people should beware of be-
ing taken in by appearances of “good” and “glory.” Caesar claimed, and in 
his times was widely held, to be under a necessity to act alone in order to 
make extraordinary reforms in a corrupt republic. Yet he “could so blind 
the multitude,” Machia velli observes, “that it did not recognize the yoke 
it was putting on its own neck,” thus bringing about the ultimate “ruin” 
of Roman virtù.

Machia velli does hasten to contrast Caesar’s bad example with Rom-
ulus’s good one, saying that one ought to “desire to possess a corrupt city 
not to spoil it entirely as did Caesar, but to reorder it as did Romulus.” But 
he proceeds to blur this distinction as well. Despite his robust “excuses” 
for Romulus’s deeds in 1.9, Machia velli gradually reveals that the Roman’s 
political “orders” were a very mixed bag. As king and sole ruler Romulus 
founded many good institutions, including a Senate designed to advise and 
limit the king’s powers. Nonetheless, within a few generations his mo-
narchical state “quickly” fell prey to the disorders that afflict all mon-
archies.26 Throughout most of its life, the kingdom founded by Romulus 
teetered on the verge of self- destruction, so that “it was necessary either 
that the kings be extinguished in Rome or that Rome in a very short time 
become weak and of no value.”27

Machia velli’s nuanced discussion of Romulus’s legacy discreetly poses 
the question: Might Rome have been better off, after all, if it had never 
been founded as a monarchy and Romulus hadn’t done away with Remus 
and his other partners at the helm? Against an affirmative answer, some 
readers might argue that necessity dictated that Rome fi rst had to be a 
monarchy, then be reformed later. But if this is Machia velli’s clear- cut 
view, what should we make of his comments about Rome’s other legend-
ary founder Aeneas, and Dido the founder of Carthage? In Discourses 2.8 
we read that, far from fi nding it necessary to found alone, both were con-
strained by necessity to acknowledge their own insufficiency. So they had 
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to work “by way of friends and confederates [per via d’amici e di confede-
rati]” to build their new cities, winning “the consent [per consentimento] 
of neighbours where they settled.” This alternative account of Rome’s 
founding sets a moderate, diplomatic understanding of a founder’s virtù 
and prudence alongside the more self- assertive, conquest- hungry kind 
of virtù symbolized by Romulus. Machia velli gives readers a choice: we 
can “take” either Aeneas or Romulus as Rome’s founder, and hence as our 
ideal model of founder- under- necessity. Whether or not one prefers Romu-
lus’s modes, Machia velli makes it clear that they were not the only way to 
found Rome—and perhaps not the most virtuous.

Machia velli plants further doubts about King Romulus’s “modes” 
when he tells us that the cure for Rome’s troubled kingly legacy was not 
another Romulus, an extraordinary man who could purge the prematurely 
corrupted state by seizing sole powers. What saved Rome and put the city 
on a safer path were new power- sharing orders, established by Lucius Ju-
nius Brutus. Brutus, we read in 1.20, expelled the kings and reordered 
Rome as a republic with two, limited- term consuls at the helm. The new 
republic’s founding is, Machia velli says, “attributed” to Brutus as an indi-
vidual. But the orders he made were more lasting than Romulus’s precisely 
because, from the outset, they built in extremely harsh constraints on 
anyone’s ambitions to rule alone, including the refounder’s—and those of 
his sons, who Brutus agreed to have killed (that is, legally executed) when 
they conspired to overthrow the fl edging republic and restore monarchy.28 
This dispassionate act epitomizes a different kind of Machia vellian tough- 
mindedness and realism than the law- and- order- defying kind often as-
cribed to Machia velli: one that punishes treason through transparent legal 
mechanisms, not arbitrary violence, and makes no exceptions for leaders’ 
family, friends, or partisans.

When Machia velli turns from founders of new states to the reformers 
of corrupt ones—another distinction that gets blurred in his discussion—
the argument oscillates even more confusingly between bold claims about 
the need for one- man orderers and skeptical caveats. In 1.17, we read that 
“where the matter is corrupt, well- ordered laws do not help unless they 
have been put in motion by one individual who with an extreme force en-
sures their observance so that the matter becomes good.” The fi rst prob-
lem, then, is how to fi nd such an individual. But “I do not know,” Machia-
velli concedes rather discouragingly, “whether this has ever occurred or 
whether it is possible,” since “there cannot be one man of such long life 
as to have enough time to inure to good a city that has been inured to bad 
for a long time.” Sheer human mortality, it seems, must collide with and 
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defl ate the initial, go- it- alone ideal. “Unless,” we read again, the solitary 
reformer “makes [the city] be reborn with many dangers and much blood,” 
using “the greatest extraordinary means . . . which few know how or wish 
to use.”

Does this mean that one- man reordering feats can be pulled off by that 
rare paragon who doesn’t fl ee from extraordinary means, blood, and vio-
lence? Perhaps—but once again, Machia velli raises serious doubts about 
this solution. Even if a man of such audacity and forceful spirit can be 
found, he worries about how a man with this type of personality will use 
his power. For “it very rarely happens that someone good wishes to be-
come prince by bad ways, even though his end be good.” And if someone 
acquires princely power through “bad ways,” it is almost impossible “that 
it will ever occur to his mind to use well the authority that he has ac-
quired badly.” Later, in 1.34, he discusses more generally the problem of 
“extraordinary” methods of reform, whether undertaken by one man or by 
several. “In a republic,” even a corrupt one in need of reforming,

one would not wish anything ever to happen that has to be governed 

with extraordinary modes. For although [it] may do good then, none-

theless the example does ill. For if one sets up a habit of breaking the 

orders for the sake of good, then later, under that coloring, they are 

broken for ill.

These caveats make readers mistrust their fi rst impressions of the text—
as well as their initial enthusiasm, if they had it, for extraordinary re-
formers who promise singlehandedly to purge corruption. If we judge by 
all the reasons and evidence Machia velli sets out, not just by his most 
confi dent- sounding assertions, we have to weigh the arguments favour-
ing such reformers against numerous cons. And what’s left, on balance, 
is an exceedingly remote possibility of fi nding any mortal being capable 
of doing the job under discussion: using “extreme force” to make a cor-
rupt polity “good.” On close scrutiny, in fact, looks as if the initial job de-
scription—“(A) one individual who (B) with an extreme force ensures their 
observance (C) so that the matter becomes good”—is a bundle of practical 
contradictions. Human nature being what it is, it is simply unrealistic to 
expect the desired outcome (C) to issue from a combination of (A) and (B). 
Some solitary individuals might work consistently for the wider good, but 
not the sort of individual who is willing to use extreme force all on his 
own; extreme force might sometimes produce good political matter, but 
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not when it is used by the untrustworthy kind of man who trusts himself 
to act alone. However hopeful Machia velli seemed back in 1.9, by 1.18 it 
seems probable that the search for such a being is a thoroughly unrealistic 
ideal.

Discourses 1.58 issues similar warnings against the hubris of one- man 
rulers and reformers. “There have been very many princes,” Machia velli 
deadpans, “and the good and wise among them have been few.” Because he 
acts alone without restraint, any “prince unshackled from the laws” will 
be unstable and imprudent, “for a prince who can do whatever he wishes is 
crazy.” Nevertheless, Machia velli notes, when people are troubled by pres-
ent political disorders they readily “persuade themselves” that a one- man 
redeemer’s “wicked life can make freedom emerge.” In disordered times, 
the rhetoric calling for one- man princely saviors is terribly seductive. The 
Romans were seduced by it, to their ruin. So were those Florentines who 
traded in their republican orders for a Medici- led principality. A major 
theme of all Machia velli’s writings is that there is never any shortage of 
ambitious—and dangerously unrealistic—men keen to prove that they, 
unlike the ordinary run of mortals, have that super- rare combination of 
vigor, prudence, and ruthlessness needed to purge corruption alone. Ac-
cording to some of his most perceptive early readers, this is the cautionary 
lesson Machia velli seeks to convey through all his writings. He wanted, 
wrote Spinoza, to warn a free people against “entrusting its welfare en-
tirely to one man.”29

VI. NECESSITY AND JUSTICE IN WAR

If there are any circumstances in which we might expect Machia velli to 
endorse unilateral amorality, the harsh necessities of war would seem a 
good candidate. One of the most dramatic episodes in the Discourses ad-
dresses the question of what role justice ought to play in war. Under tre-
mendous pressure during their long wars with Gaul, the Romans sent three 
ambassadors to the enemy. These men then violated established conven-
tions—the ius gentium or law of nations– that forbade ambassadors to take 
up arms against their hosts, including enemy hosts. The Gauls asked the 
Romans to punish their men, but these legitimate demands were refused 
and derided. So the Gauls swept down on Rome in such a rage that the 
city was almost wiped off the map. “This ruin,” Machia velli states, “arose 
for the Romans only through the inobservance of justice.”30 He does not 
suggest that the intense feelings aroused by war or the ambassadors’ well- 
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meant desires to save their country excuse the Romans’ unjust conduct. In 
Livy’s original account, some of the Roman senators who defended their 
ambassadors’ actions had patriotic motives: they wanted to defend their fa-
therland by any means, even the violation of sacred trust embodied in the 
ius gentium, and possibly shorten an already drawn- out war. Machia velli 
gives no credit to such motives. He simply accepts the Romans’ own be-
lated, severe judgment on themselves: that their actions were intrinsically 
wrong and deserved the punishments infl icted by the gods and the Gauls. 
If some said necessity in war made them do it, this was no excuse, since 
the result was a far worse necessity—a self- infl icted one.

The only thing that could restore Rome to safety, Machia velli says, was 
to draw “back to the limits” defi ned by the law of nations. He praises the 
general Furius Camillus for urging his countrymen to punish the ambas-
sadors as they should have done earlier, thereby restoring the customary 
ethical orders they had violated at such high cost to themselves. Camil-
lus’s virtuous “orders” included acts of public repentance for Rome’s egre-
gious arrogance—thereby purging his countrymen of the hubris that pro-
voked their enemies to infl ict such merciless retribution. By these means 
Romans restored—and in the longer term increased—their city’s strength 
on foundations that respected ordinario limits on any city’s power.

Machia velli uses the episode to show that even under pressure of war, 
injustice makes you less safe, because it’s both natural and reasonable 
for human beings to seek to punish it. The conventions of mutual self- 
restraint embodied in the ancient ius gentium were established to promote 
a modicum of trust in conditions where deception and violence would oth-
erwise have free rein, especially conditions of war. To violate such conven-
tions unilaterally was both an order- destroying act of arrogance and an 
insult to the honor of others who observed them. Far from regarding war 
as an altogether disordered and lawless condition, Machia velli shares the 
ancient view that it can and ought to be regulated by human conventions, 
which are reasonably regarded as sacred even on a largely secular view of 
sanctity.31 Injustice destroys the fragile yet all- the- more- necessary orders 
prescribed by the law of nations in the heat of war.

If Machia velli upholds traditional laws of war in the Roman ambas-
sadors’ case, his views on the use of fraud in warfare are also only decep-
tively amoral. He begins another chapter in the Discourses with a teasing 
paradox: “Although to use fraud in every action is detestable,” he declares, 
“nonetheless in managing war it is a praiseworthy and glorious thing.”32 
Detestable in every action, yet not in war, which is undoubtedly an ac-
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tion? By this late stage in the book, readers will have encountered many 
similar oddities and should not expect straightforward reasoning. It tran-
spires that his examples of glorious wartime fraud are confi ned to tactical 
ruses on the battlefi eld, such as disguising soldiers in shepherd’s clothing 
or simulating fl ight. Such deceptions are an accepted part of military tac-
tics; they do not involve any violation of trust, treaties, or the unwritten 
law of nations. Machia velli is clear about this distinction: “I do not un-
derstand that fraud to be glorious which makes you break faith given and 
pacts made; for although this may at some time acquire state and king-
dom for you, it will never acquire glory for you.” He rejects, moreover, the 
view that deception used against enemies is more acceptable than that 
used against friends. When he condones fraud, “I speak of the fraud that is 
used with the enemy who does not trust in you [non si fi da di te] and that 
properly consists in managing war”: a rather narrow range of fraudulent 
actions, since outside specifi c battlefi eld conditions where cunning ruses 
are permitted, even enemies should trust you to keep your agreements, as 
the example of the faithless Roman ambassadors shows.

As for using fraud or breaking pacts with foreigners who are not at war 
with you, Machia velli distinguishes between breaking unforced accords 
and breaking those made by force. No state, whether principality or re-
public, can be expected to stick to forced agreements when its survival is 
threatened. Princes, however, are more likely to violate unforced treaties 
than republics, since princes are more inclined to put their own utility 
ahead of good faith. Machia velli gives an example from Thucydides of his 
general observation that “the least utility has made a prince break faith, 
and a great utility has not made a republic” do so. When the cunning Athe-
nian leader Themistocles proposed to seize another city’s fl eet “though 
it remained under their faith,” thus enabling the Athenians to become 
“wholly arbiters” of Greece, the Athenian people rejected his “very use-
ful but very dishonest” proposal, refusing to practice such a low deception 
even for the sake of policy “that would be of great utility to their father-
land.” Does Machia velli imply that the people were hopelessly naïve to 
care so much about their own honesty—their integrity—that they missed 
a golden opportunity to aggrandize their city? On the contrary, he remarks 
that in these matters “the people makes lesser errors than the prince, and 
because of this can be trusted more than the prince.” If one of the fi rmest 
sources of a city’s power and safety is the unwavering trust of others, then 
honesty is ultimately more useful than the narrower, misleadingly useful 
kind of utility pursued by princes and by Themistocles.33



184 Erica Benner

VII. CONCLUSION

When dealing with questions of necessity, good faith, and justice, Machia-
velli’s texts often give the impression of speaking in two voices. One is 
louder, strident, ambitious, go- it- alone, and at times shockingly amoral. 
Its language is seductively unconventional, its examples grandiose, “rare,” 
and “extraordinary.” The second voice is less conspicuous and, for readers 
on the lookout for subversive Machia vellianisms, far less interesting. Yet 
its advice forms the bedrock of the policies that Machia velli sees as essen-
tial for building sustainable power and security. Over and over, we see that 
unilateral amorality brings quick, easy, and immense acquisitions. But it 
is much less efficacious for maintaining stable orders, within or among 
polities.34 If we examine the quality of the arguments and examples that 
support each position, we fi nd that Machia velli provides much stronger 
ones for collaborative realism—which has strong ethical dimensions—and 
extremely problematic ones for assertive unilateralism. The great genius 
of his writing is that throughout The Prince and the Discourses he dangles 
both options before us. Constantly shifting between one and the other, he 
compels readers to decide for themselves which is the more realistic route 
to lasting safety.
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C h a p t e r  S e v e n

Loyalty in Adversity
Stephen Holmes

Because the future is fundamentally unpredictable, the struggle to at-
tain and preserve political power is always a voyage into the unknown. 

Unpredictability is a challenge confronting all rulers, from the usurper 
prince to the elected republican leader. In Machia velli’s words, all rulers—
whether they observe or disregard conventional moral rules—aspire and 
cling to power “in good or in adverse fortune” (D III.41, 301).1 Unforeseen 
circumstances regularly make a mockery even of the best laid plans. Pru-
dence is obviously preferable to folly. But dramatic reversals of fortune can 
and do occur with little regard for the wishes of even the most gifted and 
wily wielders of power.

I. THREE CONCEPTS OF FORTUNE

How political rulers and political communities respond to contingencies 
and especially to erratic cycles of good and bad luck is a theme running 
throughout Machia velli’s works. Before rehearsing the ways in which 
virtù confronts fortune with variable success, however, we need to recall 
fortune’s three different faces or dimensions. Machia velli depicts fortune 
variously as a woman who must be impetuously beaten, as a periodically 
overfl owing river that must be safely contained by levies built in advance, 
and as an arbiter who capriciously elevates and casts down men of virtù, 
thereby unilaterally bestowing success or failure on human endeavors 
while somehow occasionally permitting men of virtù to exert residual 
control over their own destinies.

Reconciling such mismatched metaphors is no easy task, as the rich 
secondary literature on the role of fortuna in The Prince amply demon-
strates. All we can hazard at the outset is that the fi rst two suggestions of 
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how virtù should confront fortune—judiciously constructing reliable in-
stitutions versus rashly resorting to force majeure—echo the clashing im-
peratives that every ruler who hopes to survive must follow: to learn how 
to be good and to learn how not to be good according to the necessities of 
the situation at hand.

The third image of fortune as an otherwise all- controlling despot 
who intermittently and inexplicably lapses into benign neglect is intro-
duced less as an empirical generalization than as a hypothesis that, if ac-
cepted, rescues human agents from fatalism and despair (P 25, 98). Credit 
for worldly success can be shared by fortune and virtù, ideally, if fortune 
supplies the opportunities that individuals of outstanding virtù will in-
tuitively recognize and exploit. Interestingly, this is not Ma chia velli’s 
last word on the subject, since he also suggests that the canniest virtuosi 
can sometimes play God, engineering the desirable difficulties that allow 
their latent virtù to shine (P 20, 85).

Empiricism, in any case, provides a poor guide to political action be-
cause human conduct is profoundly shaped by anxiety about a reality that 
cannot be seen, namely the future. The unpredictability of the future can 
be a liability for rulers, of course, but it can also be an asset. The ability 
to persuade others to believe claims about the future that are currently 
unverifi able and irrefutable is an important source of power. This is why 
bamboozling men’s minds (aggirare e’ cervelli delli uomini [P 18, 69]) plays 
such a central role in politics. Machia velli emphasizes the decisive politi-
cal import of empirically unfalsifi able but politically effective statements 
about the future when he discusses the way Roman military command-
ers instilled self- confi dence in their troops by convincing them, through 
presumably rigged auguries, that the gods guaranteed victory (D 1.14, 42).

Machia velli’s confi dent generalization that empirically baseless proph-
esies can be self- fulfi lling implies that, for those who know how to extract 
maxims of prudence from recorded history and personal observation, the 
future is not entirely unpredictable. If human psychology displays observ-
able regularities (such as the tendency of soldiers to fi ght with redoubled 
ardor once assured of divine favor), then rulers who understand these law-
like patterns of behavioral inclination and response can exert some mea-
sure of control over events. In other words, if you understand human na-
ture, you can design a workable strategy for mastering the future at least 
to a modest degree. The recommended approach, distilled from Machia-
velli’s hard- earned familiarity with the actions of great men, takes the 
volatility and capriciousness of fortune as a given. So how do the seekers 
and wielders of power who recognize that fortune is chronically unstable 
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prepare for unforeseeable bouts of adversity in a way that maximizes their 
chances for survival and success?

II. EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS

Every attempt to boil down Machia velli’s richly imaginative refl ections 
on political power to a catchphrase will miserably if not ludicrously fail. 
Yet it can be a useful exercise to see how far one can push a single for-
mula. In this spirit, I will ask what we can learn if we identify Machia-
velli’s leading concern with emergency preparedness. Although familiar 
to commentators, this theme has seldom been ascribed the preeminence 
in Machia velli’s thought that it deserves. Yet his preoccupation with 
emergency preparedness is clear from many passages, such as his remark 
in The Prince that “all wise princes . . . not only have to have regard for 
present troubles but also for future ones, and they have to avoid these with 
all their industry” (P 3, 12). The centrality of this theme is also illustrated 
in the Discourses where he discusses rulers who fi nd themselves unable to 
defend themselves nelle avversità because they have not exploited periods 
of peace and prosperity to make adequate preparations (D 3.31, 281). No re-
specter of persons, the stop- and- go cartwheel of fortune will occasionally 
topple even the best- prepared rulers. But the personally blameworthy rul-
ers are the ones who lose their grip on power because they foolishly failed 
to look ahead, “never having thought that quiet times could change” 
(P 24, 97), and therefore never took even the most elementary precautions.

Emergency preparedness is risk mitigation, the way virtuosi rulers in-
sure themselves, to the extent possible, against the vagaries of fortune. 
This approach to unpredictability and uncertainty is most vividly con-
veyed in Machia velli’s picture of fortune not as a woman to be impetu-
ously and violently assaulted but as a river whose own impetuosity and 
violence must be safely channeled by the human virtù that carefully 
constructs and locates dikes in the right places well in advance. No one 
can resist a torrential river that breaks her banks, uproots trees, destroys 
houses, tears up the earth, and forces everyone in her path to abandon 
their possessions and fl ee. Yet when the water recedes, men can learn from 
the damage, prepare an after- incident report, and rebuild in a more fl ood- 
resistant way. In other words, defense against fortune’s onrushing rapids 
requires not audacity but preparing for the storm when the sea is calm 
(P 25, 98).

Men are not helpless before fortune’s surging torrent because she 
“demonstrates her power where virtue has not been put in order to resist 
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her and therefore turns her impetus where she knows that dams and dikes 
have not been made to contain her” (P 25, 98– 99). To resist fortune, this 
formulation implies, virtù must be “ordered.” The personal virtù of the 
prescient ruler is exhibited in his workmanlike creation of “virtuous in-
stitutions” [“virtuose constituzioni”] (D 2.24, 185) that facilitate the adapt-
ability to changing circumstances and the long- distance vision associated 
with regime survival in a hostile environment. But the remarkable thing 
about the phrase cited is the way Machia velli’s metaphor morphs midsen-
tence, swerving from dikes that mitigate the destructive consequences of 
a fl ood to dikes that miraculously deter the river of fortune from over-
fl owing in the fi rst place. Adversity can be deterred by virtù, of course, 
only when it comes in the shape of adversaries who consciously consider 
the opportunity costs of an attack and, impressed by the ramparts raised 
against them, decide to direct their belligerence at a softer target. If Italy, 
prior to 1494, “had been diked by suitable virtue, like Germany, Spain, and 
France, either this fl ood would not have brought the great variations that 
it has, or it would not have come here” (P 25, 98– 99).

III. STOCKPILING RESERVES

An example of successful risk mitigation is provided by the “cities of Ger-
many” that “always keep in their public stores enough to drink and to 
eat and to burn for a year” (P 10, 43) on the off chance that they will be 
unexpectedly placed under siege.2 Stockpiling materiel in case of emer-
gency is one way to prepare for adversity. But Machia velli devotes more 
attention to stockpiling something even more precious, namely popular 
loyalty. Here we come to the pivotal point where the descriptive and nor-
mative sides of Machia velli’s thinking overlap and coincide: Rulers can 
survive bouts of ill fortune if their citizens or subjects are imbued with 
the kind of nonstrategic devotion, or ostinata fede (P 26),3 that will pre-
vent their melting away in a crisis. Rulers can repel the slings and arrows 
of outrageous fortune by mobilizing and maintaining the noncalculating 
allegiance of citizens or subjects long enough during a regime- threatening 
crisis so that fortune has a chance to shift in their favor again.

There is no guarantee that his own good luck (or, what amounts to the 
same thing, the bad luck of his enemies) will reappear in time to allow an 
embattled ruler to escape unscathed from a bout of adversity, of course. 
But luck shifts unpredictably, and holding one’s armed supporters together 
as long as possible increases the chances of surviving what may ultimately 
turn out to be only a temporary setback.
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Formulated differently: Fatalism in adversity is chronically short-
sighted because fortune can always take a turn for the better. This is why 
Machia velli so strongly advocates riding out, not trying futilely to halt, 
the gales and gusts of fortune. Men “should indeed never give up” because 
they do not know what fortune will bring next: “it proceeds by oblique and 
unknown ways” and therefore “they have always to hope and, since they 
hope, not to give up in whatever fortune and in whatever travail they may 
fi nd themselves” (D 2.29, 199). Giving up prematurely is a mistake com-
monly made by those who, in adversity, fail to realize that their streak of 
bad luck too may, without warning, change for the better. But only a ruler 
who has prepared for adversity by storing up in advance the nonstrategic 
loyalty of supporters will have the logistical and therefore psychological 
wherewithal to avoid defeatism and, as a result, live to fi ght another day.

But how can a prince gain the ostinata fede of his followers? The smart 
move for any ruler aiming to stockpile the adversity- resistant loyalty of 
supporters is self- restraint.4 Here is the key passage in which Machia velli 
summarizes how anticipation of reversals of fortune will lead the far- 
seeing ruler to abstain from abusing his subjects given the certainty that 
he will need popular allegiance and cooperation at some unknown point 
in the future:

whoever holds a state, whether republic or prince, should consider be-

forehand what times can come up against him, and which men he can 

have need of in adverse times; and then live with them in the mode 

that he judges to be necessary to live, should any case whatever come 

up. The one who governs himself otherwise—whether prince or repub-

lic, and especially a prince—and then believes in the fact that, when 

danger comes up, he can regain men with benefi ts, deceives himself; 

for not only does he not secure himself with them but he hastens his 

own ruin (D 1.32, 70– 71)

Preparing for emergencies in the midst of a comforting normality natu-
rally requires an ability to resist the temptation to lower one’s guard when 
lulled into complacency by peace and prosperity. But it also demands 
long- gestation investment in the obstinate, noncalculating, never- say- die 
loyalty of supporters, a loyalty that will not dissolve when tempi avversi 
strike. This is a large part of what Machia velli means by his advice to any 
and every political leader to “never remain idle in peaceful times” but to 
apply himself assiduously “so that when fortune changes, it will fi nd him 
ready to resist them” (P 14, 60). Instilling unfl inching fealty, not merely 
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discipline and skill, into armed fi ghters must be a principal peacetime ob-
jective of any ruler who wishes to navigate his way successfully through 
perilous times. Only the unwavering loyalty of soldiers, in fact, makes 
them into “the sinew of war” (D 2.1, 248).

A ruler who fi ghts “with his arms and not with alien arms” (P 13, 56) 
fi ghts with the help of “good soldiers,” meaning those who remain tena-
ciously loyal in adversity. The possessive “his” [“sua”] in the expression 
“his arms” [“le arme sua”] refers to the willingness of followers to fi ght 
with and for their ruler through thick and thin. Supporters who refuse to 
jump ship when the ruler’s luck, perhaps temporarily, turns sour are “his 
arms.” These can compose a citizen army in a republic or an army of loyal 
subjects in a kingdom, but they cannot be mercenaries who fi ght only be-
cause they are “soldati” (rented on a short- term basis for a handful of soldi) 
and who are therefore highly unlikely to remain loyal when the chips are 
down. Nothing is more likely to destroy a ruler than such a milizia infi -
dele (P 7). Thus, in the famous phrase “uno principe nuovo in uno princi-
pato nuovo sempre vi ha ordinato l’arme” (P 20), the verb ordinare (to “or-
ganize” or “constitute”) does not refer only to chains of command, orders 
of battle, rules of engagement, and so forth. It also and most essentially 
refers to instilling and maintaining the loyalty of the troops or “faithful 
arms” [“l’armi fi deli”] (D 1.10, 147). Similarly, the word “good” in the ad-
age “the foundation of all states is a good military” [la buona milizia”] 
(D 3.31, 283) includes the soldiers’ dependability, in the sense of semper 
fi delis even when their ruler’s enterprise looks to be coming unwound.

IV. THE SOURCES OF LOYALTY IN ADVERSITY

The only way for a prince to fi nd remedy in adversity is to have the people 
as a friend (P 9). But how does he win their friendship? How exactly can a 
ruler preemptively defend against the permanent proclivity of fair- weather 
supporters to abandon their leader opportunistically or in panic when he 
looks to be heading for a smashup? How can he “gain friends to himself” 
(P 7, 32), followers and supporters who will be reluctant to desert? How can 
he bind them to his cause by “a chain of obligation” (P 17, 66) that they 
will not break as soon as they perceive an advantage in so doing? How can 
he rally the people behind his banner or tirarsi drieto e’ populi (P 4)? These 
are perennial questions because most men are “ungrateful, fi ckle” and 
“evaders of danger” (P 17, 66). By nature, they stick with their ruler only so 
long as it serves their interests. In times of peace and prosperity, when the 
ruler treats his subjects or citizens well but does not especially need their 
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support and cooperation, they promise him “their blood, property, lives, 
and children” (P 17, 66). If a ruler believes such fl imsy assurances, he is 
no different from those ordinary chumps who “most often deceive them-
selves” about the love that others bear them (D 3.6, 222– 223). Whether in-
gratiating or heartfelt, such promissory notes cannot be cashed. Many of 
those who, in prosperous times, swear that they will always support their 
ruler will perfi diously or pusillanimously turn against him in adversity. 
Indeed, inferring from professions of loyalty offered in easy times how 
followers will behave in hard times is a classic example of false empiri-
cism. The central challenge for surviving adversity, in any case, is that the 
ruler “will always have, in uncertain times, a shortage of those one can 
trust” (P 9, 42).

The people, unlike the grandi, do not desire to command and oppress. 
The remarkable lack of libido dominandi displayed by the majority of the 
population does not refl ect moral restraint, however. Only the few are in 
a position to command and oppress for a simple reason. Collective action 
problems make it impossible for the people as a whole to rule: “in all re-
publics, ordered in whatever mode, never do even forty or fi fty citizens 
reach the ranks of command” (D 1.16, 46). But if the many cannot realisti-
cally hope to rule, what can they realistically hope to do? Because doing 
it requires no more coordination than a bank run, abandoning a leader on 
the verge of defeat is a feasible popular move. Citizens in republics and 
subjects in principalities alike are prone to desert their ruler when they 
think his lucky star is about to crash and burn.

The likelihood of defection in adversity is a danger about which rulers 
learn only second- hand, from books, not from fi rst- hand experience. This 
is because rulers whose followers defect in adversity do not survive to per-
form better next time (P 9, 42). But what does Machia velli tell us about 
how loyalty in adversity can be excited or instilled?

Other things being equal, he implies, followers will ordinarily ditch 
their leader when dutiful allegiance no longer serves their rational calcu-
lating self- interest. To create loyalty in adversity, therefore, “a wise prince 
must think of a way by which his citizens, always and in every quality of 
time, have need of the state and of himself; and then they will always be 
faithful to him” (P 9, 42). He must somehow induce followers to entwine 
their fortune with his own. But how can a ruler make his subjects need 
him in bad times as well as good?

Frustratingly enough, Machia velli provides no succinct summary of 
the ways in which leaders might inspire followers with the kind and de-
gree of loyalty that can survive adversity. In one well- known passage, he 
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claims that such ostinata fede depends on context and so no rules can 
be given: “The prince can gain the people to himself in many modes, for 
which one cannot give certain rules because the modes vary according 
to circumstances, and so they will be left out” (P 9, 40– 41). So how can 
we piece together and make sense of Machia velli’s scattered, telegraphic, 
miscellaneous, and perhaps intentionally nebulous accounts of how rulers 
create loyalty in adversity?

V. THE FACES OF LOYALTY

We can deepen our understanding of popular loyalty as the key to emer-
gency preparedness by reconsidering one of the few passages in which 
Machia velli employs the word lealtà as opposed to fi delità or fede. Astute 
rulers without a shred of moral integrity, he writes, have consistently pre-
vailed over naively moral rulers who have been true to their word, that is, 
“who have founded themselves on loyalty” [“che si sono fondati in sulla 
lealtà”] (P 18, 69). A ruler who keeps his promises as a matter of honor 
has little chance of surviving in an international environment where peer 
competitors feel free to act in bad faith. This dizzying contrast between 
the folly of rulers who honor their pledges to political rivals and the folly of 
rulers who renege on their pledges to the ruled cries out for commentary.

Given the devious and duplicitous behavior of rival rulers and factional 
leaders, the norm pacta sunt servanda is often a “trap” by which school-
book morality charms and then destroys wielders of power. The impulse of 
rulers to court popularity by visibly conforming to socially inculcated ide-
als such as generosity and leniency, as Quentin Skinner explains in chap-
ter 5 of this volume, can be self- defeating. The road to hell is paved with 
conventional moral teachings because rulers who act accordingly often 
fail to take adverse consequences into account. Improvident generosity, for 
instance, leads through state insolvency to resentment at heavy taxation. 
Excessive leniency by the ruler permits factional violence to spin out of 
control and thereby excites public contempt for the ruler’s squeamish in-
decisiveness (P 3, 10– 11). For rulers who are not foxy enough to think two 
steps ahead, the social ideals of generosity, leniency, and so forth are as ad-
dictive as delicious sweets. They go to your head at fi rst, and their ruinous 
effects become apparent only subsequently, when it is too late to undo the 
damage (P 13, 57).

Loyalty, to return to our theme, can be just another sugar- coated poi-
son pill. In particular, unscrupulous rivals can take advantage of a ruler’s 
naïve desire to keep his word. They can tactically exploit his nonstrate-
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gic disposition to behave honorably to remove him from power and even 
take away his life (P 18, 69). Ingratiating fl attery and gift horses are typical 
methods by which maliciously astute rivals can bamboozle the brains of a 
ruler they are seeking to outwit or depose. But the most interesting form of 
strategic deceit, for our purposes, is the feigning of loyalty. No ruler would 
bother to feign loyalty to another ruler unless a shared code of honor cre-
ated the strong presumption that plighted faith will usually be respected, 
even if it requires a smothering of rational calculating self- interest. In a 
world wholly bereft of nonstrategic loyalty, seekers and wielders of power 
could never manipulate the loyalty of others for either benevolent or ne-
farious ends.

VI. THE BEST FORTRESS

It is fortunate that armed followers can display nonstrategic loyalty be-
cause this is the stockpiled reserve most likely to permit a ruler to survive 
adversity. The ruled will be unfl inchingly loyal to their ruler, however, 
only if the ruler manages to convince them that, whatever happens, he 
will remain loyal to them. This is one of those observed regularities of hu-
man behavior that the ruler, despite the inscrutability of the future, can 
know in advance. In dealing with peer rivals, the ruler is sometimes forced 
to betray sworn loyalties, that is, he is sometimes forced not to be good. In 
dealing with the people, by contrast, a savvy ruler, unless he is a warlord 
commanding a personally loyal standing army, is always forced to be good 
to the people.

Delving deeper into the question of how rulers can foster popular loy-
alty in adversity requires us to reconsider Machia velli’s thoughts on fear, 
hatred, and love. Bush- league Machia vellians recite the slogan “it is better 
to be feared than loved” as if it were a wedding vow. But Machia velli was 
more interested in the ruler’s fear of being assassinated or betrayed by vin-
dictive and ambitious subjects, especially among the upper classes, than 
in the fear felt by the governed in the presence of their governors. Rulers 
will be good, in the sense of benevolent to the people, only when they are 
forced to be so. They keep el popolo amico, when they do, only because 
their fear of violent death so dictates. To guard against coups, assassina-
tion plots, and military invasions, they must avoid doing anything that 
would encourage the people to abandon them when under attack by rival 
factions within their city or by rival rulers from other cities. The ruler’s 
fear of being abandoned in adversity will create a chain of obligation that 
binds the ruler to the people so long as his power is threatened by politi-



 Loyalty in Adversity 195

cal rivals. This is the real liberalism of fear. How binding himself to the 
people helps the ruler bind the people to himself, however, remains to be 
explained.

Rulers have greater reason to fear popular defection than popular re-
bellion. Not the threat of revolution but the threat to withhold the coop-
eration a leader knows he needs in order to deter domestic coups and for-
eign attacks is the most effective leverage by which the people can extract 
privileges and immunities from the ruler: “The worst that a prince can 
expect from a hostile people is to be abandoned by it” (P 9, 39). Only power 
can check power, and the power of the people rests mostly on their ability 
to credibly threaten to withdraw the cooperation that the ruler expects to 
need in case of adversity. The threat is credible because a stampede or ava-
lanche of defections can be loosed, as mentioned, with minimal coordina-
tion among the defectors. Moreover, the people’s fear of the ruler’s revenge 
will not prevent the people from remaining passive and disobliging when 
adversity strikes.

The ruler’s fear of being deposed and killed by an ambitious or dis-
appointed faction is underwritten by his fear of being abandoned by the 
people. The importance of not being hated by the people is never more ob-
vious than when a foreign enemy is hammering at the gates and/or domes-
tic conspirators are slinking around street corners and palace hallways. 
Assassination plots are deterred not only by the majesty of office and the 
regular machinery of law enforcement but also by support from ordinary 
citizens and subjects. When the prince also has la benivolenzia populare 
on his side, then “it is impossible that anyone should be so rash as to con-
spire” (P 19, 73).

Catering to the people is therefore a long- gestation investment aimed 
at reducing over time the ruler’s natural fear of assassination and betrayal, 
not to mention wartime defection. Ratcheting up the people’s fear of their 
ruler will not necessarily diminish the ruler’s paralyzing fear of potential 
assassins and malevolent turncoats. If the ruler has built his “fortress” in 
the people’s respect and loyalty, by contrast, not the ruler but the conspira-
tors and traitors will be the ones paralyzed by their fear of being tricked 
by feigned professions of undying loyalty from fellow conspirators ready to 
betray their confi dence for personal advantage. Even if their plot were to 
succeed, moreover, assassins will be afraid of being torn limb from limb 
by an irate public. They will have no refuge (P 19, 73).5 If they think they 
will not satisfy but rather offend the people, few would- be assassins, even 
if they luck upon a handful of allies they think they can trust, will have 
the courage to carry out the deed.
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Actions that instill fear also risk triggering hatred. Hatred incites a 
craving for vengeance more quickly than fear can inhibit it. The ruler’s 
justifi ed fear of a popular backlash is why his need to avoid hatred should 
persuade him to minimize his resort to rule- by- fear (P 16, 65). It is true 
that Hannibal’s ethnically mixed forces remained obedient and united 
while fi ghting in a foreign land in part because they feared his “inhuman 
cruelty” (P 17, 67). But Hannibal was ruling not a city but an army. In cit-
ies, cruelty must be used sparingly and gotten over quickly so that citizens 
can be convinced that it will not return. This is a decisive consideration 
because “he who has the collectivity as enemy never secures himself; and 
the more cruelty he uses, the weaker his principality becomes” (D 1.16, 45).

A fi nal piece of evidence that “the best fortress there is, is not to be 
hated by the people” (P 20, 87) is that even the ruler of a fortifi ed town who 
stockpiles fi rewood and other necessities for the winter on the off chance 
that his townsmen will be unexpectedly placed under siege will retain 
power only if, in addition, he “is not hated by the people” (P 10, 43). This 
central Machia vellian imperative is implied by his most general defi nition 
of government, namely: government is nothing other than a way of treat-
ing subjects so that they have either no capacity or no compelling reason 
to hurt you [“uno governo non è altro che tenere in modo i sudditi che non 
ti possano o debbano offendere”] (D. 2.23, my emphasis).

All towns in late- medieval Italy were walled. This includes the self- 
governing republics in which the fi rst line of defense for il vivere libero 
was collectively and laboriously constructed stone by stone. City walls 
may have encouraged the spread of “civilian” or nonmartial habits in the 
population, but their obvious utility for repelling surprise attacks, some-
thing even the best- trained soldiers, who occasionally need to sleep, could 
not do, made them universal. Princes who built stand- alone forts, by con-
trast, were making a grave mistake. Such small forts, designed to shel-
ter not the people but the princely court, are counterproductive because 
a safe harbor creates an incentive for the ruler, and especially his sons 
born to, and spoiled by, privilege, to treat the people with obnoxious inso-
lence, relieving them of any fear of an immediate backlash. The ruler who 
builds fortresses to defend himself from his potentially rebellious subjects 
should ask why he needs to be defended from his subjects in the fi rst place 
and especially why they might be disposed to rebel.

The reason must be that his subjects hate him or, rather, hate the way 
he abuses them. But abusive treatment of subjects by rulers is a depen-
dent variable that itself must be explained. The cause Machia velli em-
phasizes is the ruler’s unfounded belief that he can control his subjects 
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by repressive force. This widespread illusion is a sure sign of the ruler’s 
lack of prudence, since compulsion can, at best, produce passive obedience 
but not loyalty in adversity. But why would a ruler come to believe that 
force suffices to govern the people? Machia velli has reverse engineered the 
fortress- building project and discovered that the alleged motive for build-
ing fortresses, the ruler’s need to protect himself from popular hatred and 
rebellion, is actually the effect and not the cause of fortress building: “the 
bad treatment that is the cause of their hatred arises in good part from 
the prince’s or the republic’s having fortresses” (D 2.24, 185). In peacetime, 
fortresses give the ruler “more spirit to do evil,” making you “more auda-
cious and more violent toward your subjects” (D 2.24, 185). The subtlety of 
Machia velli’s analysis, here as elsewhere, stems from his insight into the 
causally complex relation between means and ends. Fortresses are not the 
rational means to the rational end of security for the ruler. Instead, means 
reshape ends or capacities create intentions. The availability of a sanctu-
ary from popular backlash fosters in the ruling family the illusion that 
abusing the people will have no negative downstream consequences. This 
is shortsighted. The popular animosity toward the ruler that naturally re-
sults from abusive treatment will prove disastrous in wartime when hos-
tile subjects may either open the gates of the city to the enemy or, at the 
very least, refuse to fi ght with ardor for a ruler who has abused them so 
cruelly.

VII. THE SELF- RESTRAINING STATE

A ruler who behaves arbitrarily and observes no self- restraint in his deal-
ings with the people is not necessarily thinking straight [“un principe che 
può fare ciò ch’ei vuole, è pazzo”] (D 1.58, 118). A limited state can be more 
powerful than an unlimited state, moreover, because the former can mo-
bilize greater and more reliable public support than the latter. To avoid 
the kind of popular hatred that will encourage defection in adversity, the 
ruler will restrain himself and his magistrates from stealing the property 
and violating the women of his subjects or citizens. In a world ruled by 
unpredictability, the modest sphere in which the ruler guarantees legal 
certainty in acquisitions and transactions is a benefi t doled out to citizens 
and subjects slowly, over time, so that it tastes better and is appreciated 
more (P 8, 38). From his own perspective, the ruler’s contribution to legal 
certainty and economic prosperity pays off not only because it prevents 
hatred and wins friends but also because it swells the tax base on which 
effective defense against foreign rivals depends.
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Only rulers who have long- distance vision will be motivated to exer-
cise the prudent self- restraint that helps commit the people to their cause. 
Fortune’s capricious ups and downs cannot be regularized or evened out, 
therefore, but they can be ridden rodeo- style if rulers overcome their natu-
ral myopia.6 A ruler who wishes to nip problems in the bud, before they get 
out of hand, must live among his subjects, rather than retreating into pa-
latial luxury while assigning day- to- day governance to magistrates. Only 
fi rst- hand exposure to the public mind will alert the ruler to the danger-
ous backlash that government policy often provokes. An absentee ruler 
who governs through magistrates will also expose himself, “especially 
in adverse times,” to having these magistrates “take away his state with 
great ease” (P 9, 42).

The self- restraint of the ruler is experienced by his subjects as the rule 
of law. Machia velli’s aside in The Prince that “I shall leave out the reason-
ing on laws” (P 12, 48) is therefore misleading. Having argued both that 
“to fi ght . . . with laws . . . is proper to man” and that “it is necessary for a 
prince to know well how to use . . . the man” (P 18, 69), Machia velli natu-
rally concludes that it is also necessary, some of the time, for a ruler to 
know how to rule through laws known in advance and reliably enforced.

Preserving one’s state requires respecting the property of your citi-
zens and subjects: a ruler “above all  .  .  . must abstain from the property 
of others” (P 17, 67) in order to avoid being hated. This is perhaps the most 
important illustration of legitimation through self- restraint, presented by 
Machia velli as the opposite of ruling through fear. Citizens and subjects 
must be relieved of any fear of confi scation. Wives, sisters, and daughters 
should also remain untouched, less perhaps as property than as neural-
gic points of male honor. Acquisitiveness is perfectly natural, but if it in-
volves seizure of what others believe to belong to them it will be bitterly 
resented. A prohibition against arbitrary takings is more important politi-
cally than a prohibition on arbitrary killings because motives for capital 
punishment are rarer and disappear more quickly than reasons for confi s-
cating private property. Unlike capital punishment, property confi scation 
is a slippery slope because “he who begins to live by rapine always fi nds 
cause to seize others’ property” (P 17, 67). If a ruler begins on this road he 
will become addicted to confi scatory measures and will end up turning 
the majority of his citizens or subjects against him.

It is worse to be feared than loved if fear includes the people’s fear that 
the ruler will arbitrarily confi scate their property or rape their wives and 
daughters. A ruler will weaken his city and therefore inadvertently cripple 
himself if he rules by this kind of fear. Moreover, citizens will exert them-
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selves economically only if they have a reasonable chance of capturing 
some benefi ts from such exertion: “each willingly  .  .  . seeks to acquire 
those goods he believes he can enjoy once acquired” (D 2.2, 132). They will 
not create taxable wealth and improve their property without the kind of 
legal certainty in acquisitions and transactions that can be supplied only 
by the rule of law. To say that a prudent ruler must encourage economic 
activity by making his own behavior predictable is, once again, to deny 
that he should rule through fear. Riches multiply only when property 
rights become secure against confi scation by the authorities.

A ruler cannot win the ostinata fede of his followers simply by refrain-
ing from harming them: “For no one ever confesses that he has an obliga-
tion to one who does not offend him” (D 1.16, 45). To the extent that they 
preside over pure meritocracies devoid of favoritism, uncorrupt rulers in 
uncorrupt republics have no reliable, and that means partisan, friends. To 
remedy this defi cit of loyal supporters, the prudent ruler will assign the 
administration of justice to independent tribunals and reserves to himself 
the supply of grazia that, as a surprising expression of undeserved favorit-
ism, tends to excite gratitude and allegiance (P 19).

On the other hand, the rule of law itself can also produce a measure of 
genuine loyalty if, as already indicated, it results in positive benefi ts that 
the people can savor over time. A prudent ruler must be especially care-
ful to satisfy the interest of citizens or subjects in legal certainty in their 
business affairs or “private concerns” [“maneggi privati”] (P 19, 72). He 
must bring to a swift and unshakable conclusion disputes about who owns 
what and who owes what to whom in order for the economy to function 
smoothly. Stare decisis must prevail and the ruler must protect himself 
against disinformation that economic losers are apt to feed maliciously 
into the dispute resolution system. That is to say, the ruler “should insist 
that his judgments [la sua sentenzia] in the private concerns of his sub-
jects be irrevocable. And he should maintain such an opinion of himself 
that no one thinks either of deceiving him or of getting around him” (P 19, 
72). More particularly, the ruler “should inspire his citizens to follow their 
pursuits quietly, in trade and in agriculture and in every other pursuit of 
men, so that one person does not fear to adorn his possessions for fear that 
they be taken away from him, and another to open up a trade for fear of 
taxes” (P 21, 91). Rulers can foster economic prosperity, once again, only if 
their citizens or subjects do not fear arbitrary confi scation and excessive 
taxation. The private wealth accumulated in a state under the far- seeing 
protection of its ruler, moreover, is an essential component of emergency 
preparedness. By catering to the utilità de’ sudditi (P 8, 38), as already 
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mentioned, the ruler can also swell the tax base on which he will draw in 
times of war and factional strife.

VIII. LOYALTY AND SACRIFICE

Another component of Machia velli’s multifaceted theory of loyalty in ad-
versity surfaces in his paradoxical remark that “the nature of men is to 
be obligated as much by benefi ts they give as by benefi ts they receive” 
(P 10, 44). The subconscious need to reduce cognitive dissonance may be 
involved here. People tend to invent ex post justifi cations for sacrifi ces 
made: if it was so costly, it must have been worthwhile. But Machia velli 
himself places greater stress on a different dynamic. The context in which 
this issue arises is that siege, mentioned above, in which the people, hav-
ing retreated behind city walls on the approach of the marauding enemy 
army, look on helplessly as their farms and fi elds are burned. Those be-
sieged citizens “unite with their prince” (P 10, 44), that is, are loyal in 
adversity, because they know that he owes them an enormous debt that 
must, in all honor, be repaid. Their fortunes are now intertwined. Expect-
ing to be repaid, according to the principle of reciprocity between ruler and 
ruled, they have an enormous stake in his victory, which encourages them 
to fi ght with unrelenting ferocity of his/their own behalf.

But what makes these citizens so confi dent that their ruler will honor 
his obligation toward those soldiers who defend him in adversity? How 
will he convince them that he will continue to treat them decently after 
they put their lives at risk to help him repel an existential threat? The 
people are not stupid. They realize that their ruler will not keep his prom-
ises to them unless he needs their cooperation over time. The ruler will 
“always and in every quality of time” (P 9, 42) be loyal to the ruled only be-
cause the international and domestic environment will almost certainly 
continue to be populated by rivals who would like to take away his state 
and his life. If the people believed that their ruler could survive and fl our-
ish without them, or if they thought that he thought he could, they would 
cease to trust him and would therefore be strongly disposed to abandon 
him in adversity.

The people will willingly tie their fortune to the fortunes of their ruler, 
then, only when convinced of the ruler’s existential dependence on their 
willing support. To emphasize the role of foreign danger, especially, in cre-
ating pacts of mutual loyalty between rulers and ruled, Machia velli ex-
plains why new princes, desperate to secure popular allegiance, invariably 
arm the people. In this way “from subjects they are made into your parti-
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sans” (P 20, 83). To make the people into the ruler’s loyal supporters it is 
necessary to give them the means to defend themselves against abuse by 
the ruler’s officials, to involve them in the joint defense of the city from 
dangerous foreign conquerors, and to allow them to fi ght “as free persons” 
(D 1.43, 91) for their own share of booty and glory. Fighting for their ruler, 
armed subjects will feel “affection toward him for whom they engage in 
combat” so that they “become his partisans” (D 1.43, 91).

IX. LOYALTY AND CRUELTY

It may not always be possible to retain the good will of the people while 
treating the supercilious nobility with the degree of respect they think 
they deserve. The mark of a totally corrupt city is that the insolent few 
feel free to humiliate the many in public and the envious many seethe 
with unbearable feelings of resentment against the few. When class con-
tempt and animosity descend to such depths, it is impossible to satisfy the 
wishes of the great without harming the people and thereby indirectly pro-
voking popular hatred of the ruler. In such corrupt circumstances, treat-
ing the nobility decently would simply ruin the ruler. His only option is 
therefore to allow the commoners to vent their pent- up rancor against the 
nobles (P 19, 77).

In Rome, before it became corrupt, popular antipathy toward the pa-
tricians was canalized institutionally into public trials where ordinary 
citizens, feeling injured, could openly lodge accusations against members 
of the elite who had purportedly injured them. This system provided a 
safety valve, preventing revolutionary violence and stabilizing the class 
system (D 1.7, 24). Opening a forum for public accusations meant channel-
ing inside the system, where it would do less harm, the plebs’ potentially 
destabilizing desire to right wrongs perpetrated by patricians. This sys-
tem reduced the poisonous infl uence of anonymous denunciations and the 
demand for back- street ambushes. It cauterized class resentment and the 
desire for vengeance before they could spiral out of control.

Machia velli’s most shocking examples of cruelty well used are intro-
duced in contexts where such institutional safety valves are missing. It is 
best to appease both patricians and plebs, but when this proves impossible, 
“a prince is compelled of necessity to know well how to use the beast” 
(P 18, 69). In a corrupt city, where upper- class factions have captured the 
instruments of power, the ruler cannot balance class interests and must 
therefore take his stand with the people (P 19, 76).7 After using cruelty to 
cut down the rich and prominent, the prudent ruler will return quickly 
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to the human path of legal self- restraint in dealing with the people be-
cause the momentary enthusiasm for the ruler brought by his willing-
ness to use the beast in slaughtering their obnoxious social superiors will 
soon fade. Retaining their support will require the ruler to use the man. 
Extralegal violence against the insolent and greedy nobility momentarily 
increases the popularity of the ruler of a corrupt city because, under con-
ditions of class oppression, the people at large always seek “to be avenged 
against those who are the cause that it is servile” (D 1.16, 46).

X. PARADOXES OF ADAPTATION

It is easier to document the centrality of “loyalty in adversity” to Machia-
velli’s theory of political prudence than to pin down his settled view about 
adapting to fortune’s ups and downs. Sometimes he says that adapting 
fl exibly to changing circumstances is essential. Sometimes he says that it 
is impossible. And sometimes he says it must be avoided at all costs.

I will not attempt here to sort out this cluster of seemingly contradic-
tory thoughts but will instead restrict myself to the fi nal claim, namely 
that men of virtù, unlike weaker members of the species, never change 
demeanor when their luck changes: “great men are always the same in 
every fortune; and if it varies—now by exalting them, now by crushing 
them—they do not vary but always keep their spirit fi rm and joined with 
their mode of life so that one easily knows for each that fortune does not 
have power over them” (D 3.31, 281).

Leaders should avoid unsteadiness in the face of cycles of good and bad 
luck because it inevitably excites public contempt: “Weak men . . . grow 
vain and intoxicated in good fortune by attributing all the good they have 
to the virtue they have never known. Hence it arises that they become un-
endurable and hateful to all those whom they have around them” (D 3.31, 
281). To avoid being hated, therefore, rulers must, among other things, 
openly acknowledge the role played by good luck in their worldly suc-
cesses and the role played by bad luck in the failures of others.

The man of virtù’s unfl appability under fi re, derived from his better 
knowledge of the world, will also inspire his troops. By developing a repu-
tation for “entering into and escaping from dangers” and displaying “the 
greatness of his spirit in enduring and overcoming adversities” (P 8, 35), he 
will be able to induce his supporters to follow him into battle even against 
unfavorable odds. By making sure that “greatness, spiritedness, gravity, 
and strength” are always visible in his actions (P 19, 72), a ruler can excite 
the kind of we- will- follow- you- anywhere loyalty and partisan devotion 
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that would be impossible to achieve exclusively through the rule of law or 
the establishment and protection of a free market in goods and services, 
however necessary and important these admittedly are.

XI. THE UPSIDE TO ADVERSITY

Bouts of adversity, it should not be forgotten, provide occasions for men of 
virtù to exercise and exhibit their inherent prowess. Political action can 
only be as spectacular and praiseworthy as the challenges to which it re-
sponds. This is why adversity, for the virtuoso, is not at all equivalent to 
bad luck. Indeed, the worst fortune for a man of virtù is to live in a time 
when no adversity that is sufficiently grave and threatening occurs. Un-
inter rupted prosperity deprives him of all occasion to display his capacity 
to overcome adversity.

The dormant and frustratingly underutilized nature of virtù in times 
of peace and prosperity means that the virtuoso individual can make a 
splash only during times of crisis: “it was necessary for anyone wanting to 
see the virtue of Moses that the people of Israel be enslaved in Egypt” and 
so forth (P 26, 102). For the virtuosi, paradoxically, their community’s good 
luck can be their personal bad luck and vice versa. One reason why the bad 
luck of a community can be the good luck of its rulers is that popular ad-
versity encourages the people to seek shelter under the protective wing of 
public authority. Without class oppressors or foreign enemies from which 
a ruler can heroically “save” the people, there would be perhaps insuffi-
cient psychological motivation for popular loyalty in adversity. Fear of a 
common enemy, foreign or domestic, can help create a chain of obligation 
binding citizens or subjects to their ruler and vice versa.

The virtuous leader is a political alchemist. He converts popular emo-
tions into popular support for his authority. He can, for instance, channel 
pent- up rancor at class subordination into fervent support for his rule. In 
particular, the frustrations of servitude and subordination incline citizens 
and subjects to throw in their lot with a leader who promises and man-
ages to liberate them from their degraded state. A savage illustration of 
this psychological mechanism is Agathocles’s slaughter of Syracuse’s pa-
tricians. He was able to mobilize the support of the city’s plebs by giv-
ing vent to their resentment and envy of the rich. He benefi ted the lower 
class by allowing it “to be avenged against those who are the cause that 
it is servile” (D 1.16, 46). A more politically palatable example, because 
the savagery involved is downplayed by tenderly Christian readings of the 
Hebrew Bible, is Moses (P 6, 23). It may seem circular or tautological, then, 
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but the popular loyalty that a ruler needs to survive adversity can best be 
created by adversity itself, including the intolerable adversities of oppres-
sion and enslavement.

XII. LOYALTY AND ENMITY

How did Roman citizens, even in the wake of devastating defeats at the 
hands of Hannibal’s forces, manage to sustain their undaunted resolve, es-
sential to their eventual triumph over Carthage? Rome survived adverse 
fortune because its citizens were willing to risk their lives against over-
whelming odds. But why?

Among the factors that instilled Roman citizen- soldiers with fi erce de-
votion to their fatherland, even unto death, were Roman religion, popular 
spectacles, the charisma of fi eld commanders, and the sharing of booty 
and glory. To prepare in advance for future troubles, the Romans were “lib-
eral to the people” (D 1.32, 70). The benefi ts or public provisions that the 
Roman authorities conferred on the people were savored with greater plea-
sure and appreciation because doled out slowly and distributed regularly, 
by predictable installments, over time (P 8, 38). But the ultimate reason 
why Rome was able to build up a milizia fi dele, consisting of citizen sol-
diers whose fi delity to Rome could be counted on in troubled times, was 
the salience of adversity, embodied in the ferocious onslaught of a very 
powerful enemy state, Carthage.

That a foreign war can increase domestic support for a country’s leader 
is no secret. The perverse incentives this creates are well known. Machia-
velli naturally asks what remedies can be applied to counteract the patho-
logical tendency of men aspiring or clinging to power to foment crises in 
order to repress the envy of rivals and inferiors, to charm potential loyal-
ists, and to open up opportunities to strut their stuff. The best option is 
to organize the city for ceaseless war, as during the early Roman republic. 
War solves the problem because a city always at war “always has need of 
reputed citizens” (D 3.16, 255). Unlike peacetime, wartime favors meritoc-
racy, a fact that men who feel meritorious but insufficiently appreciated 
understand all too well.

Although it builds support for the ruler and satisfi es the reputational 
longings of the virtuosi, war also has several unintended and unwelcome 
consequences. Imperial expansion, while increasing the wealth and glory 
that can be shared among the citizenry, destroys republican liberty be-
cause, among other reasons, it presupposes the creation of a standing 
army. A standing army, because of “the particular goodwill that [the ruler] 
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acquires with the soldiers” (D 3.22, 267), destroys the original logic that in-
duced the prudent ruler to prevent himself and his staff from preying upon 
the population in order to avoid being hated and to secure popular loyalty 
in adversity. If he can secure the loyalty of the army in adversity, a warlord 
prince will be willing to brave the hatred of the people that will predict-
ably result if he allows soldiers to abuse civilians the way they are prone 
to do. In other words, virtù itself destroys the original bargain between 
the ruler and the people by creating a large group of political supporters, 
namely the legions, whose allegiance some caesar can secure while throw-
ing the people under the elephants’ hooves.

XIII. CONCLUSION

The random alternation of good and bad luck is a prison from which po-
litical virtù offers a possible, if only provisional, escape. If a ruler’s troops 
remain loyal to him even in adversity, they are “his arms,” and he has a 
chance to hold out until fortune once again shifts unpredictably and his 
good luck returns. This is how loyalty in adversity, instilled in the ruler’s 
subjects or citizens, frees the man of virtù to some extent from the cycles 
of fortune he cannot otherwise control.

Rather than basking hedonistically in the pleasures of prosperity, when 
fortune happens to smile, the virtuoso ruler will invest single- mindedly 
in institutions, policies, and civic disciplines that will induce his subjects 
or citizens to close ranks in a crisis. He does this because virtù includes 
foresight, especially the empirically confi rmed expectation that reversals 
of fortune will occasionally occur. Knowing that adversity will eventu-
ally strike, the virtuoso ruler is “forced to be good” by the fear that, if 
his subjects or citizens come to hate and despise him, they will readily 
abandon him in adversity. He can do this because observed regularities 
in human behavior make the future, which is generally unknowable, at 
least partially predictable. He can know in advance, for example, that the 
people, in a crisis, will be less loyal to a prince who has wantonly abused 
them than to a prince who has entwined his fate with theirs. To encourage 
loyalty in adversity, a prudent ruler will make the people taste well- being 
slowly and reliably over time. He will arm the people both as a costly sig-
nal of his trust in them and to show them that he cannot survive without 
their support. The wartime sacrifi ces they will then make on his behalf 
(and their own) will redouble their commitment to his cause.

Paradoxically, this resort to war, although helpfully dampening class 
confl ict, also leads inevitably to Caesarism, that is, to the creation of a 



206 Stephen Holmes

standing army fi ercely loyal to their fi eld commander. This last turn of 
fortune’s wheel fatefully releases the ruler from dependence on popular 
support. Thus, virtù’s perennial struggle to free itself from fortune’s grip 
ends quite miserably. This is the principal lesson Machia velli distills from 
the period between 193 AD and 238 AD when most Roman emperors were 
murdered by their soldiers, with no loyal citizens willing or able to come 
to their rescue in their hour of need.

Notes

For comments on an earlier version of this chapter, I would like to thank John McCor-

mick, Erica Benner, Gloria Origgi, Jon Elster, Marcello Simonetta, and the participants 

in a political theory seminar at the CNRS in Paris in December 2014.

1. All in- text references are to Niccolò Machia velli, Discourses on Livy, trans. 

Harvey C. Mansfi eld and Nathan Tarcov (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996) 

and Niccolò Machia velli, The Prince, 2nd ed., trans. Harvey C. Mansfi eld (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1998).

2. Elsewhere, Machia velli describes another, more institutional method for main-

taining political stability despite the ups and downs of fortune. Republics, he famously 

remarks, can keep pace with the wheel of fortune by sometimes placing bold and 

sometimes placing cautious rulers in power, depending on what the current situation 

demands (D 3.9, 240).

3. For a defi nition of the “ostinata fede” appearing in chapter 26 as “a rapturous 

love of total submission and loyalty,” see John M. Najemy, Between Friends: Discourses 

of Power and Desire in the Machia velli- Vettori Letters of 1513–1515 (Princeton: Prince-

ton University Press, 1993), 213.

4. I take this to be the basic insight of Erica Benner, Machia velli’s Prince: A New 

Reading (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014).

5. Here Machia velli offers a republican version of Tom Schelling’s doomsday 

machine, whereby one country can allegedly deter another from launching a fi rst- 

strike nuclear attack by publicly arranging in advance for an automatic and devastating 

nuclear counterattack to be launched after the attacked country’s leadership is killed. 

The Strategy of Confl ict (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981), 37.

6. Najemy’s suggestion that, for the author of The Prince, unexpected twists 

and turns of fate (variazioni) can be “eliminated” (204) is unpersuasive (Between 

Friends, 204).

7. See on this theme John McCormick, Machia vellian Democracy (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2011).



207

C h a p t e r  E i g h t

Machia velli and the Modern Tyrant
Paul A. Rahe

The great advance of the twentieth century has been our discovery 

that it is possible to combine all the advantages of theocracy with all 

the conveniences of atheism.  Brian Tierney 1

Back in the third quarter of the last century of the last millennium, 
when I fi rst became fascinated by matters political, there was in the 

Dominican Republic a tyrant named Rafael Leonidas Trujillo Molina. Of 
this man, who ruled that country with an iron hand for more than thirty 
years, I heard it said that, when he returned to his palatial home each eve-
ning, he could expect to fi nd upstairs a different dinner and a different 
woman awaiting him in every bedroom.

It is doubtful whether the story which I have just related is, strictly 
speaking, true—though it is clear enough that it really does capture the 
spirit of the Dominican dictatorship. Trujillo was a force of nature. He 
brought order to a hitherto anarchic land. He constructed roads and reas-
serted the nation’s sovereignty with regard to borders, immigration, and 
public fi nance; he turned the national police into a well- trained army; and 
he fostered in the island republic a vibrant and, by the standards in Latin 
America at the time, prosperous economy. His was what political scien-
tists call a developmental dictatorship.

Trujillo was also, however, a megalomaniac and a monster. He fos-
tered a cult of personality. He named schools and parks after members of 
his family; he renamed the capital Ciudad Trujillo after himself. He sur-
rounded himself with well- educated and highly cultured toadies—law-
yers and men of letters who were ready, willing, and even eager to sing 
his praises and do his bidding. He was perfectly prepared to have the thugs 
also in his employ assassinate his critics abroad and murder his opponents 
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at home. He named incompetent and venal relatives to high posts, he al-
lowed his sons to run amok, and he amassed immense wealth and eventu-
ally controlled something like forty percent of the Dominican economy. 
For the purpose of seduction and humiliation, he paid visits to the wives 
of his ministers in the afternoons while their husbands were at work, and 
he promoted those who dispatched their nubile, virginal, teenage daugh-
ters to his country estate to be defl owered by the man they all called “the 
Chief.” It was not for nothing that Dominicans called Trujillo “the goat.”2 
To do the man and the world that revolved around him justice, to clarify 
the nature of the tyrannical regime he established, to capture the man’s 
charm, keen intelligence, and depravity would take a novel of the fi rst 
rank, and, with his disturbing masterpiece The Feast of the Goat, Mario 
Vargas Llosa produced just such a work of art.3

The lurid tales told concerning Rafael Trujillo and the analysis pro-
vided by Vargas Llosa deserve mention here because they jibe nicely with 
the account of tyranny articulated by Herodotus in his Histories and 
Plato in the Republic,4 and these tales and this analysis arguably also 
capture the fl avor of actual ancient tyranny. Polycrates of Samos would 
surely have understood the point, and the same can be said regarding 
Cypse lus  and Periander of Corinth; Thrasybulus of Miletus; Pisistratus, 
Hippias, and Hipparchus of Athens; and Hiero of Syracuse.5 The ancient 
tyrants and those in more modern times who resembled them may have 
for the most part been populists, they generally did exploit class tensions, 
and they certainly displayed ambition. Often enough, they left behind 
as a memorial magnifi cent public works. To come to power in the fi rst 
place they had to take advantage of grievances sorely felt, and they had 
to be spirited and single- minded. But they were not idealists with a uto-
pian bent equipped with fully articulated programs, and, to judge by the 
reports passed down concerning their conduct, they were anything but 
averse to enjoying the adulation, the pomp, and the opportunities for self- 
glorifi cation, self- aggrandizement, and self- indulgence attendant on one- 
man rule.6 The tyrant depicted in Aristotle’s Politics rules in the interest 
of no one apart from himself.7

Vladimir Lenin and Josef Stalin, Benito Mussolini and Adolf Hitler, 
Mao Tse- Tung and Ho Chi Minh, Fidel Castro and Pol Pot—these men 
were tyrants of a new and different breed. They were—or, at least, they 
posed as —visionaries and men of ideas. They published books. They pur-
sued elaborate programs. Holding power and enjoying the fruits thereof 
were no doubt for them a great source of satisfaction, but this did not suf-
fi ce. They exploited modern technology and refi ned the age- old techniques 



 Machiavelli and the Modern Tyrant 209

of tyranny. But, most important of all, they forged a marriage between 
old- fashioned despotism and the idealism and the public- spiritedness that 
animated the classical republicanism of ancient Greece and Rome. Like 
the lawgivers of antiquity—at least as these were imagined by Plato, Xeno-
phon, Aristotle, Polybius, Cicero, Livy, Plutarch, and the like—these dis-
tinctively modern tyrants had as their aim the shaping of character and 
the radical transformation of social relations.8 They were, in a word, su-
premely ambitious in a fashion unprecedented, and they were certainly 
unwilling to leave well enough alone.

Whence came the impulse distinguishing the modern tyrant from the 
ancient prototype? How should we understand that impulse? Here, I sug-
gest, we should take as our guide the political philosopher who revolution-
ized our understanding of the possibilities inherent in one- man rule. What 
Xenophon with his subtle, understated dialogue Hiero did for ancient tyr-
anny,9 I believe Machia velli did for modern tyranny in The Prince.10 To 
make my case, however, I will have to suggest an unorthodox reading of 
this familiar book.

I. MACHIA VELLI AND THE 
ECCLESIASTICAL PRINCIPALITY

There is no shortage of scholarly literature on the work that Machia velli 
entitled De principatibus almost precisely half a millennium ago.11 But 
there is one chapter in that slim volume that has been neglected.12 It is, 
in a sense, a hidden chapter. It is not included in the program laid out 
in the book’s opening chapter.13 It appears as if out of nowhere and going 
nowhere. It seems, in fact, to be a passing afterthought, and it is usually 
ignored. Political science professors do not assign it. Scholars rarely ac-
knowledge its existence, and, when they do, they generally take it as an 
occasion in which to dismiss the subject.14

In his little book on Machia velli, for example, Quentin Skinner made 
no mention of the chapter entitled “Of Ecclesiastical Principalities.”15 
Even more to the point, in the justly celebrated chapter he devoted to 
Machia velli in Politics and Vision, Sheldon Wolin read the Florentine as 
contending “that ecclesiastical governments were irrelevant to the proper 
concerns” of his new political science and as thinking that they were “not 
politic enough to warrant the attention of political thought.”16 I think the 
precise opposite—that making sense of the ecclesiastical principality is 
central to Machia velli’s new political science, that the chapter slipped into 
The Prince as a surprise is crucial to its author’s larger purpose.
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Consider what the Florentine has to say in the pertinent chapter about 
ecclesiastical principalities:

All difficulties in their respect arise before they come into one’s pos-

session, because they are acquired either by means of virtue or by 

means of fortune and are maintained without either, for they are sus-

tained by orders that have grown old with religion, which have been 

so powerful and of such a quality that they keep their princes in state 

no matter how they proceed and live. These alone have states and do 

not defend them; they have subjects and do not govern them; and their 

states, though undefended, are not wrested from them. And their sub-

jects, though ungoverned, do not care; and they neither think of turn-

ing against their princes nor can they. Thus, only these principalities 

are secure and successful (felici).

It is true that Machia velli goes on to say that these principalities “subsist 
by superior causes, to which the human mind does not reach” and that 
he will “leave off speaking of them; for since they are exalted and main-
tained by God, it would be the office of a presumptuous and reckless man 
to discourse on them.” But there is in this pious disclaimer more than a 
trace of sarcasm, and, after saying, “Nondimanco,” he goes on to display 
with considerable ostentation the presumption and recklessness he pur-
ports to eschew, and he does so by boldly discussing what he just said he 
would omit.17

When confronted with the claims of tradition and faith, Machia velli 
may write that “one should not reason” about a given subject, but in the 
aftermath he always does so, for his ultimate posture is one of resolute 
defi ance. “I do not,” he asserts, “judge it a defect to defend any opinion 
with reasons nor shall I ever judge it so”—and in this spirit he renounces 
all appeal to “either authority or force.”18 In this case, I believe, he had an 
especially compelling reason for pursuing his inquiry. For him, the eccle-
siastical polity is the central mystery of modern politics. Above all else, 
he intimates, it is what would come to be called priestcraft that modern 
princes, operating in principalities and republics alike, must, if they are to 
be effective, get their minds around.

There is another chapter in which, obliquely, Machia velli touches on 
the same question. I have in mind the central chapter of the fi rst part of 
The Prince—chapter 6, where he addresses a subject quite near and dear to 
his heart: “New Principalities That Are Acquired by Means of One’s Own 
Arms and Virtue.” It is in this chapter of The Prince that he speaks of new 
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princes as founders who have introduced “new orders and modes.”19 It is 
also in this chapter that he playfully and mischievously equates Moses, 
on the one hand, and Cyrus, Romulus, and Theseus, on the other, treating 
them as exemplars and singling them out as the new princes and found-
ers who most deserve imitation. It is, moreover, in this chapter that he 
speaks of these men in religious language as “armed prophets”; that he 
echoes the book of Revelations on the problem posed by “lukewarmness”; 
and that, in a manner that will attract the admiration of Adolf Hitler, he 
treats that condition’s chief source—“the incredulity of men, who do not 
truly believe in new things”—as the central problem faced by new princes 
who introduce “new orders and modes.” As Machia velli puts it, “matters 
must be ordered in such a manner that, when they no longer believe, one 
can make them believe by means of force.”20 For Machia velli, “the art of 
government” was what it would be later for George Bernard Shaw: “the 
organisation of idolatry.”21

In treating religion under the rubric of political science, in speaking 
of political founders as “prophets,” and in making “faith” the central fea-
ture of politics, Machia velli ostentatiously follows the lead of the Arab 
falasifā—Alfarabi and his followers Avicenna and Averroes, among oth-
ers—who were the fi rst, as far as we can tell, to ponder fully the signifi -
cance for politics of the emergence of universal, revealed, monotheistic re-
ligions equipped with elaborated doctrines and intent on proselytizing all 
of mankind.22 He is silent, to be sure, about Muhammad, and he makes no 
mention of Jesus Christ. But he could be confi dent that his contemporaries 
would think about what he left unsaid. After all, from a Renaissance Ital-
ian perspective, Muhammad was the armed prophet par excellence, and 
one could not speak of Savonarola as an “unarmed prophet,”23 as Machia-
velli did in this context, without causing those who lived within what was 
then called the respublica Christiana to pause and refl ect.24 For there was 
one unmentioned (and, perhaps, in this context unmentionable) prophet, 
well known to all of Machia velli’s prospective readers, who appears to 
have been unarmed but who managed, nonetheless, to establish the only 
principality in Europe that could be called “secure and successful”; and 
without, in any obvious way, resorting to force, this prophet appears to 
have contrived somehow to overcome “the incredulity of men” and to 
“make them believe.”

Of course, Machia velli was not himself a believer: he did not embrace 
the doctrine preached by the respublica Christiana. In the preface to the 
fi rst book of his Discourses, he alludes to “the weakness into which the 
present religion has conducted the world” and to “the evil done many 
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Christian provinces and cities” by the “ambitious idleness (ambizioso 
ozio)” of the clergy. There, however, he places his greatest emphasis on 
the absence of “a true knowledge of histories,” contending that his con-
temporaries do not get “from reading them that sense nor from savoring 
them that taste that they have in themselves.” This happens, we are told, 
because Ma chia velli’s contemporaries take pleasure in “hearing of the va-
riety of incidents they contained without otherwise thinking of imitating 
them, judging imitation not only difficult but impossible—as if heaven, 
the sun, the elements, men had varied in motion, in order, and in power 
from what they were in antiquity.” Machia velli’s chosen task in the Dis-
courses is “to draw men from this error.” What this means, however, only 
becomes evident later when he traces “the weakness of present- day men” 
to “their weak education and their slight information concerning things” 
and then hints that what causes them to “judge ancient judgments in part 
inhuman, in part impossible” are “certain  .  .  . opinions” peculiar to the 
postpagan age. The most important of these “modern opinions” may not 
have to do with a variation in the motion, order, and power of heaven, the 
sun, and the elements, but they do pertain to just such a transformation—
one putatively worked by divine grace in the motion, order, and power of 
men. For his part, Machia velli insists that “men  .  .  . have and have had 
always the same passions” and that, if “their works are more virtuous in 
this province at present than in that, and in that more than in this,” it is 
“in accord with the form of education from which those people have de-
rived their mode of living.”25

Later in the same volume, Machia velli will be less coy. As “a form 
of education,” he bluntly explains, the Christian religion “makes us es-
teem less the honor of the world.” In this regard, he goes on, it is inferior 
to that of the ancient Romans, which esteemed this honor “very much” 
and “lodged in it the greatest good.” Thereby, the latter religion ren-
dered its adherents “in their actions more ferocious” than their modern 
counterparts.

This can be assessed from a consideration of many of their institutions, 

starting with the magnifi cence of their sacrifi ces in contrast with the 

humility of ours, where there is a certain pomp more delicate than 

magnifi cent but no ferocious or spirited action. Here there was no lack 

of pomp or magnifi cence of ceremony, but there was added the action 

of the sacrifi ce, full of blood and ferocity, with a multitude of animals 

suffering butchery. This sight, being terrible, rendered men similar to 

itself. Besides, the ancient religion did not beatify men if they were not 
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full of worldly glory, as were captains of armies and princes of repub-

lics. Our religion has conferred more glory on men who are humble 

and contemplative than on those who are active. It has then lodged the 

greatest good in humility, abjectness, and contempt for human things; 

the other lodged it in greatness of spirit, strength of body, and all other 

things suited to making men very strong. And if our religion requests 

that you have in yourself strength, it wishes you to be apt more to suf-

fer than to do something strong. This mode of living, then, seems to 

have rendered the world weak and to have given it in prey to wicked 

men, who can manage it securely, seeing that the collectivity (univer-

sità) of men, in order to go to paradise, think more of enduring their 

thrashings than of avenging them.

In concluding this diatribe against what an English republican admirer 
would later dub “Priest- craft,” Machia velli raises the possibility that 
Christianity only “appears” to have rendered “the world  .  .  . effeminate 
and heaven disarmed,” and he invites future theologians to recast it as 
a more worldly doctrine—suggesting, in a fashion that foreshadowed not 
only the Social Gospel but also German Christianity and liberation theol-
ogy—that the troubles that he identifi es arise less from Christianity itself 
than “from the cowardice of those who have interpreted our religion ac-
cording to leisure and idleness (ozio) and not according to virtù.”26

In the opening chapter of the third book of his Discourses on Livy, 
Machia velli brings the respublica Christiana as such openly into the 
picture. There he suggest that religious “sects” are very much like “re-
publics” and “kingdoms” in that, to achieve renewal, they need to be led 
“back toward their beginnings,” and there he describes the manner in 
which Saint Francis and Saint Dominic achieved this:

For with poverty and with the example of the life of Christ they 

brought back into the minds of men what had already been eliminated 

there. Their new orders were so powerful that they are the cause that 

the dishonesty of the prelates and of the heads of the religion do not 

ruin it. Living still in poverty and having so much credit with peoples 

in confessions and sermons, they give them to understand that it is 

evil to say evil of evil, and that it is good to live under obedience to 

them and, if they make an error, to leave them for God to punish. So 

they do the worst they can because they do not fear the punishment 

that they do not see and do not believe. This renewal, therefore, has 

maintained and does maintain this religion.27
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There is more to this passage than the savage anticlericalism that one im-
mediately perceives—for it savors as well of a grudging admiration, and it 
explains how a seemingly unarmed prophet could, nonetheless, succeed in 
overcoming “the incredulity of men.”28

II. THE THIRD HUMOR

There are other threads to be pursued in The Prince. As I already men-
tioned, the title that Machia velli originally gave to this work is De princi-
patibus. This title is in Latin, and it has as its focus a word that was coined 
at Rome to describe that polity’s rule by an individual who presented him-
self to the public not as a king or rex but as the princeps or “fi rst man” of 
a res publica by him restored and renewed. The principatus established 
by Augustus Caesar was the ancient forerunner of modern despotism. 
It was, to begin with, a tyranny disguised as a republic. Its princeps was 
awarded tribunicia potestas and postured as a tribune of the plebs,29 and, 
as Machia velli makes clear, it differed in one other crucial respect from 
the tyrannies that preceded it.

In The Prince, as in his Discourses on Livy, Machia velli asserts that 
there are “two diverse humors” that one must take into account: the great 
ones and the people.30 In the nineteenth chapter of The Prince, however, he 
introduces a third humor: “the soldiers.” Most of those, he tells us, “espe-
cially those who came to the principate as new men, once they recognized 
the difficulty posed by these two diverse humors, turned to satisfying the 
soldiers, caring little whether they injured the people.” This was the option 
taken by Julius Caesar, and the precedent was followed by Augustus as well. 
The greatest and most successful of their successors, however, would ap-
pear to have been Septimius Severus, who possessed, Machia velli tells us,

such virtue that, by maintaining the soldiers as his friends, although 

the people were overburdened by him, he was always able to rule suc-

cessfully (felicemente). For these virtues of his made him so admira-

ble in the view of the soldiers and the people that the latter remained 

somehow astonished and stupefi ed, while the former were reverent and 

satisfi ed.31

The language Machia velli uses in this passage is reminiscent of what he 
has said earlier in The Prince about the impact on the people of the Ro-
magna of Cesare Borgia’s sacrifi ce of Remirro d’Orco, which left them 
“satisfi ed and stupefi ed,”32 and it points forward to the discussion in his 
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Discourses on Livy of those Roman imperatores who sparked a renewal 
and a return to fi rst principles by an act of devotio—which is to say, by os-
tentatiously sacrifi cing their own lives.33 All of this is clearly pertinent to 
our understanding of the Christian ecclesiastical principality, which has 
as its central ritual a reenactment of a human sacrifi ce intended to leave 
its adherents not only “astonished and stupefi ed” but “reverent and satis-
fi ed” as well.34

To be sure, Machia velli goes on to say that—in his time in Europe, 
where hereditary monarchy is the norm—the soldiers pose less of a prob-
lem and that rulers should focus on satisfying the people. This would be 
reassuring were it not for the fact that he also then singles out the Otto-
man “Turk” and Egypt’s “Sultan” as exceptions to what is the norm in 
Europe in their dependence on the soldiers. For, at this point, in telling 
fashion, he compares the Janissary and Mameluk regimes predominant 
under Sunni Islam with

the Christian pontifi cate, which cannot be called either a hereditary 

principality or a new principality. For it is not the sons of the old prince 

who are the heirs and become lords; it is the one who is elected to that 

rank by those who have authority over it. And this being an ancient 

order, one cannot call it a new principality, since in it there are none 

of the difficulties found in new principalities. For even if the prince is 

new, the orders of that state are old, and they are ordered to receive him 

as if he were their hereditary lord.35

The clergy would appear to be to the Christian pontifi cate what the Janis-
saries and Mameluks are to the principalities established on something 
like the Roman model in Constantinople and Cairo. But there is, of course, 
this difference. Regarding polities dominated by a third humor genuinely 
akin to the Christian clergy, one could say something that could not be 
said regarding the Ottoman and Mameluk Sultans:

These alone have states and do not defend them; they have subjects 

and do not govern them; and their states, though undefended, are not 

wrested from them. And their subjects, though ungoverned, do not 

care; and they neither think of turning against their princes nor can 

they. Thus, only these principalities are secure and successful.

As we learned in the 1980s, Joseph Stalin to the contrary notwithstand-
ing, the pope was, in one crucial regard, well armed. He did, in fact, have 
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divisions at his beck and call. Moreover, as Machia velli would have rec-
ognized, the legions deployed by the pope formed an invisible occupying 
army throughout Poland and elsewhere, and they had mastered the su-
preme political art—that by which one controlled men’s minds.

What, then, in modern—which is to say, in Christian and post- 
Christian —times could a would- be new prince learn from Machia velli’s 
ruminations on ecclesiastical principalities? This matter, like many other 
matters, Old Nick leaves to be pondered and sorted out by those destined 
to come after. He does, nonetheless, provide a hint. For, at the very begin-
ning of the proemium to the fi rst part of his Discourses on Livy, Machia-
velli claims not only to have entered onto “a path untrodden by anyone” 
but also to have “discovered new modes and orders”—which is to say, he 
presents himself as a new prince and prophet of sorts, worthy of compari-
son with Moses, Cyrus, Theseus, and Romulus—and, at the end of that 
same proemium, he informs us that he is engaged in an “enterprise (im-
presa)” that he cannot himself fully bring to completion. This task he 
leaves to “another” who will take up “this burden” and “conduct it along 
a short road to the destined place.”36 If Machia velli is somehow, in his ca-
pacity as a new prince and prophet, “armed,” if he genuinely thinks that 
he will be able to overcome “the incredulity of men,” it must be because, 
like Jesus Christ, he has as his legacy a book, and, of course, it would then 
also be because he is persuaded that the disciples he recruits via this book, 
like the third “humor” commanded from the grave by Christ, will fi nd 
themselves, as a consequence of this legacy, possessed of an effective sub-
stitute for the “force” needed “to make men believe.”37

By means of his literary legacy, Machia velli was, in fact, able to recruit 
a host of talented successors able, willing, and even eager to follow him 
down a “path” hitherto “untrodden by anyone” in the hopes of completing 
his “enterprise.” Christopher Marlowe testifi ed to the attractiveness of the 
Florentine’s enterprise for these recruits when he proudly put on the En-
glish stage the Machevill who had advocated reasoning about everything 
and had him say, “I count Religion but a childish Toy, / And hold there is 
no sinne but Ignorance.”38 Sir Francis Bacon provided similar testimony 
when he observed, “[We] are much beholden to Macciavell & others that 
write what men doe, and not what they ought to do,” and it is telling that 
the English statesman did so in his programmatic treatise The Advance-
ment of Learning.39
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III. A SECULAR CLERISY

As I have argued in detail elsewhere,40 the bold project Bacon announced 
in that book aimed at instituting man’s imperium over things—which was 
to be conducted by way of vexing and tormenting and squeezing and mold-
ing nature for the purpose of making her not only reveal her secrets but 
acquiesce in her conquest—was a logical extension of the enterprise that 
Machia velli had in mind in The Prince when he suggested that fortune 
is a woman who can be held down and brought under control if thrashed 
and struck hard.41 This is why Bacon ostentatiously insisted on applying 
to science as well as to politics Machia velli’s teaching concerning repub-
lics and religious sects—that their renewal requires a return to fi rst begin-
nings.42 Renewal was, in fact, the aim of his new science. “Natural phi-
losophy,” he wrote, “proposes to itself, as its noblest work of all, nothing 
less than the restitution and renovation (instauratio) of things corruptible, 
and (what is indeed the same thing in a lower degree) the conservation of 
bodies in the state in which they are, and the retardation of dissolution 
and putrefaction.”43

With this end in mind, Bacon presented himself to the world as “a 
trumpeter (buccinator)” but denied that his “trumpet  .  .  . summons and 
excites men in order that they might mutually cut each other to ribbons 
with contradictions or strive with one another in gladiatorial contest 
(prælientur et digladientur).” It summons them, he asserted, “rather in 
order that, having made peace among themselves, they might turn with 
united forces against the Nature of Things (Natura Rerum), storm and 
seize her strongholds and fortifi ed retreats, and extend the confi nes of hu-
man empire (fi nes humani imperii).”44

With this end in mind, Bacon also proposed a reform of Christian the-
ology in keeping with Machia velli’s critique of idleness and the praise he 
lavished on what he called virtù, and, in support of his effort, he quoted 
Machia velli himself as an authority on the defects of the Christian re-
ligion as it was then taught. His was a reform by means of which “the 
Theologicall Vertue Charitie” was reinterpreted and made a bulwark of 
the new virtue “Humanitie,” by means of which the scientist dedicated 
to “the affecting of the Weale of Men” replaced the priest as the preemi-
nent man of God, and by means of which men were induced to imagine 
a scientifi c utopia, which he insistently calls humane, and envisage it as 
“a picture of our salvation in heaven.”45 Under Bacon’s new dispensation, 
God’s punishment of man at the Fall was turned into a challenge and an 
opportunity. “Creation was not by the curse made altogether and for ever 
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a rebel,” he contended, “but in virtue of that charter ‘In the sweat of thy 
face shalt thou eat bread,’ it is now by various labors . . . at length and in 
some measure subdued . . . to the uses of human life.” In bringing his No-
vum organum to a conclusion with this unprecedented interpretation of 
Genesis 1:28, the English statesman and philosopher laid the foundation 
for a radical, this- worldly reorientation of the Christian faith founded on 
Machia vellian virtù.46

Moreover, like the Florentine’s enterprise, the project initiated by Ba-
con and soon thereafter taken up and refi ned by René Descartes required 
a marginalization of the clergy; the recruitment, training, and deployment 
of a vast intellectual army; and a radical reorientation of civil society to-
ward the achievement of prosperity in this world as opposed to salvation 
in the next. It is by no means fortuitous that in the last part of his Dis-
course on Method Descartes identifi ed longevity in good health on earth 
as the chief end of the scientifi c revolution—for it was only by propagating 
the dream of eternal life in comfort here on earth that one could fully 
disarm the ecclesiastical principality and replace the churchmen with a 
secular clerisy.47

IV. FROM PRIESTCRAFT TO IDEOLOGY

Of course, Machia velli was also infl uential in the more narrowly political 
sphere. The theory of reason of state, as put into practice by the princes 
who ruled the various European polities after his death, was a species of 
moralized Machia vellianism,48 and the Florentine’s infl uence on the new 
species of republicanism that emerged in England, spread to America, 
and exploded in France was, to say the least, profound.49 But I, nonethe-
less, think that it would be fair to repeat what John Pocock said to me 
some years back: that the fi rst fully Machia vellian prince was Napoleon 
Bonaparte—for that towering fi gure was the fi rst to unite the ruthless 
statecraft, which had made Machia velli notorious, in a thoroughgoing 
way with the larger Machia vellian enterprise explored here—as it was 
amended by Sir Francis Bacon and René Descartes and taken up by their 
admirers among the philosophes and their heirs.50

Napoleon did not, as John Adams once supposed,51 actually coin the 
term ideology. But he was among the fi rst to appropriate it, deploy it, and 
treat it with condescension as a word specifying the manner in which vul-
garized philosophy (Lockeanism, for example) could be made to substitute 
for religion as the foundation for civil society.52 Moreover, as the Napole-
onic Code testifi es, Napoleon himself was (his expressions of contempt 
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notwithstanding) the very model of a modern enlightened monarch. As 
such, by his deeds, if not also by his words, he put himself at the head of 
what Peter Gay would later rightly identify as “the party of humanity.”53 
Indeed, in crucial regards, despite his public opposition to the idéologues, 
he was an idéologue of sorts himself.

The fi rst to recognize that there was a kinship between the parti-
sans of humanity devoted to the Baconian project and the practitioners 
of priestcraft was Jean- Jacques Rousseau. Like Machia velli, the author 
of the Discourse on the Origins and Foundations of Inequality was no 
friend to Christianity. When he began drafting this work, he composed for 
inclusion within it and polished a brief but trenchant passage analyzing 
the “proud curiosity” that causes man to suppose that he can “penetrate 
mysteries which are beyond his intelligence” and that engenders “follies 
and crimes” by erecting “idols” and inspiring “fanatics.” To this propen-
sity, Rousseau traced not just “astrology, the renown of the divinatory art, 
Magic, and the other pretended supernatural reveries that constitute the 
shame of reason, the recourse of malcontent imbeciles, and the triumph 
of con men” but “a novel sort of inequality,” established neither by nature 
nor by convention, which rests solely on “chimerical opinions” and which 
enabled “a species of singular men,” a congeries of “idolatrous and ambi-
tious Priests,” to raise themselves on high, “representing themselves as 
interpreters of things incomprehensible and as Ministers of the divinity” 
authorized “to subject the Human Race to their decisions.”

Adroitly substituting Gods of their own fashioning for the true God 

who did not suit their turn, and substituting their absurd and inter-

ested maxims for those of right reason, they redirected the Peoples in-

sensibly away from the duties of humanity and the rules of morality 

that they did not dispose of at their whim—all for the purpose of sub-

jecting them to practices indifferent or criminal and to arbitrary pun-

ishments and fi nes of which they were the sole dispensers and judges. 

Mortal enemies of the Laws and their ministers, always ready to autho-

rize unjust usurpations on the part of the supreme magistrate for the 

purpose of usurping more easily themselves his legitimate authority, 

by always speaking of spiritual rights, they arranged affairs so that the 

goods, life, and liberty of the Citizen were secure only in so far as he 

placed himself at their discretion. Their power was all the more formi-

dable because, establishing themselves without shame as sole judges in 

their own cause and suffering no common measure of the differences 

that they set up between themselves and other men, they overturned 
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and annihilated all human rights without anyone ever being able to 

prove to them that they had exceeded their own.

If, in the end, Rousseau excised this passage from his discourse, it was not 
because he had in any substantive fashion changed his mind. It was rather 
because, he realized, his attempt to couch it in such a manner as to slip 
it past the censor was bound to fail.54 It was one thing to attack scholasti-
cism and to pour scorn on the Catholic League of the late sixteenth cen-
tury; it was another to launch what everyone would recognize as a direct 
assault on the Holy Mother Church. Even in the heyday when Rousseau’s 
great patron and admirer, the liberal statesman Chrétien- Guillaume La-
moignon de Malesherbes, served as Directeur de la librairie and made sure 
that the censors he employed gave permission tacite for the anonymous 
publication in France under a false imprint of many a scandalous tract,55 
a measure of authorial discretion was required. Malesherbes was a man 
of audacity and cunning, capable of astonishing feats. When forced by the 
Jesuits to issue an order providing not only for the suppression of the fi rst 
two volumes of the Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, 
des arts, et des métiers but also for a confi scation of all the articles writ-
ten for subsequent volumes as yet unpublished, he was not only prepared 
to tip off Denis Diderot and Jean Le Rond d’Alembert in advance; he of-
fered and actually provided sanctuary for the outlawed manuscripts in his 
own house. But not even Malesherbes could protect an author who openly 
attacked the Christian religion and insisted that authorial integrity re-
quired that he forego anonymity.56

Rousseau would later take up the theme of priestcraft in his Social 
Contract, where he would in good Machia vellian fashion treat the “com-
munion of churches” as a political conspiracy of breathtaking brilliance.

Communion and excommunication are the social pact of the clergy—

with which it will be always the master of peoples and of Kings. All 

the priests who are in communion with one another (qui communique 

ensemble) are fellow citizens—be they at opposite ends of the world. 

This invention is a masterpiece in politics. There was nothing similar 

among the pagan Priests: so they never formed the Clergy into a body.57

For his audacity in this work and in the Profession of Faith of the Savo-
yard Vicar that he buried in his pedagogical novel Emile, or On Education, 
Rousseau would soon thereafter pay a very high price,58 and it was at this 
point that he laid an indictment against the philosophes.
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In an apologetic work written after the storm broke, which he entitled 
Dialogues: Rousseau, Judge of Jean- Jacques,59 Rousseau systematically 
applied his analysis of “priestcraft” to his former associates, spelling out 
in detail the implications of a claim, which he had intimated in his Dis-
course on the Sciences and the Arts when he asserted that “the sort who 
acts the part of the Freethinker (l’Esprit fort) & Philosopher today would 
have been for the very same reason nothing more than a fanatic” in the 
late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries “at the time of the [Catho-
lic] League,”60 and suggesting that Voltaire, Diderot, d’Alembert, and the 
like were, in fact, party to a conspiracy even more insidious than the one 
fi rst mounted in the distant past by “idolatrous and ambitious Priests.”61

The suspicions that Rousseau entertained in the 1770s may have 
been exaggerated, especially as they pertained to the conspiracy that, he 
believed, the philosophes had concocted against him, and, in expressing 
these suspicions, he had frequent recourse, as always, to hyperbole. But his 
fears, though blown out of proportion, were by no means utterly without 
foundation—for Rousseau’s former associates among the philosophes re-
ally were party to a philosophical conspiracy, and they really did aim at 
dominating opinion and at giving direction to the larger society thereby. 
They were, moreover, in no way sorry to see this philosophical turncoat 
harried from refuge to refuge, and, in modest ways, they actively contrib-
uted to the difficulties he faced.62 To this one can add that, when judged in 
light of the history of Europe and of the larger world after 1789, his analy-
sis of the role that intellectuals, loosely organized as a party, had come 
to play in the fabrication of public opinion seems remarkably prescient. 
Jean- Jacques Rousseau was among the very fi rst to recognize that, within 
modern society, what we now call political ideology performs a function 
comparable to that served in earlier times by religious doctrine and that—
as ideologues—scientists, men of letters, and artists now occupy a status 
once reserved for none but high priests.

Rousseau traced this remarkable revolution in human affairs back to 
the period in which his erstwhile friends Diderot and d’Alembert launched 
the Encyclopédie. Prior to the 1750s, he observed, “opinions wandered in 
an incoherent fashion and without regulation at the whim of men’s pas-
sions, and these passions, constantly banging into one another, caused 
the public to roam from one place to another in a direction inconstant.” 
Thereafter, however, a profound change took place. A “spirit methodical 
and consistent” was applied for the purpose of guiding “public opinions,” 
and “prejudices themselves” came to possess a “logic of progression and 
rules all their own.”
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Rousseau had no doubt that he had been present at the creation of 
something entirely new. This trend, he argued, was “among the peculiari-
ties that distinguish the century in which we live from all others.” It had 
its inception when “the philosophical sect” of which he had once been 
a member “united itself into a body under chiefs.” It was underway the 
moment “these chiefs by the art of intrigue to which they applied them-
selves” made of themselves “the arbiters of public opinion,” capable of de-
termining “the reputation, even the destiny, of particular individuals and 
through them that of the State.” And it reached its culmination when they 
made alliances with “powerful men” for the purpose of becoming “the ar-
biters of society” as well. These chiefs made their newfound allies “feel,” 
he wrote, “that, working in concert, they would be able to extend their 
roots under the feet of men in such a fashion that no one would any longer 
fi nd solid footing, and no one would be able to march forward except on 
terrain that had been countermined.”

Crucial to all of this was the fact that “the chiefs of” what Rousseau 
pointedly describes as “the philosophical league” possess a “doctrine” all 
their own, and have mastered “the art of making their doctrine circulate 
.  .  . in the seminaries and colleges so that the newborn generation is de-
voted to them from birth.” He acknowledges their animosity to the Jesu-
its, but he insists that this animosity is rooted solely in “professional jeal-
ousy,” and he contends that the philosophes are, in fact, “great imitators 
of the mode of proceeding followed by the Jesuits.” They “govern minds 
with the same imperial control, with the same dexterity that these oth-
ers employ in governing consciences,” and they are “shrewder” than these 
priests “in that they know better how to conceal themselves while acting.”

The Jesuits rendered themselves all- powerful by exercising divine 

 authority over consciences and by making themselves, in God’s name, 

the arbiters of good and evil. The philosophes, not being able to usurp 

the same authority, applied themselves to its destruction; and then, 

in  the course of appearing to explain nature to their docile sectaries 

and of making of themselves its supreme interpreters, they established, 

in its name, an authority no less absolute than that of their enemies—

although it appears to be consistent with freedom and to rule over 

wills solely by way of reason.

The struggle between the two parties Rousseau compared with that be-
tween Carthage and Rome. “These two bodies,” he wrote, “both imperi-
ous, both intolerant, were, in consequence, incompatible—since the fun-
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damental system of both was to rule despotically. Each wishing to rule 
alone, they could not share the empire and rule together.” Gradually, then, 
and inexorably, “the new” league, “following the erring ways of the other 
but with greater adroitness, supplanted it by way of debauching its sup-
porters and through them brought about its destruction.” Now, Rousseau 
adds, we can now see this new league “marching along” the tracks laid 
out for it “with as much audacity” as its predecessor “and with more suc-
cess—since the other always encountered resistance and this one no lon-
ger encounters any.” In this fashion, moreover, the philosophes managed 
to “substitute little by little a philosophical intolerance” for the religious 
intolerance once propagated by the Jesuits, and “without anyone perceiv-
ing it, they became even more dangerous than their predecessors.”

The danger posed by this new “philosophical league” he thought 
rooted in the fact that “the proud despotism of modern philosophy has 
carried the egotism” associated with the spirit of profound insecurity 
and fi erce vainglory, which Rousseau calls amour propre, “to its ultimate 
extreme.” It eventuates in a “taste for domination” that gives life to “all 
of the angry passions related to amour propre,” and from among “the ap-
prentice philosophes,” it produces “a generation of Despots” who, having 
“become slaves in order to be tyrants,” exhibit “the liveliest intolerance.” 
This intolerance may be “more hidden” than that once promoted by am-
bitious and idolatrous priests, but, Rousseau insists, it is “no less cruel.” 
If the new conspiracy does not “appear to exercise the same rigor” as the 
old, it is only because “it no longer encounters rebels.” If, however, there 
were a renaissance of religious belief, if “some genuine defenders of The-
ism, of tolerance and morality,” were to present themselves on the public 
stage, “one would soon see raised up against them the most terrible per-
secutions,” for quite “soon a philosophical inquisition, more cunning and 
no less sanguinary than the other, would burn without mercy anyone who 
dared to believe in God.”63

V. THE TREASON OF THE CLERKS

I quote Rousseau at length for a reason. Even if one thinks his critique of 
“the party of humanity” excessive, as many do, nonetheless, as an analy-
sis of what was to come in the twentieth century, it is penetrating and 
discerning in the extreme. There would be other tyrants who would fol-
low in Napoleon’s wake. Like him, they would govern in the name of an 
idea, and, just as the Christian church in Machia velli’s day was devoted to 
the propagation of the faith via what in Latin they called propaganda, so 
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would Napoleon and his successors make use of this tool—and the latter 
would dramatically improve on his efforts by founding hierarchically or-
ganized, ideological political parties that functioned, in the manner of the 
Christian clergy, as a disciplined army intent, above all else, on occupying 
men’s minds. To promote the requisite discipline, the communists even 
adopted the sacrament of penance, putting their recruits at regular inter-
vals through sessions of self- criticism.64

There would be this one difference between these new principalities 
and the old ecclesiastical principality, to be sure. The Napoleonic tyranny 
and the new, totalitarian tyrannies constructed in the twentieth century 
would have states, and they would defend them. They would possess sub-
jects, and they would govern them. In sum, like the ancient republics and 
the Ottoman Sultanate, they would combine in one head the functions di-
vided within Christendom between Caesar and Christ. They would deploy 
force and propaganda to powerful effect at the same time.

I would very much like to think that the great age of modern tyranny 
has passed. A quarter of a century ago, when the Berlin Wall fell, my spir-
its were lifted, and I entertained that very possibility. But I am now not 
so sanguine. As I have argued in detail elsewhere, there are reasons—ar-
ticulated by Alexis de Tocqueville long ago—for supposing that modern 
liberal democracy is itself subject to an inexorable soft despotic drift,65 and 
modern tyranny’s distinctive techniques of governance are still available. 
Indeed, they have been refi ned by repeated experiment, and, because they 
are convenient and ready to hand, they are quite apt to be reemployed. 
We have not witnessed the end of ideology.66 Nor has history come to an 
end.67 The announcement of their demise is wishful thinking. We still 
live in an age of ideological partisanship. We live in a time in which politi-
cal leaders continue to pose as messiahs and in which we are frequently 
promised something like heaven and threatened with something like hell 
on earth—and, in consequence, partisan proclivities still tend to have a 
quasi- religious edge. Moreover, we live in a period in which propaganda 
is deployed to powerful effect. Thanks, in part, to breakthroughs in the 
study of human psychology, to the emergence of electronic media, and to 
microtargeting, the manipulation of public opinion is now more a science 
than an art.

And this is not all. For—thanks to dramatic advances in computing 
power, thanks to the internet and the development of drones—we live in 
an age in which privacy has, for all intents and purposes, disappeared. Gov-
ernments now have sophisticated tools of surveillance that allow them to 
track our every move and to record our every spoken word and written 
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thought. And even in liberal democracies, governments appear to be intent 
on doing just that. Before long, the twentieth- century tyrannies that we 
thought of as totalitarian will be outclassed by quasi- ecclesiastical prin-
cipalities with a far greater capacity to exercise total control.68 Whether 
the Florentine, whose undoubted achievements we ponder in this volume, 
would be pleased with what, under his inspiration, his disciples have 
wrought—this, alas, I do not know.
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C h a p t e r  N i n e

Machia velli and the Gracchi: Republican 
Liberty and Class Confl ict

Benedetto Fontana

I

In the Discourses Machia velli identifi es two major kinds of confl ict.1 The 
fi rst is positive and conducive to a republic’s viability and resilience. It 

describes the reciprocal and intimate relationship between republican lib-
erty and competition and confl ict.2 The liberty and power of the Roman 
republic are a direct consequence of the confl ict between the nobility and 
the people, the few and the many.3 The second is negative and noxious 
and embodies the strife and factionalism that undermined and destabi-
lized the republic. The difference between them is the difference between 
a politics defi ned by the vivere libero e civile and a politics dominated 
by the strife of private and fragmented factions. To Machia velli the dis-
tinction between the two kinds of politics, and the two kinds of confl ict, 
emerges with the Gracchi and their attempts to resolve the immiseration 
of the Italian countryside. The fi rst type of confl ict is transformed into the 
second as the land question and agrarian reform increasingly and progres-
sively generate factional and sectarian confl ict among the ruling elite.4

Machia velli in the Discourses emphasizes that the decline of republi-
can institutions in ancient Rome may be traced to the Gracchi and their 
attempts to push through their agrarian reforms against the opposition 
of the nobility. He criticizes them for resuscitating the land question and 
placing it at the center of Roman politics. Gracchian policies, he asserts, 
initiated a long period of class strife that culminated in the civil wars and 
that resulted in the rise of military dynasts such as Marius, Sulla, and 
Caesar, all of which sealed the death of the republic.

This chapter investigates Machia velli’s interpretation of the land 
laws in Rome, and his understanding of the role the Gracchi played in 
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the factionalism and struggles that led to the disintegration of republican 
politics.5 It will discuss Machia velli’s requisites for republican liberty and 
republican politics—namely, sociopolitical equality, subordination of the 
armed forces to the political will of the community, and open, public com-
petition within a clearly defi ned and delimited public space—and will re-
late them to the social and political initiatives of the Gracchi.6

In The Art of War Machia velli identifi es the politicization of the army 
and its privatization by powerful factions of the elite as the fundamental 
cause for the eventual rise of the principate, an outcome directly related to 
the destruction of the independent peasantry and its transformation into 
an impoverished urban proletariat dependent upon powerful patrons. The 
emphasis on sociopolitical equality would indicate that Machia velli sees 
a connection between immiseration and the transformation of the army 
into private militias. Yet he appears uncertain or ambivalent about the 
Gracchi reforms and views them as the catalyst for republican decline. 
This chapter addresses the link between equality and republican liberty 
and attempts to relate the Gracchi reforms to Machia velli’s politics.

II

In comparison to such central terms as confl ict between the senate and 
the plebs, love and fear, the great and the people, and the tribunate and its 
role in republican politics, Machia velli’s writings make very little refer-
ence to the Gracchi. There is one reference in The Prince, in chapter 9, 
where Machia velli discusses leaders and rulers who were unable to rely 
on the people and their followers because unable to manage and to con-
trol them properly. The Gracchi receive four references in the Discourses.7 
And one is found in The Art of War.8 A reader is led to inquire and to 
wonder why Machia velli devotes only one chapter in the Discourses, and 
a relatively short one no less, to a discussion of the land laws and to the 
Gracchi. And this to a period and to events that, according to him, initi-
ated and led eventually and inexorably to the tyranny of Caesar. Why so 
little space to events that initiated the civil wars and the downfall of the 
republic?

The relevant citation is Discourses 1.37: “What Discords the Agrar-
ian Law causes in Rome; and for a republic to make a law that looks far 
backward and is opposed to an ancient custom of the city is productive 
of discord.” In this chapter Machia velli reiterates his belief that ambition 
causes strife (strife is due either to necessity or to ambition). The estab-



 Machiavelli and the Gracchi 237

lishment of the tribunes was due to necessity (the people’s desire for it 
“was forced by necessity”), but once having attained it, “it began fi ghting 
through ambition and through its hope to share honors and wealth with 
the nobles, as things much esteemed by men.”9 And “from this arose the 
disorder that brought forth the contention over the Agrarian Law which 
at last resulted in the destruction of the republic.”10 Because, as Machia-
velli believes, well- ordered republics ought to keep the state rich and the 
citizens poor, there was a “defect” in this law. For various reasons the 
rich were able to evade the agrarian law, such that they acquired lands 
and property in violation of its provisions, an evasion and violation that 
over time acquired the semblance of custom and through inertia acquired 
the status of “facts on the ground” though in formal contradiction to the 
law. “Thus the injustice done by the rich, although great, was not easy to 
ascertain.”11

In any case, the nobles and the rich managed by various means and 
stratagems to hold on to the land originally intended to be divided among 
the Roman people as a whole. When the Gracchi resuscitated the land 
question “it wholly ruined Roman liberty, because by that time the power 
of its adversaries was redoubled; as a result, it stirred up so much hatred 
between the multitude and the Senate that it led to arms and bloodshed, 
contrary to every lawful habit and custom. Since the public magistrates 
could not remedy it, the factions, placing no more hope in them, had 
 recourse to private remedies, and each of the parties decided to get a leader 
to defend it. The multitude acted early in this turmoil and disorder by 
turning its support to Marius. . . . Having no remedy against this plague, 
the nobility backed Sulla. . . .” The disorders culminated in the dictator-
ship of Caesar, “the fi rst tyrant in Rome; as a result, that city was never 
again free.” Thus Machia velli traces the civil wars between Marius and 
Sulla, and later between Caesar and Pompey, which led to the destruc-
tion of the republic and the eventual foundation of the principate, to the 
strife and discord that characterized republican politics since the Gracchi 
reforms.

Machia velli recognizes that the “result of this Agrarian Law seems 
out of harmony with my belief” that the confl ict between the Senate and 
the people was conducive to liberty, and yet he refuses to “abandon his 
opinion” precisely because during a period of three hundred years the con-
fl icts over the land laws acted as a brake and a check on the ambition and 
appetites of the rich. For this ambition of the few constitutes the gravest 
danger to a free city unless it is “crushed.” Thus the people “with this law 
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and with its other cravings  .  .  . continually checked the ambition of the 
nobles.”

Why, then, did the confl ict between the great and the people over the 
land question lead to “illegalities” and to ultimate tyranny? Machia velli 
gives us two reasons: fi rst, “men esteem property” more “than they esteem 
positions of honor,” and so the great were willing to open magistracies to 
the people, but “great was their obstinacy” when it came to giving up their 
wealth and property. Machia velli repeats this belief in chapter 17 of The 
Prince, where he notes that a prince must avoid being hated by his people, 
and the seizure of the people’s property and the violation of their women 
and children will surely inspire hatred, because “men forget more quickly 
the death of a father than the loss of a father’s property.” An interesting 
parallel is also seen in Machia velli’s advice to Giovanni de’ Medici after 
the dynasty’s return to Florence in 1512 regarding the recovery of property 
lost by his family in 1494: “Men feel more sorrow for a farm taken away 
from them than for a brother or a father put to death, because sometimes 
death is forgotten, but property never.”12

Machia velli’s attitude toward the Gracchi is somewhat unusual. It as-
sumes that letting things go on as they have in the past (that is, letting the 
law regarding the ager publicus [public lands] continue to be violated be-
cause the practice has now become customary) will be more constructive, 
or at least less destructive, to republican stability. At the same time, by 
following custom and allowing things to stay as they are one knows that 
the disparity in wealth will continue to increase, which, in turn, would 
destroy the balance between the few and the many. On the other hand, by 
seizing the bull by the horns, by trying to reform both the state and its so-
cial bases, there might be a chance to save the republic and its institutions.

Chapter 37 of the fi rst book of the Discourses, the only extended com-
mentary on the Gracchi, resumes and summarizes Machia velli’s major 
themes, and it does so by presenting a number of interlaced and layered 
themes. Thus, we have: the confl ict between the few and the many, be-
tween the rich and poor; the former is political confl ict, which is then 
transformed into the second, socioeconomic confl ict. Within this overall 
structure, wealth and property are given overriding signifi cance in the 
sense that the socioeconomic confl ict between the rich and poor is the de-
termining factor within the confl ict dynamic. At the same time, Machia-
velli points to the role played by the tempo or the pace of confl ict (the 
timing of types of confl ict), that is, the question of timing and opportunity 
regarding the struggle for and introduction of particular laws or policies.



 Machiavelli and the Gracchi 239

III

Antiquity has dealt severely with the Gracchi. Its writers attribute the 
civil strife, violence, and all- out war that characterized the last decades 
of the republic to the Gracchi’s efforts to initiate reforms within the eco-
nomic and political institution of Rome. Cicero, Sallust, Pliny, Appian, 
and Plutarch seem to agree on the general outlines of the Gracchian re-
forms and their motivation. Cicero praises the Gracchi for their patriotism 
and love of country when addressing the people but excoriates them when 
addressing the Senate.13 Partisan strife and civil discord are attributed to 
the tribunates of the Gracchi. Cicero says that “The death of Tiberius 
Gracchus, and already before that the whole thrust of the tribunate, has 
divided a united people into two camps.”14 The belief that a once “united” 
people was split into antagonistic parties as a result of the Gracchi’s push 
to force an agrarian law is typical of the literature.15 There seem to be two 
rival traditions: one popular and supporting the Gracchi, the other aristo-
cratic and hostile.

In any case, the agrarian question is not unique to the Roman republic. 
It is a perennial problem in the ancient world, especially in the Greek city- 
states. The land question, given the economic and material conditions, 
translated into the question of the redistribution of land. This issue politi-
cally was seen as a pretext for the transformation of the state into a tyr-
anny.16 The call for a redistribution of land was assailed as a pretense of its 
supporters for their attempt to establish a tyranny. Many in the senatorial 
aristocracy saw land reform as a means to change the established order in 
Rome.17 Similar confl icts and similar divisions occurred in Florence.18 The 
conservative and aristocratic factions saw a direct relation between land 
reform and tyranny—that is, their imputation to the popular leaders and 
to the supporters and allies of reform of desiring to establish a tyranny, or 
a regnum in Rome.19

Plutarch’s narrative of the lives of the two brothers, as well as Appian’s 
history of the tribunes’ reforms, are striking in their anticipation or pre-
fi guration of several Machia vellian themes regarding the social determi-
nants of republics, monarchies, and tyrannies. Thus, Plutarch says that 
Tiberius Gracchus, while traveling through Etruria on his way to Spain, 
fi rst became aware of the overall social and economic condition of the 
countryside and could not but note its despoliation and depopulation. Plu-
tarch writes: “But his brother Caius, in a certain pamphlet,20 has written 
that as Tiberius was passing through Tuscany on his way to Numantia, 
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and observed the dearth of inhabitants in the country, and that those who 
tilled its soil or tended its fl ocks there were imported barbarian slaves, 
he then conceived the public policy which was the cause of countless ills 
to the two brothers.”21 And: “The wild beasts of Italy have their dens to 
retire to, but the brave men who spill their blood in her cause have noth-
ing left but air and light. Without homes, without settled habitations, they 
wander from place to place . . . The private soldiers fi ght and die to advance 
the luxury and wealth of the great . . . and they are called the masters of 
the world without having a sod to call their own.”22 And, according to Ap-
pian, Tiberius asks: “Is it not just that what belongs to the people should 
be shared by the people? Is a man with no capacity for fi ghting more useful 
to his country than a soldier? Is a citizen inferior to a slave? Is an alien or 
one who owns some of his country’s soil the best patriot? You have won by 
war most of your possessions, and hope to acquire the rest of the habitable 
globe. . . . [Y]ou should if need be spontaneously and of your own free will 
yield up these lands to those who will rear children for the service of the 
state. Do not sacrifi ce a great thing while striving for a small, especially 
as you are to receive no contemptible compensation for your expenditure 
on the land, in free ownership of 500 jugera secure forever, and in case you 
have sons, of 250 more for each of them.”23 Thus “[C]ertain powerful men 
became extremely rich and the race of slaves [working on their estates and 
lands] multiplied throughout the country, while the Italian people dwin-
dled in numbers and strength, being oppressed by penury, taxes, and mili-
tary service. . . . [T]hey passed their time in idleness, because the land was 
held by the rich, who employed slaves instead of freemen as cultivators.”24 
Appian summarizes the “sedition of the younger Gracchus” in pointing 
out the consequences of the failure: “so the plebeians lost everything, and 
hence resulted in a still further decline in the numbers both of citizens 
and of soldiers, and in the revenue from the land and its distribution. . . . 
the people were reduced to unemployment.”25

Finally, Pliny the Elder attributes the decline of Rome and of the socie-
tas italiana it established to the emergence and growth of the latifundia, 
which, he says, were the “ruin of Italy,”26 whose origin, Cicero says, was 
due to the violence, purchase, or enclosure of vacant lands by a few, who 
added fi eld to fi eld in their quest for greater acquisitions.27

It is noteworthy that these passages parallel and underline comments 
Machia velli makes regarding the social, economic, and cultural under-
pinnings of republican government, especially passages regarding the re-
lation between equality and republic, and regarding the nature and role 
of “gentlemen.” The weakening and progressive disintegration of the free 
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peasant- farmer as a social group and as a political factor, as well as the 
simultaneous growth in the number of slaves and the consequent impor-
tance of slave labor to the economy, describe a social and economic struc-
ture that Machia velli sees as both antithetical and inimical to republican 
rule. Plutarch, Appian, and Pliny describe social and political conditions 
in Roman Italy that parallel conditions in parts of Italy at the time of the 
secretary’s writings. Machia velli’s discussion of social structures of the 
various Italian states is a trenchant critique of peninsular politics, as well 
as a close analysis of the social bases of various kinds of politics.

Machia velli outlines the social and economic framework that under-
lies political structures in Discourses 1.55. He praises the liberty and the 
civic virtue of the German cities of northern Europe. He compares them 
to the Romans of Camillus’s time and attributes to both peoples qualities 
of “goodness,” “honesty,” and religious sincerity, habits of mind and de-
meanor that are much more admired “in these times” because infrequent. 
Two major reasons are given. One is the relative isolation of the free cities 
that makes them less tempted by corruption. It is signifi cant that Machia-
velli compares the goodness and civic virtues of the Germans to those of 
the Roman republic during the period of Camillus. The fi gure of Camil-
lus embodies two important political themes: the republican and constitu-
tional dictatorship as a means of maintaining and restoring the republic, 
and the admission or cooptation of plebeians to the consulship.28 In both 
cases Camillus is seen as the second founder of Rome, as the reformer who 
reconstituted the state both internally (by granting the plebs the right to 
the consulate) and externally (by defeating Rome’s enemies). This is the 
era where Rome underwent invasion and burning by the Gauls, a period 
where the republic had to be reconstituted and was thus “brought back 
toward its beginnings”29 by the violence the Gauls forced on the republic 
as well as by the imperium militiae (military power) exercised by Camil-
lus. Camillus rejuvenated the customs and laws of the Romans and rees-
tablished a republic devastated by social confl ict and by the Gallic pillage 
of Rome. The Gracchi intended to rejuvenate the laws and mores of the 
Romans and to reestablish a republic that was being destroyed by an inter-
nal enemy, extreme wealth and luxury that, like acids, were corroding the 
political institutions of the republic.

The second reason given for the political and moral strength of the Ger-
mans is the absence of “lords and gentlemen” and the prevalence of “com-
plete equality” in their territory. These are put to “death as the beginners 
of corruption and the cause of all evil.” Gentlemen are a class “who with-
out working live in luxury on the returns from their landed possessions, 
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without paying any attention either to agriculture or any other occupation 
for making a living. . . . [and they] are dangerous in every republic and in 
every country, but still more dangerous are they who, besides the afore-
said fortunes, command castles [signori di castella] and have subjects who 
obey them.” The language here is noteworthy in its resemblance to Ap-
pian’s description of the conditions in Italy that sparked the confl ict over 
the Gracchian policies: “Thus certain powerful men became extremely 
rich and the race of slaves [working on their estates and lands] multiplied 
throughout the country, while the Italian people dwindled in numbers and 
strength, being oppressed by penury, taxes, and military service. If they 
had any respite from these evils they passed their time in idleness, be-
cause the land was held by the rich, who employed slaves instead of free-
men as cultivators.”30

Machia velli’s “gentlemen” and “lords” live through the labor of their 
“inferiors,” and “pass their time in idleness,” and as such they are “hostile 
to every form of free government.” In the Papal States, the Kingdom of 
Naples, Lombardy, and the Romagna, where gentlemen and lords prevail, 
it is impossible to introduce a free republic. What is needed is the force 
and the power of a “mano regia,” or kingly power, to control and to check 
the overweening ambition, greed, and corruption of the idle nobility and 
aristocracy. On the other hand, if indeed one would attempt to introduce 
a republic in such places it is necessary to “wipe them all out” in order 
to establish conditions conducive to equality and liberty. In this chapter 
Machia velli discusses equality and inequality as the differential socioeco-
nomic characteristics that provide the framework for republican politics. 
He outlines what in contemporary language amounts to an embryonic po-
litical sociology of power and political regimes.

In effect, the progressive depopulation of the countryside, the accom-
panying impoverishment and elimination of independent peasants as a 
class, and the consequent increase in large estates dependent upon slave 
or some other kind of dependent labor posed a direct and ultimately fatal 
threat to the free republic. Machia velli establishes a direct relationship 
between free labor and free political institutions in the same way that he 
establishes a direct relationship between dependent labor and domination.

Machia velli criticizes the Gracchi for their impatience and for resus-
citating public and legal rights to land that had long remained dormant. 
This impatience initiated the long period of destructive political confl ict 
and civil wars. The Gracchi may answer that speed and audacity were nec-
essary precisely because the social foundations were being increasingly 
undermined. The confl ict of the people and the great that Machia velli saw 
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as the basis and motive force of republican liberty had, by the time of the 
Gracchi, degenerated into intraelite squabbles within the ruling oligarchy, 
one now made up of both patricians and plebeians. Thus the cleavage that 
to Machia velli provided the dynamic for republican politics no longer ex-
isted and had been transformed into power struggles among the nobility 
and the Senate themselves.31 The difference in the type of confl ict is seen 
in the transformation of the tribunate from its revolutionary origins as the 
defender and shield of the plebs’ liberty and civil rights to a mere vehicle 
for the conservation of the power and privileges of the Senate and of the 
great.

In the same way that Machia velli criticizes relations of domination 
obtaining in the Papal States and other parts of Italy, the Gracchi establish 
a relation between the sociopolitical and economic desertifi cation of the 
countryside and the growing immiseration of the urban plebs in Rome. 
As a result the bipolarity of opposition and confl ict between the few and 
the many that underlies the institutions of the Roman republic undergoes 
a slow but cumulative and decisive change. The debility and weakening 
of the plebs upset the political balance and made possible the moral and 
sociocultural corruption of all levels of society. In this sense Tiberius 
and Gaius tried in their own way to attack the very roots of the corrup-
tion, decadence, and inequality that prevailed throughout Italy. They saw 
slave labor driving out and destroying free labor, which to them meant 
that the social, economic, and cultural bases of Italy, and therefore of the 
Roman army, could no longer sustain the political structures of the re-
public. Thus they proposed to distribute to the poor—both of Rome, the 
municipia, the Roman colonies and of the socii—land taken from the rich 
who had unjustly acquired it from the ager publicus. There is no doubt 
from which group the land was to be taken, the rich and the great, and 
there is no doubt to whom it was to be given, to the poor and the common 
people, the purpose of which was to refound and to rejuvenate a class of 
free peasant- farmers and simultaneously reverse the increasing numbers 
of slave- dominated agricultural enterprises.

Yet Machia velli’s words in chapter 37 of the Discourses appear to ques-
tion the merit of the Gracchi reforms, and this is the crux of Machia velli’s 
apparent critique of the Gracchi: “to attempt to take away an irregularity 
that has grown serious in a republic, and for the sake of this to make a law 
that looks far into the past, is a badly considered decision; . . . it does noth-
ing else than to hasten the evil toward which that irregularity is taking 
you. But if you delay, either the evil comes later, or before it comes to its 
completion, with time it disappears of itself.” This is a remarkable judg-
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ment on the Gracchi: Machia velli advises them to be cautious, prudent, 
and dilatory. Inaction is better than action. This counsel directly contra-
dicts Machia velli’s many other observations in which he privileges activ-
ity over passivity, praises audacity and decisiveness as crucial elements of 
virtù. To him it is better to act than not to act, even if action were to result 
in failure. Thus in The Prince in his discussion of fortuna he insists that 
fortune favors the young, who are more audacious, more passionate, and 
more fi erce.32

Machia velli distinguishes between two kinds of confl ict: one is the 
confl ict and struggle for “positions of honor”—that is, for political offices 
and magistracies and for an expanded and more inclusive political partici-
pation, and thus effectively for inclusion into the Senate. The other is the 
confl ict characterized by property rights, wealth, and most especially the 
confl ict over the distribution of the spoils and booty taken by the army 
from the defeated enemy. The more the republic expanded and acquired 
territory and spoils the more the distribution of the spoils of victory be-
came a question and a factor in republican confl icts. These two kinds of 
confl ict have different aims and scope, but though separable nevertheless 
they became entangled and intertwined over the course of their develop-
ment. The Struggle of the Orders, the yielding of political office and politi-
cal power to the people, was ended “without great disturbance” and, ac-
cording to Machia velli, greatly expanded the sphere of liberty and greatly 
expanded the rule and dominions of the republic. Machia velli looks favor-
ably on this confl ict and in many places in the Discourses discusses its 
development and its consequences on the institutions of the republic. In 
fact, these institutions are the product of these confl icts. Thus the devel-
opment of political institutions is coextensive with the development of 
political confl icts.

In Discourses 1.4 Machia velli makes the famous assertion that the 
“discord between the people and the Roman Senate made that republic 
free and powerful.” To him dissensions, quarrels, and “noise” were not in-
jurious but were rather productive of liberty and growth. “[F]rom the Tar-
quins to the Gracchi, more than three hundred years, the dissensions in 
Rome rarely caused exile and very rarely bloodshed.” But Livy shows that 
the land question became a cause of dissension as the republic expanded 
and narrates an episode where a consul early on was killed because he pro-
posed land reform.

The problem for Machia velli emerges with the second type of confl ict, 
that between the rich and the poor over property and the distribution of 
the ever- expanding ager publicus. Machia velli shows considerable ambiva-
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lence and uncertainty regarding class confl ict. On the one hand, there is 
a constant refrain about the dangers of greed and an almost regretful de-
scription of the unavoidable propensity of the human appetite for wealth, 
property, and riches, an appetite difficult to keep in check and to counter-
balance: indeed, what will counteract and check the power of property, 
if not property itself? The ambition of the nobles and of the rich must be 
checked, even “crushed,” for the sake of the city, yet the appetite for prop-
erty makes this exceedingly difficult.

IV

What is Machia velli actually saying when he criticizes the Gracchi for 
their impetuosity in resurrecting the agrarian controversy? Is the critique 
real, or merely apparent? Or both—that is to say, does the apparent cri-
tique lead to an interpretation of the reforms that is both more radical 
and more favorable to the Gracchi? They should have anticipated the re-
action of their opponents, and so they should not have brought the issue 
to the level of violent confl ict without fi rst preparing their party and an-
ticipating the violent response of their opponents, that is, without fi rst 
making preparations for the arming of the common people. It should be 
noted that Machia velli praises their intentions but criticizes their meth-
ods. What other methods would have been available? The Gracchi tried 
various procedural and institutional devices within the confi nes of con-
stitutional practice, though they may have used some tactics that seemed 
unusual and novel (and thus revolutionary) to their opponents. One sig-
nifi cant political strategy not used is arming the people. If so, what would 
it mean for a tribune of the plebs to acquire arms? One possible meaning 
is that to be armed is to command and to lead an army. Yet a tribune does 
not have imperium, and his power is valid and legitimate only within the 
pomerium (the sacred boundaries) of the city. For a tribune to acquire arms 
is to violate both his office and the principle that military authority is 
exercised outside the city boundary. A second possible meaning of being 
armed is organizing the urban plebs into an armed private force to be de-
ployed against the senatorial faction. This latter method is precisely what 
was used against the Gracchi.

Sheldon Wolin long ago observed that Machia velli’s politics issues 
from his “discovery of the mass.”33 There are various ways to understand 
Wolin. One meaning is that the “people” are central to a postmedieval 
politics, in the sense that it provides both the ground and the background 
of modern politics. Another is that Machia velli recognized the decisive 
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character of the “mass” once it is organized, focused, and concentrated. 
The attitude toward the popular masses, his conviction that they are cen-
tral to modern politics and are the sine qua non of republican politics, is 
fundamental to the understanding of Machia velli’s politics. “The opinion 
of the people”—its formation, organization, development, direction, and 
deployment—is decisive.34 Wolin’s observation, though true, is not strictly 
correct, because the Roman nobility recognized the irrepressible force of 
the people once it is given a conscious direction. Roman politics, both in 
its republican and in its early imperial phases, is based on the popular 
masses. Without them there would have been no republican politics, nor 
would there have been an Augustan principate. (It should be pointed out 
that Augustus is the type of new prince whose power rests on the “friend-
ship of the people.”)35 Machia velli rediscovered the power of the people 
through his “continual study” of the ancients.36 And it is the recognition 
of the force of the masses in politics that led the Gracchi to pursue their 
reforms. They understood the intimate connection between land reform, 
manpower/population, military strength, and ultimately the political 
health of the republic. Without the popular masses republican politics 
could not continue, nor for that matter could imperial expansion, upon 
which the safety and liberty of the republic depended.37

The Gracchi understood this connection and were concerned that it 
was about to be severed and that some remedy would be necessary. At 
the same time, Tiberius Gracchus was not the only one, or even the fi rst, 
to raise the issue of land, manpower, and liberty. Laelius, close friend of 
Scipio Aemilianus and member of the Scipionic Circle celebrated by Cic-
ero in De re publica, some years earlier than 133 BCE broached a proposal 
for land reform, only to abandon it because of strong opposition on the part 
of the senatorial conservatives. It is for this that Laelius was dubbed sapi-
ens.38 Metellus Macedonicus delivered a speech in 131 BCE in which he 
discussed population decline and urged an increase in the birth rate.39 Ap-
pian says that “what Gracchus had in his mind in proposing the measure 
was not money, but men.”40 What Gracchus had in mind was a program he 
thought would restore the balance between the rich and the poor, between 
the few and the many. It is this balance that to Machia velli established 
and maintained both republican liberty and republican empire. This ques-
tion of balance is fundamental: it underlies the political discussion and 
the political project as understood by Machia velli. It is what Machia velli 
recognized as his novel contribution to politics, his new modes and orders 
as well as his striking out in dangerous and as yet unexplored paths.41

The struggle over the Gracchi reforms revealed a fundamental arca-
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num imperii embedded within the republican constitution, one which, 
though ever present and dormant, had not yet been recognized: the popu-
lar assemblies possessed an intrinsic power that remained to be tapped 
and wielded against the senate and the nobility. It is this that generated the 
violent and fanatical reaction of the nobility in their attempts to thwart 
the reforms. The reforms themselves were not merely or solely agrarian 
and economic. They must be seen as an ensemble of measures that when 
taken together constituted a fundamentally political program and pointed 
to the renovation of the Roman republic. Gaius Gracchus is reputed to 
have wanted to pass a tribunician law that would have mandated a novel 
restructuring of the Centuriate Assembly wherein the centuries of all fi ve 
classes into which it was divided would have voted in an order determined 
by lot, rather than by property, as was customary.42 If this law had passed 
this assembly would have been radically transformed from an upper- class 
bastion to an assembly controlled by the popular masses. Gaius also at-
tempted to overhaul the courts and make them more responsible; he tried 
to deter or to prevent the ruling class from using the courts for its own 
political ends and to eliminate opponents it feared or deemed dangerous.43 
For example, any magistrate who infl icted a capital sentence on a citizen 
without the specifi c authority of the people would himself be subject to a 
capital prosecution; in the same way, any senator or magistrate who tried 
to corrupt a capital court, or who attempted to set up a capital court with-
out the people’s authority, would be liable to capital prosecution. Thus, 
though the people gave power to the magistrates, and though the Senate 
had its own role to play, Gaius’s legislation attempted to provide further 
controls on the abuse of its powers.

But what is more signifi cant is the reinvigoration and renewal of the 
powers of the tribunes of the plebs as wielded by the Gracchi. Machia-
velli and Cicero see the tribunate as the characteristic signature of Roman 
politics: the fi rst sees it as the mark of republican liberty, the second as the 
expression of Roman political instability and ultimate decline.44 The use 
of the tribunate and the concilium plebis (as well as the comitia tributa, 
which almost amounted to the same thing) to legislate reforms as a reac-
tion to the hostility of the conservatives in the Senate sparked intense and 
violent opposition. This opposition attempted to check the Gracchi by us-
ing tribunes who supported the senatorial nobility to veto their actions in 
the assembly of the people. In response, Tiberius invoked the powers of the 
assembly to defi ne, or to redefi ne, the powers of the tribune and to enforce 
the assembly’s powers over the office of the tribune. His rationale was that 
a tribune of the people has the obligation to act in the interest of the plebs, 
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and failing such a duty, the plebs have a right to remove him from office. 
As Appian puts it, Tiberius asked the comitia “to determine whether a 
tribune who was acting contrary to the people’s interest could continue to 
hold office.”45

Thus, during the struggle for the reform laws within the popular as-
sembly of the concilium plebis Tiberius appealed to the people to remove 
from the tribunate M. Octavius, his obstructive colleague, who supported 
the conservative senatorial aristocracy, due to the latter’s persistent veto 
of Tiberius’s measures. First, Octavius’s repeated use of his veto to pre-
vent Tiberius from enacting his laws in the assembly of the people was un-
precedented. No tribune had persistently blocked a plebiscitum since 287. 
Polybius, a friend of Scipio Aemilianus, Laelius, and their circle, writing 
fi fteen years before 133 BCE, asserts that “a tribune is always duty- bound 
to act in accordance with the people’s wishes, and above all to make what 
the people want his aim.”46 Though the tribunate by this time was no lon-
ger the revolutionary office it had once been, having been transformed into 
an instrument of the elite to control both magistrates and the people, Poly-
bius nevertheless shows that “making what the [people] want his object” 
was still a powerful political method.47 Octavius’s opposition was funda-
mental: in over 150 years no tribune had so acted against a plebiscitum. 
And, as Cicero notes, it was this unrelenting opposition that destroyed 
Gracchus.48

The action of Tiberius in deposing an elected tribune of the plebs poses 
interesting questions regarding the functions and prerogatives of a tri-
bune, and whether the office possessed the discretionary power to act in 
ways contrary to the majority of the people when assembled and to act in 
ways deemed by them as supporting the senatorial and aristocratic fac-
tions.49 The situation anticipates, ante litteram, as it were, Burke’s distinc-
tion between a delegate and a representative, and brings up the problem of 
the meaning and import of a mandate imposed by an elected magistrate’s 
constituencies.50 The confl ict attendant upon economic and agrarian re-
form led ineluctably to the confl ict over the political prerogatives of the 
concilium plebis and, by extension, to the confl ict over the proper powers 
and authority of the tribune of the plebs. It was this attempt to rejuvenate 
and to renew the political autonomy and moral integrity of the tribunate 
that led to violence and bloodshed. The confl ict exposed and posed the 
basic question of what the essential and defi ning characteristic of the tri-
bunate is—that is, that a tribune qua tribune embodies and represents the 
interests of the plebs.
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The efforts of the Gracchi to push their program, and the correspond-
ing efforts of the nobility to thwart and to circumvent them, forced the 
novel institutional tactic of going to the assembly of the people. Yet, at the 
same time, their failure showed that the assemblies were not quite mature 
and stable, and were often fi ckle and easily manipulated.51

V

In the Gracchian reforms we have the coming together of a variety of is-
sues, programs, and forces. There is, of course, the economic issue, the 
distribution of land, which is linked to the repopulation of the country-
side with an independent peasantry, which is linked to the reform of the 
legions, all of which, fi nally, are linked to political reform. Tiberius, and 
especially Gaius, initiated substantial reforms, a signifi cant number of 
which were not limited to land. These reforms aimed at renovating the 
political and military institutions of the republic.

The failure of the reforms recalls Machia velli’s discussion of innova-
tion and renovation in chapter 6 of the The Prince: “there is nothing more 
difficult to plan or uncertain of success or more dangerous to carry out 
than an attempt to introduce new institutions, because the introducer has 
as his enemies all those who profi t from the old institutions, and has as 
lukewarm defenders all those who will profi t from the new institutions.” 
During the struggle with Gaius Gracchus the Senate eventually resorted 
to the ultimate degree and directed the consul Opimius to use whatever 
method was necessary to preserve the state.52 Precisely because the sena-
torial aristocracy had “the laws on their side,” and precisely because under 
the law the consul possessed imperium (the legal power to command and 
to coerce), it was relatively simple to use force and violence against a popu-
lar faction led by a tribune lacking imperium.53

Here Machia velli neatly captures the problem faced by the Gracchi: 
their opponents had the force of accumulated custom, practice, and pres-
tige for support, whereas they attempted to resuscitate a constitutional 
order that over time had come into disuse; they thus appeared, and were 
deliberately cast by the conservatives, as radical and contrary to constitu-
tional order. To repeat Machia velli’s analysis: “to attempt to take away an 
irregularity that has grown serious in a republic, and for the sake of this to 
make a law that looks far into the past, is a badly considered decision.”54 
The irregularity has become an ancient and accepted (at least on the part 
of the senatorial aristocracy) custom of the city. It is dangerous to inquire 
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into the ways and means by which this irregularity has become a usage, 
so that a new law that attempts to remedy the irregularity by “looking far 
backward” is now dangerous and “productive of discord.”

In the same chapter 6 Machia velli discusses armed and unarmed 
prophets, where the former succeed and the latter fail. Machia velli notes 
that persuasion, belief, and the arts of oratory are important to organize 
and direct a given social group or people. But persuasion and rhetoric, or 
the human part of the centaur as Machia velli pointed out in chapter 18, 
are not sufficient. Force and the animal part of the centaur are required, 
so that when the people no longer believe, they can be made to believe by 
force.

The Gracchi established a pattern that runs throughout the last cen-
tury of the republic—reformers using the popular assemblies against the 
Senate and the nobility, which invariably ended in failure until Marius 
and Sulla discovered the use of the legions in republican politics.55 First 
Marius, and then Sulla in response to Marius, cut the Gordian knot, called 
on their legions, and brought the military into the civil confl ict—one 
which had initially taken place within the political and civil space of the 
republic. Force and violence had been used in the past, and not only during 
the Gracchi period. But this was violence among civilians within the city. 
Marius introduced military force into the political and civil strife. Thus 
a crucial arcanum imperii was uncovered: the centrality of the army to 
internal struggles, to be used for and against the Senate and the commons. 
The question of the army recalls Machia velli’s discussion of “la mano re-
gia”—how is the necessity for a monarchy obviated?56 Can an argument be 
made that the Gracchi wanted to stop, or reverse, a process that would lead 
to a tyranny either of one or of the few, precisely the opposite of what their 
opponents accused them of trying to institute?

Ascribing the decline of liberty and the rise of tyranny to the Grac-
chian reforms seems somewhat unusual for Machia velli, who is ever 
ready to argue against “all writers” and who relishes his presumptuous-
ness in putting forth unconventional interpretations of the past. Why 
would Machia velli assume that the attempt to initiate reforms sparked 
the decline? Why assume that a policy of procrastination and risk avoid-
ance would not have contributed to decline? This is another way of asking 
whether decline was inevitable or if a Gracchian reformation could have 
forestalled or prevented civil war and downfall.

What Machia velli says in chapter 9 of The Prince is instructive. Here 
Machia velli discusses the confl ict between the many and the few, the 
people and the great, as the foundation of politics, and recommends that 
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a prince base his power on the support of the people. A new prince, in con-
trast to the hereditary prince, must organize and use the people in their 
confl ict against the few and great, and he must devise means by which he 
attains and maintains the “friendship of the people.” He argues against 
those who criticize the people and responds to the criticism “He who 
builds on the people builds on mud” by making a distinction between two 
kinds of princes. The fi rst is one who is “deceived” by the people, as the 
Gracchi were in Rome. And the second is a prince “who can command,” 
who possesses virtù (that is, a “stout- hearted man,” who has “courage” 
and “management”) and therefore “keeps up the spirit of the masses, he 
is never deceived by them, but receives assurance that he has made his 
foundations strong.” In the Discourses Machia velli also argues against 
those who criticize the people for their inconstancy, unpredictability, and 
irrationality. In comparing princes to people he fi nds the latter more hon-
est, constant, and wise, and capable of judgement and resolution.57 A “good 
man worthy of trust” is able to persuade the people to act prudently and 
to make the necessary decisions.58 In what way did the Gracchi fail in the 
organization and direction of their followers? In what way did the Grac-
chi lack these qualities? Does Machia velli believe they should never have 
attempted what they attempted? Or perhaps he is suggesting that reforms 
would have been successful if the Gracchi had been better prepared in the 
organization, direction, and deployment of the people. But what is a prince 
“who can command”? Command the people within the city? Or command 
an army in the fi eld? Yet, as we said above, to bring a fi eld army into the 
city, in the manner of a Sulla, is to vitiate the republican order.

This notion of commanding is related to what Machia velli says in 
chapter 6 of The Prince, in which he contrasts a prince who uses both per-
suasion and force with a prince who lacks the latter. A prince needs the 
ability to compel, so that when people no longer believe, they can be made 
to believe by force. Machia velli’s discussion of the lion and the fox, and 
of the centaur, in chapter 18 addresses similar themes. Thus “command” 
here means establishing the social, economic, and political conditions 
within which the people will not choose not to obey. This is the problem 
Machia velli sees with Gracchian politics: though they recognize the im-
portance of the popular masses, and though they attempt to use the people 
against the conservatives in the Senate and in the nobility, they were not 
able to maintain this support, nor were they able to undermine the power 
and the resources of their senatorial opponents. The latter were better or-
ganized and better armed, and also more determined and willing to resort 
to extraconstitutional—and to extraordinary—methods. Is what befell 
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the Gracchi similar to what happened to Savonarola, in that they were 
not armed prophets? Yet Marius, Sulla, Pompey, and Caesar were indeed 
armed, and precisely because they were armed they succeeded in pushing 
through land laws and colony laws that favored their own legionaries. But 
if this is the case, then Machia velli would seem to undermine his own 
analysis of the origins and sociopolitical bases of the Caesarian dictator-
ship and of the principate that emerged from it.

The Struggle of the Orders, the patricians and the plebeians, is con-
cluded with the admission of the plebeian order into the political system. 
Thus individuals within the plebs, talented, ambitious, wealthy, can now 
participate in the electoral struggle for power and become leaders of the 
republic. The official and formal designation of the Roman state was “The 
Senate and the People of Rome,” Senatus Populusque Romanus, which 
means that the Senate and, especially, the consulship are now open to 
plebeians.59 But this does not mean that the distinction between leaders 
and people, leaders and followers, and elite and people is eliminated. The 
polarity is radically changed and given a new basis: from the confl ict be-
tween the few and the many to a confl ict among diverse leaders and dy-
nasts. The change occurs on two levels, the political and the social. On 
the fi rst, the office of tribune is now an instrument of the elites, and on 
the second, the confl ict between the few and the many is transmogrifi ed 
and translated into a factional and power struggle within the ruling class.

The problem of the Gracchi is the problem of the tribunate. The Grac-
chian reform program, its economic provisions as well as its political re-
forms, cannot be understood without placing it within the changed role 
of the tribunes and the realignment of their functions with respect to the 
Senate and the plebs.

The fact is that the Senate eventually absorbed, or coopted, the tribu-
nate. And the cooptation was made possible because the tribunes lost their 
original constituency. The plebeian elite, whose claims and rights were 
promoted and defended by the tribunes, had been assimilated into the rul-
ing class. They were now members of the ruling class and of the nobil-
ity of office and of the Senate. The cooptation of the plebeian leadership 
was signaled by the tribunes’ admission to the Senate and their partici-
pation in its deliberations. As members of the Senate their role changed 
from defenders of the plebs to defenders of the establishment. In the same 
way that the Senate asked magistrates to propose bills and legislation be-
fore the assemblies of the people, so too it could use the tribunes to put 
legislation before the assembly of the plebs. It is the declawing of the tri-
bunate that the Gracchi attempted to remedy, and it is their attempt to re-



 Machiavelli and the Gracchi 253

store the popular character of its power that made their reforms anathema 
to the aristocratic opposition.

VI

To sum up: Machia velli’s attitude toward the Gracchi should now be a bit 
clearer. It is more sympathetic than it appears, especially when compared 
to that of the ancient writers. It assumes that letting things go on as they 
have in the past (that is, let the law regarding the ager publicus continue 
to be violated because the practice has now become a custom) is only ap-
parently more constructive, or at least less destructive, to republican sta-
bility. By following custom and allowing things to remain as they are, the 
disparity in wealth will continue to increase, which, in turn, would de-
stroy the balance between the few and the many. Yet by audaciously ac-
cepting risk, by initiating social and political reforms, new conditions may 
give rise to the opportunity to establish the republic on new foundations.

Machia velli throughout his writings is fond of using “nevertheless” 
as a way of expressing his opposition to conventional opinion and to the 
writers of the past. And in the case of the Gracchi he appears to stay pretty 
close to the judgement of his sources, Cicero, Appian, and especially Plu-
tarch. He follows Plutarch in praising the Gracchi, yet he also offers ad-
vice post res in suggesting political and strategic methods in dealing with 
the senatorial nobility. When he says that “these troubles were started by 
the Gracchi, whose intention should be praised above their prudence,” the 
observation reveals a sharp awareness of the political context in which the 
Gracchi and their opponents confronted each other. He does not say that 
their prudence should not be praised but that the intention should be 
praised above their prudence. Thus a hierarchy is established: fi rst the in-
tention, then the prudence, so that therefore both the intention and the 
prudence are praised. The language is careful and indirect, and it reveals 
Machia velli’s sympathy and understanding for the Gracchi’s attempt to 
“initiate a new order of things.”
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C h a p t e r  T e n

Machia velli, the Republic, and 
the Financial Crisis

Jérémie Barthas

Shepherds were to be more aware of their sheep than of wolves. Traiano 

Boccalini (1612)

From 1498 to 1512, Niccolò Machia velli served a republic that consti-
tuted a particularly interesting experience for the understanding of an 

early stage of what, in the wake of World War I, Rudolf Goldscheid iden-
tifi ed as the central problem of the academic discipline he attempted to 
promote: namely the connection between the development of democratic 
institutions and the forms of public debt. According to the Austrian father 
of fi scal sociology, certain systems of public debt allow groups of credi-
tors to form a “caricature of the State, the State within the State”: “only a 
State forced to live from hand to mouth and deprived of sufficient funds to 
meet even the most urgent social needs on its own remains at the mercy 
of private capital.”1 Now, in a mature democracy Goldscheid thought there 
should be no place for a “State within the State.” In this regard, Machia-
velli’s remote epoch conceals something rather untimely, which needs 
to be carefully considered. At the time of the Great Council of Florence 
(1494– 1512), the question of the interaction between fi nancial system, 
political order, and social structures had indeed led certain actors to de-
velop original political programs, in an effort to establish the republic’s 
autonomy from fi nancial power. Machia velli, in his quality of secretary 
and second chancellor of the republic, set out to achieve this goal, putting 
forward a highly controversial project of mass conscription.

The critique of a mercenary- based military system is a central issue 
in Machia velli’s works, from his early writings, when he was in charge 
of the Second Chancery, up to his major ones, written once he had been 
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discharged from offices. In his latter works—the ones following the aristo-
cratic coup of August 1512—the critique of political and economical elites 
is conducted with a vehemence that largely explains the singular position 
occupied by Machia velli, after fi ve centuries, within the history of politi-
cal thought, as the author of a “plebeian philosophy.”2 In The Prince, the 
Discourses on the First Ten Books of Titus Livy as well as the Florentine 
Histories, he clearly states the need to protect the majority against the 
wealthy minority and to restrain the “desire” of domination of the elites 
(i grandi).3 In his dialogue on the Art of War, the only major work that 
he sent to print in his lifetime, he allows himself to state as a general 
rule that “the unarmed rich man is the reward of the poor soldier.”4 The 
Machia vellian concept of “people in arms” actually leads to an undoing 
of the knot between a military system based on mercenary forces and a fi -
nancial system based on public credit, which the fi nancial aristocracy had 
made the main asset of their political and economic hegemony.

The above mentioned general rule points straightaway to the connec-
tion between the critique of the military system and the critique of the 
power elite. This connection needs therefore to be clarifi ed further, by 
considering the power relations that underlie the management of public 
debt. But a certain distancing is required in order to develop this analysis. 
I will start by presenting the main chronological coordinates and inter-
pretative paradigms that place Machia velli into historical context. Sub-
sequently, I will investigate the transformation of the political and insti-
tutional system at the heart of which his concept of “people in arms” has 
been developed, taking part in a redefi nition of the relationships between 
fi nancial debt and political sovereignty. What was at stake was nothing 
less than an attempt to suppress those political powers to which the aris-
tocracy of government bond holders considered themselves entitled.

I

In the autumn of 1494, the French invasion of Italy allowed the Florentines 
to free themselves from the “tyranny” of the Medici family. On Decem-
ber 23, they instituted the Great Council of Florence, a form of direct de-
mocracy and the most “democratic” political system in the Western world 
since ancient Athens right up to the French Revolution, both in terms 
of the amount of citizens participating in the sovereign authority and of 
the extension of the powers that they collectively shared. In the follow-
ing years, the most signifi cant issues remained the defi nition of the rules 
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that determined the relationships between the various public authorities, 
as well as the modes of election of their members. As a consequence, for 
instance, a major reformation of the electoral system was introduced in 
May 1499. In this new system, in order to broaden the distribution of a 
great number of public offices, random draw played a greater role. No less 
signifi cant, at that time, were the issues of tax reform—specifi cally, the 
institution of a new form of direct and progressive taxation—and of public 
debt management.5 With the institution of the Great Council, which also 
had the power to ratify laws relating to fi nances, the “fi nancial oligarchy” 
lost the monopoly over public fi nances. Over the following years, the great 
creditors of the republic would fi ght to reestablish that hegemony. Alto-
gether, the extraordinary experience of a “democratic” republic was rela-
tively brief. In August 1512, a coup d’état backed by the Spanish military 
power led to the restoration of the Medici regime in Florence. This was 
overthrown again in 1527, a few weeks before Machia velli’s death. But in 
1530, with the military defeat of Florence by the imperial troops, the aris-
tocratic counterrevolution triumphed. The Great Council was put down 
once again and for all, and the oldest republican institutions were quickly 
dismantled in favor of monarchical ones.

With the advent of the Medici’s hereditary monarchy (officially a 
duchy and then a grand duchy, from 1532 to 1737) and with the classifying 
of the atheist Machia velli in the fi rst ranks of the 1559 Index (the Catholic 
Church’s list of prohibited books), an ideological wall of silence descended 
on the experience of Florence without the Medici. Up until the eigh-
teenth century, the publications that mentioned it, such as the History 
of the City of Florence by Jacopo Nardi, posthumously published in 1582, 
were more than rare. Even Francesco Guicciardini’s writings, which il-
lustrated Florence’s internal political situation during those years did not 
leave the family archives until the second half of the nineteenth century. 
Guicciardini, himself a member of the Florentine aristocracy, defended a 
perspective that was hostile to the popular forces, and the opposite vision 
still struggles to come out today. Even Machia velli, perhaps the political 
theorist most favorable to popular government, has received a greater at-
tention for the new interpretation of republican Rome’s history that he 
had put forward in The Discourses on Livy. However, this work’s praise of 
the virtues of the “tumults between the nobles and the plebs”6 of Rome ap-
peared to his contemporaries as a direct response to the criticism put for-
ward by the opponents of the Great Council of Florence. Indeed, in his last 
project of constitutional reform, Machia velli had invited Cardinal  Giulio 
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de’ Medici—de facto prince of Florence—to reestablish this pillar of the 
people’s republic, giving it the “widest”7 authority, which it had had until 
the coup of 1512.

Nevertheless, Machia velli’s image remains largely defi ned by the fact 
that The Prince is dedicated to Lorenzo de’ Medici, grandson of the Mag-
nifi cent. Relying perhaps on the contradiction between the mediocre per-
sonality of the dedicatee and the ambition of the project that Machia velli 
submitted to him—namely to liberate Italy from the barbarians, and the 
people of Florence and of Tuscany from the oppression of the grandi—Rous-
seau’s hypothesis of an ironic or satiric intention within The Prince still 
fi nds today some sophisticated defenders, notwithstanding Hegel’s histori-
cist objection and the risk of losing sight of the serious and solemn charac-
ter of the project.8 Yet the classic historicist interpretations of Machia velli 
have presented him as the theorist of the “necessity” of the passage from 
republic to principality, sometimes portraying him as a man of a court 
society that, in Florence, was established several years after his death.9 
This retrospective illusion forces him to conform, on one side, with the 
ideology promoted by the partisans of the Medici’s absolutism after 153010 
and, on the other side, with those common representations of the genesis 
of the modern state that hinge on the process of monarchic centralization. 
Florence’s adverse experience with the Great Council remains thus banal-
ized and carried on for a negligible period, as a simple parenthesis within 
the long- lasting era of Medicean power. Yet it represents a unique case for 
the analysis of the relations between the management of public fi nances 
and the defi nition of new political programs in “democratic” context. The 
presence of Machia velli, an inescapable reference for Western culture for 
fi ve centuries, makes it even more special.

While Machia velli fi nds a place within the great narrative of the gen-
esis of the modern state only at the price of simplistic interpretations of 
The Prince, his political theory is informed by nothing more than the ex-
perience of the years 1494– 1512. Although from a low social extraction, 
and one of the many excluded from active citizenship, in June 1498 the Re-
public of the Great Council elevated Machia velli to the summit of its high 
administration. His appointment marks an additional effort to break with 
the ancien régime of the Medici.11 As “chancellor and secretary of the Sec-
ond Chancery,” Machia velli was chief of the high administration division 
responsible for territorial affairs. As a consequence, he was also appointed 
secretary of the Ten of War, the office in charge of internal security and 
defense, as well as of police, justice, and the control of public agents in 
the territories. The perception of what the Florentine ex- secretary, in the 
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dedication to The Prince, called his long experience with modern things, 
has nevertheless been dominated, since the end of the nineteenth century, 
by the observation of his diplomatic service, starting from his legations 
to Italian and foreign princes. The internal history of the Republic of the 
Great Council—and specifi cally the activity of Machia velli’s territories, 
which is nowadays better documented12—still needs to be examined in 
depth in order to appreciate the signifi cance of one of the most impor-
tant concepts of the Florentine secretary, namely that of “people in arms.” 
Several weeks before announcing the writing of The Prince, Machia velli 
wrote to Francesco Vettori: “for you need to understand this: that the best 
armies are those of the armed populations.”13 Machia velli was in fact be-
hind the making of the law—adopted by the Great Council on December 6, 
1506, with a majority of 841 votes against 317—that formally instituted 
the recruitment of the peasant populations under Florence’s jurisdiction, 
and soon became secretary of the office in charge of administrating this 
new army of conscripts (the Nine of the Militia), while maintaining his 
roles as secretary of the Ten of War and head of the Second Chancery.14

Now, at the heart of the history of the age of the Great Council, we 
fi nd two major confl icts, both generated by the same driving force and 
fi nding a common symptom in a “fi nancial crisis.”15 These were, namely, 
the class struggles within Florence and the resistance of certain Tuscan 
populations to the domination of Florence. Behind these struggles was a 
fi nancial system based on the principle of public credit, which divided the 
entire society into creditors and debtors. The structures of the fi fteenth- 
century Florentine territorial state can actually be summarized in a fi nan-
cial system where the discharge of expenses, specifi cally military ones, re-
lied greatly on the peasants and the population of the subjected territories, 
as well as on the working class, the smallholders, and the artisans of the 
capital city, under the promise of a return in terms of protection, security, 
and justice. For the fi nancial aristocracy, who had constructed this system 
and its laws, the contributions took mainly the form of titles that offered a 
fi nancial counterpart on top of the return of loaned capital. Tax oppression 
exercised in the name of debt obligations and security and defense require-
ments—following the development of the recourse to private military 
companies—entailed the concentration of capital in the hands of the few 
and the impoverishment of the masses, while the health of the fi nancial 
system depended on the fi scal growth burdening the population. From the 
fi rst third of the fi fteenth century, its counterproductive and exploitative 
character appeared clearly to the Florentines and to the Tuscans.16 In 1494, 
the arrival of the armies of Charles VIII on the Italian scene  favored the 
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uprising of several subjected populations against the Florentine authority, 
endangering the independence of the republic. Faced with the disintegra-
tion of Florentine Tuscany, Machia velli was led to come up with some so-
lutions based on his functions and experience in territorial affairs, as well 
as on his understanding of the context of chronic instability inaugurated 
by the Italian Wars.

At the core of an old debate that has received renewed attention in re-
cent years, we fi nd the hypothesis that Machia velli’s system of conscrip-
tion—initially limited to the peasant masses directly under Florentine 
jurisdiction—was part of a new political program aiming at resolving the 
contradiction within the Florentine territorial state, namely the relation-
ship between center and periphery.17 I contributed to this debate by demon-
strating that Machia velli’s explicit critique of mercenaries contains an im-
plicit critique of the Florentine fi nancial system, even though within his 
work the fi nancial system does not fi nd a systematic presentation. How-
ever, Machia velli’s negation of the maxim “money is the sinews of war” in 
the Discourses (book 2, chapter 10) appears as the most pronounced trace 
of this implicit content. His concept of “people in arms” fi nds itself, in 
fact, in a triptych where the political regime is the central piece fl anked by 
the lateral panels of the fi nancial and the military systems.

II

On December 6, 1506, a sovereign assembly of 1,158 members convened 
to vote for the institution of the conscription army called militia and of 
the office of the Nine that would be in charge of its administration. At the 
time, Florentine Tuscany was one of the largest and most populous states 
in Italy. It was ruled by a form of direct democracy, in which participation 
in the sovereign assembly was open to adult male Florentine “active” citi-
zens. Citizenship was conceived as privilege, excluding both the popula-
tions of the territories under Florentine jurisdiction and three- fourths of 
the heads of the nearly 13,500 households in the dominant city around the 
year 1500.

Anachronistically taking universality as an interpretative criterion, one 
can insist on the limitations of “democratization” during those years. The 
phenomena of continuity with the Medici’s former regime—such as the 
importance of family traditions and competition within the ruling group—
is also regularly pointed out in order to trivialize a revolutionary political 
experiment.18 In contrast, John M. Najemy has recently summarized:
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under the Medici regime, select committees handpicked officeholders 

from [a] large pool of eligible citizens, whereas under the 1494 reform 

3,000 citizens simultaneously constituted a governing body endowed 

with real power over fi nances, taxes, and elections. And once the coun-

cil’s division into thirds was abolished (legislated in August 1495 and 

effective the following January), every eligible citizen had the right to 

attend every meeting and vote on every piece of legislation and in ev-

ery election. Never before had even a remotely similar number of citi-

zens shared in real powers of government. [ . . . ] And between 1495 and 

1499 the council became larger, more open, and less amenable to elite 

interests and manipulation.19

To this element of radical discontinuity, it needs to be added that for a 
Florentine such as Machia velli, the institution of the Great Council rep-
resented the foundation and starting point of the people’s freedom. It was 
certainly not, for him and for others as well, an end point. Reading the 
Discourses, one gets the sense that, according to Machia velli, the history 
of the Great Council is inscribed within a dynamic of increasing political 
participation able to redefi ne the forms of social cohesion in Tuscany.

Exclusion from the Great Council did not stop the inhabitants of the 
subject territories from expressing their views in front of the Florentine 
authorities and making their voice heard. The population of the surround-
ing countryside, the plains and mountains of the contado, which extended 
throughout nearly half of the whole Florentine territory and whose ad-
ministration depended directly on the capital city, traditionally presented 
petitions in front of the Florentine authorities, repeatedly sending “am-
bassadors” to plead their causes. The object of these pleas was often of a 
fi scal nature. From 1495, a signifi cant part of the Great Council’s activi-
ties consisted in deliberating on these petitions. The concession of exemp-
tions and privileges appeared as a response to particularized requirements, 
inducing, as before,20 the problematic development of a mosaic of commu-
nities with differentiated interests. But a larger number of people could 
henceforth become aware of the conditions of the subject communities 
and of the consequences of such politics.

Furthermore, the populations of the districts (distretto) with the most 
relevant urban centers had not all resigned themselves to the Florentine 
protectorate. West of Florence, Pisa—the maritime gateway of the Tuscan 
capital since 1406—rose in rebellion at the beginning of the Italian Wars, 
resisting for fi fteen years. Other populations of the territories, such as 
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 Pistoia in 1501 or, east of Florence, Arezzo and Val di Chiana in 1502, also 
saw upheavals or other forms of instability that stressed the structural 
frailties of the Florentine territorial state and the precarious ties between 
Florence and certain subject territories. One of the major problems of the 
Republic of the Great Council, then, was the reunifi cation of the Floren-
tine empire over Tuscany. Machia velli, who found himself leading the ad-
ministration of the territory and the relations with the subjected territo-
ries, was, more than anyone else, aware of the situation. Accordingly, his 
fi rst political writings examine what was happening at Pisa, Pistoia, and 
the Val di Chiana.21 Noteworthy is his prioritization of moderate measures 
of repression aimed not at obtaining a mere submission of the rebels but 
opening the way to the creation of new relationships based upon reciproc-
ity, trust, and mutual protection between the dominant city and the sub-
ject populations.22 By 1506, when he submitted his plans for the institution 
of conscription and the enrollment of at least 10,000 peasant soldiers,23 
Machia velli had gained an in- depth knowledge of the situation in the Flo-
rentine territories, of the characteristics and the limits of the tax pressure 
exercised by Florence, as well as of the ineffectiveness of the dominant 
city to maintain its commitments in terms of justice and protection. He 
had by now established direct relationships with the local populations, 
which was a decisive element while organizing the militia, subsequently 
confi rmed by his popularity amongst the conscripts. The troops that he 
formed took control of Pisa in 1509. After this success, Machia velli in-
sisted on the effectiveness of the conscripts, arguing that their merits and 
success should receive greater recognition from the republic and hence 
possibly the concession of more rights.24 Also, the fact that the conscripts 
behaved in exemplary fashion, abstaining from ransacking the defeated 
city—which was the common practice at the time—laid the grounds for 
a new stability. Witnesses have reported that at that time, people from 
Pisa—expecting a repression as harsh as the one the Medici’s mercenaries 
had imposed on Volterra in June 1472—were extremely surprised that this 
was not the case. They claimed that “the greatest and the most cruel en-
emies of the Florentines” had decided to become “the greatest allies [ . . . ] 
under their jurisdiction.”25

All together, this was a personal success for Machia velli, one that his 
contemporaries would acknowledge.26 But as his subsequent work on Ro-
man history would demonstrate, the militia’s success was, in his mind, 
only a phase of a larger process: the author of the Discourses would argue 
that the capacity to grant forms of citizenship to subjected populations is a 
fundamental element for a society constituted in view of the autonomous 
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and collective defense of its goods.27 Already in 1506, in The Reason for 
the Militia—which affirmed the necessity of the law that instituted the 
conscription—Machia velli suggested that once the peasant masses of the 
countryside around Florence (contado) were militarily organized and their 
reputation established, and once the relations with the populations of the 
territories (distretto) were pacifi ed and equilibrated, it would be desirable 
to give the latter a military organization. But what about the Florentine 
population itself? In this important text, which is especially remarkable 
for the argumentative strategies that it deploys to reassure those that had 
been convinced by the project’s opponents, Machia velli never actually re-
veals the reasons behind the choice of not arming the capital itself, which 
separates his project from the humanist tradition eulogizing the citizen- 
soldier and the value of the equestrian order.28 Tacitly referring to this tra-
dition, Machia velli plays with the imaginary identifi cation of the Floren-
tine elite with this order of ancient Rome, to encourage, from a military 
point of view, the prioritization of a mass of infantrymen rather than the 
organization of the cavalry. Yet he remained silent on the possibility of 
enrolling the Florentine masses in the infantry. His silence might be con-
nected to the issue of social division in Florence and the exclusion from 
the Great Council of almost three- fourths of the male heads of household.

The exclusion from the direct democracy of the Great Council did not 
prevent males aged fi fteen to seventy from forming plebeian societies, po-
litically active and listened to at the highest levels. They would assemble 
at the level of the smallest political and administrative unity of the city, 
the gonfalone, bearing the distinctive standard of their company. Florence 
had sixteen of them, four per borough. Each of these companies was then 
represented at the summit of the institutions by a member of the College 
of the Sixteen Standard- Bearers of the companies of the people of Florence. 
Operating as chief administrators at the level of their local communities, 
the standard- bearers of the companies relayed individual petitions and 
collective moods. Their role was historically conceived as fulfi lling a tri-
bunician function.29 They had a determinant part in the organization and 
direction of the armed uprisings against the Medici in November 1494.30 
This college also had a prominent role during the legislative process at the 
time of the Great Council: managing the fi scal matters within the gonfa-
lons, for instance, they successfully blocked certain measures introduced 
by the fi nance committee (the officials of the Monte) that seemed, despite 
the need for liquidity, to favor the private interest of those who could in-
vest in the fl oating debt.31 In 1506, as the internal divisions intensifi ed and 
the Florentine aristocracy became strongly worried that certain sections 
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of the militia could be used against them as a repressive instrument, the 
Florentine secretary did not reach the point of invoking the mass conscrip-
tion of the urban masses, which could have relied on the military function 
of the standard- bearers of the companies. Was Machia velli’s prudence on 
this point a late effect of the trauma of the Ciompi revolts? In the sum-
mer of 1378, the workers of wool manufacture, some of whom had gained 
military experience on behalf of Florence, had challenged the social and 
fi nancial order in extremely radical manner. The Ciompi had demanded 
and provisionally obtained the creation of their own corporation, with rep-
resentatives within governmental councils, and the creation of a militia 
organizing them militarily; they had also refused, as Machia velli recalls 
in the Florentine Histories, to allow the taxes weighing on them to serve 
for payment of interest on debt.32

III

Focusing on the law of December 6, 1506, in what follows I will pinpoint 
the fundamental coordinates of the constitutional arrangement within 
which the Great Council gave legislative sanction to Machia velli’s pro-
posal to defi ne the legal framework of the peasant army he had officially 
begun to recruit, organize, train, and discipline more than a year earlier. 
Machia velli had publicly announced the project in 1503, in a speech that 
aimed to demonstrate the need to quickly adopt the fi nance bill in order to 
move on to more fundamental reforms.33 In 1505, the project had been de-
bated on several occasions in special consultative assemblies convened to 
hear the view of some requested citizens. Machia velli himself had drafted 
the minutes of those debates.34 The law proposal—which he had submit-
ted in his quality of secretary of the Ten of War—had initially been exam-
ined by the eight government members, or priors, under the presidency of 
Piero Soderini, head of the republic, elected in the autumn of 1502 with 
the title of standard- bearer of justice for life. Judging this law proposal 
acceptable, the government demanded the opinions of the two advisory 
colleges, the Twelve Good Men and the Sixteen Standard- Bearers of the 
companies. After a favorable deliberation, together decided to shorten the 
procedure by way of exception, limiting the possibilities of opposing it. 
The law proposal was put to a vote by the assembly that reunited the pri-
ors, members of the two advisory colleges, and the Council of the Eighty, 
which functioned as antechamber of the Great Council from a legislative 
point of view. It obtained sixty- two votes, with twenty- eight votes against 
(only two votes over the required two- thirds majority). The law’s confor-
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mity was then evaluated by an audit office composed of four law keepers 
and four representatives of the colleges. Finally, the text that Machia velli 
had initially put forward was submitted to the Great Council, which sanc-
tioned it (with sixty- nine votes to spare).35

As well as acting as the bearer of legislative power, the Great Council 
also functioned as an electoral body. The government, as well as a great 
number of officials, functionaries, administrators, and magistrates, were 
elected within and through this institution. These voting procedures 
would combine preselection, random draw, or election of eligible candi-
dates, taking into account at the same time the administrative (by bor-
ough) and economic (by corporations) organization of the city. The Eighty, 
the two colleges, and the priors followed as a direct emanation of the Great 
Council. In a city of about 55,000 inhabitants, where face- to- face interac-
tion was common, the fi rst condition for selection was recognition and 
reputation, with a marked hereditary and familial aspect. A hereditary 
link was juridically defi ned as direct relation, as a son, grandson, or great- 
grandson, to someone who had been considered eligible as a member of 
the priorate or one of the two colleges, the highest offices of the city. Fur-
thermore, the frequent turnover of offices—every two, four, or six months 
—together with the interdiction on occupying the same position again, at 
least for a while, allowed a great number of individuals to be eligible and 
to be therefore, in principle, integrated with the Great Council if they were 
not part of it already.

However, there was a second, census- based condition that limited this 
potential openness. Even if details remain insufficiently known by his-
torians, the general principle was the following: from “perhaps 1406, the 
eligible citizen also had to own shares in the Florentine public debt, that 
is, he had to be a creditor of the government. The government frequently 
collected sums of money from its citizens, but it regarded payments above 
a certain amount as loans (even if forced), entitling the citizen to shares 
in one of the several funded debts. Poorer citizens who paid less than the 
threshold amount gave their money ad perdendum, ‘to be lost.’”36 In the 
aftermath of the Ciompi revolution, the oligarchic regime (1382– 1434) de-
fi ned a series of social criteria of eligibility for the offices of the repub-
lic, which the republic of the Great Council somewhat carried in heritage: 
most noteworthy, each member of the Great Council was an actual credi-
tor of the republic. The Great Council thus appeared as a sort of share-
holder company, even if it could not hide important social differences and 
class divisions within that company. The republic was not a debtor in the 
same way toward all creditors, who did not attain all the same material 
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and symbolic benefi ts. From the point of view of indirect taxation, for ex-
ample, the interests of the majority of the included were not necessarily 
far from those of a great part of those excluded from the Great Council. To 
gain a thorough understanding of the power relations and the social ten-
sions within the Great Council, it is necessary to look at the principles of 
the fi nancial institution that the republic of 1494– 1512 had inherited.

In Florence, the institution in charge of public fi nances was called 
the Monte, because of the “mountain” of government bonds that it rep-
resented. In the fourteenth century, Florence had “consolidated” its debt 
by promising the payment of a form of annuity on a capital that it was not 
able to return. After that, the public credit—traded on the securities mar-
ket, transferable, negotiable, and working as a means of payment—offered 
important opportunities for fi nancial speculation to a restricted group of 
investors because the poorest citizens’ need for liquidity led them to give 
away their titles at a low price. The entire system of public fi nance in Flor-
ence based itself on credit and on a defi cit policy, which had the service 
of the fl oating debt, a short- term action with high interest rates, as its top 
priority. The fi nancial system was “entirely oriented towards extraordi-
nary fi nance, hence open to the speculation of fi nancial groups, which 
took its institutional control, evading the effective control of other social 
groups.”37 Because of this institutional tie between private speculation and 
public credit, state organizations became the clients of the fi nancial activ-
ity of a number of great merchants and bankers, the so- called fi nancial 
aristocracy.

The principle of fi nancial anticipations produced a structural fl oating 
debt alongside the consolidated debt. The men in charge of managing the 
public credit, the Monte officials, would lend great amounts of money at 
the beginning of their period in office. They also found themselves in the 
position of being at the same time both the fi rst investors in the fl oating 
debt and the privileged intermediaries for other investors. Their portfolio 
of powers included the elaboration of those fi scal measures necessary to 
recover the capital that they themselves had advanced, the supervision of 
the distribution, collection and management of loans, as well as that of 
taxes and imposts, in the city as well as in the territories. Under Lorenzo 
the Magnifi cent their powers were reinforced to the point that “the Offi-
cials of the Monte were coming to be regarded as the most powerful mag-
istracy in the city.”38

In the end, there were two main categories of creditors: on one side, a 
minority of rich citizens that invested in the fl oating debt, receiving the 
compensation of high interest for short- term loaned capital that would be 
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employed in new loans; and on the other side, the great majority of “ac-
tive” citizens that had to contribute to the consolidated debt. To the latter, 
the capital was not returned in cash, and the titles offered a meager and 
uncertain profi t. Yet the timely acquisition of these titles was a condition 
to maintain their citizenship status and, at the time of the Great Council, 
to access the collective decision- making process. This is an example of 
how “the State remained in contradiction with its own social foundations, 
because its fi nancial system kept it chained to an obsolete past.”39

In virtue of this fi nancial system, the Monte officials were elected 
from the minority of rich citizens and notables who found in the debt 
that burdened the political body an opportunity for fi nancial investment. 
In particular, the need for liquidity of the committee in charge of mili-
tary affairs depended on this mechanism, by which privileged and well- 
connected individuals put forward great sums according to the needs that 
were incumbent. In fact, the members of the committee in charge of fi -
nancial affairs and those of the committee in charge of military affairs 
belonged to the same social group, and some also passed in rotation from 
one committee to the other. The articulation between mercenary armies 
and the indebtedness of the state was the institutional form that offered 
economic opportunities to fi nancial capital. These solutions relied on the 
existence of an essentially heteronomous state, that is to say, one depen-
dent on this fi nancial capital in order to satisfy even the most fundamen-
tal and urgent needs. Behind this there was no structural necessity but 
only the clearly recognizable political choices and programs of the power 
elite. Machia velli points this out with great clarity in the Discourses: the 
power elite had disarmed the people in order to plunder them more eas-
ily. He even uses the military term “to ransack”—saccheggiare i popoli—, 
designating as class war the politics by which the power elite would treat 
the dominated populations as a defeated enemy.40

The institution of the Great Council made things more difficult for 
the military- fi nancial complex, because the social group that controlled 
it had to submit to the authority of other social groups whose expression 
had previously been rather limited or even repressed. But even if the leg-
islative power of the Great Council was extended to the budget and other 
fi nancial bills, the fi nancial system itself remained oriented toward ex-
traordinary fi nances in the same way that the military system, which in-
herently depended on the fi nancial one, was based on the extraordinary 
use of mercenary troops under the authority of a magistracy itself also 
extraordinary in principle. The republic remained thus dependent upon 
the fi nancial anticipations of the fi nancial aristocracy, even if the latter 
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no longer had a hegemonic position. An example that goes back to the mo-
ment when Machia velli began his career at the chancery clearly illustrates 
this point. In August and September 1498, when a fundraising campaign 
to pay the mercenaries engaged in the confl ict against Pisa became neces-
sary, the Monte officials negotiated better guarantees in order to remuner-
ate the creditors of the fl oating debt and appealed to public authorities to 
maintain creditors’ confi dence. The Monte officials also asked that they 
be liberated from the fi nal deliberation of the Great Council and granted 
the discretionary authority of raising the money in the most convenient 
way—that is, offering a high interest and establishing all the necessary 
taxes to guarantee its amortization. During one of the consultations 
where this issue was debated, Giuliano Mazinghi expressed the contrary 
views of a group of citizens: rather than increasing certain indirect taxes 
that affected everybody—in order to assure the service of the debt con-
tracted with a narrow group of rich individuals, based on high interest and 
the restitution of capital—an extraordinary levy could be charged equally 
on everybody, which would be lower than the services required by a new 
loan. This way, everybody could benefi t from the advantage that would 
otherwise pertain exclusively to the fi nancial aristocracy.41 The answer 
that opposed this point of view was confi rmed by a law in December 1498. 
It contained in its preamble the maxim that Machia velli later refuted: 
“money is the sinews of war.” This maxim—of ancient origin and of vari-
ous applications—had become in Florence at once expression, proof, and 
panegyric of that fi nancial system that the new political order rendered 
obsolete, notwithstanding the resistant opposition. It maintained the illu-
sion that the ancient fi nancial order was natural and necessary, and that 
the creditors’ confi dence had to be maintained by all means as a measure 
of public safety. Given the military- fi nancial organization still in place, it 
was indeed of paramount importance to encourage the reconstruction of 
capital that could be useful again. The extraordinary demands of liquidity 
justifi ed this system of credit.

But the contradiction between the new political order and the old 
military- fi nancial complex was already blatantly clear. Piero Parenti, con-
temporary to Machia velli, summarized the issue in the following way: 
credit is the main lever that the notables use to attain a hegemonic role; 
since credit is determined by them, they demand unacceptable guarantees 
and interest rates, so that the republic fi nds itself without liquidity to ad-
minister current affairs, in particular military urgencies.42 The fi nance ar-
istocracy would intentionally put the republic on the verge of bankruptcy 
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so that a political order more convenient to them could emerge as a result 
of the crisis. On the other side, for the popular forces the issue was al-
ready how to make the republic autonomous from fi nancial power. This 
was precisely the question that Machia velli faced while he was head of 
the Second Chancery. Calling for the vote on the 1503 annual budget, he 
did not conduct his investigations from the point of view of expenses and 
costs—even though he does not ignore them, as any reader of his chancery 
writings (Scritti di governo) would easily note—but from the perspective 
of defense and social organization. Changing the state of things in order 
to face an external threat and counterpoise the dissolution of the territory 
required that the Florentines take control of the defense of their freedom 
and welcome the idea of conscription.

A legislative event that occurred just as Machia velli arrived at the head 
of the Second Chancery provides a new insight on this issue. It allows us 
to inscribe clearly his experience and the elaboration of the conscription 
project within the context of the development of the crisis between the 
new political order and the old military- fi nancial complex. At the same 
time that Machia velli was also appointed as secretary of the Ten—the 
committee in charge of the security of the state, the integrity of the terri-
tory, and therefore of controlling the insurgency in Pisa—the members of 
the Ten were suspected of defrauding the state. A law ratifi ed on July 19, 
1498 by the Great Council ordered an inquiry commission aimed at ana-
lyzing the account books linked to the military activities after 1494 and 
stamping out the fraud. The law’s preamble connected the problem of the 
ineffectiveness of the mercenary troops fi ghting against Pisa with the fact 
that the sums allocated for their payment had been diverted in every pos-
sible way “with shame and damage” to the republic.43

The confl ict between the Ten and the Great Council lasted for more 
than three years. The question of the competence of this committee in 
the deployment of public money for foreign and military affairs had be-
come more and more an object of attention and discontentment, as certain 
interest groups were seen as trying to prolong the war against Pisa, and 
the Ten as the bridge to their ambitions. As a matter of fact, the aristoc-
racy resolved never to negotiate with the popular forces on matters of cen-
tral importance—namely defense and fi nance—and developed the project 
of instituting a senatorial body in charge of these matters, composed of 
members of their social class. In this context, Machia velli might reason-
ably have appeared as someone the popular forces could rely on: he had 
been chosen to occupy a central position between an administration that 
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was meant to serve the republic’s universal interest and a committee that 
apparently worked toward its destabilization, backing the political agenda 
of a specifi c social group.

In September 1499, the judiciary powers of the inquiry commission 
created the previous year were extended and the investigation reached 
the entirety of the fi nancial records regarding military affairs after 1494: 
from focusing on the activities of a particular committee, the investiga-
tion shifted toward the scrutiny of a larger network. A year later a debate 
regarding the limitations of the powers of the Ten concluded with the rati-
fi cation of a law determining that the decisions regarding military and 
diplomatic engagement, with the resulting costs, would now be directly 
handled by the authority of the government and the Council of the Eighty. 
The aristocracy therefore found itself weakened in what had been one of 
its main levers of infl uence. With this effort of codifi cation, the control of 
the deployment of public money became larger and more impersonal.

In order to obtain this result, the Great Council had systematically 
refused to vote for the renewal of the Ten, leaving the committee empty 
for fi fteen months, and thus stripping the republic of a fundamental or-
gan, especially in the context of war. A few years later, Machia velli would 
write that “the cause of the sickness was the fever and not the doctor,”44 
the sickness meaning the war itself, not merely the committee in charge 
of military affairs. The causes of Florence’s weakness in fact did not in-
volve only the suspect behavior of certain individual members of the Ten. 
They had much deeper roots: Florence’s power elite had chosen to disarm 
the people in order to plunder them, with the view of an immediate profi t 
and without worrying if this constituted Florence’s structural weakness.

Nonetheless, the report of the inquiring committee on the frauds con-
nected to the military expenditures did reveal a vast system of corruption 
of laws and institutions. It described muddled account books and certain 
mechanisms of falsifi cation that directly involved Monte officials and the 
investors in the fl oating debt, for example, paying unwarranted interests 
on titles that had already been sold but remained in circulation with the 
simple artifi ce of changing the name of the holder. An estimated 28,000 
fl orins had been defrauded according to the report, roughly a tenth of the 
republic’s ordinary budget. It successfully asked for the establishment of 
a special commission in charge of systematically examining the account 
books of the fl oating debt and identifying all of the citizens involved with 
it. This new commission, which started its activity on February 1502, put 
nearly two hundred of the most powerful citizens under investigation and 
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four months later had cut the interest rate of the fl oating debt titles from 
14 percent to 8 percent.45

Thereafter, new procedures were put in place aimed at increasing the 
transparency of the public accounts (reduction of the number of books, 
simplifi cation and accessibility of the accounts), as well as simplifying 
and unifying taxation. The Monte officials lost their control over the 
management of loans. Amortization principles, which had been up to that 
point reserved to the consolidated debt, were applied to the fl oating debt, 
allowing the partial repayment of new loans through titles and not cash. 
The budget of 1505, approved by 918 votes to 125, maintained the lowering 
of the interest owned to creditors of the fl oating debt from 14 to 8 percent. 
This somewhat confi rmed the abolition of the privileges of the fi nancial 
aristocracy by the provision of June 10, 1502, as it brought back the value of 
interest of its titles toward the highest common public debt annuity rate.

However, an observer at the time reports that the 1505 law of fi nances 
frustrated over three- fourths of the members of the aristocracy, with-
out liberating the republic from the system of extraordinary fi nances.46 
New loans were carried out to mobilize troops of mercenaries engaged 
against Pisa. Once again, these troops went missing in the decisive mo-
ment. Henceforth, the conscription advocated by Machia velli, a project 
discussed for several months and object of a limited experimentation, took 
a route toward its effective institution. It remains difficult to calculate its 
effect on military expenditures, but it is certain that by introducing an 
ordinary and socialized mode of defense, the conscription weakened the 
military- fi nancial complex that had normalized the exception on the basis 
of which the aristocracy had established an essential part of its strength. 
From the point of view of the fi nance aristocrats, it was also foreseeable, 
and worrying, that arming the subjects from the contado could lead to 
redefi ning the social equilibrium that prevailed in Tuscany. It would have 
made it more difficult to plunder their peoples through debt obligations.

It is clear that the Florentine aristocracy had immediately understood 
the Machia vellian project of arming the people as a major threat. In 1505– 
1506, the aristocracy had spread the rumor that the militia would become 
the instrument by which Piero Soderini would make himself “tyrant” of 
Florence. Trying to popularize its fears, it focused on the will manifested 
in the circles close to the standard- bearer of justice, and by Machia velli 
himself, to put at the head of a section of the militia the Spaniard Don 
Michelotto, “a terrifying and fearful person,” who had worked as an execu-
tor of Cesare Borgia’s dirty work in Senigaglia and elsewhere: if Soderini 
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“were in some difficulty, he might use such a man to get rid of his en-
emies.”47 To be sure, anti- government propaganda is an important element 
lying behind this accusation. Nevertheless, the hypothesis that certain el-
ements of the Machia vellian militia under the command of someone like 
Don Micheletto could have been used to answer directly to the hostility 
that the aristocracy always manifested toward the republic is not to be ex-
cluded.48 The Prince even suggests the contrary: for instance, in Romagna, 
Cesare Borgia’s brutal elimination of the godfathers—those who had ex-
ploited rather than governed their subjects, as Machia velli says in chapter 
7—was instrumental to the unifi cation and pacifi cation of this territory 
and benefi ted the people. From a broader point of view, the history of revo-
lutions shows that the redefi nition of the relationships between political 
regime and fi nancial order, advantageous to the development of an authen-
tically republican project—one that liberates the people from the oppres-
sion of the aristocracy—might require means of surveillance, accusation, 
and coercion “against that minority opposed to the general good as well 
as against the abuse and negligence of the authorities.”49 Having a politi-
cal police is not a trait specifi c to authoritarian regimes: even modern, 
liberal democracies make use (and abuse) of them.50 Still, the propaganda 
that the aristocracy developed against Soderini’s government and Machia-
velli’s popular conscription project presents some constitutive elements 
of an image of the future author of The Prince as a friend of tyrants. The 
resilience of this image after fi ve centuries signals the difficulty of de-
fending society against men who operated cold- bloodedly and ruthlessly 
toward the destruction of the people.

IV

It has often been said that Machia velli represents the introduction of 
“modernity” in the history of political ideas. Machia velli’s modernity 
has been conceived as the public declaration—with a signifi cant poten-
tial for democratic education—of the knowledge of the arcane features of 
power that had been, up to that point, a privilege of the elites. In times of 
totalitarianism, this has been a reason to accuse Machia velli of having 
cleared the way to a form of mass Machia vellism, banalizing the evil and 
the unacceptable.51 Seventeenth- century Libertine minds have pointed 
out that when it came to Machia vellism, the Old and New Testaments of-
fered resources that had nothing to envy in Machia velli’s darkest pages.52 
Yet, from the point of view of a fi nancial and political history of moder-
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nity, what was left of this Republic of the Great Council that Machia velli 
served and defended with passion and energy?

It is premature to answer this question now. There is a proposal for a 
comparison between the Medici regime, born in 1434, and the one that 
preceded it, challenging the current defi nition of “the modern state,” 
which derived more or less directly from Max Weber.53 It turns out that 
the political action of the period 1383– 1434 was more “modern” in certain 
aspects than that of the Medici regime, even in its grand duchy version, in 
the sense that there was a much more advanced will to centralization and 
rationalization in this period. In the early fi fteenth century, all the infor-
mation regarding public revenues and funds was for the fi rst time central-
ized in clear registers, kept by a specifi c office that followed precise rules 
fi xed by law. And it was still during this period that Florence “under took 
an exhaustive survey of its subjects and their properties”54 that would 
allow for the defi nition of principles for an equitable and nondiscretion-
ary imposition. The Florentine catasto of 1427 gave a measure of the eco-
nomic inequalities and the great social contradictions in Tuscany. It put 
in danger the interests of the wealthiest by revealing how these inequali-
ties were the effect of a determined social construction: the study of the 
catasto demonstrates that the Florentine fi scal system had encouraged a 
highly asymmetrical distribution of wealth.

These efforts at the comprehension of society and rationalization of 
the fi scal system, without equivalent in Europe at the time, were quickly 
abandoned by the Medici regime, which developed, on the contrary, a form 
of patrimonial domination. Various elements from the previous analy-
sis seem to suggest the will of the post- 1494 revolutionaries to reactivate 
these efforts. The oligarchic regime of the years 1382– 1433 had developed 
principles of budget rationalization in order to make the credit system 
more effective, with a relative short- term success. In the Florentine His-
tories, which contains a great deal of references to the political and social 
implications of fi scal and fi nancial issues, Machia velli retraces the myth 
of Florence’s greatness back to the years of the war against the Duke of 
Milan, started in 1423. This myth was based on the Florentines’ proven ca-
pability to sustain military expenses, thanks to their fi nancial system and 
relying on mercenary troops, while the population had already been dis-
armed. But it was clear to the contemporaries of this war, and was echoed 
by Machia velli, that the group of socially advantaged citizens obtained 
power and considerable wealth from the administration of the city’s fi -
nances and the commerce of war.55 After 1494, the new confi guration of 
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international power relations showed how the illusions provoked by the 
system of credit had brought Florence toward the progressive loss of its 
liberty.
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C h a p t e r  E l e v e n

Extraordinary Accidents in the Life of Republics:
Machia velli and Dictatorial Authority

Marco Geuna

Eric Weil once observed that it is possible to distinguish between two 
types of “presences” through which Machia velli inhabits our culture, 

two types of presences that sometimes replace one another and at other 
times overlap.1 The fi rst is a phase, or a moment, in which commenta-
tors discuss with painstaking philology the genesis and meaning of his 
work. The second is embodied by other moments, in which Machia velli 
returns directly onto the political scene and we look to his work for pos-
sible answers to the problems of our present, to the point that he becomes 
almost a contemporary of anyone wishing to understand the true nature 
of politics. In short, there are moments when Machia velli remains in his 
past and moments in which he appears as our contemporary. While in the 
former phase we focus more on the conceptual discontinuities that sepa-
rate us from Machia velli, in the latter we emphasize the ideas that we still 
have in common with him, revisiting those aspects of his political theory 
that still remain relevant and disquieting for us.

Weil’s remarks come back to mind when one begins to study the wide- 
ranging literature dealing with democracies and emergency powers that 
has accumulated in the last decade. After 9/11 many scholars—political 
scientists, political philosophers, experts in constitutional law—have fol-
lowed in the footsteps of Bruce Ackerman, attempting to add analytical 
depth to the issue of emergency powers in contemporary constitutional 
democracies. In doing so they have reassessed the various institutions and 
magistracies that the Western tradition has turned to at various times in 
order to deal with emergencies, starting with the Roman magistracy of 
dictatorship. An obligatory stage in this excavation has been that of study-
ing those thinkers who have theorized how properly functioning republics 
might need to make provision for the magistracy of dictatorship, starting 
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with Machia velli and Rousseau.2 Machia velli in particular is considered 
by most scholars to be the crucial author, bringing us to the point that 
two of the most distinguished constitutional scholars in America recently 
saw fi t to publish a long essay entitled “Constitutional Dictatorship: Its 
Dangers and Its Design,”3 in which they asserted that the Florentine is 
“perhaps the most important theorist of ‘constitutional dictatorship’ in 
the West.”4

Indeed, Machia velli can be thought of as the fi rst modern political 
theorist to have paid considerable attention to the magistracy of dictator-
ship. “Dictatorial authority,” as he put it, is fundamental to the survival 
and prosperity of republics, and he paused to consider this form of power 
on several occasions in the Discourses on Livy. In one particularly crucial 
chapter of the work we read: “a republic will never be perfect unless it 
has provided for everything with its laws and has established a remedy 
for every accident and given the mode to govern it. So, concluding, I say 
that those republics that in urgent dangers do not take refuge either in the 
dictator or in similar authorities will always come to ruin in grave acci-
dents.”5 Dictatorship6 therefore is the magistracy to which republics turn 
in moments of emergency; it is the “ordinary way” that they use to face up 
to “extraordinary accidents.”

Machia velli’s starting point, as it is obvious, is a careful examination 
of the Roman magistracy.7 He not only devotes three important chapters 
(33 to 35) of the fi rst book of the Discourses to the magistracy of dictator-
ship, but he also returns to discuss certain historical fi gures of Roman dic-
tators, and therefore the meaning of dictatorial authority, in many other 
passages and chapters of his work. He also briefl y mentions the other Ro-
man constitutional emergency institution, the Senatus consultum ulti-
mum,8 which was mainly employed in the second and fi rst centuries BC. 
But his gaze, as always, is cast both on the ancient and the modern world: 
although he concentrates on the Roman magistracy, he also pays attention 
to those magistracies in the modern world that were in some way similar 
to it, such as the Council of the Ten in the Republic of Venice. His problem 
was of a normative kind: how republics should deal with emergency situ-
ations, which he called “urgent dangers.” In this chapter, I will attempt to 
reconstruct the essential points of Machia velli’s discussion on dictator-
ship; in other words, I will try to explain why and when he considered it 
necessary for a “perfect republic” to turn to dictatorship. I intend to show 
that, according to Machia velli, well- ordered republics do not have to turn 
to “extraordinary modes” during emergencies but to a magistracy specifi -
cally envisaged by the constitutional order. In fact, the “perfect republic,” 
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the ideal or model republic, requires not only magistracies like the con-
sulate, the senate, the tribunes of the plebs, and the censors, magistracies 
that are always in place in “ordinary times” or in the everyday political 
life of the republic, but also magistracies like dictatorship, which are acti-
vated only in the event of certain types of emergency, or in “extraordinary 
times.”

I. THE JUSTIFICATION OF DICTATORSHIP

Machia velli fi rst presents dictatorship as an “order,” a magistracy of the 
Roman constitutional system.9 But he immediately points out that “such 
an order” should be present in every properly constituted republic that 
wishes to be capable of handling emergencies. In one of the key chapters of 
the Discourses, he writes: “And truly, among the other Roman orders, this 
is one that deserves to be considered and numbered among those that were 
the cause of the greatness of so great an empire, for without such an order 
cities escape from extraordinary accidents with difficulty.”10

Why would the Roman republic and, more generally, the republics that 
aspire to be “perfect” have need for such an order? Republics are mixed 
forms of government. In mixed governments, the different parts of the city 
are represented by different institutions and magistracies. Thus there is 
a plurality of magistracies that cooperate and regulate reciprocally in the 
government of the city. One today might say, with contemporary jargon, 
that republics are in fact polyarchies. But it is this institutional  plurality—
or polyarchy—that creates problems in times of emergency. Using a vivid 
expression, Machia velli writes that the institutional machinery typical of 
republics has “il moto tardo,” works in “slow motion”: to reach a decision 
in a collective and coordinated way they risk being unable to face up to 
“dangers,” to address emergencies. He specifi es: “Because the customary 
orders in republics have a slow motion (since no council and no magistrate 
can work anything by itself, but in many things one has need of another, 
and because it takes time to add these wills together), their remedies are 
very dangerous when they have to remedy a thing that time does not wait 
for.”11 It is this peculiar institutional characteristic of republics that gives 
rise to the need for “dictatorial authority”: since their governments are 
dependent on the consultation and the coordinated endeavors of various 
magistracies, republics tend to act and react slowly. A further observa-
tion may be useful at this point. The above quotation reveals once again 
Machia velli’s understanding of the crucial importance of time in politics. 
The time factor is decisive: there are ordinary times and extraordinary 
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times, times in which the institutions of the republic are not in jeopardy 
and times in which their very survival is “in danger,” in which they are 
radically called into question.

Finally, it may be interesting to pause to consider the language used by 
Machia velli in these contexts. Dictatorship is usually presented as a “ri-
medio,” a “remedy,” for the various emergencies faced by the republic. In 
many chapters in which he discusses dictatorship and dictators, Machia-
velli turns to this medical term.12 At other times he instead uses the term 
“refugio,” “refuge,” and insists on the “necessity” that leads the republics 
to adopt such a choice: Romans “had the refuge of the dictator, who ex-
ecuted immediately—in which remedy they never took refuge unless for 
necessity.”13

II. EXTRAORDINARY ACCIDENTS THAT 
REQUIRE THE CREATION OF A DICTATOR

One might ask what the “extraordinary accidents” actually are and what 
form they assume. In these chapters Machia velli limits himself to refer-
ring to “urgent dangers” in the plural,14 or to “urgent danger” in the sin-
gular,15 without describing them in detail. From other passages and chap-
ters we learn that dangers requiring recourse to a dictatorial authority 
are caused in most cases by foreign wars or by external military threats, 
and only in a few cases by a degenerating situation in the city leading to 
confl ict. It is moreover possible that these external and domestic dangers 
might sometimes be linked and overlap. So, in the Discourses Machia velli 
analyzes both the actions of dictators, such as Marcus Furius Camillus 
and Lucius Papirius Cursor, who willingly measured themselves against 
external threats,16 and the choices of those who, like Aemilius Mamercus 
and Aulus Cornelius Cossus, mainly faced up to problems and confl icts 
within the republic.17

First of all, it is important to pay attention to the way in which the 
genesis of the magistracy is interpreted and explained. It is worth remem-
bering that Machia velli points out that the magistracy of dictatorship 
arose in response to external military threats, when “a good forty peoples 
conspired against Rome.”18 The reference is to the events related to the so- 
called First Latin War of 501 BC. Dictatorship is therefore presented as one 
of the oldest magistracies of the Roman republic, one that accompanied 
the history of the republic almost from its origin (which by convention 
dates back to 509 BC). It is therefore an “order” that even predates the 
creation of the plebeian tribunate, which is usually traced to 494 BC. An 
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indication that dictatorship was established in response to external mili-
tary threats is the fact that the dictator was originally named magister 
populi, master of the citizen army: he, in fact, held the role of commander 
of the infantry. Furthermore, the dictator was usually required to appoint 
a subordinate officer, the magister equitum, who took the role of com-
mander of the cavalry. It should be added that Machia velli continues, even 
in other chapters of the Discourses, to pay attention to the ways in which 
many dictators carried out their military roles. Not only does he underline 
the fact that dictators, like consuls, were given “free commissions” from 
the Senate, which entitled them to complete freedom over how to conduct 
a war,19 but he also stops to consider the disagreements over military deci-
sions20 that in some cases divided the dictator from his subordinate offi-
cer, the magister equitum.21

Machia velli naturally devotes considerable space to a consideration 
of perhaps the most well known Roman dictator, Lucius Quinctius Cin-
cinnatus, who took up the magistracy of dictator on two occasions. The 
fi rst, in 458 BC, was aimed at battling foreign enemies, the Aequi,22 while 
the second, in 439 BC, was intended to tackle internal problems, specifi -
cally to halt the rising personal power of the grain dealer Spurius Mae-
lius.23 I would like to briefl y consider this exemplary story,24 discussed 
by Machia velli in chapter 28 of book 3 of the Discourses, under the title 
“That one should be mindful of the works of citizens because many times 
underneath a merciful work a beginning of tyranny is concealed.” Spurius 
Maelius was a wealthy grain trader who, in a period of great economic 
difficulty for Rome, distributed grain to the people in order to build him-
self a following and create a base of supporters, or “partisans,” to facilitate 
his political ascent. Machia velli shows how the Senate rightly appointed 
a dictator, Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus, to obstruct this attempt to ac-
quire a reputation through what he calls “the private ways,” which he con-
trasted to the licit “public ways.” Dictatorship is therefore presented as a 
magistracy that seeks to preserve the “well- ordered republic” and to pre-
vent its civic life from being subverted by attempts by individuals to “get 
reputation” through “private ways,”25 in a trajectory that can lead to the 
formation of a personal tyranny. As a result, in this passage dictatorship 
appears as the conceptual opposite of tyranny, but we will return to this 
opposition further on. At this point, I only wish to shed light on one of the 
internal problems26 of the republic that can make it necessary to resort to 
dictatorship.

I would add that the internal problem brought about by the attempt by 
individuals to seize reputation through “private ways” so worried Rome, 
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and so attracted Machia velli’s attention, that he felt it appropriate to pause 
to consider another episode of this kind, which also led to the appointment 
of a dictator. This occurred in 314 BC, more than one hundred years after 
the episode involving Cincinnatus. Marcus Menenius and Marcus Fulvius, 
two plebeian citizens, were chosen for the roles of dictator and magister 
equitum and were given two tasks: fi rstly, that of tackling the external 
threat of an anti- Roman plot hatched by the elders of the city of Capua, and 
secondly, in relation to internal matters, “authority was also given to them 
by the people to be able to look into whoever in Rome, through ambition 
and extraordinary modes, might be contriving to come to the consulate 
and to the other honors of the city.”27 While in the case of Cincinnatus the 
attempt to gain a reputation through “private ways” is denounced, in the 
case of Marcus Menenius the similar attempt to gain “honors” through 
“extraordinary modes” is condemned. Both in the Roman constitutional 
practice, and in Machia velli’s meditation upon it, the dictator was seen as 
the appropriate “remedy” to turn to in these circumstances.

To sum up, if republican Rome had recourse to the dictator for a wide 
variety of reasons, Machia velli shows himself to be interested only in the 
two most important forms of dictatorship: the dictatorship rei gerundae 
causa (the dictatorship that faces the threat of an external war) and the 
dictatorship seditionis sedandae (the dictatorship that has to cope with 
serious internal confl icts).28 He is not interested, for example, in the role 
and meaning of the dictator clavi fi gendi causa, whose role was to perform 
an important religious function in the Roman social life, namely to fi x a 
nail in the walls of the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus,29 or in the 
role and meaning of the dictator comitiorum habendorum causa, the dic-
tator whose task was to call elections.

I must specify that in this chapter I am not concerned with the level of 
historical understanding of Roman magistracy reached by Machia velli or 
with the problem of classical and modern sources he referred to, but with 
his theoretical reformulation of the more general problem posed by the 
existence of this crucial magistracy. With regard to the problem of classi-
cal sources, I would merely observe that Machia velli seems to follow the 
presentation of the magistracy of dictatorship put forward by Cicero in the 
De legibus30 and by Livy in the pages of his History. In the last decade, 
some scholars, like Marie Gaille and Gabriele Pedullà,31 have argued that 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, and his Roman Antiquities,32 should be con-
sidered an important source of his thought. This could be true for some 
concepts and historical interpretations developed in the Discourses. But 
when we focus on the problem of dictatorship, we have to recognize that 
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Machia velli does not reformulate the interpretation of the origins of the 
magistracy developed in the fi fth book of the Roman Antiquities,33 nor 
does he rephrase Dionysius’s radical thesis, according to which dictator-
ship is just an “elective tyranny.”34

III. THE NATURE AND LIMITS OF 
DICTATORIAL AUTHORITY

In order to make plain the nature of the dictatorial authority that all re-
publics require in times of emergency, Machia velli focuses on the charac-
teristics of the Roman magistracy of dictatorship: its term of office and its 
powers. He underlines, fi rst of all, the time limit placed on the magistracy. 
While we know that dictators could remain in office for a maximum of 
six months,35 Machia velli speaks only of a “short time.”36 However, in the 
footsteps of Livy, he recalls that in Rome standing down from dictatorship 
as soon as possible after a crisis had been resolved was considered an act 
worthy of the highest praise.37

Machia velli then proceeds to highlight the breadth and limits of dic-
tatorial authority. It was, in fact, a very wide authority, but constitution-
ally delimited. When a dictator was designated, power was given “to one 
man who could decide without any consultation and execute his decisions 
without any appeal.”38 To decide “without any consultation”: the con-
stitutional powers of the other magistracies were suspended. The dicta-
tor could identify and determine the “remedies” needed to deal with the 
“urgent danger”—the policies to be adopted to overcome the emergency—
without having to consult the other magistrates and other constitutional 
organs. To take measures “without any appeal”: several fundamental con-
stitutional guarantees of Roman citizens were suspended, in particular 
the most important one, that of the provocatio ad populum. This was the 
right of every citizen to appeal the sentences passed by the magistracies—
above all death sentences—and to submit to the judgment of the citizens’ 
assemblies.39

Having stated the affirmative aspect of the powers that the dictator 
possessed—namely his prerogative to decide without having to consult 
other magistracies and to pass sentences without having to submit to the 
provocatio ad populum—Machia velli immediately spells out the negative 
aspect, the limits of those powers. The dictator “could not do anything 
that might diminish the state, as taking away authority from the Senate 
or from the people, undoing the old orders of the city and making new 
ones, would have been.”40 Machia velli is very precise: the dictator could 
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not “undo old orders and make new ones”; the dictator could not alter the 
constitutional structure of the state. The dictatorship was a magistracy 
designed to maintain the “constitution” of the state, to preserve it in 
times of emergency. The dictator did not have legislative power, the power 
to “make new laws.”41 Machia velli stresses this point: “If he had been able 
to deprive one of them of the consulate, one of the Senate, he could not 
annul the senatorial order and make new laws. So the Senate, the consuls, 
the tribunes, remaining in their authority, came to be like a guard on him 
to make him not depart from the right way.”42 The dictator, then, had a 
wide- ranging authority but one that was constitutionally regulated: other 
magistracies acted as a “guard” on his activities. Machia velli therefore ar-
gues, with apparent paradox but without contradiction, that the Roman 
dictator had “limited authority.” He also concludes that this magistracy 
never caused damage to the city of Rome but rather was one of the reasons 
for its greatness: “So, when the brief time of his dictatorship, the limited 
authorities he had, and the noncorrupt Roman people are added up, it was 
impossible for him to escape his limits and to hurt the city; and one sees 
by experience that he always helped.”43

The constitutional nature of Roman dictatorship also emerges in the 
meticulous procedure followed to arrive at the appointment of a magis-
trate. Machia velli fully grasps the importance of the matter and draws 
attention to it, observing: “In this new order the mode of electing is to 
be noted, as it was wisely provided by the Romans.”44 He returns to this 
problem not only in the crucial thirty- fourth chapter of the fi rst book but 
also in other chapters, with observations that are unambiguous and to the 
point.45 It should be borne in mind, fi rst, that a dictatorship, in contrast 
to other magistracies, was not established by popular assemblies but ac-
cording to a strict process. It was the Senate that decided that a dictator 
should be appointed in a particular circumstance or, to use contemporary 
language, it was the Senate that declared a state of emergency. The con-
suls were then entrusted with the task of choosing who should assume 
the magistracy, and they, having made their choice, then appointed the 
dictator, usually in a ceremony that took place at dawn.46 If the consul, 
or consuls, were unwilling to appoint a dictator, the Senate could turn 
to the tribunes of the plebs, or to other appropriate delegates, to persuade 
the consuls of the need for action.47 The procedure, therefore, was punc-
tiliously codifi ed and allowed for the intervention of other major consti-
tutional magistracies. The method of appointment, which separated the 
roles of initiator (the Senate), nominator (a consul), and nominee (the can-
didate for the office of dictator), was intended to be a safeguard against 
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possible abuse of power on the one hand and, on the other, to facilitate the 
selection of highly competent individuals who had no dangerous personal 
ambitions.48 The procedure for the nomination of a dictator was extremely 
important for Machia velli: by involving the other main magistracies, it 
revealed how the magistracy of dictatorship was installed in a balanced 
and organic way into the constitutional framework of the Roman republic. 
By showing how many precautions were taken to avoid possible abuses of 
power, it shed an indirect light on how the purpose of dictatorship was to 
preserve freedom in a well- ordered republic. Machia velli therefore had no 
hesitation in concluding: “one sees that while the dictator was appointed 
according to public orders, and not by his own authority, he always did 
good for the city.”49

IV. DICTATORSHIP VS. TYRANNY

Machia velli thinks of dictatorship as a perfectly legal magistracy, envis-
aged and developed by the republican system. For this reason he makes 
a rigorous distinction between dictatorship and tyranny.50 Or rather: he 
contrasts dictatorships with tyrannies, as they occurred in Roman his-
tory. There were at least two examples of tyranny being imposed on Rome: 
the experience of the Decemvirate in the early stages of the republic and 
the rule of Sulla and Caesar in its terminal phase. Machia velli thought it 
particularly useful to compare the power of the dictator to that held by 
the Decemviri, by the Ten, in order to point to the constitutional distinc-
tiveness of dictatorship. The Decemvirate had been created to draft and 
enact new laws (the so- called Twelve Tables).51 Once the Ten had been ap-
pointed, the other magistracies were disbanded, and, moreover, there was 
no possibility of appeal against their laws. Machia velli points out that the 
magistracy of the Decemvirate had no set time limit and, what was more, 
it had full legislative power. It was a “free authority [ . . . ] given for a long 
time.” In contrast to dictatorship, its powers were not controlled by other 
magistracies who might have acted as a “guard”; “in the creation of the 
Ten it happened all the contrary; for they annulled the consuls and the 
tribunes; they gave them authority to make laws and do any other thing, 
like the Roman people.” The Decemvirate constitute a negative counter-
example with respect to dictatorship and it is therefore not surprising that 
the Ten “in time [ . . . ] became tyrants.”52

The other political- institutional experience that was carefully dis-
tinguished and separated from classical Roman dictatorship was that of 
Caesar. For Machia velli, Caesar is the symbol of tyranny.53 In the Dis-
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courses, the Florentine unhesitatingly repeats the polemic against Caesar 
developed by the humanists of the fi fteenth century.54 Machia velli is fully 
aware that after the Battle of Pharsalus Caesar was appointed fi rst dictator 
for ten years (46 BC) and then (from February 44 BC) dictator for an in-
defi nite period, dictator perpetuus. But he is convinced that it is absolutely 
necessary to keep in mind a clear- cut distinction of names and things. The 
term “dictator” was in fact misused by Caesar to legitimize his absolute 
power, but “if the dictatorial name had been lacking in Rome, they would 
have taken another; for it is forces that easily acquire names not names 
forces.”55 Caesar’s tyranny had roots in the “prolongation of commands,”56 
in the long- term appointments given to military commanders. There is 
no doubt that “it was neither the name nor the rank of dictator that made 
Rome servile, but it was the authority taken by citizens because of the 
length of their command.”57 The conclusion of this argument is that clas-
sical Roman dictatorship, the magistracy to which the Romans resorted 
consistently from 501 BC to the Punic Wars,58 has nothing to do with the 
tyranny of Sulla59 and Caesar, who merely used the classical term to le-
gitimize their power.60 But beyond the names, the reality of the powers 
at play was profoundly different. Thus those writers who perceived some 
continuity between these two institutional forms were completely mis-
taken, and the fi rst amongst them can probably be identifi ed as Dionysius 
of Halicarnassus.61

V. AN ORDINARY MAGISTRACY IN 
EXTRAORDINARY TIMES

The meaning of “dictatorial authority” fully emerges when we examine 
certain key terms used by Machia velli to conceptualize the problem. 
When we analyze his language, his understanding of the crucial impor-
tance of time in politics comes once more to the fore, a knowledge that 
separates him from many of the philosophers and political theorists who 
preceded or followed him. We have already seen that republics—like all 
political formations—are at times forced to contend with “extraordinary 
accidents,” situations of “urgent danger.” Now, Machia velli insists on the 
fact that these emergency situations should not be confronted “through 
extraordinary ways” but “through ordinary ways.”62 The conceptual pair-
ing of ordinary- extraordinary is not only a valid description of time in pol-
itics but also has signifi cance for institutional responses, for the “means” 
or “modes” used to face up to emergency situations.63 The republic is the 
embodiment of the rule of law and therefore must never resort to “extraor-
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dinary ways” or “extraordinary modes.” Machia velli insists categorically 
on this point, on the rejection of extraordinary modes and on the need 
for the republic to provide itself with an ordinary magistracy to tackle 
emergencies: “For magistrates that are made and authorities that are given 
through extraordinary ways, not those that come through ordinary ways, 
hurt republics; so one sees that in Rome the result was that in so much 
course of time no dictator ever did anything but good to the republic.”64 
Republics that do not turn to this type of ordinary magistracy are doomed 
to suffer “infi nite evils.”65 In fact, those republics when confronted with 
emergencies face a tragic dilemma: they either are unable to face up to 
emergencies by relying on traditional constitutional magistracies, on “cus-
tomary orders,” or by facing up to them they call into question the entire 
constitutional order and open themselves up to a consequent loss of free-
dom, “for when a like mode [dictatorial authority] is lacking in a republic, 
it is necessary either that it be ruined by observing the orders or that it 
break them so as not to be ruined. And in a republic should never hap-
pen anything that has to be governed with extraordinary modes.”66 Con-
stitutional orders should never be violated. They have their own extreme 
importance, which should never be called into question: “For although 
the extraordinary mode may do good then, nonetheless the example does 
ill; for if one sets up a habit of breaking the orders for the sake of good, 
then later, under that coloring, they are broken for ill.”67 The conclusion of 
this reasoning, already pointed out in the opening of this chapter, is that 
a “perfect republic” should prepare for everything in its orders and laws; it 
should make ready ordinary solutions, constitutional remedies, to emer-
gency situations.

When an order like dictatorship does exist, the citizens and the other 
magistracies that form the republic can freely choose to entrust them-
selves to it in times of emergency. Machia velli emphasizes the voluntary 
and free dimension of this choice, the “free vote” that is in fact mentioned 
in the title of the thirty- fourth chapter. After having stated with clarity 
that “the dictatorial authority did good, and not harm, to the Roman re-
public,” he then underlines “that the authorities citizens take for them-
selves, not those given them by free votes, are pernicious to civil life.”68 
The recourse to dictatorship is the result of a free choice and dictatorship 
is the order established specifi cally to defend freedom and ensure its sur-
vival when it is jeopardized. Dictatorial authority, therefore, takes the 
form of a magistracy whose purpose is to preserve, to keep intact, the con-
stitutional order put in danger by the emergency situation. Its purpose is 
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not to alter or to innovate it. As has been well said, the dictator is “the 
guardian of the republican status quo.”69

At this point it is necessary to offer a clarifi cation, in order to fully 
grasp Machia velli’s theses. Dictatorship is the normal response, the “or-
dinary mode” used by republics to face up to emergencies. But one could 
well ask: Which republic? The answer is the uncorrupted republic, the re-
public in its political physiology, the republic whose institutional arrange-
ments make freedom possible. A different response is, however, needed 
when the “the matter” is corrupt.70 In situations in which the process of 
corruption is so advanced to have affected people and orders, Machia velli 
considers the option to have recourse to “extraordinary modes.”

VI. DICTATORIAL AUTHORITY AND THE MODERNS

Machia velli’s considerations on Roman dictatorship clearly do not have 
an archaeological purpose. The problem he sets himself is to identify 
the means by which republics should tackle emergency situations. There 
is a need for an institution similar to Roman dictatorship, one that the 
constitution provides for and regulates stringently: it is clear that “re-
publics should have a like mode among their orders,”71 he declares with 
conviction.

Machia velli identifi es in the Republic of Venice a magistracy that is 
somewhat similar to the classical Roman one: the Council of Ten. It is 
well known that, unlike many other Florentines, he was not an advocate 
of the Venetian institutional model; he disdained its “governo stretto,” 
its government that excluded a large part of the people.72 Thus the praise 
that he heaps on the Venetian republic (in his chapter on dictatorial au-
thority) for having considered the need for, and then having established, a 
magistracy competent to deal with emergencies, is extremely signifi cant: 
“The Venetian republic, which is excellent among modern republics, has 
reserved authority to a few citizens who in urgent needs can decide, all 
in accord, without further consultation.”73 What counts is that in danger-
ous situations, in times of “urgent needs,” one has an authority capable of 
making decisions “without further consultation,” without having to seek 
and wait for the views of other constitutional organs. While republics are 
institutional regimes based on a plurality of magistracies and orders—that 
is to say, polyarchic regimes—it is nevertheless necessary that they make 
provision for the suspension of this polyarchic dimension in times of cri-
sis so that an appointed magistracy can act decisively, without consulting 
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others. In Rome the dictator, and in Venice the Council of Ten, act “with-
out consultation.” The Council of Ten resembled the Roman dictatorship 
in another way, in that it could condemn citizens, even to capital punish-
ment, without possibility of appeal. Asking, in another crucial chapter, in 
whose hands the “authority to shed blood”—the authority to adjudicate on 
capital crimes—should be placed, Machia velli underlines that, in contrast 
to Florence and other cities, “The city of Venice [  .  .  .  ] had ten citizens 
who could punish any citizen without appeal.”74 In times of dire emer-
gency, not only was the power of ordinary magistracies suspended but so 
too were certain fundamental citizens’ rights, primarily that of appealing 
against the death penalty.

Machia velli’s arguments on the need for republics to turn to an “or-
der” to deal with emergency situations were taken up by several impor-
tant seventeenth-  and eighteenth- century thinkers. It suffices to mention 
here the names of Algernon Sidney, who considered the matter in several 
passages of his Discourses on Government,75 and Jean- Jacques Rousseau, 
who dedicated the entire sixth chapter of book 4 of The Social Contract76 
to it. But even the more specifi c considerations on the fact that this “or-
der” could also take the shape of a council rather than a monocratic mag-
istracy, as in the case of Venice’s Council of Ten, were infl uential and were 
in one way or another taken up by important theorists in the two subse-
quent centuries.

For example, James Harrington, who deemed Machia velli to be “the 
only politician of later ages,”77 argued in The Commonwealth of Oceana 
that the “Dictator Oceanae” ought to be a “junta” composed of nine aris-
tocrats, which “upon emergencies” could take up power together with the 
council of war and remain in office for no more than three months.78 In 
his Tractatus Politicus, Baruch Spinoza, the admirer of the “acutissimus 
Florentinus,” argued against the possibility of appointing a single man as a 
dictator “for one or two months.” According to him, such an appointment 
could represent a “great risk” for the liberty of the republic (“magno reipu-
blicae periculo”)79. He argued instead that dictatorial power, or the “gla-
dius dictatorius,” should be entrusted to a “council of syndics” (“Syndi-
corum Concilium”), “so that the dictatorial sword might be permanently 
vested, not in any natural person, but in a civil person, whose members are 
too numerous to be capable of dividing the state among themselves [ . . . ], 
or of agreeing on any crime.”80 David Hume, in the essay Idea of a Perfect 
Commonwealth, outlined the constitutional structures of an ideal repub-
lic, confronting himself with Harrington’s proposal, which he considered 
“the only valuable model of a commonwealth that has as yet been offered 
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to the public.”81 Among other magistracies, he called for a “dictatorial 
power,” which, “on extraordinary emergencies” would take charge “for six 
months.” Such a power had to be formed by several members of different 
institutions: “the protector, the two secretaries, the council of state, with 
any fi ve more than the senate appoints.”82

Machia velli’s lesson had demonstrably been learnt. What was impor-
tant for him was the creation of an order, of a magistracy that had the req-
uisite constitutional powers to tackle emergencies, not necessarily the fact 
that such a magistracy was entrusted to one man, to “uno solo,” as had oc-
curred in Rome.83 It is true. While discussing dictatorship, Machia velli on 
several occasions qualifi es it by turning to expressions like “this kingly 
power”84 or this “kingly arm.”85 But such phrases should not mislead us: 
by using them, Machia velli refers to the breadth of power in the hands of 
the dictator but does not imply that the ordinary magistracy charged to 
face emergency situations had necessarily to be a monocratic power. The 
conclusion of the argument he lays out in chapter 34 of book 1, in which 
he has examined both the Roman and Venetian experience, leaves no 
room for doubt: “so, concluding, I say that those republics that in urgent 
dangers do not take refuge either in the dictator or in similar authorities 
will always come to ruin in grave accidents.”86 “Or in similar authorities”: 
Machia velli’s qualifi cation should not be forgotten.

VII. CONCLUDING REMARKS

It is enough, in conclusion, to introduce three observations. The fi rst 
arises from the shared acknowledgment that the conceptual structure and 
argumentative narrative of Machia velli’s work add up to an extraordinary 
stratifi cation of theoretical insights. Resorting to contemporary language, 
we might say that his writings present an almost inextricable tangle of 
analytical and normative elements, of historical reconstruction and po-
litical philosophy. Machia velli is both the creator of The Prince and the 
author of the Discourses. On the one hand he focuses on politics and its 
actors, on the great and the people and the confl icts between them, and 
on the other he simultaneously considers legal institutions, orders, and 
laws. He proposes a normative arrangement for the ideal republic but at 
the same time investigates the corruption of the existing republics and 
the potential for their fall into crisis, a crisis that often can be solved only 
by the principality. He develops momentous diagnoses such as that of the 
crisis of the Roman republic, which can be linked to the “prolongation 
of commands,” and that of the birth of the modern world and Christian-
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ity’s role in it, with all its nonpolitical consequences. Yet at the same time 
he tackles more limited and specifi c questions, such as the possibility of 
Italian reunifi cation. Paying great attention to the problem of the “match-
ing with the times,” he sometimes refl ects on “ordinary times,” while at 
others, and perhaps more often, he considers “extraordinary times” and 
their challenges. It is our duty as interpreters to distinguish between the 
different levels of discourse in Machia velli’s work and to explain how they 
relate to one another.

It is therefore important to be clear about which theoretical level his 
considerations on dictatorship occupy. To this end, it may once more be 
useful to focus attention on the language and conceptual structure of the 
arguments set out in those crucial chapters. Let us fi rst of all reconsider 
the language used by the Florentine. “A republic will never be perfect un-
less it has provided for everything with its laws”87: a perfect republic, this 
is what is at stake. “So republics should have a like mode among their 
orders; and the Venetian republic, which is excellent among modern re-
publics, has reserved authority to a few citizens”88: an excellent republic, 
again this is what is in question. But let us note once more the verb: “re-
publics should have [le republiche debbano].” This is evaluative or pre-
scriptive language, we would say with our contemporary jargon.

Next let us turn to Machia velli’s conceptual categories, or to the struc-
ture of his conceptualizations. Dictatorship is set in contrast to tyranny, 
the tyranny of the Decemvirate or the tyranny sought by Spurius Maelius 
and stopped in its tracks by Cincinnatus. Tyranny: in the Western tradi-
tion this is a concept laden with judgment, fi lled with axiological assump-
tions. In short, in these pages Machia velli considers Rome and Venice and 
presents the basic characteristics of his “perfect” or ideal republic, and in 
doing so he presents arguments that we would today call normative. The 
constitutional order designed by Machia velli requires that alongside the 
orders and magistracies designed for “ordinary times,” from the consuls 
to the tribunes of the plebs, from the censors to the system of “accusa-
tions,” there should also be an “order” meant for “extraordinary times,” a 
magistracy provided with broad powers but also characterized by precise 
temporal and constitutional limits.

Having recognized the institutional articulation of Machia velli’s 
model for the perfect republic, which prescribes magistracies for both or-
dinary and extraordinary times, it becomes possible to introduce a sec-
ond observation, which arises from a historiographical consideration. In 
the past two decades, many scholars have given careful consideration 
to the theory of confl ict proposed by Machia velli and his praise for the 
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“disunion” that “made that republic free and powerful.”89 Those scholars 
who have studied and developed the interpretative viewpoints of Luis Al-
thusser and Claude Lefort have been particularly keen to do so. They have 
laid emphasis on how, in his arguments, Machia velli places tumults and 
orders, politics and law in relation with one another, and have claimed his 
thought contains a circular or recursive relationship between the two ele-
ments.90 Without “disunions,” without “tumults” Rome would not have 
created laws and orders capable of guaranteeing freedom. Such scholars 
have thereby highlighted the original division and permanent confl ict 
between the two groups present in every body politic: the great and the 
people. They have rightly insisted, in this context, that Machia velli sided 
with the latter. In doing so, they have also conferred a kind of genetic pri-
macy on politics. This line of thinking is important, but it seems to me to 
represent only one part of the story. The refl ection on dictatorial author-
ity presented in the Discourses allows us to understand and to highlight 
another aspect of Machia velli’s thought, one that has perhaps received less 
attention in recent decades. This is the extent to which orders and laws, 
once created, take on an extraordinary importance for Machia velli.91 The 
Florentine secretary repeats time and again: in a republic, the multitude 
has to be “regulated by the laws, as was the Roman [multitude]”92; or, more 
memorably: the “people” have to be “fettered by them.”93 In a republic it 
is these laws that guarantee personal freedom. However, it is the politics 
pursued by ambitious individuals, such as Caesar and the “greats,” that 
brings the constitutional structure into crisis. The relationship between 
law and politics can therefore be seen from another perspective, one in 
which the law (orders and laws) is an element of freedom, and politics, 
in particular the politics pursued by the “great,” is an element that leads 
to corruption.

I thus come to my fi nal comment. It has been said that Machia velli’s 
thought is profoundly stratifi ed and that it develops on different levels. 
When reasoning on the subject of dictatorship, the Florentine secretary 
not only considers which might be the best magistracies to allow the re-
public to preserve itself through time, but he is also driven to reconsider 
the issue of what kind of “extraordinary accidents” republics may encoun-
ter along the way. Thus, the subject of dictatorship encourages us to re-
think the question of how Machia velli’s thought thematizes the problem 
of the various types of crises that republics fi nd themselves confronting in 
the course of time. Perhaps one might distinguish between three different 
types of crisis that they are forced to face, each of which is tackled differ-
ently depending on the level of “corruption” within the republic.
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A fi rst type of crisis, or emergency, is the one we have considered up 
to now in dealing with the magistracy of dictatorship. This can emerge 
from external military threats as well as from internal “dangers,” whether 
these be confl icts between the parts or “humors” of the city or the rise of 
single individuals to positions of personal power, as in the case of Spu-
rius Maelius. Dictatorship is the normal response, the “ordinary mode” 
that uncorrupted republics use to face this kind of emergency. It is the 
uncorrupted republic, the republic in its political physiology, that resorts 
to the magistracy of dictatorship. Machia velli makes this clear as early 
as chapter 34 of book 1 of the Discourses and reiterates the same point 
in many later passages.94 For him, if the “matter” of the republic is still 
uncorrupted, then the intervention of the dictator, the recourse to the “or-
dinary mode,” can resolve the emergency comprehensively.

Another type of crisis is the one that emerges when the “matter” is 
corrupt, when public orders and values have been scarred by corruption. 
This is the scenario that Machia velli chiefl y analyzes in the fi rst chapter 
of book 3 of the Discourses, namely the situation in which it becomes nec-
essary to “draw back” the republic “toward its beginning.”95 This type of 
crisis can in fact be triggered by external emergencies, by “external beat-
ing,”96 but it usually emerges as an internal crisis, as a crisis of the virtue 
and more generally of the customs of the citizens. Machia velli recognizes 
that in such situations the intervention of individual dictators or, in other 
words, the recourse to “ordinary modes” was valuable. But he begins to 
argue that in order to “renew” republics more thoroughly there is often a 
need to turn to the “simple virtue of one man” and frequently to “execu-
tions” that induce “terror” and “fear” in the population. He thus begins to 
show how in those situations the use of “extraordinary” measures might 
become necessary. This appreciation for “extraordinary” measures aimed 
at drawing back the republic “toward its beginning” emerges more clearly 
in later chapters, for example in chapter 22 of book 3, in which he consid-
ers the “strong things”97 employed by a military commander like Titus 
Manlius Torquatus.

Machia velli does not restrict himself to considering the republic’s 
physiology, or to analyzing its pathologies, the corruptive processes de-
veloping within it. He is fully aware of the fact that there are different 
“degrees of corruption”98 and that there exist defi nite turning points in 
political life. He thus investigates, on several occasions both in book 1 
and book 3, what he calls “a change of state” (“una mutazione di Stato”),99 
which usually occurs “either from republic to tyranny or from tyranny 
to republic.” Machia velli makes clear that it is precisely when such “a 
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change of state” has taken place that it becomes necessary to make use 
of “extraordinary” measures. He unambiguously states: “whoever takes 
up a tyranny and does not kill Brutus, and whoever makes a free state and 
does not kill the sons of Brutus, maintains himself for a little time.”100 It 
is exactly this conviction of the need to turn to “extraordinary” modes in 
certain crucial moments following a “change of state” that leads Machia-
velli to severely criticize Piero Soderini, who proved himself incapable of 
understanding the nature of the appetites of the sons of Brutus and unable 
“to take up extraordinary authority.”101

But I do not have space here to elaborate on the last two forms of crisis. 
This is not the place to question the nature of the extraordinary means 
that are needed to tackle such emergency situations or to ponder on the 
different political actors involved in them, whether they be new princes, 
Greek tyrants or other reformist fi gures102, since doing so would require an 
entirely new essay. In this concluding passage, I merely wanted to sketch 
out in broad strokes the conceptual framework that Machia velli uses to 
consider the different types of crises that a republic may encounter in the 
course of time and the different means, ordinary and extraordinary, that 
may be required to cope with them. In this conceptual context, dictato-
rial authority represents the “ordinary mode” to which the uncorrupted 
republics—those republics that wish to continue to enable people to enjoy 
a “free way of life”—must regularly turn.
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C h a p t e r  T w e l v e

The Reception of Machia velli in 
Contemporary Republicanism:

Some Ambiguities and Paradoxes
Jean- Fabien Spitz

The attempts carried out these last thirty years to revitalize republi-
can political thought and to make it a tool for refl ection on the situ-

ation of contemporary democracies has resulted in a disagreement on the 
place of Machia velli in this current of ideas as it developed between the 
Renaissance and the seventeenth- century revolutions. This disagreement 
also pertains to the nature of republicanism and the role it can play in the 
current debate. This chapter’s aim is to understand how, today, different 
approaches to the difficulties facing contemporary democracies, as well 
as the contradictions met by the manner in which they propose to con-
ceive individual freedom, determine the different appreciations of modern 
republicanism as an alternative tradition to a liberalism that is seen as 
responsible for these difficulties and contradictions. In turn, these differ-
ent appreciations of modern republicanism determine different readings 
of Machia velli’s political work, inasmuch as it is supposedly at the ori-
gin of this alternative political school of thought. It is thus less a question 
of determining whether such or another conception of freedom attributed 
to Machia velli in the course of this debate is really his own, but rather a 
question of grasping the dissonances between the different voices he is 
made to speak with and probing their conceptual consistency as well as 
their respective presuppositions.1

Some—fi rst and foremost Quentin Skinner—consider modern republi-
canism to be a refl ection on the free city (public affairs placed under the 
rule of law and not of men) as an indispensable vector of the freedom of its 
members understood as independence. The republic would thus be a city 
providing each citizen with a legal and juridical status that protects him 
from any form of dependence to an arbitrary will, be it that of his cociti-
zens or that of the state itself. In this perspective, Machia velli’s political 
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work would be a refl ection on the civil and civic institutions indispensable 
to preserve the freedom of the state as well as the rule of law, and thereby 
to establish and safeguard the freedom of individuals.

This reading attempts to present Machia velli as the origin of an ethi-
cal line of thought centered on the production of freedom through institu-
tions, and thus on the idea that there exists a great difference between 
a sum of private interests and a city that integrates and regulates these 
interests within the framework of a normative and legitimate political or-
der. It also tries to insert the Florentine’s work in a tradition that has its 
roots in what Quentin Skinner calls the “neo- Roman” conception of free-
dom, with the result that Machia velli is seen as having proposed a concep-
tion of the citizen’s freedom that is radically different from that which 
has prevailed in liberal thought throughout the last two centuries. Instead 
of being centered on prepolitical rights and of conceiving laws as a con-
straint on liberties, this alternative conception underlines the essential 
role played by civic life, as well as that of the rule of law, in the making 
of a freedom that would not so much be the property of the individual but 
rather a collective work, a consequence of a well- regulated legal order.

While Skinner’s interpretation of Machia velli’s thought has been very 
infl uential in the recent period, it seems to be open to criticism on two 
different levels. First, on an internal level, one can suggest that the con-
ception Skinner attributes to Machia velli is inconsistent and marked with 
anachronism. Even if we remain within the limits of the thesis according 
to which the Machia vellian theory is a theory of freedom as the product 
of institutions, philosophical difficulties appear (section 1). Second, on an 
external level, critics have underlined that, for Machia velli, freedom is 
not the effect but the cause of institutions, and that institutionalization 
should be seen more as a threat than as a safeguard of real freedom (sec-
tion 2).

I. HOW DO REPUBLICAN INSTITUTIONS 
MAKE CITIZENS FREE? SOME DIFFICULTIES 

IN THE SKINNERIAN INTERPRETATION

Let’s start from the fact that, in Skinner’s reading of Machia velli, there is 
always an ambiguity in the use of the term “people” and about the idea 
that laws must be made “by the people.” Machia velli constantly uses the 
term “people” to distinguish the mass from the elite that strives for power 
and to indicate that this mass is—on the contrary—animated by a desire 
not to be subject to domination. Skinner, for his part, is constantly shifting 
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the meaning of this word to make it designate not the people inasmuch as 
they are distinct from the elite but as the whole of the components of the 
city as they are represented by an institutional body. The consequence of 
this shifting is the complete disappearance of the central idea of Ma chia-
velli’s politics, that is to say that the life of the city is rhythmed and domi-
nated by the struggle between two irreconcilable humors. This Machia-
vellian theme is replaced by the radically different idea that there exists 
—in the process of representation—a homogeneous people that, as a body, 
aims at the freedom of its members.2 The consequence is that the two op-
posed humors are placed on the same footing. If, on the one hand, the peo-
ple as mass constrains the elite’s humor to satisfy itself only under a form 
compatible with the masses’ aspirations for nondomination, this same 
people as a mass, on the other hand, is itself subject to the whole body 
in which its desire not to be dominated must compose with the opposite 
humor, and it can never decide on anything without the consent of the 
elites. Consequently, if it’s true that the aspiration to dominate can only 
be satisfi ed within the forms compatible with the aspiration to freedom 
of the masses, this same aspiration for freedom can itself only be satisfi ed 
under a form compatible with the aspiration for domination of the elites, 
that is to say through a legal protection in a system of institutions whose 
operation is inevitably placed under the guardianship of these elites. Yet 
Machia velli explicitly warns us that freedom is only safeguarded if it is 
placed in the hands of the people. And it is clear that he means the people 
as mass, and not the people as a whole body.

The idea that the law can make us free is also questionable. Indeed 
there is in Skinner’s interpretation a serious equivocation on the cause- 
and- effect relationship between law and virtue. The mixed and balanced 
republican constitution cannot be the cause of the fact that the citizens 
act, and it is not in this sense that it makes them “virtuous.” The real 
meaning of Skinner’s point is that the republican constitution constrains 
citizens to act in a rational way and to behave so that their actions are 
really conducive to the freedom they are aiming at. Yet it is difficult to 
consider as virtuous a citizen whose motivation is either to dominate (the 
grandi) or to reject all kind of power (the popolo), because such a citizen 
is merely constrained by an institutional device not to indulge in the be-
havior he is inclined to. The American framers of the constitution, for in-
stance, very well understood that such institutional devices do not make 
citizens virtuous and that, on the contrary, they are made necessary by 
the absence of virtue. They can replace the effects of an absent virtue, but 
they cannot determine citizens to be virtuous.
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What’s more, Skinner seems to have committed the sin of anachro-
nism against which he himself warns. He superimposes the diagnosis he 
makes of the pathologies of modern democracies (citizens are passive and 
relinquish their freedom by leaving the power in the hands of a minority) 
to what Machia velli had to say on the Florence of his time (freedom is at 
bay because each of the two factions is corrupt in that each one seeks to 
make its particular interest prevail without accepting to transform it and 
to make it compatible with that of the rival faction).3 The corruption men-
tionned by Machia velli is not passivity—a pathology belonging to nega-
tive freedom—but unilaterality, the incapacity to understand that there 
can be neither freedom nor good government where a part of the city is 
oppressed by the other. The “institutionalist” Machia velli, the only one 
considered in this internal critique, does not refl ect on the pathologies of 
negative freedom—the disinterest for politics, the concentration on civil 
and material interests to the expense of common action for the safeguard 
of freedom and legitimacy—but on those affecting the human passions: 
their incapacity to follow a controlled course.

A third difficulty affects the Skinnerian thesis, according to which 
civic engagement is a condition of freedom. In effect, it’s an argument that 
bears on the very substance of the law. It says that when the constitu-
tional mechanism constrains any legislative measure promoted by one of 
the two humors to obtain the agreement of the other one, it is logically 
impossible that the measures that pass through this fi lter bear the mark 
of a particular interest and that those asked to obey them will be placed 
under the dependence of a rule that illustrates and confi rms the will of the 
rival faction. Yet this reasoning, which seems essential to the consistency 
of Skinner’s thesis, is not always at the center of his analysis. At times, on 
the contrary, he seems to emphasize another argument, which states that 
the citizens of a self- governed state are freer because, differently from the 
subjects of a prince who may alter the law at will, they are not exposed to 
this type of sudden modifi cation, since the law cannot be changed with-
out their consent. The formal dimension here replaces the substantial, for 
that which characterizes the citizens of a free state, here, is no longer the 
assurance that the law is not the instrument of a particular interest but 
the assurance that the law cannot be subjected to sudden changes. In order 
to fold one argument upon another, one would have to claim that any law 
with the assurance that it will not be changed without our consent could 
be defi ned as the bearer of a universal value, as being nonarbitrary, and as 
not contrary to our objective interests. But such an affirmation is problem-
atic. If one considers the authentically Machia vellian theme of an opposi-
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tion of principle between two antagonistic interests—that of the grandi 
and that of the popolo—it is true that a law that may not be changed with-
out the consent of each of the two is necessarily exclusive of any particu-
lar interest. But Skinner commits the sin of anachronism by shifting from 
the Ma chia vellian thesis of the opposition between the two humors to the 
contemporary idea of the presence of a plurality of interest groups within 
a society. Now, if one puts aside the analysis of the two humors and seeks 
to understand in which way a law could be favorable to all groups who risk 
being subject to dominations, or even to all individuals, it becomes absurd 
to pretend that a law made by all (one that cannot be changed without our 
consent) cannot oppress one of the groups in question, for the majority 
easily dictates its law to a minority. Thus the Machia vellian analysis does 
not apply in a complex society marked by the pluralism of interests, a situ-
ation to which Skinner nevertheless keeps on referring under the pretext 
of analyzing the effects of the opposition between the two humors such 
as it is conceived by Machia velli. The latter’s analysis does not state that 
the participation of all guarantees each one against oppression. Machia-
velli does not trust, as Skinner sometimes implies, the intrinsic wisdom 
of the majority’s voice, nor is he putting forth a “primitive” version of the 
general will according to which the body could not want to wrong its own 
members (Skinner 1993, 414). He only shows that, in Rome, the irrecon-
cilable opposition of two humors and the necessity to collaborate that is 
brought about by the constitution results in legislation having to prove 
benefi cial to both the interests in order to subsist.

And fi nally there is a major inconsistency in Skinner’s thesis. Indeed, 
he affirms that freedom consists in pursuing one’s fi xed goals, that is to 
say, one’s private interests, without having to fear the arbitrary interfer-
ences of a will other than one’s own. The price to be paid for this freedom 
is to submit to a constitution that imposes a bridle on our tendency to act 
as we wish, that forces us to restrain or not to satisfy those of our desires 
that can only be satisfi ed at the expense of others. The law thus forces the 
grandi to satisfy their appetite for power only in ways compatible with the 
freedom of the popolo by preventing them, when they act as magistrates, 
from treating their fellow citizens otherwise than in conformity with the 
law. Conversely, the popolo must refrain from their desire not to obey, and 
satisfy it under the form of having only to obey the impersonal power of 
laws to which they have themselves consented. Here, it is clear that the 
free city’s institutions constrain citizens to change the form of their as-
pirations, and not only to make use of other means to obtain a fi nality 
that has remained identical. Henceforth, under these institutions, citizens 
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no longer do what they aspired to do initially. They have not only imple-
mented alternative means to achieve fi nalities that remained the same, 
but the law constrains them (or appears to constrain them) to want some-
thing else than what they initially wanted.

Yet, Skinner seems, for his part, to postulate that there would exist 
here a constancy in the fi nalities and only a variation of the means. It’s 
difficult to play it both ways, though, for if the motivations are constant, 
citizens have in no way become virtuous through the law. And if, on the 
contrary, the motivations have changed, we are no longer in the presence 
of a theory of negative freedom. To maintain his thesis, Skinner would 
have to claim that the law only constrains citizens to adopt an external 
conduct in conformity with what would be deemed a virtuously motivated 
conduct. Yet this “constrained” form of conduct can hardly be defi ned as 
a “willingness to cultivate virtue,” since it is adopted neither in consider-
ation of its advantages (which the citizens do not perceive, due to a lack of 
rationality) nor in reason of its intrinsic quality (its morality, its confor-
mity to the general good, the fact that it takes into account the satisfac-
tion of the opposite humor) (Skinner 1986, 230).4 As far as this goes, Skin-
ner’s thesis contains a double restriction that is hardly Machia vellian: it 
reduces virtue to rationality (to a sound computation of the means to de-
velop our aspirations), and then it reduces this redefi ned virtue to its ex-
ternal shape, given that citizens do not tend to act rationally and that the 
law only constrains them to act as if they were rational.

By insistently repeating that the law only constrains us to change the 
means to attain an invariable aim, and by claiming that the law is the 
cause of freedom without actually constituting it, Skinner takes his dis-
tance from Machia velli in order to preserve his “revisionist” project. Ac-
cording to Machia velli, the law does not enable citizens to do what they 
wish to do just by removing part of their desires. It does not make them 
“free” in the sense that they can do what they want to do. It determines 
them—but Machia velli does not believe that it can do so alone and with-
out a preceding motivation of virtue—to adopt a radically unprecedented 
form of conduct: the submission to an impersonal law in the case of the 
popolo, and the exercise of a nonarbitrary form of power in the case of the 
grandi. The law is not, in its relationship to freedom, a cause to its effect, 
and, in this sense, one may well conclude that, after all, the Machia vellian 
theory of freedom could be seen as a conception of positive freedom. If 
to be free means acting in a certain manner, we are confronted with a 
concept of exercise, not because citizens are active in the making of the 
law but because, be it in commanding or in obeying, they are brought to 
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conform their conduct to a model that was not the one that they followed 
initially. In the case of the popolo, as in the case of the grandi, the varia-
tion of the means implies a variation of the ends whereas, when he insists 
on the idea that the Machia vellian conception is a negative one, Skinner 
implies that Machia velli shares the liberal conception of freedom (it is not 
a form of action, it is not a concept of exercise) and that he distances him-
self from it only through his approach of means (only active participation 
in the civic life can keep the citizens free).

As demonstrated by Shaw, Skinner’s revisionist project thus constantly 
oscillates between two contrasting ideas. On the one hand it suggests that 
the law makes us adopt a morally superior conduct, one in conformity 
with the good life or the moral life, one that takes into account the re-
quirements of common freedom (but in this case we are no longer within 
the theory of negative freedom). On the other hand, it suggests that the 
law only constrains us to pursue our goals through different means (but 
in that case it is impossible to say that the law makes us virtuous, or that 
it makes us good, and we are in a form of “liberal” republicanism akin to 
that of Madison) (Shaw 2003, 52).

The Skinnerian project also hesitates on the defi nition of corruption. 
Is the corrupt man only the one who is lacking in rationality, who cannot 
see what must be cut back from his own aspirations in order to maximise 
their satisfaction? Or is he the one who does not wish the absence of power 
of man over man, who is not possessed by “the love of freedom” in the 
sense of a collective form of existence ethically justifi ed and marked pre-
cisely by this absence of power of man over man? In the fi rst case, the law 
does not make men virtuous but only more rational. In the second case, it 
makes them virtuous by forcing them to desire such an absence of power. 
Machia velli, as suggested by Hannah Arendt, opts for the second idea. For 
him, the corrupt man is the one who either does not wish to renounce 
domination (in the case of the grandi) or does not renounce acting without 
submitting to any power (in the case of the popolo). The corrupt man is the 
one who does not want freedom, who does not want to build a legitimate 
political form that preserves it, and who is not ready to be watchful of its 
preservation (Vatter 2000, 87). The virtue that the law constrains him to 
follow is then not an alternative way to satisfy his initial aspirations, but 
a transformation of them. Thus we have now returned to the idea that 
the Machia vellian conception of freedom is not a conception of negative 
freedom.

Simultaneously, it is clear that, if we reason this way, we can no longer 
accept the idea that the law is the cause of virtue, for the latter must in 
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a sense preexist the legal institutions in order to give birth to the institu-
tions that, in turn, will be able to consolidate it. This means that Skin-
ner’s error about virtue—a mere lack of rationality—is interdependent 
with his error on the fact that the law could be the cause of freedom, that 
freedom could be imported from the exterior to the citizens through an 
institutional mechanism.

Shaw comes to the conclusion that as Skinner’s revisionist project 
takes shape—a project that consists of demonstrating the compatibility 
of a negative conception of freedom with the two paradoxical republican 
themes (the law forces us to accomplish our duty, the law is a tool of free-
dom) —the idea that the law makes men more moral, or makes them virtu-
ous, recedes little by little to the background so that Machia velli becomes 
a mere source from which to draw a teaching about what kind of institu-
tional devices would be able to channel egoistic acts and make them con-
tribute despite themselves to the public good. But, in this case, Machia-
velli ceases to illustrate a trend of thought centered on republican virtues 
that incite the refusal of any power of man over man.

Kari Palonen notices in the same way that, in Liberty before Liberal-
ism, the source of the idea of freedom as nondomination refers not only to 
the Roman historians but essentially to the Digest, that is to say, to a ju-
ridical conception. The “useful past” found by Skinner in the seveneenth- 
century English works inspired by this juridical concept that contrasts 
freedom with slavery proves itself much more useful to him in defending 
his own conception of negative freedom than the “republican” Machia-
velli. This allows us to understand why Skinner has left Machia velli out 
of the picture in the later versions of his work (Palonen 1998). Machia velli 
indeed is not really compatible with his juridical approach of freedom as 
a guarantee of rights within a constituted constitutional order (Visentin 
2007). It is thus quite natural that, in Liberty before Liberalism, Skinner 
all but dismisses Machia velli. But this also goes to show that the interpre-
tation that he was attempting to impose on the thought of the Florentine 
secretary really didn’t suit a thinker who claimed that virtue is the prin-
ciple and not the effect of free institutions.5

II. A RADICAL CRITIQUE OF MACHIA VELLI’S 
CONTEMPORARY REPUBLICAN INTERPRETATION

The most radical critique levelled against republican contemporary read-
ings of Machia velli’s work is neverthless an external one. Its aim is not 
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so much to underline problems of consistency but to point out that, for 
Machia velli, the art of liberty has nothing to do with the reciprocal neu-
tralization of the two “umori” that are present inside the city and that 
would be deemed as equally irrational. On the contrary, this art is mainly 
concerned with the means of making sure that the popular desire for free-
dom will be predominant over the drive for arbitrary power that animates 
the “grandi.” This means a Copernican revolution since, instead of claim-
ing that Machia velli did conceive freedom as the product of an institu-
tional structure, or as the effect of enclosing the people into a stable legal 
form, the point of this alternative approach is to say that, on the contrary, 
freedom dies of such an enclosure and that one should rather conceive lib-
erty as the cause that gives birth to the legal institutional system, but 
also as what should always be able to monitor this system, to control it, 
to reduce it to its fi rst principles. Thus, this external criticism stresses 
the clear- cut asymmetry between the two “umori,” and it wants to show 
that, for Machia velli, liberty cannot be reduced to a stabilized institu-
tional form.

Most recently, several political theorists have thus cast serious doubts 
on Machia velli’s place in the republican genealogical tree and its “insti-
tutional” bent violently adverse to any independent manifestation of 
the popular will. John P. McCormick has shown, for instance, that clas-
sical republican thought has several aspects that fi t very uneasily with 
Machia velli’s political ideals. It supposes that an elite of wise or talented 
men should be in charge of formulating what is good for the people, that 
such men should play a major part in the exercise of power, that the lower 
classes are too unruly, too passionate, and too irrational to be trusted with 
any independent political function, and that “the people” should be seen 
as a homogeneous whole in which natural elites of talent and knowledge 
will necessarily emerge, through elections, in the role of natural aristo-
cratic representatives (McCormick 2011). According to McCormick, Ma-
chia velli would have had none of these ideas, since he was favoring a 
democracy more than a republic in this classical sense. He thought that 
the main danger for liberty did not come from the unruly passions of the 
majority, or of the poor, but from the dominating appetite of the wealthy 
elites. Machia velli thus thought, according to McCormick, that material 
inequalities and the aristocratic pulsions to dominate were the major prob-
lem for free states and that political means should be found to allow the 
people to contain the consequences of those inequalities and pulsions. 
This is why he praised the Roman tribunes of the plebs and suggested that 
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the popolo (that is, the poorest sections of the city) should be invested with 
some independent powers in order to check the dominating enterprises of 
the wealthy.

McCormick’s criticism thus suggests that the classical republican tra-
dition is intrinsically elitist insofar as the concept of freedom it has put 
forth—freedom as a legal status securing the individual against subjec-
tion to an alien will—requires a kind of virtue that is not available with-
out a social cleavage between a virtuous elite and and a deferential mass 
(see also Olsen 2005). Consequently, such a tradition of thought cannot be 
used in order to reinvigorate contemporary democracies, nor to imagine 
the means by which the people would be able to prevent the confi scation 
of power by representative elites. The diagnosis formulated by classical 
republicans on the pathologies of modern democracies is centered on the 
incapacity of representative institutions to capture and to promote the 
common good. McCormick thinks, on the contrary, that those pathologies 
have to do less with some incapacity to efficiently melt down the various 
aspirations that are present inside the city in order to extract the common 
good from this precipitate, than with the resilience of a deeply rooted re-
lationship of power that leads to the permanent preeminence, inside the 
so- called stabilized institutional and legal structure of modern democra-
cies, of the will and interests of the governing elite over the democratic 
aspirations of the greatest number. Whereas the neo- Roman republicans 
claim that democracies need a searching refl ection on the possibility to 
build genuinely representative institutions able to identify and to promote 
political measures that are authentically in the interest of the people as 
a whole, McCormick suggests that such a common interest does not ex-
ist and that contemporary democracies can only follow one of two paths: 
either the government by the people for the people, or the governement 
by the elites for the special interests of the elites. No reconciliation be-
tween those two opposing aspirations is possible so that contemporary 
political thought should exclusively bear on how to make sure that the 
political power of the people—the very heart of modern freedom—is se-
cured against its erosion in the hands of the elite of the wealthy and the 
well born.

As we can see, such a deeply seated disagreement on the pathologies 
of modern democracy cannot fail to affect the way Machia velli’s work is 
read. Neo- Roman republicans see in the Discourses the fountainhead of 
a line of thought bearing on the way to extract a common public reason 
through fi nely tuned institutional devices. But McCormick—following a 
long tradition of interpretation—rather sees Machia velli as a major expo-
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nent of the idea that politics is fi rst and foremost a recurring struggle be-
tween the popolo and those who try to confi scate politcal power for their 
own profi t. Consequently, McCormick claims that what democracies need 
above all is to invent and to practice exceptional and moderately institu-
tionalized devices in order to put the power of the people somehow out of 
reach of the dominating elites. For him, the true republic should not be 
defi ned as a compromise or as a reciprocal neutralization of particular in-
terests for the sake of a self- proclaimed common good. Such a “balanced” 
regime always turns out to be in the elite’s interests, so that what real 
freedom requires is an actual uprooting of the power of man over man. 
Following many other commentators, he wants to show that Machia velli’s 
thought is loaded with elements of radicalism that induce him to look for 
political ways to secure, if not the political preeminence of the people over 
the elites, at least some kind of security and defense against the erosion of 
the popular will at the hands of those who claim to represent it. Accord-
ing to McCormick, those radical elements constitute the main fault line 
between Machia velli and the classical republican tradition, and he claims 
that such elements could be very useful today in order to imagine possible 
ways to cure the pathologies of modern democracy. But, unfortunately, 
they are constantly backstaged or overshadowed by the claim that the au-
thor of the Discourses belongs to a “republican tradition” in which the 
idea of a common good—not popular democracy—plays the pivotal role.

Similarly, Eric Nelson has suggested that the Roman version of the 
classical republican tradition, while remaining strongly attached to the 
idea that private property is the basis of independence and freedom, con-
stantly concludes that such a freedom is to be the privilege of the few, 
and that the many—who are devoid of independence because they have no 
independent property—should only show deference toward the elites who, 
alone, are able to see what is good for the whole (Nelson 2004). Here again, 
according to Nelson, Machia velli would have had none of this aristocratic 
and deferential republic. This is why he praised the agrarian laws as a way 
to redistribute wealth and to promote actual independence for all, even 
if he knew that, when the Gracchi brothers attempted such a reform in 
Rome, it was too late because the “patricians” had accumulated excessive 
wealth and, through it, excessive power that made such a redistribution 
impossible (Nelson 2004; Machia velli, Discourses, 1.37). In order to inter-
pret Machia velli’s thought, one should rather draw from Greek ancient re-
publicanism some ideas that are again more radical than those attributed 
to him by neo- Roman modern republicans. Greek republicanism did, in 
particular, put a marked emphasis on the claim that social equality and 
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redistribution of wealth are the necessary conditions of freedom and the 
resilience of republican institutions. It also claimed that the existence of 
an aristocratic elite leading a separate life entirely distinct from that of 
the greatest number is wholly incompatible with a true republic, with a 
city that would be a res publica securing equal liberty for its citizens. It 
claimed that such an aristocratic elite would actually be invested with so 
much wealth, so much infl uence, so much rhetorical skill, that it would 
be impossible to maintain them under the rule of the law and to prevent 
actual power from fl owing into their hands (see also Southwood 2002).

As both McCormick and Nelson have suggested, contemporary repub-
licans like Pettit and Skinner have thus reconstructed the republican 
tradition along lines that lead them to adopt the antipopulist and elitist 
aspects of the classical version. They fear majority rule much more than 
elitist domination, and they favor various institutional devices (like Pet-
tit’s “depolitization”) that are meant to prevent political confl icts (some-
thing Machia velli was not afraid of) but that, in fact, tend to enhance 
the power of experts over the power of the people. Pettit, as it were, is 
also quite reluctant to say that no republic oriented toward the common 
good can exist in the midst of excessive material inequalities of wealth 
and that a republic worth the name could require severe limitations on 
the constraining power of private property. Skinner, for his part, is almost 
completely silent on this social aspect of Machia velli’s thought since he 
is almost exclusively concerned by political—not social—domination and 
power.

This current reevaluation obviously tries to distance Machia velli’s po-
litical thought from the republican revival by stressing that its democratic 
and egalitarian components are in sharp contrast with the deferential and 
hierarchical aspects of the classical version of republicanism. It should be 
a good opportunity to ask whether the institutional aspects of the repub-
lic as put forth by Pettit but also by Quentin Skinner are actually those 
that are required for making real nondomination an actual component of 
civil and civic life today. Should republican institutions aiming at secur-
ing nondomination for all be oriented toward representation in a mixed 
constitution, depolitization devices, contestation forums, and a market 
economy with few qualms about inequalities and the constraining power 
of private property? Or should they gravitate toward the two following 
ideas? The fi rst is that the “common good” is the good of the popolo as 
the greatest number, those who want not to be oppressed. It is a matter 
for their collective decisions to identify it, independently of any process 
of incorporation and representation if necessary. Such an identifi cation 
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should not be trusted to decisions located within the confi nes of the law, 
to some expert reasoning on the “objective interests of the people” by self- 
proclaimed elites. The second idea is that no freedom is available where 
property can be accumulated and concentrated in a way that confers huge 
constraining powers to the owners of massive property and wealth, so that 
a true republic requires at least an “embedded” market.

Though highly contested and contestable, these two “Machia vellian” 
ideas can be given some philosophical and argumentative credentials. 
Moreover, they should be at the center of an updated republicanism for the 
modern times that would show less reverence for the elitist and institu-
tional version of classical republicanism and for its undue adoration of pri-
vate property and the so- called common good in which, in a bizarre man-
ner, the appetite for power is supposed to be as legitimate as the popular 
desire for freedom. No doubt, Skinner’s reading is less distant from those 
radical ideas than Pettit’s, but his interpretation remains deeply marked 
by several hesitations that lead him to water them down and to maintain 
the thesis that freedom depends not so much on the people remaining the 
master of their own fate as on the fact that everyone in the city abides by a 
law supposed to materialize and express the common good. But inevitably, 
as Skinner seems reluctant to notice, the elites of wealth and infl uence 
will gain a preponderant role in interpreting the laws and managing the 
institutions so that they serve their own interest. Machia velli, for his part, 
was much more alert to such corruption, and he knew that, in any stable 
institutional system, the grandi’s drive for domination would get the up-
per hand over the popolo’s aspiration to freedom.

The external critique thus underlines the important measure in which 
Skinner’s interpretation remains within the confi nes of the liberal para-
digm at the very moment when it tries to expose and to criticize its re-
strictive character. Skinner takes little account of the superiority Machia-
velli grants to the popular love of liberty over the aristocratic drive for 
power. He does not give pride of place to the Machia vellian idea that the 
people are the best guardians of their own liberty (Del Lucchese 2004). In-
stead, he seems to put the two “umori” on the same footing so that, in his 
view, freedom is not linked to the people’s ability to act in an autonomous 
way but to the insertion—which is also a domestication—of the popular 
will into a legal structure that imprisons and stifl es it while giving it a 
very partial satisfaction that, paradoxically for a theory of freedom, has to 
be compatible with the appetite of the “grandi” for domination and power. 
Such a view implies that, under any but the limited and tamed form it 
assumes when constrained in a legal structure, the popular will can only 
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tend to an anarchical, illimited, and intrinsically corrupted way of act-
ing, which needs to be offset by the humor of the grandi. It is clear, then, 
that freedom appears as a consequence of the reciprocal neutralization of 
two equally dangerous humors and not of the political preeminence of the 
people over the elites. On the contrary, according to the external critique 
of Skinner’s approach, Machia velli’s thesis is precisely that common free-
dom can only be founded on such a preeminence, on this ability of the 
people to have things their way and not to let their aspiration for freedom 
be freezed, eroded, or confi scated by an elite through the political process 
taking place inside the institutional and legal structure.

Machia velli seemed to be conscious that the specifi c qualities of the 
elites as well as their social situation and their wealth enable them to 
play the major part in institutionalized processes and to twist or delude 
the popular will in order to build inexpugnable positions of power inside 
the legal structure. Thus, even if it does seem to be true that the elites can 
be trusted—under an adequate disposition of the legal structure—to make 
a positive contribution to freedom of their own, it remains that only the 
popolo, conceived as the greater number, or the nonaristocratic section, of 
the population, has the true will to impose institutions favorable to free-
dom. Those institutions can remain free only if that same people has the 
power to control them, to found them anew when necessary, and to reduce 
them to their primary principles so as to master the processes of corrup-
tion that inevitably affect them. But, quite strangely, Skinner leaves en-
tirely aside this problem of the internal corruption of the legal structure in 
which he puts so much confi dence. He neglects entirely the Machia vellian 
claim that the extralegal activity of the people is an essential part of the 
art of freedom, and he concentrates only on the supposedly stable form 
that an adequate institutional structure is supposed to be able to confer to 
civic liberty. The dynamic aspects of the problem of freedom—mainly the 
corruption that affects free institutions because of the central role they are 
constrained to give to elites—seem to escape his attention. And so does 
also the refl ection Machivaelli devotes to the ways and means by which 
the popolo could act outside the institutions in order to prevent or contain 
the erosion of their own place inside those same institutions.

Quentin Skinner could thus be charged for his inability to distance him-
self from a rights- centered conception of politics that conceives freedom 
as the individual enjoyment of well- defi ned legal guarantees, and for his 
inability to acknowledge that politics is fi rst and foremost a matter of con-
fl ict and power. In such a confl ict- based approach, there can be no freedom 
without a stern and primitive determination in the popolo to control—and 
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reject when necessary—the power of man over man. Skinner thus misses 
one essential aspect of Machia velli’s thought by letting recede backstage 
the idea that freedom is less a matter of individual rights than of collective 
will. More than in a set of legal guarantees, Machia velli is interested in the 
way popular movements are able to give birth to a mixed constitution and, 
above all, in the way germs and processes of corruption arising inside such 
institutions can be prevented or cured by movements of refoundation and 
returning to fi rst principles. What could enable the popolo, when the legal 
structure is functioning on its proper footing—but also when the founding 
moment is receding back in time—, to preserve their own constituent and 
supreme collective power from its erosion and manipulation into the hands 
of the representative elites? How can the liberty- aspiring masses keep the 
upper hand over institutions to which they must trust their fate, but at the 
same time remain deeply suspicious, because their very enemies are well 
entrenched inside the citadel that is meant to defend them? What are the 
political means able to keep the legal structure on its proper orbit, to make 
sure that the mixed constitution remains at the service of freedom? What 
can prevent it from turning into a means of oppression, as it inevitably 
tends to do, because, by its own nature, it allows the elites to be the sole 
interpreters of what is required by the rights it is supposed to secure? 

For sure, Skinner endeavors, in a manner that seems contradictory to 
his radical critics, to emphasize both the political thesis that the popolo 
is the best guardian of their own liberty and the legal thesis that freedom 
is the negative enjoyment of guaranteed rights by independent individu-
als. In a way, this is the very meaning of Skinner’s project, which aims at 
demonstrating the possibility of marrying a negative theory of freedom 
with the idea that citizens must exercise virtues and civic duties in par-
ticipating in and defending republican institutions. But those two aspects 
are more incompatible than Skinner wants to admit because, if freedom 
is conceived exclusively as the product of institutional artifacts, its de-
fense and preservation require, in Miguel Vatter’s words, that the unique-
ness of the political event and of the manifestation of the popular will, 
which always appear as destabilizing factors, be excluded from politico- 
institutional life. Nevertheless, it is precisely when the very process by 
which the popular will is both stymied and channeled in the name of its 
dangerousness for legal rights and stabilized governance that corruption 
creeps in and the erosion that substitutes the interests of the elites for 
those of the freedom- loving popolo takes place (Vatter 2000, 13, 79). Skin-
ner does not seem to take this view of corruption seriously, and he reduces 
it to a type of irrational behavior. But actually, corruption is less a defect 
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of the mind than an inescapable bent of all institutional forms, which, by 
their own nature, tend to transform political will into rights, movement 
into stability, the drive to reject power of man over man into a desire of 
secure possession of material goods, and nondomination into negative lib-
erty (Vatter 2000, 87). On the one hand, Skinner tries to rehabilitate the 
collective dimension of politics, the collective act of giving shape to and 
remodeling the legal structure through popular mobilization, which is the 
very heart of the Machia vellian theory of freedom. But, on the other hand, 
at the very moment when he tries to insert such a mobilization into his 
own approach, he weakens its meaning by presenting it as an irrational 
humor, and he cuts off its centrality by claiming that the central ques-
tion of politics is not so much what happens in the act of instituting a le-
gal structure but what is generated inside this structure. This is also why 
Skinner does not succeed in giving true importance to the Machia vellian 
claim that civil discords and disorders have played a major role in the 
birth and preservation of Roman republican freedom. In fact, this claim is 
nothing but the other face of the idea that any stable legal order tends to be 
corrupt because its very stability is the sign that the elites have arrogated 
its management for themselves and oriented it toward the satisfaction of 
their own drive for power.

The external criticism thus underlines how much Skinner is wide off 
the mark as far as Machia velli’s conception of freedom is concerned. In 
the version presented by the radical critics, freedom is a practice without 
rules that is at the origin of all rules, a practice without form that is at 
the origin of all institutional forms but that cannot be reduced to any of 
them without being perverted. It is a practice of collective opposition to 
any kind of established power. In this view, the res publica would refer 
not to a legal order encapsulating stable rights for all and supposed to be 
able to satisfy jointly the different interests present in the community but 
to a reiterable event by which, according to Vatter’s words, forms of legal 
power are instituted, constantly monitored, and changed in a revolution-
ary manner.

Beyond this critique, there is a second important claim in the radical 
approach. The main feature of Machia velli’s political thought is that there 
is no natural concept of what the common good should be, no common 
interest, and that politics has necessarily the form of a recurring confl ict 
between those who want to dominate and those who want to be free from 
any domination. But, if this is true, the idea that the people could be made 
into a homogeneous whole through well- ordered institutions is a dan-
gerous myth, since it is always when it becomes commonsense that the 
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popolo and the grandi have the same interests (the stability of the legal or-
der, the absence of precariousness in the enjoyment of rights) that the door 
is wide open for domination to creep in. This is the reason why the mixed 
constitution, which is supposed to give satisfaction both to the desire for 
freedom and to the desire for power, cannot be stable as an instrument of 
common independence. It is always affected by a dynamic that tends to-
ward either usurpation by the elites or popular revolution. In consequence, 
the fate of freedom depends less on the way the legal structure is balanced 
than on the direction toward which its movement is heading. Its natural 
bent is toward usurpation by the elites who are mightily advantaged when 
the question is who is better able to manage a legal structure from the 
inside. If this is the case, the main point in order to keep freedom alive is 
to fi nd extra-  or marginally institutional means in order to prevent such a 
corruption. But, following Pocock’s example, Skinner remains convinced 
that freedom lies in the resilience of a stable legal order, not in a prin-
ciple of revolutionary instability. He seems to miss the fact that, if virtue 
exists, it is inherently in the popolo, and it certainly cannot be instilled 
into it by legal means. In that light, the very idea that institutions could 
force the citizens to be free, to exercise their vigilance and civic activity, 
appears as an illusion both risky and hollow. The institutionalization of 
freedom in a stable legal structure has a tendency to stifl e virtue rather 
than to energize it, and it is the evident mark of its absence or exhaustion 
more than of its vigor.

Skinner tends moreover to conceive corruption as a mere lack of ra-
tionality, as if the constitutive parts of the city were targeting a common 
aim (freedom) but that, left alone, they tended to an illimitation in con-
tradiction with the satisfaction of their own desires. He constantly substi-
tutes, as the internal criticism was already noticing, an imaginary people 
conceived as a unifi ed whole rendered homogeneous by a suitable consti-
tution for the actual popolo as the greater number of those who want to 
escape domination. According to Machia velli, those popular masses are 
animated by a drive that is invested with universal value and that, as a 
consequence, should not be seen as a particular interest “among others” 
or in need of restraint in order to be intrinsically legitimate. The Machia-
vellian city, according to the external critique, does not put face- to- face 
two parties that would aim at the same thing but that would merely be 
both mistaken about the adequate way to reach it. It is a confl ict between 
two desires that are so contradictory that freedom can only be the result of 
the popolo’s drive for the absence of power taking decisive precedence over 
the grandi’s drive for domination. Thus corruption has less to do with irra-
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tionality or an ignorance about means, and more with the way supposedly 
free institutions are wont to let hardly detectable forms of arbitrary power 
entrench themselves through legal formalities.

III. CONCLUDING REMARKS

Skinner thus seems to have given inadequate weight to the link, in 
Machia velli’s thought, between freedom and the preeminence of the popu-
lar will. Like Pettit, he distances himself from a “populism” that he per-
ceives more as a danger than as a universal value (Pettit 2013). But one can 
suspect that there is another reason for this distancing. Neither Skinner 
nor Pettit has thoroughly taken into account the possibility that social 
equality should be considered a necessary condition for freedom. But, as 
Rousseau has seen, the preponderant role of the popular will leads to real 
freedom for all only if the citizens are invested with degrees of wealth and 
infl uence that are sufficiently similar for the thesis that nobody can will 
anything for others without willing it at the same time for himself to be 
true. It is only when such an egalitarian situation prevails that it can be 
said that the people cannot want its own wrong as a body and that it can-
not collectively want to oppress one of its parts either. This is the reason 
why Machia velli constantly said that freedom becomes impossible in a 
city where a class of grandi manages to live on an aristocratic footing. In 
a society where interests would be so different, and even opposed, the pre-
eminence of the popular will would actually have a great probability of 
turning into a tyranny of the poor over the rich. If one reasons within the 
confi nes of a pluralist model where there is no acceptable motive why one 
of the interest should prevail over the others, such a tyranny is so inaccept-
able that one is lead to reject the very idea that the greater number should 
always be able to have things their way. But if, as Machia velli does, one 
reasons in terms of a confl ict between the desire for freedom and the de-
sire for power, one can see no objection to the idea that the masses should 
“tyrannize” the elites and prevent them from satisfying their thirst for 
domination. One has then to conclude that such a “tyranny” in the name 
of freedom can maintain itself only if the elites are deprived of their main 
weapon—wealth and infl uence—and if they are allowed to keep only their 
superiority of intellectual qualities and political vision, which they are 
then constrained to put at the service of the freedom of the people if they 
want to access positions of eminence and authority. A republic does in-
deed need men of talent because only such men are able to anticipate the 
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impending risks and display the necessary “spirit of decision” required for 
the preservation of a free state. But it is also necessary that those excep-
tional men can use only their personal qualities and talents in order to 
rise over their cocitizens since, if such was not the case, the magistracies 
they would be trusted with would immediately become instruments of 
arbitrary power. That’s what Machia velli intended to say when he claimed 
that a state cannot remain free if it ignores the art of maintaining all its 
citizens in a state of poverty.6 Conversely, if both Skinner and Pettit seem 
highly skeptical about the idea that freedom stems from the decisive supe-
riority of the popolo over the elites, it is because they think that nondomi-
nation can exist even in the presence of wide material inequalities. The 
way they are fascinated by political forms of domination prevents them 
from seeing the very acute kinds of social domination that have so often 
been and still are able to subvert the best- contrived institutional liberties.

McCormick also claims that the way contemporary republicans mis-
represent Machia velli’s thought leads to similar results. On the one hand, 
it underestimates both the way Machia velli incriminates as adverse to 
freedom the social preeminence of the aristocratic class, and the way he 
looks for possible ways to stifl e it. On the other hand, it overestimates 
the so- called classical republican tradition by seeing it as a doctrine of 
nondomination aiming at the uprooting of the power of man over man, 
whereas actually it is a doctrine of the preeminence of the self- proclaimed 
elites of wealth and wisdom through legal representative institutions that 
allow them to make their drive for power prevail under the guise of the 
common good.

These two consequences are severe for the way Machia velli is under-
stood since he is misrepresented as a political writer that accepts social 
hierarchy and has no doubts about its compatibility with real freedom. 
But they are severe also for those who wish to cure the pathologies of con-
temporary democracies, since such an approach misleads them into look-
ing for institutional ways to harmonize the interest of the people with 
those of the elites. It appears then that a true republic requires a stern 
determination to fi ght both the elite’s drive for power and their drive to 
accumulate wealth. But if such is the case, the so- called contemporary 
republicanism—by being blind to how easily wealth is translated into 
power—accepts and comforts the hypocritical nature of the democracies 
of today: the rule of the elites through wealth and infl uence under the 
guise of the one- man, one- vote rule and the dogma of equal rights (Visen-
tin 2009, 637).
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Notes

1. As Wilamowitz has said: “We know that ghosts cannot speak until they have 

drunk blood; and the spirits which we evoke demand the blood of our hearts. We give 

it to them gladly; but if they then abide our question, something of us has entered into 

them, something alien that must be cast out in the name of truth.” Wilamowitz, Greek 

Historical Writings (1908), quoted in Hugh Lloyd Jones, Blood for the Ghosts: Classical 

Infl uences in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries (London: Gerald Duckworth 

and Co. Ltd., 1982). As I shall attempt to demonstrate, it appears that contemporary 

republicans have succeeded in transfusing their own blood to Machia velli’s ghost, but 

that they haven’t succeeded in the second part of the operation, which consisted in its 

extraction in order to avoid for Machia velli to speak in their voice about problems they 

are preoccupied with.

2. See Skinner 2002b, 197: “The grandi and popolo alike aim to be free in the sense 

of being unobstructed in the pursuit of the particular goals they choose to set them-

selves”; this view has been fi ercely criticized by Visentin 2007, 186.

3. Machia velli, Istorie fi orentine 5.1

4. Skinner refers several times to Machia velli’s scepticism as far as the possibility 

of transforming man’s natural egoism into “a willing and virtuoso/virtuous concern for 

the common good” (for instance, Skinner 2002b, 173).

5. Palonen 1998, 247 quotes a passage in which Skinner explicitly acknowledges 

that Machia velli doesn’t speak of rights, “whereas the neo roman conception of free-

dom is exclusively framed in terms of guaranteed rights” (Liberty before Liberalism, 

18); see also Visentin 2007, 182: “Rimane pero difficile sfuggire alla presa del giusnatu-

ralismo, nella misura in cui la liberta neo romana si determina communque attraverso 

il godimento privo costrizioni di un certo numero di diritti civili.”

6. Machia velli, Discorsi 1.37, 1.55, 3.16, 3. 25
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C h a p t e r  T h i r t e e n

On the Myth of a Conservative Turn 
in Machia velli’s Florentine Histories

John P. McCormick

The notion that the later political writings of Niccolò Machia velli, es-
pecially the Florentine Histories, express the former Florentine sec-

retary’s conservatism has today become something like settled opinion.1 
Even many scholars who tend to locate Machia velli’s political preferences, 
as refl ected in The Prince and the Discourses,2 toward the democratic 
rather than aristocratic side of the republican political spectrum, conclude 
that the more mature author of the Histories transformed his views in sev-
eral fundamental ways; most prominently, that Machia velli became sub-
stantively more critical of common people and more laudatory of elites 
than he was in his earlier writings.3

In what follows, I hope to demonstrate that the specifi c details of Ma-
chia velli’s historical account of the respective actions of the Florentine 
people and nobles within the Histories decisively undermine any general, 
evaluative statements on Machia velli’s part that overtly criticize the peo-
ple, and that signal a newfound sympathy for the nobles. I suggest, there-
fore, that proponents of the “conservative- turn” thesis err when they rely 
overwhelmingly on the latter to the utter neglect of the former in their 
analyses of the Histories. They consistently ignore the blatant discontinu-
ity between, on the one hand, Machia velli’s demonstration of how com-
mon people and nobles behave throughout the book and, on the other, 
what he says about the behavior of these respective groups in the work. 
I will argue that the former contravene the latter, and that the literary- 
rhetorical method deployed by Machia velli in the Histories—a mode of 
writing through which, even more so than in The Prince and the Dis-
courses, deeds trump words—substantially reinforces, rather than in any 
way undermines, Machia velli’s previously expressed democratic republi-
canism in his later, seemingly more conservative, political writings.



 On the Myth of a Conservative Turn in the Florentine Histories 331

Sometimes Machia velli directly contradicts himself in the Histories, 
as when he insists that the Florentine people refused to share political of-
fi ces with the nobles (FH 3.1), only a few paragraphs after he describes in 
explicit detail precisely how the people had tried, very much in good faith, 
to do just that (FH 2.39). At other times, Machia velli engages in—to use 
an unlovely phrase—descripto-normative incongruity: he often denounces 
popular behavior as inappropriate, excessive, or indecent when, in fact, in-
dications in the Histories, and statements from previous works, suggest 
that Machia velli not only tolerates but actually countenances such con-
duct. For instance, Machia velli criticizes the Florentine plebs for creating 
a commotion in the streets during an important council meeting at the 
height of the Ciompi Revolt (FH 3.15). But by Machia vellian standards that 
explicitly favor tumults as civically salutary events (or minimize them 
as harmless occurrences) (FH 3.1; D 1.4), this unruly behavior ought to be 
judged as either perfectly appropriate or morally neutral—especially since 
the plebs, in this instance, infl ict no bodily harm on their political adver-
saries among the city’s magistrates.

The evidence affirming Machia velli’s consistent view of social classes 
across the span of his political writings, I will demonstrate, is deeply em-
bedded within the Histories’s narrative, which, in what follows, I will be 
compelled to recapitulate at length. Moreover, I suggest, it only becomes 
apparent—without explicit signaling on Machia velli’s part—when one 
compares Machia velli’s accounts of the people and the great in the His-
tories with those set forth in The Prince and the Discourses. After expli-
cating the peculiar form of rhetorical exposition that Machia velli deploys 
throughout the Histories, I suggest that conservative- turn scholars fail to 
take seriously the immediate context of the book’s composition—a con-
text in which the addressees of the book, the Medici prelates who ruled 
Florence through their “friends” (amici) among the Florentine aristocracy, 
had come to view the city’s common citizens as stalwart enemies, and the 
people had come to view Florence’s rulers as illegitimate tyrants.

I. A MORE PESSIMISTIC VIEW OF THE PEOPLE? 
A MORE LAUDATORY VIEW OF THE NOBLES?

The following, frequently quoted passage from the Florentine Histories 
plays a central role in virtually every scholarly effort endeavoring to dem-
onstrate that Machia velli became more critical of the common people in 
the Histories and other works of the 1520s than he was in The Prince and 
the Discourses:
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While the Roman people desired to share supreme honors with the 

nobles, the Florentine people fought to govern Florence all alone with-

out the nobles’ participation. As the desire of the Roman people was 

more reasonable, the nobles came to view popular offenses as more 

bearable, and they conceded to them more readily, without taking up 

arms. Therefore, after disputes, [the Romans] came together to make 

laws that satisfi ed the people and permitted the nobles to maintain 

their dignities. On the contrary, because the desires of the Florentine 

people were so harmful and unjust, the nobility defended itself with 

greater force, which resulted in more bloodshed and exile for citizens. 

Moreover, the laws that were subsequently enacted [in Florence] never 

corresponded with the common good, but rather refl ected the advan-

tage of whosoever prevailed in any particular confl ict.  .  .  . Thus, the 

[Florentine] nobles’ military virtue and generosity were entirely elimi-

nated . . . such that Florence became more humble and servile. (FH 3.1, 

emphases added) 4

I will now focus on three episodes from the Histories where Machia velli’s 
account of popular behavior drastically (and I would say deliberately) re-
pudiates the evaluative judgment that the Florentine himself levels in the 
above quoted passage: popular conciliation with the nobles after the over-
throw of the Duke of Athens’s tyranny (FH 2.39– 42); the people’s relenting 
from destroying the nobles after the departure of popular champion Giano 
della Bella (FH 2.14); and the supposedly evil and indecent behavior exhib-
ited by the Florentine plebs during the Ciompi Revolt (FH 3.12– 15).

It is necessary and illuminating, I contend, to read such episodes 
from the Histories with the aim of assessing the extent to which Machia-
velli’s evaluative judgments prove compatible with the political circum-
stances he describes: that is, to put it somewhat crudely, it is worth asking 
whether Machia velli’s adjectives match his verbs when he discusses the 
political actions of the Florentine nobles and people. My intuition is that 
most of Machia velli’s evaluative judgments of the nobles and the people 
expressed in the Histories are consistently belied by his actual descrip-
tions of each group’s behavior. I suggest that, at almost every point when 
Machia velli explicitly criticizes the people in the book, he places material 
within the details of the events and actions he describes that seriously 
mitigates those criticisms, especially when judged by the standards set by 
the former Florentine secretary in The Prince and the Discourses.

Allow me now to explore at length the details of these three cases 
that bear directly on claims made by the now abundant number of schol-
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ars who insist that Machia velli became much more critical of the lower 
classes of republics in his later, more Florence- focused, as opposed to his 
earlier, more overtly ancient- infl uenced, writings.

II. THE NOBLES CAUSE THEIR OWN DEFEAT 
AND DISENFRANCHISEMENT (1343)

The fi rst episode that explicitly contradicts Machia velli’s claim regarding 
popular intransigence over sharing offices with the nobles occurs exactly 
fi ve paragraphs before Machia velli makes the oft- cited declaration at the 
outset of book 3, quoted above. In the aftermath of the expulsion of Flor-
ence’s protector cum tyrant, Walter Brienne, the so- called Duke of Ath-
ens, Machia velli explicitly shows at the conclusion of book 2, despite his 
claims at the start of the very next book, that the Florentine people re-
formed the republic’s constitution precisely with the intention to “share” 
offices with the nobles. These constitutional revisions, as Machia velli in-
dicates, were intended to benefi t “the common good” and not any particu-
lar political actor or group.

Furthermore, Machia velli makes plain the fact that the truce between 
the people and the nobles, who had cooperated in overthrowing Walter, is 
disrupted by the nobles; the latter resort to violence in their efforts to ex-
ert a preponderance of power within the Signoria, the supreme magistracy 
of the city, whose seats the people had reopened—quite reasonably and 
with an eye toward the common good and not partisan advantage—to the 
nobility. By using violence to intimidate members of the popolo in these 
circumstances, the nobles ignite the war that brings about their own mili-
tary defeat and political disenfranchisement at the hands of the people. 
The latter’s initial impulse, on Machia velli’s straightforward description 
(if not his explicit assessment) was, again, to share offices with the nobles 
rather than to deploy force to exclude them entirely from such offices.

As Machia velli begins to recount these events, he reports that once the 
great and the popolani expelled Walter, both groups deliberated over con-
stitutional reforms and agreed that a third of the Signoria would go to the 
nobles and, furthermore, that the nobles would hold half of all the posi-
tions in the republic’s other magistracies (FH 2.39). By granting the nobles 
a third of the Signoria’s seats, and half of all other offices, the people will-
ingly consent to considerable overrepresentation of the nobility within the 
city’s government, given the nobility’s smaller percentage of the citizenry 
overall.

These reforms make clear the fact that Machia velli is fully aware that 
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the Florentine people, no less than their Roman antecedents, were willing 
to share the highest magistracies with their republic’s nobility. It was not 
the people who created the circumstances under which the nobles would 
be entirely, and permanently, expelled from such offices. As Machia velli 
himself observes at this juncture: “If the great had been inclined to com-
port themselves with the modesty requisite for a civil way of life, the city 
would have lived contentedly under this order of government. But the 
great could tolerate neither companions in private life nor colleagues in 
the magistracies—they desired to be lords” (FH 2.39). Just as he had in both 
The Prince and the Discourses, Machia velli here attributes an unquench-
able appetite or humor for oppression to the nobles—they desire undis-
puted distinction (status) and rule (power) over all others in the city (P 9, 
D 1.3– 5). Moreover, in contradistinction to what he declares at the outset 
of book 3 of the Histories, Machia velli, in this instance, shows that the 
nobles, not the people, behave “unreasonably” in wanting to rule the city 
“alone,” without any “participation” from their class adversaries.

Machia velli then recounts how daily outbursts of insolence and ar-
rogance on the part of the great against the people thoroughly outraged 
the latter, who lamented that they had merely swapped one tyrant, in the 
person of the duke, for a thousand tyrants, in the form of the recently re-
enfranchised nobles (FH 2.39). Machia velli’s description of the resulting 
circumstances —“insolent displays abounding on one side and indignant 
ones on the other”—fully comports with Machia velli’s assertion in the 
Discourses that “insolence” is the most frequent expression of the aris-
tocratic appetite to oppress, and that “indignation” or “rage” over such 
insolence is the most common expression of the people’s desire not to be 
dominated (D 1.16).

The popolani soon complain to Florence’s archbishop of the nobles’ 
violence and indecency (FH 2.39). The word that Machia velli uses to de-
scribe the nobility’s “indecency” in this instance, disonestà, calls to mind 
the opposite quality, onestà, that Machia velli attributes to the people in 
The Prince, when he attests to the latter’s superior goodness, decency, 
and justice over the nobles (P 9). Here, the popular leaders prevail upon 
the archbishop to once again grant “the people alone” exclusive tenure 
in the Signoria. But the people do not, in this instance, seek to shut the 
nobility out of the government altogether, preserving, in some part, their 
“dignities” by upholding their eligibility to serve in the city’s other major 
magistracies.

Unmoved by this concession, the nobles, especially Ridolfo de’ Bardi, 
then prepare to seize the entire government by force, which prompts the 
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people to likewise mobilize themselves militarily (FH 2.39). Machia velli 
reports how much shouting and tumult ensues at the Palazzo della Si-
gnoria as the two sides confront each other: the nobles vociferously sup-
port their fellow aristocrats within the Signoria, and the people publicly 
demand that the noble priors resign their offices. However, Machia velli 
reports that many nobles did not, in fact, show up to defend their own 
magistrates, choosing instead to remain in their houses rather than dare 
to confront “the entire armed people” (FH 2.39). So much for the nobles’ 
“military virtue and generosity” later invoked by Machia velli.

The sitting priors representing the people then take up the cause of 
the noble priors, at fi rst trying to calm the people’s animosity toward the 
latter by insisting that the noble members of the Signoria were “men of 
modesty and goodness.” But, failing in the effort to save the nobles’ of-
fi ces, they order their noble colleagues escorted safely home through the 
intensely hostile crowd. It is worth noting that the popular priors do not 
turn on their noble colleagues (they abide by collegiality, a quality that, as 
Ma chia velli mentioned previously, was not observed by the nobles), and 
the agitated Florentine people in the piazza do not attempt to harm or kill 
the noble members of the Signoria while the latter proceed to their homes.

In the ensuing armed confl ict between the nobles and the people, the 
latter ingeniously attack the nobles through an undefended road to the rear 
of their fortifi cations. Machia velli notes that the most intransigent noble 
family, the Bardi, “lost their spirit,” abandoned their defenses, and surren-
dered (FH 2.41). The people, who, Machia velli notes, had treated the nobles 
humanely at the start of hostilities, now (perhaps because of the massive 
losses they subsequently incurred) treated the last holdouts, the Bardi, 
with abject cruelty. Machia velli remarks that even Florence’s worst en-
emies would have been ashamed of their behavior: the people, especially 
“the most ignoble among them,” thoroughly ravaged and burned to the 
ground all the houses and towers of the Bardi. From a different perspec-
tive, though, we might instead consider whether this is a less than fully 
unjust outcome since, as Machia velli reported two chapters previously, it 
was Ridolfo de’ Bardi who initiated this confl ict that brought the entire 
city to arms and cost the popolo such massive losses. Indeed, throughout 
book 2, the Bardi is one of the noble families most guilty of disrupting the 
civic peace and of threating the people’s liberty, not least of all by helping 
to facilitate the rise of the Duke of Athens (e.g., FH 2.32– 33, 2.36).

Having thoroughly conquered the great in open battle, Machia velli de-
scribes how the people then reorder the city by distributing all the seats in 
the Signoria among the upper, the middling, and the minor guilds, and by 
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banning the nobles from holding any public offices whatsoever (FH 2.42).5 
Machia velli comments how the nobles, who were not content with wield-
ing a signifi cant albeit partial potion of the government, ultimately wound 
up losing all of it, as a result of their attempt to seize by force the lordship 
of the entire city (FH 2.39).

Machia velli declares here that the nobles were so devastated by this 
defeat that they never again resorted to arms against the people and that 
they became “more humane and miserable” (FH 2.42). But his own later 
accounts of their machinations and behavior during “the War of the Eight 
Saints” and, as we will observe, the Ciompi Revolt, raise serious ques-
tions about the veracity of this assessment. In particular, as captains of 
the still- powerful Guelf Party, the nobles would later nearly bring the city 
to civil war by conspiring once again to seize the Signoria by force and 
expel their adversaries from it (FH 3.8). One could argue that through their 
surreptitious prodding of the city’s dissatisfi ed working class they actually 
do instigate a full- scale civil war in the form of the Ciompi Insurrection 
(FH 3.12– 13).

In any case, as a result of this popular victory over the great, Machia-
velli declares, “Florence lost its arms and its generosity” (FH 2.42). But this 
raises pressing questions: Why is this the case? Weren’t the people both 
sufficiently armed and tactically adept to beat the supposedly more mili-
tarily skilled and valorous nobles? Moreover, since Machia velli peppers 
his account here and elsewhere with hints of cowardly behavior on the 
part of the nobles, just how “generous,” in the sense of military spirit, does 
he actually consider them to be?6 Moreover, why did the victorious people 
not maintain and expand their arms for the good of the city? Machia velli 
later reveals that by mixing with the nobles, increasingly at the latter’s 
initiative, the people begin to take on all of the nobles’ bad attributes—an 
appetite for domination—while losing the good attribute that they previ-
ously shared with them – military virtue.

III. THE PEOPLE RELENT FROM 
DESTROYING THE NOBILITY (1295)

I turn now to the second example from the Florentine Histories, which 
I believe demonstrates that Machia velli does not fully endorse his own 
indictment of the Florentine people for harboring “unreasonable desires” 
and for committing “harmful and unjust” acts in their dealings with the 
city’s nobility. It occurs earlier in book 2 of the Histories, after the peo-
ple’s champion, Giano della Bella, has decided to leave the city rather than 
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employing violence to enforce his Ordinances of Justice—laws that were 
intended to restrain the nobles from infl icting, via legal and extralegal 
means, harm on members of the popolo.

While the nobles and the people were poised to engage in open war-
fare, an informal committee comprised of well- meaning members of the 
people, the nobles, and the clergy intervenes in the confl ict (FH 2.14). As a 
result of this intercession, Machia velli shows that the people relent from 
oppressing—indeed, possibly destroying—the nobles, when they have 
the opportunity to do so. The episode seems to conform quite closely to 
Machia velli’s claims in the Discourses that the people can be persuaded 
from behaving rashly and unjustly (most of the time) by the words of “a 
good man” (D 1.2, 1.5, 1.59) or, in this case, good men. The trilateral com-
mission begs the people not to press their numerical advantage against 
the nobles and instead to accept the political gains that they have already 
made. The people, in response, not only relent from armed confl ict with 
the nobles but actually relax the legislative restrictions that they and 
Giano had previously imposed upon the great.

As the nobles and the guildsmen take up positions against each other 
around the city, Machia velli describes how a group of guildsmen, nobles, 
and clergy took up the role of mediators and attempted to quell the im-
pending confl ict by addressing each group directly (FH 2.14). First ap-
proaching the great, the mediators insist that the nobility’s “arrogance,” 
“misgovernance,” and “evil modes of proceeding” have brought them to 
these straits with the people and compelled the latter to strip them of their 
honors and offices and to pass punitive legislation against them. They 
remind the nobles that the ordinances were enacted against them in re-
sponse to their own malevolent behavior and that they themselves were 
responsible for their exclusion from the highest magistracy. To attempt 
to take back forcibly through evil what they had lost through the same, 
the commission insists, would be tantamount to desiring the ruin of the 
patria and of themselves.

But (presumably because Machia velli elsewhere exhibits skepticism 
concerning the great’s ability to be shamed into good behavior [e.g., D 1.40, 
1.48]) they conclude their entreaty to the nobles with largely tactical con-
siderations (FH 2.14): The nobles, they point out, are clearly outnumbered, 
and the cowards among them will not fi ght in the face of “so many num-
bers, so much riches, and so much hatred” on the popular side. The people, 
they insist, are on the verge of showing that “the nobility” are that in 
name only, for many of the latter will not fi ght, and those who do, will be 
soundly beaten.
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Turning to the people, even if the trilateral commission also addresses 
them with tactical concerns, it more heavily emphasizes moral consider-
ations. The mediators insist that it was unfair that individual nobles could 
be so easily sent into exile under the Ordinances of Justice. They remind 
the people that the nobles had served the city well in war, and that it was 
“neither good nor just” to assault them with “such hatred.” The nobles 
might tolerate their exclusion from the Signoria (a claim, by the way, never 
borne out by Machia velli with empirical evidence), but they will not en-
dure continued legal vulnerability under the ordinances (specifi cally, the 
fact that they could be exiled from the patria or executed on the basis of 
undersubstantiated charges).

The people, according to Machia velli, then debate the commission’s 
proposal among themselves: some of them insist on battle now while they 
have the nobles outnumbered; some suggest that the nobles might be made 
more content if the people moderated the terms of the ordinances; others 
insist that the nobles would never be satisfi ed unless they were made so 
through violent compulsion (FH 2.14). Ultimately, Machia velli recounts 
how the people of “milder and wiser spirit” prevailed on the others, argu-
ing that conciliation would prove less costly than war. Thus, the people 
disarmed and ordained that legal provisions for additional witnesses be 
added to the ordinances.

Again, it is worth noting that the mediators appeal to necessity and 
morality in trying to keep both the nobles and people from going to war, 
but accentuate the former much more in deliberations with the nobles 
and the latter much more in pleading with the people. This accords with 
Machia velli’s suggestion in earlier works that “steel” is required to de-
ter elites from incorrect behavior, while words on the part of good men 
are sufficient to persuade the people, who are more inclined toward de-
cency than the nobles, from deleterious courses of action (D 1.58; P 9). 
As Machia velli insists in the Discourses, insolent aristocrats, the “sons 
of Brutus,” will not desist in their endeavors to undo institutional orders 
that both constrain them and empower the people unless their malevolent 
envy and insatiable appetite to oppress is met with mortal necessity, that 
is, death (D 3.3).

The lesson is precisely the same in the Histories, even if, here, Machia-
velli never explicitly makes it. Machia velli’s descriptions of popular mod-
eration and noble malice in the book conform precisely with Machia velli’s 
earlier accounts in The Prince and the Discourses. In the Histories, he 
simply fails to accentuate this distinction in his general evaluations of 
the people and the nobles. The Histories, it would seem, provides much 
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less direct guidance regarding the “effectual truth” of class politics than 
do either The Prince or the Discourses. Be that as it may, the point is that 
Machia velli’s descriptions of popular behavior in the Histories consis-
tently evince a moderation that Machia velli fails to explicitly attribute to 
the people in his general evaluations of them, most famously in the open-
ing of book 3.

IV. THE “EVIL” NATURE AND “INDECENT” 
BEHAVIOR OF THE FLORENTINE PLEBS? (1378)

To support the argument that Machia velli, in the Florentine Histories, al-
tered his previously declared opinion of the people’s fundamental good-
ness, scholars often emphasize, fi rstly, the infamous speech of the un-
named ciompo or wool worker during the Ciompi Revolt (FH 3.13); and, 
secondly, Machia velli’s deeply derogatory references to the Florentine 
plebs throughout the Histories, denunciations that seem to reach a cre-
scendo during his account of the wool workers’ uprising (FH 3.10– 14). Such 
scholars often draw a stark contrast between, on the one hand, the im-
moral attitudes that Machia velli seems to be imputing to the people via 
the anonymous ciompo’s speech in the Histories and, on the other, the 
“decent” or “good” nature that Machia velli attributed to the people in 
The Prince and the Discourses. Two important, unprecedented aspects of 
the speech, they claim, are the blatant duplicity, cunning, and rapacious-
ness endorsed by the ciompo; and his insistence that the people and the 
nobles are constituted by the same nature—that is, his claim that under-
neath the fi lthy rags and fi ne robes that respectively clothe them, the plebs 
and the nobles are essentially the same.

There is, however, one insurmountable problem with any attempt to 
use the anonymous ciompo as a proxy for Machia velli’s “new” view of 
the common people: his fellow ciompi do not ultimately follow his advice. 
The woolworkers and other plebs, despite the ciompo’s exhortations, do 
not use violence to completely overturn the sociopolitical order of the city, 
even though they secure the opportunity and power to do so. Therefore, 
Machia velli demonstrates, without any explicit commentary on the fact, 
that the plebeians prove ultimately unwilling to fully engage in the im-
morality demanded of them by the ciompo, and to fully engage in the op-
pressive behavior that Machia velli, without reservation throughout the 
Histories, continually shows to be characteristic of the nobility.

As in the two other episodes discussed above, while analyzing the 
ciompo’s speech and the subsequent behavior of the people (or, more spe-
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cifi cally here, the lesser people and the plebs) during the fi rst phase of the 
Ciompi Revolt, I demonstrate that readers ought to carefully compare 
Machia velli’s ostensible assessments of the people with the evidence that 
he adduces concerning their actions. Scholars, here as elsewhere, almost 
invariably exhibit too little sensitivity to the contrast between words 
and deeds in Machia velli’s presentation. Machia velli does indeed remark 
throughout the Histories that it is the nature of the Florentine plebeians 
to “revel in evil” (FH 2.34); that they invariably throw in their lot with 
whomever is most “disgruntled” in the city (FH 3.8); that they resort to 
“indecent” (disonestà) behavior during the riots of July 1378; and he ex-
presses rather extravagant indignation over the plebeians’ “dishonorable 
and grievous” demands during the fi rst wave of the woolworkers’ revolt 
(FH 3.15). But Machia velli’s descriptions of their actions, I will suggest, 
belie such ostensibly harsh criticisms.

Machia velli begins book 3, chapter 12, by addressing the state of mind 
of Florence’s lower classes during July 1378. The nobles and most powerful 
guildsmen affiliated with the Guelf Party had incited “the lowest plebs” 
to burn and pillage during the latest episode of social unrest in the city 
(FH 3.12). According to Machia velli, many plebs feared that, with peace 
being restored, they would now be punished for their offenses, and, “as 
always occurs,” they would wind up betrayed and blamed by their social 
superiors who had, in fact, encouraged them to commit such crimes.

Machia velli then moves from these particular, recent circumstances 
to explain more generally why, for quite some time, “the lesser people had 
hated the city’s richest citizens and the princes of the guilds,” and why 
the vast majority of the city’s workers overwhelmingly considered them-
selves insufficiently compensated for their labors (FH 3.12). Machia velli 
recounts how, over the past century and a half, members of the Floren-
tine people, enrolled in commercial guilds (the popolani), ordered the re-
public’s government to conform to the guilds’ division into seven richer, 
“more honored” guilds and fourteen less wealthy, and hence “less hon-
ored,” ones (FH 3.12). Two consequences resulted from these institutional 
developments.

Firstly, a new ruling class, comprised of the ancient nobility and the 
richest guildsmen, emerged in the republic. The nobility, who may have 
been excluded from holding public offices, still wielded signifi cant power 
through their prominence in the Guelf Party—notwithstanding Machia-
velli’s claims that they had been utterly destroyed by the popolani in ear-
lier confl icts. These “arrogant” nobles, according to Machia velli, “began to 
bestow favors upon the popolani of the greater guilds” (FH 3.12). Secondly, 
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this new ruling class set about oppressing the city’s lower classes: spe-
cifi cally, the ancient nobility and the new so- called popular nobles “perse-
cuted members of the minor guilds, as well as [the plebs] with whom they 
were allied” (FH 3.12). In particular, the plebs, the majority of the city’s 
laborers, who had no guilds of their own, were being exploited by their so-
cioeconomic superiors within the major guilds, since they had no recourse 
to any independent appellate process that they might deem to be  fair.

Thus, according to Machia velli, the consolidation of a new ruling class 
—which would be completed once the Ciompi Revolt was defi nitively sup-
pressed and the popular government that emerged out of the revolt’s ashes 
was overturned—comprised largely of Guelf nobles and the members of 
the richest guilds had actually begun many years before. Furthermore, 
not only was the military virtue of the warlike nobles being dissipated by 
their alliance with the commercial “princes of the guilds,” as Machia velli 
suggests at the start of book 3 (FH 3.1), but the latter, who previously had 
served as champions of the popolo’s liberty in struggles with the great, 
were now, Machia velli indicates, being corrupted by the appetite for op-
pression characteristic of the nobility.

It is worth noting that Machia velli’s account here provides some ret-
rospective context for why, in his earlier description, Walter, the Duke of 
Athens, was able to gain “the grace” of the plebs at the start of his tyr-
anny by executing prominent popolani—one of whom, it so happens, was 
a Medici (FH 2.33). These executions did not perhaps, after all, please the 
plebs so much because, as Machia velli declares at that point, it is their 
“nature” to “revel in evil” (FH 2.34). Instead, perhaps the plebs had good 
reason to view these wealthy guildsmen as their oppressors and therefore 
to expect that some measure of justice would be served as a result of such 
executions. Moreover, we now understand better why the duke further 
endeared himself to the plebs by providing them with arms and banners 
(FH 2.36): since the plebs were not organized in any guilds of their own, 
but rather only subjected to other guilds, they had no right to carry arms 
and bear standards in their own guild- organized militias until the duke 
bestowed these upon them for the short tenure of his tyranny.

These then were the long- term circumstances that serve as the back-
drop for the infamous speech that Machia velli attributes to the anony-
mous ciompo in chapter 13: a context in which the “plebeian men” [uo-
mini plebei], both “the sottoposti” working for the wool manufacturers’ 
guild as well as the plebs who were subordinated under other guilds, were, 
in Machia velli’s words, “fully indignant” (FH 3.13). Also, at this point in 
the spring of 1378, the plebs were, as Machia velli reports, quite anxious 
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as a result of the arson and robbery they had committed at the instigation 
of malcontents within the city’s upper class. At one of the nightly meet-
ings that the plebs were holding to discuss the “common danger” they all 
faced during these trying times, “one of the boldest and most experienced 
of their number,” whom Machia velli does not name, addresses his com-
rades. The anonymous ciompo serves, for many scholars, as an amoral, po-
litically realist stand- in for Machia velli himself in the Histories; a fi gure, 
moreover, that for others supposedly confi rms Machia velli’s mature belief 
in the common people’s inclination toward political evil.

Midway through the speech, the ciompo issues the statement on the 
equal nature of all men that many take as Machia velli’s repudiation of 
his previous declarations that all cities, all polities, are constituted by two 
qualitatively different kinds of natures or humors: namely, the desire to 
oppress characteristic of the nobility, and the desire not to be oppressed 
characteristic of the people. On the contrary, the ciompo confi dently de-
clares here:

Be not intimidated by the antiquity of blood with which they reprove 

us. All men originate from the same beginning; hence all are equally 

ancient, having been fashioned by nature in the same mode. If you strip 

us all naked, we are all alike; if we were to cloak ourselves in their gar-

ments and they in ours, we would appear noble and they ignoble. What 

ultimately separates us is only poverty and riches. (FH 3.13)

Few commentators, however, ask the following questions: Why must the 
ciompo exert himself so strenuously in the effort to convince the people of 
what is supposedly their true nature? Why must he instruct the plebeians 
in ways of behaving that supposedly should come to them as spontane-
ously, indeed, naturally, as it does to their social antagonists? In fact, the 
ciompo himself raises the possibility that he is mistaken in his estimation 
of his comrades’ real nature, for, in discussing the pervasive guilt from 
which they presently suffer, he claims: “if you are this susceptible to con-
science and shame, then you are not the men I take you to be” (FH 3.13).

The ciompo then sets out the following as the ultimate goals that the 
plebs will achieve through the violence, fraud, rapacity, and evil he recom-
mends: “We shall either become undisputed princes of the city, or, at the 
very least, gain such control over a great proportion of it, that not only 
will our previous offenses be forgiven, but we will also wield sufficient 
authority and power to threaten our adversaries with entirely new inju-
ries” (FH 3.13). In this spirit, the ciompo exclaims near the conclusion of 
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his speech: “How many times I have heard you complain of your masters’ 
arrogance and your magistrates’ injustice! Now is the time, not merely to 
free yourselves from them but to subject them so entirely to your power 
that they will have more cause to complain about and to fear you, than 
you them” (FH 3.13). The people’s subsequent actions must be judged pre-
cisely with these stated goals of complete authority over the city, or pre-
ponderant power within it, in mind.

Machia velli reports that the nameless ciompo’s speech fanned the al-
ready “infl amed evil spirits” of the plebs, who all agreed to recommence 
their violence once they increased the number of their confederates. More-
over, he begins the next chapter by writing that the plebs, in response to 
the ciompo’s speech, were setting out “to usurp the republic” (FH 3.14). 
But I will show that the actions that Machia velli recounts in this and sub-
sequent chapters will prove that the plebs want neither complete mastery 
over nor even a lion’s share of power within the city.7

By the end of July 21st, 1378, after extensive rioting and demonstra-
tions, over six thousand sottoposti and lower guildsmen formally pre-
sented their peace terms to the Signoria (FH 3.14). The plebs demanded the 
following concessions: that three new guilds be instituted to include work-
ers and lesser people who previously had not been enrolled in guilds of 
their own; that these three new guilds together be represented by two pri-
ors in the Signoria; that the number of priors allotted to the minor guilds 
be restored from two to three;8 that provisions be made for public space 
where the new guilds could conduct their meetings; that use of a foreign 
judge by the wool guild be banned; that prisoners presently under indict-
ment or recently condemned be pardoned; and that citizens who had been 
admonished by the Guelfs have their honors and rights restored. The plebs 
also insisted upon a two- year amnesty for themselves from sentences for 
petty crimes and requested favorable fi scal policies from the city’s author-
ity overseeing the public debt, the Monte.

Machia velli reacts to this proposal with the following declaration: 
“these demands were dishonorable and grave for the republic” (FH 3.15). 
But just how egregious are they in reality? In assessing them, readers 
should keep in mind the following considerations: the previous, highly in-
equitable sociopolitical order of the city laid out by Machia velli himself; 
the nameless ciompo’s declaration of what the plebs’ ultimate, highly im-
moderate goals should be; and the plebs’ near- absolute control over the city 
at this very moment.

Florence’s constitutional structure before the revolt was one in which 
twenty- one guilds shared eight seats in the Signoria: Machia velli’s ear-
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lier account (FH 2.42) suggests that the seven major guilds held two seats, 
and the minor fourteen guilds, split into groupings of middling and lower 
guilds, enjoyed, respectively, three and two apiece.9 Once again, contra-
dicting his own statements at the start of book 3, Machia velli shows here 
that the plebs, who had been completely excluded from these arrange-
ments, ask for the passage of laws that benefi t the entire citizenry, and 
not just themselves as the prevailing party. In this regard, it is worth em-
phasizing what the plebeians actually demand and what they do not de-
mand: they leave the major and middling guilds their established seats in 
the Signoria; they restore the seats of the minor guilds from two to three; 
they do not call for the abolition of the Guelf Party, hence keeping intact 
the source of the ancient nobility’s dignity and authority; and they call 
for an end to admonishments, thus attempting to do right by dubiously 
 identifi ed “Ghibelline” citizens. They ask for an amnesty regarding their 
own crimes, of course, and they demand that the Monte be reorganized in 
a way that transfers the fi nancial burden of the public debt from rank- and- 
fi le guildsmen to the wealthiest members of the guilds.

But, most importantly, by demanding for themselves only two seats 
in the Signoria the plebs signal that they have no desire to take political 
preeminence away from the major, middling, and minor guilds, despite 
the fact that their own membership outnumbers that of these other three 
sets of guilds combined. In short, despite enjoying a position to impose 
their will on the city, and despite the nameless ciompo’s entreaty that they 
make the republic entirely their own (or at least allow themselves to dom-
inate it), they ask for a decidedly subordinate role within its government.

In the two previous examples from the Histories that I examined 
above, Ma chia velli had shown, through his recording of deeds—if not 
through his general assessments of them—that “the people,” the popolani 
of the guild community, did not act in anything approaching an oppres-
sive manner toward the Florentine nobles. Here, whatever his extravagant 
criticisms of the plebs, Machia velli shows, through his account of their 
actions and demands, that the plebs desire neither “evil” for the whole 
republic nor its entire “usurpation” by making themselves “princes of the 
city”; rather, they seek a political outcome amenable to all of the city’s 
various parts, including themselves and their most stalwart adversaries.

We may conclude, on this basis, that Florence’s plebeians do not, af-
ter all, have “the same nature” as the nobles in Machia velli’s estimation; 
they neither desire to oppress nor, when given the opportunity to do so, 
actively engage in oppression. Rather, the plebeian reform proposal sug-
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gests that the ciompi merely want inclusion in the guild order; they merely 
seek institutional guarantees to insure that they will not continue to be 
oppressed, as Machia velli, without any contravening evidence, shows that 
they had been, by the nobles and by “the princes of the guilds.” Machia-
velli’s descriptions of plebeian behavior seriously undermine the claim 
that he actually believes what he says about them, either in his own words 
or in those he attributes to the nameless ciompo. In this light, there is 
more than a little retrospective irony, I think, in Machia velli’s rhetorical 
denunciations of the “evil” plebeians’ behavior and of their demands as 
“indecent,” “grave,” and “dishonorable.”

In fact, the behavior of the lower classes here actually seems to con-
fi rm, not qualify—and certainly not contravene—Machia velli’s descrip-
tion of the plebeians in his earlier writings: to be sure, as Machia velli 
states and shows, the common people may lash out violently in response 
to circumstances of egregious oppression (P 19; D 1.44, 2.2), but if appro-
priate institutional and organizational resources are available to them, 
Machia velli demonstrates time and again that they are much more in-
clined to behave moderately (P 9; D 1.4, 1.40). For instance, the Roman 
plebeians claim to want to tear Coriolanus to pieces on the Senate steps 
but are satisfi ed with the prospect of trying him for his life in a formal as-
sembly (D 1.7). Furthermore, as Machia velli was fond of pointing out, the 
Roman plebs secede from the city rather than burn it down to protest debt 
bondage and subsequently to negotiate the creation of and then the resti-
tution of the plebeian tribunate. He also describes how, in less dramatic 
instances, the Roman common people refuse to enlist for military service 
or resort to tumultuous demonstrations rather than infl ict bodily harm in 
order to gain political concessions from the Roman nobles.

According to the evidence presented by Machia velli in the Histories, 
the Florentine plebs seem to want merely comparable civic- military ar-
rangements enjoyed by their Roman counterparts, institutions through 
which they can more ordinarily air their political- economic grievances 
and gain future concessions without recourse to the riots, arson, and pil-
laging that they have recently committed in the absence of such institu-
tions. Indeed, how differently would the Ciompi Revolt have unfolded if 
all of the lesser people—popolo and sottoposti alike—had enjoyed recourse 
to a magistracy like the Roman plebeian tribunate to formally voice their 
grievances, and if the entire Florentine elite had been gathered together, 
like their Roman forbearers, in a Senate house?10 As I have suggested, 
Machia velli shows that the humors characteristic of both Rome and Flor-
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ence are fundamentally the same; it is primarily the institutional modes 
and orders through which they are channeled that differ in any substan-
tive way.

V. THE COMPOSITIONAL CONTEXT OF 
THE WRITINGS ON FLORENCE

I have shown that much more than meets the eye occurs in Machia velli’s 
depiction of Florence’s social classes and their interactions in the Floren-
tine Histories, much more at least than has been noticed by scholars ad-
vancing the argument that Machia velli’s later political works exhibit a 
“conservative” or “aristocratic” turn. But what accounts for the fact that 
Machia velli does indeed change the mode of presentation through which 
he conveys the unequivocal superiority of peoples over nobles and of dem-
ocratic over aristocratic republics? Why is Machia velli no longer the full- 
throated advocate of republics where the people, as a result of their overall 
decency, generally correct collective judgment, and desire not to be op-
pressed, rather than the nobility, deserve to hold “the guard of liberty” 
(D 1.4– 5)?11 After all, “conservative- turn” scholars are not wrong to detect 
palpable changes of tone in Machia velli’s writings of the 1520s, even if 
they do not interrogate these changes with adequate sensitivity and te-
nacity. Here, I offer some contextual considerations to help explain what 
might account for these changes and to argue that such changes are ac-
tually much more superfi cial than fundamental, that is, more rhetorical 
than substantive.

The revived Florentine Republic (1494– 1512), which Machia velli served 
as an administrative secretary, diplomatic emissary, and militia organizer 
for over a decade, was overthrown by an aristocratic coup, foreign inter-
vention, and papal intrigue that returned the Medici family to power. The 
resultingly unemployed Machia velli responded by writing to the restored 
princes, advising them to betray their allies among the nobility and to 
align themselves instead with the suddenly disempowered Florentine peo-
ple.12 As is well known, for his troubles, Machia velli was implicated in an 
anti- Medici conspiracy, tortured, imprisoned, and subsequently confi ned 
to internal exile.

In 1520, Machia velli repeated his advice that the Medici ultimately re- 
empower the Florentine people at the expense of the family’s aristocratic 
“friends” in an important memorandum on constitutional reforms solic-
ited by the Medici.13 However, in this proposal, “The Discursus on Flo-
rentine Affairs,” Machia velli much more tentatively recommends that the 
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popular assembly, the Great Council, which had been the heart of the 1494 
popular government, be given the preeminent institutional role in the re-
stored republic. Machia velli carefully assures his Medici addressees that 
their clients (amici) among the Florentine aristocracy would not be threat-
ened by the people assembled in the Great Council during the lifetimes 
of their Medici patrons. Indeed, Machia velli seems to embed this popular 
assembly—reduced in size and capacity from its glory days of 1494– 1512—
within a Venetian- style mixed regime, a vaguely aristocratic republic, in 
which elite citizens, ottimati of signorial rank and middling citizens of 
intermediate rank, hold the preponderance of power.

However, Machia velli insists that once the Medici earn their fast- 
approaching eternal reward, the Great Council should be re- expanded 
to its previously large size of 3,500 citizens and re- empowered with pre-
eminent legislative, electoral, and judicial authority within the republic. 
Moreover, he proposes the creation of a plebeian magistracy, the proposti, 
through which the common people could affect these democratic reforms 
to the republic’s constitution. What accounts for the change in Machia-
velli’s style from straightforward to circumspect popular advocacy in the 
years 1512 to 1519?

Compositional context, I suggest, is decisive here. When the Medici 
commissioned the “Discursus” and, almost simultaneously, the Floren-
tine Histories from Machia velli, the family was at the lowest point of 
their popularity with common Florentines since the expulsion of Piero de’ 
Medici in 1494, and perhaps at the lowest point ever. When the Medici 
returned to the city in 1512, it was not yet entirely clear how much they 
would satisfy the ottimati’s desire to suppress the people and shut down 
the Great Council. Their subsequent actions would leave no doubt regard-
ing that question, and, consequently, over time they incurred increasing 
animosity on the part of the Florentine popolo.

It would be imprudent, to say the least, for Machia velli in these precar-
ious circumstances to lavishly praise his patrons’ steadfast sociopolitical 
antagonists, the people and the plebs, in the historical account of the city, 
the Histories, that the former are fi nancing, and to overtly empower those 
very antagonists in the constitutional proposal, the “Discursus,” that the 
Medici solicited from Machia velli as a possible basis for contemporary po-
litical reforms. Discretion was all the more necessary since Machia velli 
himself was so closely and personally associated with both the popular 
government of 1494– 1512 and its chief magistrate, the staunch Medici ri-
val Piero Soderini. Scholars who advance the “conservative- turn” argu-
ment either ignore or too readily dismiss this situation when they ana-
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lyze the role of the common people in Machia velli’s later writings. Indeed, 
they completely overlook the incongruity between words and deeds that 
attends Machia velli’s discussion of the people and the plebs in the His-
tories, and they unconscionably neglect the vibrant democratic potential 
that Machia velli defi nitively, albeit subtly, builds into his constitutional 
proposal within the “Discursus.”14

VI. CONCLUSION

In this essay, I have laid the groundwork for a broader argument that I hope 
will demonstrate decisively that Machia velli’s answer to the central ques-
tion posed in the Histories—why is the modern Florentine Republic so in-
ferior to the ancient Roman one?—cannot be derived from any change in 
motivations or “humors” that he supposedly attributes to modern peoples 
and nobles. Rather, as I have begun to show, the answer to this question 
emerges from Machia velli’s analysis of the different “modes and orders” 
that characterize modern as opposed to ancient republics.

Modern and ancient republics, in Machia velli’s view, exhibit vastly 
different institutional- constitutional frameworks within which histori-
cally constant popular and aristocratic appetites operate and interact. The 
differences between Florence’s defective “modes and orders” and Rome’s 
more vigorous ones, Machia velli indicates, are attributable to three inter-
related factors: the different political dispositions of modern as opposed to 
ancient founders or reformers (and the diverse kinds of institutions they 
create or revitalize); the pernicious infl uence of Christianity over contem-
porary princely and republican virtue; and the proliferation of artifi cial 
versus “natural” types of social division within modern republics.

In the dedicatory letters of both The Prince and the Discourses, Ma-
chia velli declares that each work contains “everything” he knows—most 
relevant to our purposes, everything he knows concerning politics. Ma-
chia velli neither explicitly repudiates these claims anywhere in subse-
quent writings nor asserts that later works such as the Florentine Histo-
ries deserve to occupy a similarly comprehensive epistemological status 
within his oeuvre. Therefore, I have been operating under the assumption 
that the two earlier works continue to serve as authoritative guides for 
any attempt to understand the arguments of all of Machia velli’s political 
writings, including later ones such as the Histories. On these grounds, I 
fi nd it disappointing that scholars associated with the “conservative- turn” 
thesis so rarely read with requisite care the actions of modern political ac-
tors—individual and collective agents—as Machia velli conveys them in 
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the Histories in more direct connection with his depictions and assess-
ments of ancient (and modern) political actors presented in The Prince and 
the Discourses.

Machia velli never declares in his later writings that he has changed 
his mind with respect to the proper functioning of principalities and re-
publics. He never states in any programmatic terms that he has funda-
mentally reconceptualized how he thinks princes, founders, reformers, 
and magistrates ought to behave generally or, especially, how they ought 
to act vis- à- vis the nobles and the peoples of principalities and republics. 
His previous assessments, elaborated in The Prince and the Discourses, 
must, I argue, be brought to bear with at least equal force as are those 
that sometimes seem to contradict them within the Histories themselves. 
Put simply, there is no reason to assume that Machia velli had forgotten 
or abandoned the political principles that he set forth in his earlier works. 
It is, in fact, I aver, a profound mistake to read the Florentine Histories as 
if he had. Too much of importance that operates below the level of “mere 
words” in this complicated, magnifi cent work is missed if we do.
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C h a p t e r  F o u r t e e n

Political Imagination, Confl ict, and Democracy: 
Machia velli’s Republican Realism

Luca Baccelli

But since my intent is to write something useful to whoever under-

stands it, it has appeared to me more fi tting to go directly to the effec-

tual truth of the thing than to the imagination of it [più conveniente 

andare drieto alla verità effettuale della cosa, che alla immaginazi-

one di essa]. And many have imagined republics and principalities that 

have never been seen or known to exist in reality; for it is so far from 

how one lives to how one should live that he who lets go of what is done 

for what should be done learns his ruin rather than his preservation.1

In this well- known passage of The Prince, chapter 15, Machia velli an-
nounces the criterion of the “effectual truth” and opposes it to the 

imagination: the latter appears as something like an ideological false con-
sciousness. This critique seems to refl ect Machia velli’s departure from tra-
ditional—theological or natural law—justifi cations of political power. His 
distrust of imagination seems to anticipate that of modern philosophers 
and forebears of the new science, from Francis Bacon to Blaise Pascal. Gali-
leo, for instance, as if echoing Machia velli, would later contrast the scien-
tifi c method to “mere phantasies” that are the “outcome of imagination.”2

Machia velli’s attack on the imagination has been considered by dif-
ferent interpretive traditions. One tradition views him as a thinker who 
“discovers the necessity and autonomy of politics, of politics which is be-
yond or, rather, below moral good and evil, which has its own laws against 
which it is useless to rebel.”3 Such an interpretation attracted a wide con-
sensus during a large part of the twentieth century, particularly in the 
heyday of empiricist “political science,” which claimed to be based on “ob-
jective laws” and “free from value judgments.”
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Another interpretive tradition has seen Machia velli as a republican 
writer, inspired by moral values, and as the retriever of an “ancient pru-
dence” based on an “empire of laws” and “government de jure.”4 Although 
this tradition seemed to be lost during the twentieth century, it has been 
recovered in the second half of the century and has become a main issue 
in the historiography of early modern republicanism, that is, “the Machia-
vellian moment.”5

Of course, Machia velli’s texts contain arguments that support both 
“realist” and “republican” interpreters. In a sense, the question is: Which 
Ma chia velli do we want, or need? But the traditional realistic interpre-
tations risk pulling Machia velli’s work out of his context, seeing him 
anachronistically as the forerunner of political science and then opening 
the doors to criticism that he possessed an outdated epistemology. In any 
case, regardless of the ideal of value- free science, the idea that Machia velli 
was a neutral technician of politics looks close to a conservative political 
position, more supportive of the establishment than sympathetic to politi-
cal change.

On the other side, some of the republican interpretations so clearly dis-
play the discontinuities between the different Machia vellian works that it 
would appear as if these works were written by two—or more—different 
authors. Emphasizing the linguistic context and the conventions adopted 
by Machia velli himself, these interpretations show that his “relatively 
orthodox contribution to a well- established tradition of Republican po-
litical thought [  .  .  .  ] provides us with a benchmark against which”6 to 
evaluate his innovative contributions. But this approach risks pigeonhol-
ing Machia velli’s writings to a particular framework of literary genres and 
underestimating the originality and modernity of his thought. Against the 
background of a remoralization of Machia velli’s politics, these interpreta-
tions suppose that moderation is the key to Machia velli’s republicanism, 
despite his sympathy for “impetuous” characters and behaviors.7 In effect, 
both interpretive traditions appear to be consistent with the rejection of 
imagination, if imagination is a factor that ignites political innovation 
and social change. Both Machia vellis—the cynical realist and the wishful 
republican lost in the dream of an ancient literary model—seem to be, in 
the end, conservative characters.

In order to reconsider the question of political realism, one must try 
not to reproduce for the thousandth time the typical pendulum movement 
that has characterized the history of critical literature on Machia velli8 but 
also to acknoweledge the discontinuities introduced by Machia velli to 
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Western political thought. Machia velli presents systematic adherence to 
effective reality as his original contribution and emphasizes the competi-
tive and tragic elements of politics, the dimensions of power and violence. 
This is not denied by the lead characters of republican historical revision. 
Pocock writes that The Prince is “morally subversive” in so far as it deals 
with the problem of innovation and of political action in the absence of 
legitimation. The virtù, which is necessary to give “order” in an anomic 
situation, destroys the generally accepted foundations of legitimacy, such 
as custom. In the chaotic succession of events mastered by fortune, the 
new prince ought to decide every time whether it is politically “virtuous” 
to obey moral rules.9 But the Discourses too propose a subversive ethics. 
They express a “militarization of virtue,” which becomes “cannibal”: in 
order to be virtuous, the republic cannot but expand [ampliare] and subju-
gate other republics.10

Quentin Skinner challenges the idea that Machia velli theorizes the 
autonomy of politics, separating it from morality. But he adds that Machia-
velli introduces a revolutionary reinterpretation of the concept of virtue. 
He departs from earlier authors in utilizing virtù to refer to any kind of 
qualities necessary to “maintain one’s state” and “achieve great things.”11 
Its relation to republican liberty is reciprocal: virtù is the best defense of 
liberty, and republican liberty is the best condition for the development 
of virtù.12

Here there is no opposition between Machia velli the political realist 
and Machia velli the virtuous republican. Moreover, Pocock and Skinner 
acknowledge that Machia velli sets up the relationship between ethics and 
politics in an innovative way. But if their interpretations are grounded, it 
is clear that Machia velli does not propose a vision of “value- free” political 
theory. For Machia velli, the political theorist cannot help but evaluate. 
Political action is inspired by principles and values, which can be reduced 
to neither the mere end of the conservation of power nor to the principles 
of “reason of state.” In this sense, Machia velli does not “divorce politics 
from morality.” But is the idea that he “emphasizes ‘the autonomy of poli-
tics’” actually a misunderstanding?13

If one looks, for example, at the uses of buono [good] in Machia velli’s 
works, it becomes clear that it is a polysemic term. It generally means ev-
erything that has a positive value. Only in a more specifi c meaning does 
buono signify moral values in particular. Furthermore, some willingly 
paradoxical passages indicate that moral and political values are expressed 
in different codes. In such a context, buono refers to moral values, vir-
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tuoso [virtuous] to political ones. In chapter 7 of The Prince it is asserted 
that to give “good government” to Romagna required Remirro de Orco, “a 
cruel and ready [espedito] man,” and in Cesare Borgia coexisted “such fe-
rocity and such virtue.”14 The example of Agathocles is perhaps even more 
signifi cant: virtue and wickedness go together; “his crimes [sceleratezze] 
were accompanied with such virtue of spirit and body.”15

According to the antihumanistic thesis displayed in chapter 18 the 
new prince must not only be a centaur—half human and half beast—but 
also share both the nature of the lion and of the fox and therefore use, 
if necessary, both violence and deceit.16 This idea returns in Discourses, 
book 2, chapter 13, where it is added: “what princes are obliged to do when 
they begin to grow great, republics are also obliged to do, until they have 
become powerful.”17 Hannibal’s “cruelty, violence, plunder, and every sort 
of perfi dy [crudeltà, violenza e rapina ed ogni ragione infi deltà]” is linked 
to his eccessiva virtù [extraordinary virtue]18 and the political ineffective-
ness of Piero Soderini’s goodness is ruthlessly diagnosed.19 Here chap-
ter 3.41 has basic relevance:

when it is absolutely a question [dove si dilibera al tutto] of the safety 

of one’s country, there must be no consideration of just and unjust, of 

merciful or cruel, of praiseworthy or disgraceful; instead, setting aside 

every scruple, one must follow to the utmost any plan that will save 

her life and keep her liberty.20

The ends of salus rei publicae and collective safety are immediately linked 
to the value of liberty. Precisely these political ends justify the waiver 
from moral principles to which Machia velli here refers. But it is hard sa-
pere essere non buono, as is clear again in the classical The Prince 15:

For a man who wants to make a profession of good in all regards must 

come to ruin among so many who are not good. Hence it is necessary 

to a prince, if he wants to maintain himself, to learn to be able to be 

not good and to use this and not use it according to necessity.21

This theme too recurs and reemerges in the Dicourses.22 To be “not good” 
in the right time and in the right way is not easy. There is in Machia-
velli the idea of the consciously committing necessary evil; one must “not 
depart from good when possible, but know how to enter into evil, when 
forced by necessity [sapere intrare nel male, necessitato].”23 Compared 
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to moral behavior, political action requires more refl ection; it is in some 
ways a construction, an artifact, a conquest: a political leader must learn 
“to enter into evil.”24

In political action there are behaviors that are appropriate, or “virtu-
ous,” when they conform to certain political values—such as the main-
tenance of the state, security, and, in a particular way, liberty—that are 
autonomous from moral values. Moreover a sort of feedback becomes pos-
sible: some immoral behaviors may be justifi ed as far as they conform to 
some political values. Machia velli writes, for instance, that in pursuing 
a good end, “though the deed accuses him, the result should excuse him 
[accusandolo il fatto, lo effetto lo scusi].”25 On the other side, some moral, 
and even religious, values can contribute to developing an ethos that fa-
vors virtuous political action. I would argue that to evaluate political and 
moral behaviors Machia velli adopts two different codes, although they 
are partially overlapping: virtù- corruzione [virtue- corruption], mainly, 
but not exclusively, for the political dimension; and bontà- sceleratezza/ 
cattiveria [goodness- wickedness/badness], mainly, but not exclusively, in 
the moral realm. From this point of view, the political discourse makes 
itself autonomous from the moral and theological discourse, though it 
keeps some basic common categories, which are reinterpreted.26

This reading neither adheres to traditional “realist” interpretations 
nor underestimates Machia velli’s republicanism. Actually, Machia velli’s 
realism has to be qualifi ed. In order to do so, I would suggest three points, 
which I explore below. First, Machia velli, far from being a neutral theoreti-
cian, assumes a partisan perspective—that of the people—and claims that 
this is a scientifi c stance. Second, here Machia velli’s theory of confl ict is 
particularly relevant, and thus the interpretation that he considers as vir-
tuous only moderate disputes has to be challenged. Finally, the inclusion 
of the people in citizenship via political confl ict presupposes an idea of the 
rule of law that is far from the traditional, antidemocratic, vision.

I. A PARTISAN POINT OF VIEW

Nor do I want it to be reputed presumption if a man from a low and 

mean state [basso e infi mo stato] dares to discuss and give rules for the 

governments of princes. For just as those who sketch landscapes place 

themselves down in the plain to consider the nature of mountains and 

to consider the nature of low places place themselves high atop moun-

tains, similarly, to know well the nature of peoples one needs to be 
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prince, and to know well the nature of princes one needs to be of the 

people.27

Machia velli cannot be more explicit in declaring his social belonging to 
the people. Moreover, he claims that assuming a defi nite, partial perspec-
tive is an advantage. It endows the political theorist with a privileged per-
spective. Far from adopting a value- free methodology or assuming a neu-
tral stance, Machia velli vindicates the epistemological superiority of a 
partisan point of view.

Nevertheless, several “republican” scholars share the inclination to 
deemphasize the social meaning of such an expression of membership.28 
They see Ma chia velli’s preference for a popular state and governo largo 
more as the consequence of Machia velli’s favor for the Roman, expansive, 
model of republican constitution than as a partisan choice with a substan-
tive political content. And this preference would not imply a commitment 
to social equality. While for Skinner equalità—a term often recurring in 
the Discourses—is more a legal- political value (the equality of all citizens 
before the law) than a social principle, for Pocock, it is a moral value. How-
ever, most of the occurrences of the term in Machia velli’s works show 
that, in addition to a legal meaning, equality before the law has a clear 
social and even economic meaning.29 In Discourses, chapter 1.55, equality 
is the necessary condition of the republic, as inequality is that of the prin-
cipality.30 Therefore, in order to constitute a republic where inequality is 
widespread and where there are many gentlemen, one cannot but spegnerli 
tutti [kill them all].31

As is well known, in The Prince Machia velli insists that the people 
are the best foundation for a prince’s power, and adds that “the best for-
tress there is, is not to be hated by the people.”32 Machia velli considers 
this matter in anything but a “value- free” way: “the end of the people is 
more decent than that of the great, since the great want to oppress and the 
people not to be oppressed.”33 Precisely for that reason, in the Discourses 
the role of the “guard of liberty” in a virtuous republic is attributed to the 
people. And if a republic wants “to expand [ampliare] [ . . . ] in dominion 
and power,” it has to develop a political and legal system close to the one 
of Rome: the people must be involved, and a certain rate of social confl ict 
is an inescapable consequence. The hypothesis of a static republic is seen 
as not realistic, “since all human affairs are in motion and cannot remain 
fi xed” and because of the corruptive effects of long peaceful periods.34

Does Machia velli wish for the inclusion of the people just because he 
is interested in an expansive, and aggressive, model of republic? Is such 
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inclusion a mere instrument of military power? There are reasons to as-
sume the opposite viewpoint. All of Machia velli’s theory and praxis re-
lated to militia and armi proprie shows an interest that is in the fi rst in-
stance political.35 And if the Discourses were written as a contribution to 
the debates in the Orti Oricellari, a typical gentlemen’s environment, its 
insistence on the necessity of ampliare and military strength would be in-
terpreted as an argument in favor of popular inclusion. Machia velli would 
tell the republican ottimati: “considering that in contemporary Italy a re-
public such as Florence cannot but be militarily strong, I show you it can-
not but involve the people.”36

In the Discourses Machia velli compares the anomic condition of the 
people without a guide to their strength as an organized collective.37 This 
does not mean that people are politically passive; political activity is the 
way by which people educate themselves and acknowledge themselves as a 
social actor. Two chapters are particularly relevant to their contrappunto. 
Chapter 1.57 is entitled “The populace united is strong; each man by him-
self is weak [La plebe insieme è gagliarda, di per sé è debole]” and explains 
that “on the one side there is nothing more formidable than a multitude 
unrestrained and without a leader; on the other side nothing is weaker”.38 
But immediately after this, Machia velli seems willing to correct a possible 
misleading impression, adopting the rhetorical form reserved for passages 
of dramatic importance, such as The Prince 15 and Discourses 1.4: “I do 
not know whether I am undertaking a task so hard and full of difficulties 
that I shall be forced to give up in disgrace or to continue with reproach 
when I try to defend something that, as I have said, has been condemned 
by all the writers.”39 Chapter 1.58 is indeed entitled “The Multitude is 
wiser and more Constant than is a Prince [La moltitudine è più savia e 
costante che uno principe].” Machia velli writes that comparative evalu-
ation of princes’ and people’s virtues and vices is in most cases biased. 
Here it is not taken into account whether or not the prince or the people 
are acting under the constraints of a legal framework or whether they are 
“regulated by the laws” or “set loose from the laws.” If the judgment is 
unbiased, the people appear more stable and judicious than the princes do:

As to prudence and stability, I say that a people is more prudent, more 

stable, and of better judgment than a prince. Nor is it without reason 

that the voice of a people is likened to that of God [ . . . ]. If, then, we 

are discussing a prince obliged to keep the laws and a people chained 

by the laws, we shall see more worth in the people than in the prince. 
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If we are to discuss either people or prince when unrestrained, fewer 

defects will be seen in the people than in the prince, and they will be 

smaller and easier to remedy.40

In vindicating the wisdom of the people Machia velli emphasizes the tight 
link between their potential or actual virtue, their political role, and the 
institutional frame.

The most developed constitutional project in Machia velli’s writings 
is shown in the Discursus fl orentinarum rerum, commissioned by Pope 
Leo X Medici, in order to stabilize the dominion of his family on the de 
jure Republic of Florence. Even in that work the partisan option for the 
people emerges in a clear way. According to Machia velli, it is impossible 
to restore the constitutional layout of Cosimo il Vecchio’s and Lorenzo il 
Magnifi co’s times because the citizens have known a government “that 
they think more just [più civile].”41 Machia velli outlines for Florence a 
transitional model of constitution that foresees the revitalization of the 
republican institutions under a kind of short- term protectorate of the 
Medici. Here Machia velli is undoubtedly inspired by the ideal of mixed 
government, but with popular preeminence. He drafts a model of constitu-
tion in order to satisfy the ambition of the primi cittadini [the most im-
portant citizens] and the mezzani [those in the middle]. But he above all 
aims for “the whole general body [universalità] of citizens, who will never 
be satisfi ed [  .  .  .  ] if their power is not restored or if they do not have a 
promise that it will be restored.”42 In particular, he bravely proposes the 
reopening of the “hall” of the Great Council, the central institution and 
symbolic seat of the Florentine popular republic, which has been at stake 
for decades in the struggles between ottimati and people. Even the Discur-
sus, often quoted by the interpreters who see Machia velli as a moderate 
theoretician of traditional mixed government, recommends and privileges 
those institutional solutions that allow the maximum of popular power 
under the circumstance.

But what does this view mean? Is it the scholarly exaltation of the Ro-
man citizen’s virtue and/or the anachronistic revival of an ethical and 
political model? Is Machia velli’s position on people and popular govern-
ment a praise of old times, the record of a past golden age? The complex 
of Machia velli’s works seems to exclude the possibility that his interest, 
even in the Discourses, can be considered merely bookish. In his service of 
the Florentine Republic—for example, in organizing the militia—Machia-
velli had shown that he takes seriously the principle to imitate the an-
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cients. And his quotations from classical authors are often “tendentious,” 
willingly biased according to a thesis considered momentous for political 
action.

Are we therefore forced to consider Machia velli a utopian, who ideal-
ized a people devoid of political initiative, living in a contemporary Italy 
almost completely ruled by principalities and in a contemporary Europe 
moving toward the affirmation of national monarchies? We too have 
to be careful not to fall into anachronism. Italian politics of the early 
cinquecento must not be interpreted from the perspective of the subse-
quent affirmation of absolute sovereignty. Such a perspective seems to 
have biased several interpretations of Machia velli, both those that see him 
as a forerunner of the “reason of state” and Marxist interpretations such 
as that of Antonio Gramsci.

Is it possible that republican unrest was still rooted in people’s feelings, 
beyond some groups of the oligarchic elites? Or were the real people irre-
versibly affected by political apathy? I suggest an indirect and hypotheti-
cal indicator of vivacity and discontent: the relatively large popular par-
ticipation in Reformation movements during the following decades. One 
could affirm that in early modern Italy there had been possible alterna-
tives to the state of affairs then displayed in the Counter- Reformation age, 
including the defi nitive restoration of the Medici in Tuscany, the Spanish 
domination, and the gradual involution of the country from an economic, 
political, and cultural point of view. Machia velli could be wrong, but he 
actually inquiries into the processes of development of the people, their 
social role, their articulation, and the way in which the people become a 
political actor. About all of this, his works show a rich phenomenology, 
from the “minor” writings to the Discourses up to the Florentine Histo-
ries—his masterpiece from this point of view.

II. THE THEORY OF CONFLICT

The people are seen by Machia velli as one of the diverse components op-
posing each other and into which citizenship is irrevocably split: “in every 
city these two diverse humors are found, which arises from this: that the 
people desire neither to be commanded nor oppressed by the great, and the 
great desire to command and oppress the people.”43 The different umori 
express different interests and goals, which bring them inevitably into 
contrast. As we have seen, Machia velli considers popular desires more 
“honest,” but not only. Breaking from a venerable tradition, from Plato and 
Aristotle to Aquinas, that considers the social order as arising from the 
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organic interaction of the different social classes, each of them occupying 
their “natural” place, Machia velli questions its underlying anthropology 
by recognizing an unavoidable tendency toward confl ict, rooted in the im-
balance between the inexhaustibility of human desires and the scarcity 
of resources with which to satisfy them.44 The “humors” of citizenship 
are not limbs of a body, tied by an innate link, but social components in 
potential or actual confl ict. The confl ict can assume different forms—vir-
tuous or degenerative—but it is in any case a fact of politics, especially the 
politics of republics.

Machia velli casts the people as political protagonist, and this role 
plays out in political confl ict. The dissentions between nobility and peo-
ple “kept Rome free”: the “laws that are made in favor of liberty [leggi 
e ordini in benefi cio della publica libertà]” are born precisely from the 
“discord” [disunione] between the two chief humors of the republic.45 This 
revolutionary thesis marks a discontinuity in the history of Western po-
litical thought in which social and political confl ict is traditionally seen 
as an illness of the political body. And the radical innovation introduced 
by Ma chia velli has hardly been accepted; this is true for the most part 
of republican writers, from Guicciardini to thinkers, such as Harrington 
and Rousseau, who were in large part inspired by Machia velli. All of them 
criticize him explicitly and directly on this point.46

The scandal is not only that confl ict is an inescapable element of po-
litical life. According to Machia velli the confl ict that expresses the fun-
damental (naturali) humors of the society and is channeled into “laws and 
orders” is healthy: it ignites institutional innovation aimed to include the 
people in the citizenship. In such a way freedom is maximized and the re-
public becomes more powerful. Under other conditions, however, confl ict 
becomes pathological and is a factor of corruption. In this case reciprocal 
fear is activated and joins with the ruinous formation of “sects.”47 Eventu-
ally, this contributes to the collapse of the republic. The main theme of 
the Florentine Histories is precisely the pathological forms of social con-
fl ict.48 Divisions in the Florentine citizenship are represented as linked to 
the hate and personal clashes between prominent families and the ambi-
tion of powerful citizens. Familiar blood feuds produce violent struggles, 
and from there the disunion and the decadence of Florence escalate.49

The distinction between those two forms of confl ict has often been 
interpreted from the point of view of moderation: the virtuous forms of 
confl ict are held to be the less radical and violent, managed by peaceful 
means50 and resolved by “debating [disputando]” rather than “fi ghting 
[combattendo]”;51 and the “ambition” of the people seems to be the main 
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factor that leads to violent confl ict. But in Machia velli’s narrative, the way 
to tyranny opens less when confl ict is radical than when the people resort 
to “private remedies” and choose to entrust the protection of their inter-
ests and revenge against their enemies to a powerful person,52 who pursues 
his reputation by private methods, that is, “[conferring benefi ts] on various 
private persons by lending them money, marrying off their daughters, pro-
tecting them from the magistrates.”53

I suggest that Machia velli, rather than juxtaposing “radical” forms of 
confl ict with “moderate” ones, distinguishes between confl ict that arises 
from the confrontation of well- defi ned social groups, expressing the fun-
damentally different interests within citizenship, and confl ict stemming 
from the search for personal power, which is connected to the formation 
of clienteles, factions, and armed groups. The fi rst one is virtuous and con-
tributes to liberty; the second one is pathological and leads to tyranny. 
Furthermore, inequality, which initiates the formation of factions and 
cliques, emerges as a strong relevant factor in the genesis of potentially 
destructive forms of confl ict.54

People and grandi play different roles expressing different interests and 
passions. People desire essentially not to be oppressed, where optimates’ 
aim is to oppress them. The latter’s appetites are overwhelmingly more 
dangerous to freedom. Either way, attempts to remove confl ict lead repub-
lics to decadence, if not pave the road to tyranny. The best way to stabilize 
a republic and let it last is to give to the humors “a way of venting ordered 
by the laws [una via da sfogarsi ordinata dalle leggi].”55 The constitutional 
design has to frame institutions that allow ordinary modes of political 
confl ict. The defectiveness of such modes is perhaps the main limit of the 
Florentine Republic compared to the Roman one. In the former the hu-
mors, mainly the people, were forced to recur to extraordinary modes.

This idea is linked directly to the issue of the rule of law.

III. RULE OF LAW AND GOVERNO DEL POPOLO

The ideal of the “government of law” was originally elaborated by ancient 
Greek and Roman thinkers, from Plato to Cicero. Such a classical ideal, 
at the root of the notion of rule of law, seems to imply an antidemocratic 
prejudice:56 in those writers, the critique of democracy is connected to the 
institutional choice of mixed government, understood as a constitutional 
structure in which the different components of the citizenship—the mon-
archy, the “best,” and the “many”—are allocated the different political 
roles for which they are suited.57 These institutional options express an 
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anthropology of inequality, paradigmatically outlined in Aristotle’s Poli-
tics. This is the theoretical matrix of the thesis that within the citizen-
ship only the supposed “best” (aristoi, patricii, ottimati) are fully capable 
of political deliberation; by contrast, the “many” are seen as suited only 
to the choice among alternatives already drawn up by the few. In other 
words, there is a sort of political division of labor: in a virtuous politi-
cal community the different social classes ought to play their proper role, 
thereby taking their “natural” place and pursuing their “natural” end. 
Mixed government in this sense, through such a division of labor, yields 
an ordered harmony in the body politic.

This idea, which reemerged in the political thought of Florentine civic 
humanism, was shared by republican political thinkers closest to the elite 
of ottimati, such as Francesco Guicciardini, and was formulated with 
great clarity in James Harrington’s Oceana. Harrington sees in every re-
public a “natural aristocracy,” naturally inclined to political deliberation 
and endowed with free time for the affairs of government. On the other 
hand, the people do not share the same political virtue but are by nature fi t 
for choosing between the alternatives defi ned by the aristocracy.58 While 
the aristocracy has the power to propose and discuss, the people can only 
elect the governing body and choose among the options that are presented 
to them, after a preliminary discussion and selection by the aristocrats.

Those elements—critique of democracy, the organicist theory of mixed 
government, and an elitist anthropology—are consistent with the vision of 
political order that expresses a radical aversion to political confl ict shared 
by such writers. Institutional arrangements have to meet an adequate so-
cial framework: to prevent the faction from upsetting the polis, Aristotle 
suggests the prevalence of the middle class,59 whereas Harrington states 
that the causes of the confl ict may be removed if an adequate “balance of 
dominion” is introduced.60

In this perspective the rule of law and political confl ict seem to be in 
strong tension with each other. According to Harrington, “government (to 
defi ne it de jure, or according to ancient prudence) [ . . . ] is the empire of 
laws, and not of men.” Such a government is opposed to the de facto one, 
or “empire of men, and not of laws.” If Hobbes, founder of the “modern” 
prudence, is the champion of the latter, “The former kind is that which 
Machiavel [ . . . ] is the only politician that has gone about to retrieve.”61

Following Harrington, some interpreters who stress the importance of 
the rule of law in the works of Machia velli tend to understate the sig-
nifi cance of his positive evaluation of confl ict. Maurizio Viroli maintains 
that the rule of law—considered the truly signifi cant element of Machia-
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vellian republicanism—means moderation. And Viroli insists on the idea 
that Machia velli stigmatizes not only the “arrogance” of the nobles but 
also the ambition of the people. More recently, Erica Benner endorses the 
claim that “Machia velli does not take side with any sectional interest” 
and that he “purports to uphold the ‘rule of law’ against the ‘rule of men’ 
as the principal antidote to civil disorders.”62

According to Machia velli the diverse components of the citizenry have 
different interests and goals but are endowed with the same political ca-
pabilities and are equally fi t for political activity. Machia velli not only 
sponsors the institutions ordered to protect the people from optimates’ 
oppression, such as the tribunes of the plebs. He also views very favor-
ably the fact that the Roman republic assigned the plebeians the power 
to propose and discuss laws. Their competence in deliberating, not just 
in choosing between preselected alternatives or in acclaiming the leader, 
is fully acknowledged. Machia velli praises especially the possibility, long 
guaranteed to Roman citizens, of submitting new laws at the discussion 
in the comitia and of acting on them “either for or against.” He moreover 
stigmatizes the eventual usurpation of this power by the powerful.63 Such 
an evaluation contrasts with the typical pro- optimate republicanism, ac-
cording to which, in Guicciardini’s words, “only the able and deserving 
should govern.”64

If the end of the traditional theory of mixed government was to limit 
the “risks” of popular government, Machia velli argues that the greatest 
danger for the state comes from the uncontrollable tendency of gentlemen 
to impose their dominance in such a way that reverses the meaning of 
the theory. Moreover his analysis of the dynamics of confl ict emphasizes 
the political capacity of the people. In some pages Machia velli seems to 
condemn “ambition” on the part of the people like the optimates’ thirst 
for power. But he adds that, without the “appetites” of the plebeians, Rome 
would have lost its liberty much more quickly.65 This point must not be 
underestimated. Machia velli reaffirms the idea that laws in defense of lib-
erty are born from virtuous forms of confl ict. Even the ambition of the ple-
beians, which Machia velli at times seems to abhor, has virtuous effects, 
as far as it opposes the passions of the powerful. Mixed government, in 
Machia velli, does not express an organic ideal but rather the modern idea 
of checks and balances, the articulation of powers in such a way that “one 
keeps watch over the other [l’uno guarda l’altro].”66

The role of the people as a political protagonist, a role undertaken 
through political confl ict, characterizes the Machia vellian view of the 
rule of law against the recurrent traditional vision, which is based on a 
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link between the rule of law, mixed government, and the critique of de-
mocracy. This is true even for the Florentine Histories. This work is gener-
ally viewed as the expression of a moderate turn in Machia velli’s works.67 
But in that work it is stated quite clearly that grandi are, by their very na-
ture, in opposition to the rule of law: the enmity between the people and 
the powerful is insurmountable “because, since the people wish to live 
according to the laws, and the powerful to control the laws, it is not pos-
sible for them to agree [perché, volendo il popolo vivere secondo le leggi, e 
i potenti comandare a quelle, non è possibile cappino insieme].”68 The re-
versal of the traditional theory is evident: the people seem spontaneously 
and “naturally” predisposed to respect the rule of law and the powerful to 
impose their “rule of men.”

The rule of law in Machia velli means neither appeasing confl icts nor 
attributing a subordinate role to the people. Rather, the rule of law pro-
vides the institutional framework for struggles to take place in virtuous 
forms. Within this framework, confl ict can virtuously produce “laws and 
orders” that increase freedom, and this generates a virtuous feedback ef-
fect on the institutional framework. In this way confl ict is not a degen-
erative factor but rather acts to counteract the entropic tendency of the 
republic toward corruption.

The rule of law, understood as lacking an antidemocratic meaning, re-
mains a central feature of Machia vellian republicanism, and its relevance 
has to be considered in evaluating the role of the people.69 Antonio Negri, 
in reconstructing an alternative strain in Western modernity, has situated 
Machia velli at the origin of the modern genealogy of constituent power.70 
But Negri tends to underestimate how, according to Machia velli, the peo-
ple, as a contributor to political confl ict, produces “laws that are made in 
favor of liberty.” On the other side, not every claim, not every struggle, 
is virtuous. In order for the confl ict to be virtuous, the multitude must 
organize itself, constitute itself. The people who are able to speak the vox 
Dei are the people “that command and are well organized [ordinato].” Ne-
gri stresses that, unlike Hobbesian theory, in Machia vellian theory the 
people maintain a political and social autonomy in front of the established 
political body. But in their development as a political subject, and through 
the framing effect of confl ict, being “chained by the laws”—the result of 
rules and institutions—is crucial. Despite some republican interpreta-
tions, we cannot consider the appeal to moderation by the wise gentleman 
in the Florentine Histories 3.5 as fully giving voice to Machia velli’s theory. 
But neither does the ciompo’s nihilistic egalitarianism in 3.15 represent 
fully the author’s point of view. The constituent power of the multitude 
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is exercised inside legal forms and political institutions, establishing an 
inescapable link between popular activism, democracy, and rule of law.

h

For many interpreters, political realism is naturally linked to a conserva-
tive point of view: “the reality principle” is opposed to “the principle of 
hope.”71 In this essay I have tried to show that this is not the case with 
Machia velli. Machia velli is a realist in as much as he recognizes the func-
tional autonomy of politics from morality. This does not mean that he 
gives up endorsing any values (fi rst and foremost liberty) or that politics 
should be understood through the moral lens of “good- bad.” His realism 
must be analyzed through a strategic dimension, the opportunistic inter-
play of interests and the autonomous logic of power.

But the image of Machia velli’s realism would be one- dimensional if 
one did not give an account of another element: according to Machia-
velli, andare drieto alla verità effettuale does not mean to deny the pos-
sibility of change, of a creative and transformative agency. Virtù is not a 
moral value superimposed to political action; it rather means the ability 
to see the narrow space of possibility let open by fortune and necessity, 
the capacity to grasp the “quality of times.” In this sense one cannot pass 
smoothly from the political dimension to the moral one because Machia-
velli’s republican realism is elaborated from a partisan point of view, that 
of the people. Against the background of the history of Western political 
thought—whose mainstream is harshly antipopular and critical of democ-
racy—Machia velli stands out as a radical innovator, from both an epis-
temic and a political point of view. Strictly linked is the radically new 
theory of political confl ict, seen as a potentially virtuous factor of institu-
tional innovation and as the process by which the people enter citizenship.

As a conclusion, let me go back to the beginning. Machia velli’s disap-
proval of abstract, ideological imagination expresses itself in a theory of 
political innovation. From this point of view, the fi nal exhortation of The 
Prince, with its quasi- prophetic mood and its mythical images, is particu-
larly impressive. As is well known, the philological problem about the ex-
hortation and the dedicatory epistle being successively added to the book 
has a theoretical meaning: Is their content extrinsic to that of the twenty- 
fi ve chapters?72

Confi ned in the prison of Turi, Antonio Gramsci could access neither 
critical editions nor philological literature. His interpretation of Machia-
velli has an evident political aim. But according to Machia velli, to assume 
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an explicitly defi ned point of view gives the interpreter an advantage. 
Gramsci notes that at Machia velli’s time “the prince had no real historical 
existence” and suggests reading the fi nal exhortation as the conclusion of 
“a ‘live’ work, in which political ideology and political science are fused 
in the dramatic form of a ‘myth.’”73 So the fi nal exhortation is not extrin-
sic to the book: there “Machia velli merges with the people, becomes the 
people [ . . . ]. The entire ‘logical’ argument now appears as nothing other 
than an auto- refl ection on the part of the people.”74

Five hundred years ago Machia velli wrote The Prince while experienc-
ing a triple crisis. There was the crisis of Italy, despite its economic and 
cultural role in the European Renaissance: divided between regional states 
and foreign dominions, it had become a battlefi eld and object of struggle 
between France and Spain. There was the crisis of Florence, which had 
been displaced from its pivotal position in the Italian geopolitical equi-
librium and had again lost its republican liberty. There was the personal 
crisis of Machia velli, a former leading actor in Florentine politics and di-
plomacy, now in disgrace after the Medici restoration. Machia velli was di-
viding his time between the management of his little farm, the ingagliof-
farsi [sinking into vulgarity] in the inn, the study of the classical authors, 
and the aspiration to resume a practical role, even to “roll a stone.”75 But 
it was precisely in his darker years that Machia velli expressed his most 
innovative theoretical contributions. In proposing a creative and partisan 
solution to such a crisis his political realism generates a surplus of politi-
cal imagination.
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C h a p t e r  F i f t e e n

“Armi proprie e improprie” in the 
Work of Some Representative Italian 

Readers of the Twentieth Century
Michele Battini

In what follows, I study the relationship stated in some of Niccolò Ma-
chia velli’s writings between his conception of “armi proprie” (an army 

made of citizens, peasants included) and his refl ections on the reform of 
the institutions of the Republic of Florence. The “riforma militare”—that 
is, the just solution to the question of military and political force—was to 
Machia velli the core of political reform for constructing a republic based 
on “governo largo,” or inclusive of all citizens, those living in the urban 
territory and those living in the countryside.

To the analysis of Machia velli’s issues and texts, I will then add the in-
terpretations of them by some representative Italian scholars of the twen-
tieth century, such as Federico Chabod and Antonio Gramsci. I will es-
pecially focus on Gramsci’s interpretation of Machia velli, marked by the 
urgent problem of rethinking the question of political/military force in 
relation to the action of the working- class movement after the defeat of 
the revolutions in the aftermath of World War I in Western Europe, the 
catastrophe of the market society in 1929, and the ensuing reorganization 
of the forces of production by Fordism and Americanism. I will fi nally 
conclude with some refl ections on a very recent and, in my view, origi-
nal reading of the same problem—namely political/military force—as it 
has been recently proposed by Adriano Sofri (the founder and leader of the 
1970s extraparliamentary leftist movement Lotta Continua) in the light of 
the sunset of the national state (as foreseen by Gramsci), the global inte-
gration of fi nancial economies, the unifi cation of the global market, and, 
as a consequence, the threat that the latter represents to democracy (by 
which I mean both political rights and the protection of social rights as-
sociated with labor, which I see as part of the protection of human rights). 
The principle of an international legal system and jurisdiction to prosecute 



374 Michele Battini

and punish crimes against humanity (massacres, tortures, and genocides) 
lacks its own political/military force; it lacks an international coercive 
power, or armi proprie. It is not irrelevant that both Gramsci and Sofri 
attempted their own refl ections on politics post res perditas, after their po-
litical defeat and incarceration, just like the Florentine secretary. I propose 
to analyze these modern interpretations of a few pages of the Discourses 
in which we may fi nd the synthesis of Niccolò Machia velli’s view as it 
was expounded in Le parole da dirle sopra la provisione del danaio, the 
Discorso sull’ordinare lo Stato di Firenze sopra le armi, the Discorso sopra 
l’ordinanza e milizia fi orentina, and fi nally the Legazioni.

I

In the last few decades, scholars who have studied Machia velli and the 
republican tradition—the idea of liberty before liberalism1—within the 
context of early modern Europe (and in particular the crisis of the Ital-
ian states under the threat of the territorial states) have documented the 
relevance of that tradition, not only in relation to the republics (the belt of 
city- states from the North Sea and the Baltic Sea to the Mediterranean) but 
also the monarchical states.2 The republic, or the city- state, represented 
Italy’s authentic form of political life in the modern age. This judgment, 
which was early on advanced by Simonde de Sismondi, Carlo Cattaneo, 
and Jacob Burckhardt, has been documented and confi rmed by Marino 
Berengo, Hans Baron, and John M. Najemy.3

As secretary of the Ten, and thus an uomo pubblico yet not a member 
of the institutions on which the sovereignty of the Florentine Republic re-
sided, Machia velli had to deal constantly with the problems of the mili-
tary autonomy of the republic, namely both the militia and Florentine dip-
lomatic policy at the imperial, French, papal, and Venetian courts. In 1494, 
the question of securing Florence against the threat coming from the Euro-
pean powers competing for hegemony on Italian soil, and against domestic 
confl icts and the alteration of Florence’s “constitutional” equilibrium pro-
voked by the rebellions of the peoples of Val di Chiana and Pisa, became 
Machia velli’s obsession. He tried to deal with the problem of the military 
autonomy of the republic by demonstrating that its security could be en-
sured only by amending the military weakness caused by the mercenary 
armies and thus by building a popular army based entirely on the military 
service of Florence’s citizens and peasants. In a word, Machia velli thought 
that solving the problem of security meant including the people in the 
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governo largo of the republic. The necessity of linking together military 
reform and political reform, force and consent, would return in his subse-
quent works, The Prince and L’Arte della guerra, both of which were writ-
ten by Machia velli as the “ideal” secretary of the Florentine Republic, but 
also, and without hypocrisy, as a would- be magistrate of the new Signoria 
transfi gured in an imaginary prince and mimicking, if only in the liter-
ary form, the model of the humanists, as for instance Leonardo Bruni and 
Coluccio Salutati, who had also played important roles in the government 
of Florence (Machia velli’s father, Bernardo, was himself a close friend of 
Bartolomeo Scala, the chancellor of Florence from 1464 to 1497).

The history of the project of a nonmercenary militia, or armi proprie, 
is based on an idea that is pivotal to the understanding of Machia velli’s 
political thought. This idea developed in his mind precociously, a few 
years after Machia velli became secretary of the Ten, in particular when 
in 1500 he was sent to the “campo pisano” (the military fi eld of the war 
for the reconquest of Pisa). There, he was impressed by the uncivil disorder 
of the mercenary troops paid by the Florentine Republic, and conversely 
by  the  unity of the rebellious people of Pisa, who were able to keep in 
check the mercenary army of Florence for several years.

It was in the writings he composed before the Ordinanza sulla milizia 
that Machia velli devised the necessity of armi proprie for the defense of 
the republic.4 As a matter of fact, several other Florentines had discussed 
the reform of the militia before Machia velli, namely Leonardo Bruni, Mat-
teo Palmieri, and also (as Gennaro Sasso has observed) Enea Silvio Pic-
colomini, not a Florentine yet interested in glorifying fl orentina libertas. 
In Machia velli’s time the issue acquired a new and different meaning, 
however, because it coincided with an awareness that the solution to the 
question of an autonomous military force was the condition for counter-
ing the dramatic crisis of the republican institutions and the autonomy 
of the republic. As is well known, the principle of armi proprie was op-
posed by the ottimati, who were afraid that weapons in the people’s hands 
could become a terrifying means of subversion. The ottimati’s fear was 
well considered, because it rested on a consolidated knowledge of the so-
cial confl icts within the city and between the city and the countryside: 
“topics that the very ‘affairs’ (cose) of the Florentine society suggested and 
that run against Machia velli’s project,” as Sasso wrote.5

In his writings in preparation for the Ordinanza, Machia velli insisted 
thus on the idea that a stato “bene ordinato” requires not only a popular 
militia but also “iustitia.” Yet only in the Discourses did the relation be-
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tween security and justice rely explicitly on a very clear nexus between 
military reform and political reform, so as to make possible institutions 
that would represent the interests and needs of the whole social body.

Thus, Machia velli’s refl ection on the nature of dominium (“natura del 
governo del dominio”) in The Prince and the Discourses relied also upon 
a realistic analysis of the inability of Florence’s leading class to tackle the 
problem of defense against external enemies and hostile subjected cities—
as well as an analysis of the character of the government already discussed 
in the Legazioni and the Commissarie to the courts of Cesare Borgia, of 
France, and of the empire (and also in his Ritratti, composed between 1508 
and 1512). To Machia velli, the empire had no political relevance (more im-
portant were the “liberissime città” of Germany and Switzerland). The 
case of France was different: it had become increasingly more relevant to 
him as a monarchy that had “infi nite costituzioni buone”6 (or as a temper-
ate monarchy, as it was also appreciated by Claude de Seyssel, who pro-
posed it as another possible path of the “vivere politico,” no less dignifi ed 
than the republican one).7 To Machia velli, both a republic and a temperate 
monarchy were a “costituzione buona,” the opposite of the “potestà as-
soluta, la quale dagli autori è chiamata tirannide.”8 Tyranny was not a 
“forma del vivere politico.”

In Machia velli’s conception of politics, based as it was on the sense of 
crisis and the instability of all political forms and institutions (as accord-
ing to Polybius’s scheme of anacyclosis), the reordering of the Republic of 
Florence (or of a temperate principality) was above all a problem of force, 
of militia, of the art of “arming.”9 This explains why, when comparing 
the modern Republic of Venice (an aristocratic order not open to foreign-
ers) with the ancient republic of Rome, Machia velli preferred the latter be-
cause of its governo largo and its ability to give arms to the people. Rome, 
although frequently subjected to social disorders, had shown the trajectory 
through which also a modern republic (not only a territorial state ruled 
by a prince) could face the challenges coming from both external enemies 
and the rebellion of subjected cities (in particular those, like Pisa, that 
never forgot freedom and the ancient order, “il nome della libertà e gli or-
dini antiqui sua”).10 The defense of the republic should thus be organized 
by means of armi proprie.

Machia velli’s position was very different from Guicciardini’s, who cel-
ebrated, on the contrary, the virtues of Venice’s stato misto (and dispar-
aged the Roman model) because it was able to create magistracies fi t for 
an ordered administration of the countryside.11 Guicciardini linked the 
problem of “ampliare” (territorial expansion) not so much to an objective 
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lack of equilibrium between the Italian republics and the large European 
states but to a realistic analysis of the weakness of the political space of 
the small states within the Italian and the European context. In a lucid 
acceptance of the existing reality and within the economy of the existing 
relation of forces, the state of the Medici seemed to Guicciardini preferable 
to the powerless “governo di una moltitudine.”12

Donato Giannotti, who was the secretary of the Ten during the re-
stored republic of 1527, would have replied to Guicciardini by proposing, 
like Machia velli, the institution of a militia propria that included all the 
cittadini who paid taxes but were not yet allowed to enjoy full citizenship 
rights. Dealing with the new fall of the republic, Giannotti would argue 
again for the necessity of arming all the citizens, not only in order to guar-
antee the defense of the city but also to constitute a form of government 
that leaned on the people in order to contain the power of the grandi.13

II

Jérémie Barthas has demonstrated with substantial evidence, in chapter 
10 of this volume, that a sentence in the Discourses (2.10), “I denari non 
sono il nervo della guerra, secondo che è la comune opinione” (“contrary 
to popular opinion, wealth is not ‘the sinew of warfare’”), represents the 
core of the refl ections entertained by Machia velli, in the years he served 
as secretary of the Ten of Liberty, on the question concerning the fi nancial 
means for the recruitment of the militia.

“Pensando continuamente i Magnifi ci et excelsi Signori priori di li-
bertà e Gonfalonieri di Giustizia del popolo fi orentino a tutte le cose le 
quali abbino a essere la conservazione della vostra città, atteso massime 
alla lunga guerra che per ancora dura per la ribellione della città di Pisa, 
e sapendo il nervo della guerra e il mantenimento della libertà di cia-
scuna repubblica essere il denaro . . .”: these are the words of the measure 
taken in 1498, a crucial year for the history of the Florentine Republic.14 
Against this position, Machia velli situated at the center of his Discourses 
the question of armi proprie and resorted again to the problem of force 
as crucial for any republic that had a governo largo, an institutional or-
der that Machia velli linked to the fi nancial system of the city of Florence 
and its effects on the stability of the republic.15 We do not yet know with 
certainty the demographic dimensions of Florence and the proportion of 
citizens with full political rights compared to the number of all the tax-
able inhabitants in the years between 1480 and 1558. Anthony Molho and 
Christiane Klapisch- Zuber have calculated that less than 30 percent of the 
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citizens owned 50 to 60 percent of the entire Tuscan wealth,16 thus stress-
ing the dramatic social consequences of the system of public debt of the 
republic toward the few grandi. Actually, the costs of a professional and 
a mercenary army were at the origin of the pathology of the public debt, 
made worse in 1494 by some imprudent political choices and probable 
frauds, especially during the war against Pisa. The text of the commis-
sion made in December 1498, with its reference to wealth as the “sinew of 
warfare,” can be explained within that context.17 Indeed, that commission 
was conceived as a choice for inverting the process of the public debt that 
the republic had contracted with some few rich families.

Through the quattrocento, fi scal pressure was essentially directed to-
ward real estate income, according to a policy aimed at protecting the re-
sources to be destined for commerce and industry. Historians of northern 
Italy’s communes and city- states think that it was the growth of extraor-
dinary military expenses that contributed to raising and consolidating the 
public debt to the powerful aristocratic families, the ottimati, which pos-
sessed a huge fi nancial capital and were thus the only citizens who could 
advance the money necessary to create an army well enough equipped to 
protect the city. In Florence, the public debt had thus become a source of 
speculative profi ts of extraordinary dimensions for the ottimati (among 
them, the urban elite of bankers in particular) and thus the main cause of 
the corresponding impoverishment of the state’s resources and of the fi s-
cal pressure on the countryside. Precisely in the case of Florence, Jérémie 
Barthas has estimated that an average of 15 to 20 percent of the people of 
the superior classes became the exclusive owners of the investment in the 
public debt, which means that no more than 150 families controlled the 
majority of the debt (the most important were the families of Nerli, Sal-
viati, Bardi, Del Giocondo, and Strozzi).

This picture becomes more worrisome if we consider that the officials 
of the fi nancial ministries (the Uffiziali del Monte) were asked, when they 
accepted their tenure, to advance a large sum of money to the republic, 
which they would receive back with high interest only at the end of their 
mandate. The consequence of this method was that the public debt found 
itself in a deadly confl ict between magistrates’ public service and private 
interests, because those who were supposed to elaborate fi nancial laws 
were the same very people who had advanced huge amounts of money 
to the republic. It was thus natural that those magistrates tried to disen-
tangle themselves from the control that the republic (through the Gran 
Consiglio) exercised on the Monte. The Gran Consiglio was the soul of 
the republic, the representative organ that in 1494 was enlarged with the 
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inclusion of several thousands of new citizens, thus becoming a natural 
force against the ottimati. And, predictably, Machia velli’s thoughts on the 
nature and the exercise of political power developed, as Felix Gilbert ob-
served, within that context of this confl ict.

Machia velli’s occasional writings, triggered by the fi nancial urgencies 
of organizing the defense of the city, beginning with the commission of 
1498, are the Discorso sopra Pisa (1499), the text on the people of Valdi-
chiana, the Missione al campo sotto Pisa (1500), and the Provvedimenti 
per la riconquista di Pisa (1509), in addition to other Legazioni and Com-
missarie. In all of those texts, the weakness of the republic is denounced 
and attributed to its true causes: the unreliability of professional armies, 
the danger coming from the large debt that these armies required, and 
the necessity of a military reform based on armi proprie. An armed peo-
ple was also seen as the obligatory solution to defl ate the control of the 
grandi on the treasury, namely their purchasing power of the public debt, 
which was also acquired thanks to the vertical institutions of Florentine 
corporations.18

Reform of the fi nancial system was thus the key to breaking the vicious 
circle between forced loans, debt consolidation, and oppressive taxation of 
the countryside, while military reform was the solution for the reconquer-
ing of the “national” state (namely, the entire territory of Tuscany with its 
stubborn, rebellious cities, such as Pisa). To Machia velli, it was thus urgent 
to toughen the governo largo and counter the social selfi shness and politi-
cal factionalism of the grandi.19 With strong determination, Soderini at-
tempted showdowns with the grandi: in 1502 with the fi nancial reform and 
in 1506 with the military reform. Yet those attempts revealed a political 
design inspired by an idea of the republic that was distant from the para-
digm of the communal tradition and rooted instead in a vision of fi nancial 
policy that already anticipated a mercantilist conception of politics.

III

Machia velli’s republican design—fi nancial, military, and political—was 
crudely discussed and attacked by contemporary and subsequent political 
thinkers, such as Innocent Gentillet, Alberico Gentili, and Pierre Bayle. 
Yet the image of Machia velli as an “amoral technician of politics” and 
even a supporter of tyranny was never completely amended, not even 
within later historiography, where it was authoritatively sustained by, for 
instance, Meinecke, Macek, and Senellart, among others.20

Very different is the case of those who have deemed Machia velli’s re-
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pub li can ism distant from the idea of “reason of state” and from a mod-
ern conception of a monetary economy based on the separation between 
capital and labor. For instance, Federico Chabod has not judged Machia-
velli’s position inferior to that of Botero on the reason of state, nor has he 
shared military historians’ criticisms of Machia velli’s presumed lack of 
true competence on this issue.21 Chabod demonstrated, however, a waver-
ing in Machia velli between the admiration of republican principles (hence 
his enmity for mercenary armies) and his admiration of the condottieri 
like Francesco Sforza, Giovanni l’Acuto, and Facino Cane. The “system of 
condottieri,” Chabod argued, was not actually that of mercenary militia 
while, on the other hand, Machia velli’s design for organizing a republican 
militia was an indication of a view that was still within the horizon of a 
medieval commune. Machia velli transported the new model into the old 
medieval commune (a transferring move he made also in relation to the re-
public of Rome). Yet his originality on this issue consisted in his decision 
to integrate the fi nancial dimension with the political and military ones, 
so as to advance a new conception of the state by means of a new concep-
tion of the army. The scholar who early on understood this Machia vellian 
project was Luigi Russo, even though he criticized Machia velli for imagin-
ing a national militia in a country, like Italy in the sixteenth century, that 
was “empty of cynicism, discipline, and national conscience” (“vuoto di 
cinismo e di disciplina e di consapevolezza nazionali”). Because of this 
error, Machia velli, who used to deride miracles, was himself subject to the 
utopia of the good urban militia born from new laws (“il derisore dei mi-
racoli soggiace al miracolo delle milizie buone che nascono dalle nuove 
leggi”).22

Critiques of Machia velli have thus been contradictory: for having an-
ticipated historical times or, better still, for having imagined a possibility 
that his realism could not have justifi ed (Russo); or for having remained 
within a communal horizon (Chabod). Both criticisms neglect, however, 
the fact that Machia velli, precisely because he was aware of the social con-
fl ict in the city and of the political confl ict in the Consiglio Maggiore (that 
is, between “i molti e i pochi”), proposed as equally necessary both mili-
tary reform and reform of the public debt (with the commissions of 1498 
and, moreover, of 1502, and then with the reform of the Monte in 1505). 
The organization of a modern army, an army not made of mercenaries but 
of citizens, had among its conditions the expropriation of the control over 
the public debt by the ottimati, as well as the social and patriotic unity of 
the countryside, the people of the city, and the superior classes.

In his design of armi proprie and of a secure state based on a popular 
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army, Machia velli learned from the experience of the rebellious cities like 
Pisa, which was able to resist Florentine reconquest by rejecting its own 
aristocrats’ proposal to surrender and collaborate with Florence and elect-
ing new leaders trusted by both the urban people and the peasants, who 
were thus included fully in the life of the city. Michele Luzzati has shown 
that the Republic of Pisa (initially rebellious, above all, because of the sup-
port of the French army of Charles VIII) had witnessed a true revolution 
in the relation between the city and countryside: the liberation from Flor-
ence’s dominion had caused an overturning of power relations within the 
city between the various political factions (and divergent social interests) 
of the most wealthy and important families: the “ancient families” and 
the “men of quality” were already involved in commercial relations with 
Florence and were forced to accept the decision of the government of Pisa 
to be independent and pursue the war against Florence, in order not to risk 
popular rebellion.23 The war was waged by Pisa as a “guerra di popolo.”

Indeed, starting in 1499, Pisa’s peasants had regained representation 
and powers of decision in the republic thanks to their full participation in 
military actions, as is proved by the testimonies and annals of the time, 
as for instance those of Cerretani and Pietro Vaglienti. On May 6, 1499, 
the elders and the Gonfaloniere of Pisa devised the extension of the privi-
leges enjoyed by the urban citizens to the citizens of the countryside (“de 
cetero tucti li contadini veri del contado di Pisa si intendino essere et si-
eno in perpetuo immuni et exempti da ogni gravessa, balzello, imposta, 
angaria, come non propri i cittadini pisani . . . et in la ciptà di Pisa famil-
iarmente godere tucte le immunità, franchigie, privilegii, officii et dignità 
che godeno li ciptadini pisani, come se di ciptadini pisani nati fussero”).24 
The external attack from the French army had broken the political equi-
librium of the states of the peninsula and the class solidarity among the 
oligarchies of the various city- states (and among the hierarchy of the so-
cial classes within each city), so as to reveal unpremeditated social blocks 
between popular classes and new urban elites against the old oligarchies, 
and to make possible the emergence of the peasants as a new component of 
the citizenry with the result that the traditional separation between city 
and countryside was broken.25

Machia velli realized the importance of this revolution when he di-
rectly experienced Pisa’s resistance against Florence, which was strength-
ened by the political and military contribution of the citizens, as he him-
self witnessed when he met with the peasants who were part of Pisa’s 
delegation participating in the peace treaty of Piombino in 1509. Also on 
that occasion, the representatives of the countryside, having been  included 
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since the beginning in Pisa’s republican government, said that they would 
prefer to starve as citizens and free members of their government than 
to be prosperous as dominated peasants (“suti accettati da principio nel 
governo” said they would prefer “stentare come cittadini e governatori che 
godere come contadini,” rather than being “comandati”).26

The relationship between freedom and the unity of the people in a 
strong republic (“rapporto libertà- unità nel popolo di una forte repub-
blica”) was among Machia velli’s experiences of his own time that helped 
him overcome the old contraposition between city and countryside, to the 
point of proposing to arm also the peasants for the defense of the city27– 
although he was well aware that “giving arms to the peasants” would cer-
tainly be risky, as recognized by Parenti in Machia velli’s Florentine His-
tories. The choice of arming the people was at that point a component of 
political strategy and of the modern “art of war” that could be used by a 
republic or a monarchy, indifferently (“può essere usata da una repubblica, 
o un regno”). The art of war had thus to be “ben ordinata” according to 
political goals and technical rules, because only if well ordered could the 
war proceed well (“usarla come si deve”)28. The “good order” of the armi 
proprie is thus based not on wealth or the acquisition of resources, as in 
the case of mercenary militia, but can only exist if “good soldiers” are 
formed, trained, and persuaded that the reasons for which they fi ght are 
their own reasons, interests, and needs. The question of force in a well- 
ordered republic consists thus in the question of citizenship and the inte-
gration in the government of the urban people and the people of the coun-
tryside, whose convinced participation can make more prudent both the 
military and the political leadership: “With respect to prudence and sta-
bility, I would say that the people is more prudent, more stable, and of bet-
ter judgment than a prince.”29 This conviction makes sense of the change 
(“governo largo”) that took place in republican thought with Machia velli. 
Indeed, according to Coluccio Salutati or Leonardo Bruni (see the latter’s 
Epistula ad Magnum Principem Imperatorem30) republican freedom could 
be preserved with the strength of solidarity and fraternity, wherein frater-
nity could exist among the few who fought, those who were equals in the 
common participation in the government of the city, a few aristocratic and 
wealthy families, or the grandi.

Machia velli accepted, on the contrary, the challenge of the inclusion 
of the people, which he considered more prudent, more stable, and wiser 
than the grandi and the prince: fraternity here came to be enlarged so as 
to include the commoners. Yet Machia velli did not ignore the difficulty 
of keeping together classes that were situated at the extremes of the so-
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cial hierarchy (Machia velli was well aware of the history of the confl icts 
between the few and the many). For this reason, he went back to the an-
cients. When, at the end of a day spent in business, hunting, and play-
ing some games in the tavern, after having exchanged some words with 
people passing by, having eaten “such food as I can grow on my wretched 
farm or pay for with the income from my tiny inheritance,” and after 
time spent “playing card games” and getting into “endless arguments” 
with the “bumpkins” in the local inn, Niccolò went back home and in his 
study took off his work clothes, “covered in mud and fi lth,” and “decently 
dressed” entered “the ancient courts of ancient men. There I am warmly 
welcomed, and I feed on the only food I fi nd nourishing, and was born to 
savor” (“nelle antique corti degli antiqui huomini, dove, da loro ricevuto 
amorevolmente, mi pasco di quel cibo che solum è mio, et che io nacqui 
per lui”).31

When he was writing this famous letter to Francesco Vettori, on De-
cember 10, 1513, Machia velli had already lost everything (the republic had 
fallen) but not the lucidity of his own design: social confl ict existed but 
should not become lacerating to the point of jeopardizing the strength of 
the state. The lesson from the history of the Roman republic (a republic 
that was always “tumultuaria”) was precious, because it admonished him 
of the urgency of mediating (through the creation of “buoni ordini,” that 
is, at the constitutional level) the recurrent confl ict between the senate 
and the plebs (thus, by means of good laws and solid institutions, avoiding 
the degeneration of the confl ict into a civil war). In this case alone could 
social confl ict turn out to be healthy for the republic.32

Yet this was not the case in Rome and with the Gracchi.33 Rome’s re-
publican institutions plunged into a crisis because the Gracchi stubbornly 
persisted in pursuing agrarian reform to the point of triggering a social 
struggle that became overt civil war and marked the death of the republic, 
with the dictatorships of Marius, Sulla, and Caesar.34 The Discourses and 
chapter 9 of The Prince propose again a refl ection on the decline of repub-
lican liberty in ancient Rome as related to the decline of an independent 
peasantry and a republican army.35

Machia velli wrote that the reform proposed by the tribunes of the 
plebs in order to restore the ancient agrarian laws (ager publicus) that the 
wealthy had violated was the cause of profound social confl icts that pro-
voked the end of the Roman republic:36 the Roman grandi were indeed 
willing to open the magistracies to the people but not to relinquish their 
property, because “men value their property more than honors.” Political 
confl ict should never be transformed into a frontal social confl ict, as in 
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fact happened in Rome.37 The Gracchi wanted to restore the ager publicus 
in order to fi ght against the concentration of wealth, but they provoked 
instead a crisis of the republic.

Thus Machia velli opposed the Gracchi’s reckless plan because of its 
consequences, but at the same time he held great wealth a very grave dan-
ger for liberty and the preservation of republican institutions. One may 
thus guess that his criticism of the Gracchi did not refer to their antiplu-
tocratic position but to their political method, namely the plan of restor-
ing an outmoded system (ager publicus). We may detect here some “inco-
herence” or at least some uncertainty in Machia velli’s position, because 
his support of the reform of the Monte was precisely the result of a social 
choice (or a classist choice) that was not after all different from that of 
the Gracchi, derived from the idea of constructing a popular republican 
militia. The Gracchi, too, linked the new agrarian law to the reform of the 
legions.

In chapter 9 of The Prince, in discussing the confl ict between the few 
and the many as an eternal foundation of politics, Machia velli suggested 
that the new (nonhereditary) prince would be able to organize the people in 
their confl ict against the grandi. Even more explicit was the image of a new 
kind of prince he proposed in the Florentine Histories, when the ciompo (a 
leader of the rebellious textile workers) addressed a vehement appeal to his 
comrades to invite them to combat with no hesitation against the wealthy 
few and to risk much in order not to lose everything (“rischiando molto per 
non perdere tutto”).38 Machia velli’s analysis of the ciompo’s mind brings 
him to a vehement apology for class violence, when it is ineluctable.

The pursuing of social justice should not push us toward a desperate 
struggle and the destruction of social and moral cohesion, but republican 
liberty requires the defense of the people from the domination of the arro-
gant grandi, hence its inclusion in the governo largo of the republic.

IV

Machia velli, Antonio Gramsci wrote, aimed at creating links between the 
countryside and the city and enlarging the functions of the urban classes 
so to induce them to give up their feudal and corporatist privileges over 
the countryside and gain the rural classes’ consensus to the state. Machia-
velli’s The Prince, Gramsci continues, is thus a manifesto for the territo-
rial and social unity of the modern republic: antiaristocratic, antifeudal, 
and anti- grandi. Machia velli implicitly overcame mercantilism and al-
ready developed some ideas that were typically physiocratic: he conceived 
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a military reform and a reform to the fi nancial system as a way to break 
the aristocratic oppressive taxation of the countryside, and to increase the 
real wealth of the state, that is, the agricultural wealth. Gramsci stressed 
also that his friend, the economist Pietro Sraffa, had grasped the impor-
tance of a possible link between Machia velli and William Petty, whom 
Karl Marx defi ned as the founder of political economy.39

To that of William Petty, John Pocock has added several other names 
of the Machia vellian moment, like Harrington and Toland. We cannot ig-
nore, however, Simonde di Sismondi, to whom the ideal of the commune 
represented the true form of civic life in modern Italy since, as Machia-
velli himself had foreseen, it was the solution to the social confl icts pro-
voked by a free market economy.40 As for Gramsci, Machia velli and his 
prince are instead logical and rational categories, examples of the force 
that knows and wants “to lead the people toward the foundation of a new 
state” (“condurre il popolo alla fondazione di un nuovo Stato”).41

Historians have not sufficiently stressed Gramsci’s polemic against 
Chabod’s interpretation of Machia velli in his early writings and have not 
observed that, just a few years after the publication (under the leadership 
of Togliatti) of the pages Gramsci dedicated to Machia velli in his Prison 
Notebooks, Chabod modifi ed his own position on Machia velli’s concep-
tion of armi proprie. In his new reading, Chabod would see Machia velli’s 
view as the consequential development of the polemic against mercenary 
armies and of a conception consistent with “citizen arms,” essential to 
the independence of Florence “from the king of France, the Pope, and the 
Duke Valentino” (“dal re di Francia, Viniziani, Papa e Valentino”). To 
Chabod, Machia velli’s conception seemed to refl ect the naturalist philoso-
phy of the equilibrium between human forces and Fortuna: force and pru-
dence, Chabod concluded, became for Machia velli “the sinew of all forms 
of political power that ever existed and would exist” (“il nervo di tutte le 
signorie che furono o che saranno mai al mondo”).42

Gramsci was instead interested above all in the change of the relation-
ship between political struggle and military struggle in capitalist society, 
after the radical change followed by the industrial revolution and the ad-
vent of a market economy, and the changes that followed the revolutions of 
1848, which included the expansion of parliamentarism, trade unionism, 
the party system, and vast bureaucracies, public or private (“l’espansione 
del parlamentarismo, del regime associativo sindacale e di partito, del 
formarsi di vaste burocrazie statali o ‘private’”).43 After World War I, tech-
nological innovation, the transformation of the organic composition of 
capital, and Americanism, with its techniques of production pivoting on 
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mass conformism, had supported the reaction of the modern elites against 
social confl ict and the catastrophe of 1929. But Gramsci doubted that Ital-
ian corporatism was an adequate version, while he had no doubt that the 
reference points of the modern prince needed to be deeply changed.

Antonio Gramsci worked on The Prince in the years 1930– 31. In jail, 
he possessed at least three editions of Machia velli’s book: one edited 
by Casella in 1929 (printed by the Fascist- sponsored published Littorio), 
one glossed by Federico Chabod in 1924, and fi nally, one edited by Luigi 
Russo in 1931. Along with Chabod (and Benedetto Croce), Gramsci defi ned 
Ma chia velli as the most lucid among the Italian writers on the modern 
state.44 In Italy, the limiting legacy of “syndicalist” readings (that is, of 
the centrality of the corporatist city- state and the medieval communes) 
and the absence of the formation of the “intellectuals” (the civil servants 
and the bureaucrats with the task of connecting the coercive and military 
apparatuses of the state with civil society) had impeded the construction 
of the nation- state. The medieval commune was a corporatist state un-
able to overcome the corporatist model and to become a new modern state 
or, as Machia velli had predicated in vain, a state able to reorganize the 
hegemony of the city over the countryside through the organization of a 
modern army (“I comuni furono, dunque, uno Stato sindacalista che non 
riuscì a superare questa fase e a diventare uno Stato integrale, come in-
dicava invano il Machia velli, che attraverso l’organizzazione dell’esercito 
voleva organizzare l’egemonia della città sulla campagna”).45 Thus the or-
ganization of a popular militia (not mercenary troops and not even a pro-
fessional army) brought Gramsci, too, to discuss the question of taxation 
and fi nancial reform.

Yet in his Notebooks and his letters to Tatiana Schucht and Piero 
Sraffa, Machia velli’s issue of armi proprie becomes part of Gramsci’s 
broader refl ection on how the workers’ movement’s politics had to change 
after the defeat of the “war of maneuver” (revolutions in Russia and Eu-
rope from 1917 to 1920). The military question thus became the form of 
the clash between workers and the state, and then of the attack by the 
Fascists against the labor movement (which could not have as a matter of 
fact any permanent form of army, as the agrarians and the industrialists, 
allied to the Fascists, had in 1921– 22). In 1929– 31 this question returned in 
Gramsci’s notes on Machia velli within the context of a new proposal: that 
of the anti- Fascist constituent assembly to be structured according to com-
mittees of workers and peasants in polemic against the sectarian strategy, 
radical and classist, which was instead adopted by the Fourth Congress 
of the Communist International (1928) and then endorsed by the Italian 
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Communists (1929). Gramsci’s notes on Machia velli are pretty much in-
comprehensible outside of this contest and, thus, outside the context of 
Gramsci’s opposition to his own party, with the consequence of remaining 
isolated and being abandoned by his very comrades while in jail. Gramsci 
thus wrote in 1933 that the fi nancial catastrophe of 1929 was not to be read 
as the “fi nal crisis of capitalism” and the beginning of an epoch of revela-
tions, but quite the opposite. World War I had been not only a military 
defeat but also a crisis induced by the deep tensions between civil society 
and the market that accumulated in the nineteenth century, and by the ri-
valries between the European states. “All the Post- War is a crisis,” both be-
cause of the clauses of the peace treaties signed in 1919 at Versailles and of 
the monetary and diplomatic policies adopted by the states after the war. 
The agreement between the “cosmopolitanism” of economics and the na-
tionalistic tendencies of politics represented the core of the modern epoch. 
After 1929, the catastrophe of what Karl Polanyi defi ned as the civilization 
of the nineteenth century (a civilization founded on a self- regulating mar-
ket) required, according to Gramsci, a new organization of the relation-
ships between economy and politics on a global scale. Facing the crisis and 
tensions between cosmopolitan capitalism and nationalism,  the modern 
state, which Machia velli had theorized in its nascent form, was in an ir-
reversible decline.

The leading classes, the industrialists and fi nancial elites above all, 
seemed to go back to “social regressive corporative groupings,” able to ex-
press only an “economic- corporatist” vision, much like the “revolution-
ary” Soviet state, although in reverse. In all Europe, therefore, the “mod-
ern state” was going through a profound “process of disintegration,” which 
Gramsci defi ned, much more radically, as more “catastrophic” than the 
process of the separation of spiritual power (the intellectuals organized in 
the church apparatus) from political institutions that started in the Mid-
dle Ages with the confl ict between empire and pope.46

The self- defense reaction of the European states thus manifested, on 
the one hand, a corporatist economy with an antisocialist Caesarism, 
and on the other the centralized planning of the Soviet Union, which was 
marked by voluntarism and the absence of realism, and was developing to-
ward a despotic system. Machia velli was the author who allowed Gramsci 
to rethink one by one the categories of politics in the midst of the crisis of 
European civilization and the advent of Americanism and Fordism.

Perhaps the more daring strategy was that of the new American indus-
trialism, namely the Fordist reorganization of the relationship between 
capital and labor founded on the scientifi c rationalization of the factory 
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but also on the conformism of mass consumption, collective behavior, and 
private and moral ethics, from family to sexuality. To Gramsci, Fordism 
and Americanism thus constituted a new horizon and an “organic muta-
tion” that had a “progressive” nature, even if it was explicitly organized 
against the workers’ movement.

Americanism was a form of revolution, though “passive.” It was des-
tined to expand itself at the global level (“verifi cando una trasformazione 
delle basi materiali della civiltà europea”) thanks to a Fordist regulation 
of the relationships between capital and labor, the creation of an organic 
society based on consumption, and the reorganization of the social basis of 
democracy. This was a “passive” revolution because it was a passage from 
the nineteenth- century civilization based on the free market to an order 
based on a “pragmatic economy” that did not occur at the initiative of the 
subaltern classes (incapable of political initiative). Gramsci thought that 
Americanism and Fordism were the result of the necessity of building a 
new kind of organized and planned economy. They were the connection 
between the old economic individualism and the new planned economy 
(“Si può dire genericamente che l’americanismo e il fordismo risultano 
dalla necessità immanente di giungere all’organizzazione di un’economia 
programmatica e che i vari problemi esaminati . .  . dovrebbero essere gli 
anelli della catena che segnano il passaggio appunto dal vecchio individ-
ualismo economico all’economia programmatica”)47: an economic form 
that Gramsci considered even superior to the Soviet command economy 
because it did not suppress the market but regulated it on the basis of a 
reciprocal agreement between social groups. At the same time, Gramsci 
doubted that within the institutions of the Italian corporatist state (fas-
cism) the basis of a mixed economy, pragmatic in its own way, could de-
velop, even if he did not exclude that fascism could evolve and set up the 
conditions of a mixed economy.

The great transformation that occurred in the nineteenth century and 
that reached its acme with World War I, the revolutions, and the catastro-
phe of 1929 was in the process of producing a new capitalist revolution in 
the relationship between capital and labor that would force a now- defeated 
workers’ movement to abandon the military strategy that was inaugu-
rated with the revolutionary cycle initiated by the French revolution. All 
changed with the end of the “autonomy of national economies” and the cri-
sis of the autonomy of civil society within the totalitarian state; even the 
“war of maneuver,” the revolutionary war of the years 1917– 1920, would 
give away to a “war of position,” to the hypothesis of a gradual conquest 
of hegemony within civil society and the overcoming of the modern state, 
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which was based on the separation between governing and governed, civil 
society and the state. According to Gramsci, with the end of the epoch 
characterized by the modern state, armi proprie and governo largo would 
change their meaning: the political party seemed incapable of prefi guring 
the new form of the relationship between governing and governed, while 
the entrepreneurial and technical leadership of society (the organic intel-
lectuals of the Fordist factory) would have to include the man- worker, a 
worker who was involved and directly interested in the growth of national 
income, capitalist production, and the social redistribution of wealth. 
Here the question of force was no longer military in kind but one of checks 
and balances, of the working competences that from below would erode 
and dissolve the traditional state.

In paragraph 17 of Gramsci’s Notebook on Machia velli, we read that 
one has to set up and solve the problem of the relationships between 
structure and superstructure in order to make a correct analysis of a de-
terminate historical period (“è il problema dei rapporti tra struttura e 
sovrastruttura che bisogna impostare esattamente e risolvere per giungere 
a una giusta analisi delle forze che operano nella storia di un determi-
nato periodo e determinano il loro rapporto”).48 Machia velli is seen here 
thinking like a “political man in action,” a “creator,” who does not oper-
ate in the void but relies upon a realistic analysis of the “realtà effettuale” 
of the relationship of forces that are in a continual motion, in order to 
dominate and transform them. Gramsci is aware that Machia velli’s real-
ism (much like the one he aims at) is not self- sufficient, because neither 
an individual nor a book can change reality. In the new context of Ameri-
canism, force is not located in the state, in armi proprie, or in the prince 
(namely, in the working class and its party). Class political groups must be 
redefi ned beyond their class dimension; the protagonists of social change 
must be enlarged and the political and political- military vision must be 
also changed.49

V

Machia velli preferred the dangers and fatigues associated with his func-
tion in the Republic of Florence to the peaceful (and pacifi ed) life of the 
scholar. Gramsci did not read Machia velli in the tranquil silence of a li-
brary but in jail, in order to continue his own “practical” struggle. Adriano 
Sofri, who had studied Machia velli at the beginning of his would- be aca-
demic career (his dissertation was indeed on Gramsci), went back to the 
work of the Florentine secretary after having “truly tried” to make a revo-
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lution in democratic Italy, as he had even promised to Palmiro Togliatti in 
a youth polemical exchange at the Scuola Normale of Pisa in 1962.

The historian Adriano Prosperi, in reviewing Sofri’s book on Machia-
velli, wrote that “we all know what then happened to him”: that is to say 
that he spent years in jail for his leading role in the far left extraparlia-
mentary movement Lotta Continua. In reality, even today we know very 
little, and we do not yet have a satisfying interpretation of the last part of 
the history of the Italian workers’ movement in the 1960s and 1970s, and 
of the social organizations of the revolutionary Left in those years. We 
don’t know how and why that movement and its revolutionary experience 
were defeated, yet we know well enough about the revolutionary attempt 
made by some young workers and students of the 1960s and 1970s of “truly 
trying.”

Adriano Sofri tried, in his own way, to think about a new “war of ma-
neuver,” in direct polemic against Togliatti’s own rendering of Gramsci’s 
idea of the “war of position,” a strategy of endless accumulation of po-
litical resources by the leading party of the Left (the Italian Communist 
Party) made of electoral consent, support by the unions, connection to the 
cooperative organizations of production and distribution, and the extended 
experience in some Italian regions of municipal socialism. Sofri dared to 
demonstrate that that political accumulation of consent produced immo-
bility and was de facto incapable of being utilized in a politics of revolu-
tionary alternative. The historian Luciano Cafagna defi ned the politics of 
the Italian Communist Party as a “strategy of obesity”: that party, he sug-
gested, did not want to make a revolution, and could not even make the re-
forms it promised because it was barred from competing for a majority due 
to being “communist,” and moreover, the very organization of Fordist cap-
italism, namely a consumerist society and mass communication, blocked 
its strategy for power. Yet Sofri thought, instead, that a modern collective 
prince would no longer be a party but a collective intelligence constructed 
from within society—precisely as Gramsci had thought—thanks to the 
work of conscious actors “internal” to the social movements within the 
confl icting relations, not as intellectuals external to the classes and enti-
tled to be intellectual by belonging to a party. Sofri’s project had, however, 
grave defects: in particular, the lack of consciousness of the ecological 
“limits” of industrialism and of the crucial impact of gender issues—that 
is to say, the lack of the meaning of armi proprie in that specifi c revolu-
tionary experience, with the goal of disaggregating the state from below 
by mobilizing civil society’s counterpowers. The defeat of those radical 
projects changed the entire scenario of Italian politics. The tragedy of Aldo 
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Moro (the prime minister abducted and executed by the Red Brigades along 
with the men escorting him), the collapse of the Soviet bloc in Poland, the 
war between Iran and Iraq, the war in Yugoslavia, and the massacre in 
Sarajevo: all these experiences that Sofri monitored and recollected in his 
work testify to his lucid detachment from the “revolutionary” epoch of 
his political movement and his early political experience.

Sofri’s book on Machia velli comes after those experiences. It is fi rst of 
all a document of politica pratica, the author’s rich experiences (sometime 
at the risk of his life), and his readings: with a “long experience in modern 
things and a continual study of ancient things” (“lunga esperienza delle 
cose moderne e una continua lezione delle antiche”).50 Refl ecting on his 
own life trajectory, Sofri rethinks the meaning of the word Fortuna in his 
book on Machia velli and discusses the meaning of Fortuna’s images and 
representations in the form of an elusive and beautiful woman requiring a 
dramatic hand- to- hand fi ght in order to be subjected.

In a direct polemic against “machiavellismo,” which he defi nes as a 
“betrayal” of Machia velli’s thought, Sofri refl ects thus on the meaning of 
the temptation of politics (“tentazione della politica”). Politics is fi rst of 
all the “art of power and its preservation and, for Machia velli in particu-
lar, politics is the art of war” (“arte del potere e della sua conservazione 
e, in primo luogo, per lui Machia velli l’arte della guerra”). Thus politics 
changes in

violence, which overwhelms the person who decides to follow it and 

that separates him from his mates and from humanity. . . . The auton-

omy of politics from morals seems rather the secession of the life of the 

Prince from that of all private persons. . . . And if we want to face again 

the question of political morality in today’s society, we have to go back 

to that knot and loosen it. . . . Responsibility makes you decide, if you 

are a good prince, not so much to do the right thing or the wrong one, 

but to do what is necessary, what you think it is necessary, to the de-

fense against an aggression or in order to acquire a victory in war. You 

do not put at risk simply yourself . . . but the entire community and, at 

the end, the whole world.51

Even in a telematic democracy or “streaming” politics, Sofri concludes, 
only one decides and is responsible at the end of the day; only one has 
in his hand the power to drop or not a bomb; this is the specifi city that 
always identifi es the political actor (today’s Prince), whose worst anguish 
is that of knowing that there might be justice even in using horrendous 
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means of destruction. As Machia velli wrote: “Perché tra gli uomini privati 
le leggi, le scripte, e’ pacti fanno observare la fede, et fra i signori le fanno 
observare l’armi.” Because of this, even today the art (not science) of poli-
tics is tragic.

Sofri’s reading is centered essentially on The Prince. Yet the problem 
that Sofri discusses pertains in reality to all princes, past and still to 
come, be it the famous chancellor of the Republic of Florence, the modern 
sovereign state, the sovereign people, or the leader of a government. Today, 
in a time of fi nancial, communication, and institutional globalization, the 
actor on the stage of a politics that is marked by the decline of the sover-
eign state is like a prince without a state but not without wealth and armi 
proprie.

Machia velli wrote that the prince must be interested in the wealth of 
the nation and the art of war. Sofri glosses: since men and armies fi nd 
wealth and bread but wealth and bread do not fi nd men and armies, the 
prince must be interested in war and nothing else.52 In the case of Machia-
velli, the question was that of the war against the adversaries of the Flo-
rentine Republic and the Italian fatherland.

Italy and Fortuna are depicted as two opposite female fi gures, as men 
imagine them; thus the prince has to fi ght against Fortuna in order to vio-
late and dominate her. But what if Fortuna takes the shape of Nature? Ac-
cording to Giacomo Leopardi, it is as difficult to defeat Fortuna as Nature 
(“donna formidabile anche quella, che però non si lascerebbe battere, né 
si batterebbe con l’Islandese o con altri uomini, indifferente com’è alla 
loro esistenza”).53 Leopardi’s Nature, the heir of the fi gure of Fortuna, is 
remorseless and ferocious, very different from Machia velli’s Fortuna as a 
woman. Genial, courageous, and ferocious was also the princess Caterina 
Sforza. Machia velli met her during his fi rst mission, in 1499, and wrote 
about her with embarrassment and an excessive quickness.54

To Machia velli, the prince was also the imaginary leader of the ciompi, 
whom he made harangue the rebels in his evocation in the Florentine His-
tories of the confl ict between the working classes (“popolo magro”) and 
the Signoria in 1378. That discourse by the proletariat “Prince” comes at 
the end of Machia velli’s thought on social confl ict as an interpretative 
conclusion: the leader of the ciompi was more reliable than the wealthy 
few; he was immune of the suspicion of being, like the wealthy, greedy for 
domination.

For Machia velli as depicted by Sofri, the ciompo and the prince are not 
leaders of opposite factions in a “strenuous class struggle” but instead two 
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different models of the same form of a political actor. “It is possible to be-
come a prince by following the most diverse trajectories,” with great and 
horrendous ideas at the same time, as indeed are those expressed by the 
ciompo in his talk to his comrades (but in fact invented by Machia velli): 
property is theft and the origin of patrimony is robbery, hence the biggest 
crimes are rewarded while the smaller ones are punished. Sofri comments: 
“The Istorie fi orentine came then to be admired by Marx, who was right as 
they are wonderful.”55

Sofri is interested not in textual exegesis (although his is a refi ned one) 
but in the rethinking of politics in the actual “state of the world,” and 
not because he believes, as do the hypermodernists who are interested in 
Machia velli, that Machia velli is “actual.” There is no similarity between 
the Italian city- states of the quattro- cinquecento and the large corpora-
tions of our globalized age.56 The Prince is not a text for managers, and the 
question for us is not that of fi guring out how long the state will survive 
in its confrontation against multinational corporations. If anything, So-
fri denounces the idea that it is convenient for those corporations to ally 
themselves with the autocratic states in order to lessen the legal ties on 
their freedom to operate in the global market. Multinational corporations’ 
attraction to China is an exemplary case. The force of armies is neces-
sary for the expansion of markets, but it does not produce the export of 
democracy: to the contrary, it favors the import of autocracy within the res 
publica of modern democracies, because of the expropriation of traditional 
territorial sovereignty and legal jurisdiction of states by fi nancial and in-
dustrial powers that are not restricted by geopolitical borders and the con-
straints imposed by legal transparency and democratic accountability.

“In relation to the world,” Sofri writes, “Europe is today the equiv-
alent of an Italian province facing the European states in the sixteenth 
century, and is split in the same way and is marked by the same blind-
ness. The prince is no longer a man (but a woman, like Caterina Sforza, 
or, with some virtues, Angela Merkel),” is neither a party nor a “collective 
intellectual.” In Europe, “bureaucracy dominates and the optimists call it 
technocracy. It has its own army which is made of twenty- eight national 
armies.” Yet it does not have at all armi proprie, which would be neces-
sary to protect legality and human rights, and also it lacks an “interna-
tional police force, for which no telephone number exists.” Much like the 
Florentine Republic, Europe too lacks armi proprie in order to be demo-
cratic as it wished. Machia velli had treated the problem of armi proprie as 
the urgent and contingent form of the question of force (his central theme), 
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indispensable to war and the basic condition for the existence of states, yet 
“force is not less important today, but for the opposite reason: to impede 
and avert the war, all wars.”57
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C h a p t e r  S i x t e e n

What Does a “Conjuncture- 
Embedded” Refl ection Mean? 

The Legacy of Althusser’s Machia velli 
to Contemporary Political Theory

Marie Gaille

I. INTRODUCTION

Machia velli depicted himself as a passionate reader who retreated at 
night to his cabinet in order to read and ask questions to some au-

thors who helped him refl ect upon political matters. Five centuries later, 
readers of Machia velli practice the same passionate kind of reading of his 
works. Machia velli read ancient authors through the mediation of transla-
tions and comments elaborated throughout the centuries up to his time. 
He read them and questioned them to enlighten his own time. Our posi-
tion as readers is not so different. In various ways, as he did, we enroll 
him to stress an issue, to advocate for or to discuss a thesis, to address a 
question relevant to our era. We turn to him with our own issues in mind. 
Most of the time, they are utterly different from the ones he tackled. As 
a result, when and if we “use” Machia velli’s thought, the only legitimate 
ways to do so are probably indirect.1 Besides, we must take into account, 
according to Lefort, the fact that we decipher his provocative thought 
through a chain of mediators we cannot escape.2

Louis Althusser (1918– 1990) is part of this continuously growing chain 
of mediators. He developed an early and intense interest in Machia velli’s 
thought, as the examination of his archives and writings shows. In 1962, 
he dedicated a course to him, of which he prepared a second version ten 
years later. Throughout the 1970s and even the 1980s, he modifi ed it at 
various times. This course has been posthumously published.3 In addi-
tion, he referred to Machia velli in various other texts. In La Soutenance 
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d’Amiens (1975), he mentioned his “method” as being a way to locate one’s 
thought in an impossible locus in order to make thinking possible.4 Fi-
nally, in 1986, he wrote “Machiavel philosophe.”5

In this chapter, my intention is not to assess Althusser’s capacity to 
offer us an enlightening guidebook to accompany us in our reading of 
Ma chia velli’s works. It may be that Althusser provided us with mislead-
ing glosses.6 In a way, the opening words of Machiavel et nous indicate 
to us that this is not necessarily Althusser’s primary concern. In fact, 
while he dedicated a tribute to Claude Lefort’s “acute,” “intelligent,” and 
“far reaching” interpretation of Machia velli, he set for himself another 
kind of work.7 He wished to offer “another view,” linked to readers that 
were contemporaneous to Machia velli and based on what he called some 
“associations.”8

Starting from this observation, my contribution aims at another goal. It 
focuses rather on Althusser’s Machia velli as an entity of its own. Thanks 
to its analysis, it intends to formulate an issue that is still crucial for con-
temporary political thought and to justify the interest in the Al  thus serian 
comment on Machia velli’s thought: that of a “conjuncture- embedded” 
political refl ection. Althusser’s reading of Machia velli offers us an excep-
tional opportunity to approach this issue.

I will try to demonstrate this in four steps. While taking account of the 
surprise and even shock entailed by the works of Machia velli, Althusser 
emphasized the role played by the idea of newness, of beginnings. Because 
of this, he leads us to consider the challenge addressed by Machia velli to 
political theory: that of being able to develop a conjuncture- embedded 
thought (section 2). This interest expressed by Althusser for the Machia-
vellian concept of conjuncture has been most often interpreted as being 
part of his arsenal for overcoming a deterministic approach to history 
(section 3). However, giving some credit to this interpretation must not 
prevent us from observing Althusser’s difficulty in describing this idea of 
conjuncture with proper words (section 4). Now, rather than a hypotheti-
cal overcoming of historical determinism thanks to Machia velli, this dif-
fi culty may be the most precious legacy of Althusser’s Machia velli. This 
is evidenced, at least partly, by the fact that it became a decisive incentive 
for some of his former students. They too have looked for a way to develop 
a conjuncture embedded political thought. Emmanuel Terray’s approach 
to political issues, elaborated as a midway between “philosophy” and “an-
thropology,” will illustrate this search (section 5).
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II. THE REASONS FOR ASTONISHMENT: 
THE DETERMINATION OF POLITICAL 

ISSUES BY CONJUNCTURES

In Machiavel et nous, Althusser began by evoking the surprise, and even 
the shock, felt while reading The Prince and the Discourses.9 Solitude de 
Machiavel expresses this astonishment in even stronger words and pres-
ents Machia velli as a substantially strange and isolated political thinker, 
whose destiny is to remain a “foreigner” within Western thought.10

Machiavel et nous offers a detailed account of this surprise, due to the 
issue raised by Machia velli himself: the newness of events and, more radi-
cally, the newness of beginnings. I will focus on this writing and follow 
its argument in order to understand the implication of this surprise for 
Althusser. Machia velli appeared to Althusser as the thinker par excel-
lence of beginnings, as he claimed to bring to light a new way of political 
thinking, related to practice and “effectual truth.”11 He was seen as the 
one that helped us tackle the issue of the foundation of a state, as Hegel 
and Gramsci had already noted. In addition, Althusser stressed the differ-
ence between a Marxist approach to this issue, based on market economy 
and class struggles, and the Machia vellian perspective focused on the “ale-
atory” dimension of the foundation of a state. This foundation was de-
scribed as depending on many factors (economic, but also linguistic, geo-
graphic, cultural, historical, etc.), whose combinations formed a random 
set of conditions more or less favorable to such a foundation.12

After having commented on this aspect, Althusser came back to Ma-
chia velli as a thinker who claimed to propose a new approach for political 
thinking. Althusser related this claim to the ambition of defi ning the laws 
of history and of grounding an actual political science. Of course, this im-
mediately appeared as contradicting one of the main features of Machia-
vellian political thought, that of being inherently unfi nished and focused 
on the specifi cities of each historical context. While Lefort emphasized 
the fact that Machia velli’s main insight about politics was that it cannot 
be the subject of complete knowledge, Althusser considered this aspect as 
a contradiction. For him, the search for the laws of history, if there are any 
to be found, was in opposition to any form of singularity.13

I will come back to this supposed contradiction later on. But for the 
time being, let us continue to follow Althusser in his presentation of Ma-
chia velli as the fi rst theorist of conjuncture. The next point is, to him, 
that Ma chia velli opened up the way to consider political issues within 
their concrete and specifi c determinations. This meant not only to be 
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aware of the singularities of each situation but also to refl ect on the issue 
at stake only once it has been understood how it transforms a general and 
abstract formulation into a particular one. According to this perspective, 
for Althusser, theoretical language is dismantled and reshaped into the 
form of singularity.14

III. MACHIA VELLI AS AN ALLY TO OVERCOME 
STRUCTURALISM AND HISTORICAL DETERMINISM

It has often been stated that Althusser became a reader of Machia velli be-
cause of his interest in the “aleatory” dynamics of politics: a crucial issue 
that Machia velli has clearly grasped and expressed for any founder of a 
state.15 In this respect, according to Mikko Lahtinen, Althusser intended 
to show that Machia velli looked for an art of governing able to tame the 
“aleatory” and create durable political forms. This fi rst point is frequently 
followed by another argument, according to which Machia velli contrib-
uted to Althusser’s refl ection on materialism. Banu Bargu, among others, 
thus considered that “casting Machia velli as a materialist philosopher” 
offers Althusser the opportunity to “rethink historical materialism.”16

This function would be even more important in regards to Althusser’s 
relationship to Marx,17 and is the leading interpretative line elaborated by 
Vatter in an in- depth study of Althusser’s relationship to Machia velli.18 
Vatter argued that Althusser’s position develops as a “self- overcoming” of 
Marxism and has been in this way able to infl uence various politically 
involved thinkers, such as Antonio Negri, or some former students of him, 
for example Étienne Balibar. Miguel Vatter himself also pursued an “after 
Marx” approach, but a specifi c one in comparison with the “after Marx” 
designed by these philosophers. With this perspective in mind, he paid 
particular attention to one of the critiques addressed to Marxist theory: 
the idea that Marxist theory is unable to give an account of historical be-
coming, “due to its reliance on the fl awed assumption that history follows 
deterministic laws and processes.”19

Balibar spotted an ambiguity in Althusser’s thought, occasioned by 
two contradictory interests: appraisal of the conjuncture and acknowledg-
ment of the complexity of structure.20 According to him, the tension cre-
ated by these two lines of thought has remained unresolved. For Vatter, 
in a different way, Althusser indeed took the criticism of historical deter-
minism seriously.21 But he also enrolled Machia velli in his cause in order 
to elaborate a way to remedy this fl aw, and according to Vatter, he was 
thus able to escape this theoretical tension. To be more specifi c, after hav-
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ing considered for a while the Gramscian path to solve this problem,22 Al-
thusser would have found in Machia velli the theoretical means to ground 
the autonomy of politics (that is, the “permanence of social antagonism”) 
and to emancipate oneself from “the base- superstructure schema of Marx-
ist theory.”23 This emancipation would be made possible by the consid-
eration of the singularity of events that no causal scheme can account 
for: “The self- overcoming of Althusser fi nds its ripest formulations in the 
posthumously published texts, where he explicitly affirms the primacy of 
the event over the structure, and inscribes into theory a decision, perhaps 
also his most ancient parti pris, for materialism over against dialectics, 
singularity over against causality, popular resistance over against insti-
tutional domination, communism over against Marxist- Leninism, from 
which contemporary post- Marxist thought may still have something to 
learn.”24

In order to settle his argument about the consistency of the Althus-
serian views on the dynamics of politics, Vatter made several interpreta-
tive steps. The fi rst one referred to Althusser’s interest in the thesis of an 
insuperable political antagonism.25 The second was linked to the question 
that Althusser has identifi ed as basic in Machia velli’s political thought: 
that of the necessary conditions for the emergence of a new state, or to call 
it differently, the Gramscian issue of the “new prince.” His third step was 
a comment about the move made by Althusser to question the conditions 
of maintaining such a new state, in other words the conditions thanks to 
which the republican form of government could reproduce the constitu-
ent power and then establish itself on a long- term basis.26 Related to this 
move, Vatter pointed to the role given to the “people” in Althusser’s in-
terpretation of Machia vellian republicanism: “Althusser’s reading of the 
people in Machia velli, on the contrary, allows for the possibility that the 
people express their political agency precisely by inscribing a resistance 
to institutionalization, an inscription which is achieved both internally 
and externally, to the political form as such. That political body which 
contains, in its form, the resistance to its form of domination, Machia velli 
calls ‘republic,’ to be carefully distinguished from ‘democracy’ as a form of 
government.”27 Thus “the people” is the name of “the source of resistance 
to the reproductive powers of the political.”28

Vatter provided us here with a reading of Althusser’s interpretation of 
Machia velli that happened to be very close to the Machia vellian- Marxist 
conception of democracy developed by Miguel Abensour.29 This is an in-
teresting point to be noted as Abensour urged us to consider the inner re-
sources of Marxism in order to conceive of democracy. Thus, he did not, as 



404 Marie Gaille

Althus ser did according to Vatter, “exit” from Marxism to fi nd an answer 
to this requirement. In both cases, despite this important difference, Ma-
chia velli plays a decisive role. It thus appears that his thought may be used 
in various and even diverging ways: in order to highlight a hidden side 
of Marx or to overcome his supposed fl aws. To comment further on this 
point would take us away from our topic, but it would certainly deserve 
more attention.30

Finally, Vatter revealed himself unconvinced by Althusser’s argument. 
To him, Althusser did not go far enough. Indeed, he gave up the “struc-
turalist perspective” and adopted what he called the “perspective of the 
eventual.”31 However, “his interpretation remains reductive in one crucial 
respect: it fails to develop the implications of such a discourse for an un-
derstanding, not of the arcana of political domination, but of the possi-
bilities of political freedom. By claiming that ‘Machia velli is interested 
only in one form of government: the one that allows a state to last,’ Al-
thusser himself collapses the point of view of the people into that of the 
prince.”32 On the contrary, according to Vatter, the point of view of the 
people never left Machia velli’s concern. He insisted on the necessity to 
stick by Machia velli, rather than by Althusser, in order to defi ne the ac-
tual conditions of political liberty: “Althusser’s reading of the Roman Re-
public solely in terms of the problem of duration of the state misses these 
other dimensions of Machia velli’s discourses that are essential to the proj-
ect of rethinking political freedom in a post- Marxist context.”33

IV. FACING THE MACHIA VELLIAN CONCEPTION 
OF “CONJUNCTURE”: ALTHUSSER’S 

INTERPRETATIVE BATTLE AND ITS OUTCOME

Much could be discussed about the supposed divergence between Machia-
velli and Althusser stressed by Vatter to conclude his argument about a 
Machia vellian after- Marx. It could be observed that Vatter did not discuss 
the idea, implicit in Althusser’s reading, according to which Machia velli 
considered politics independently from economics. Here though lies a del-
icate interpretative issue. It is obvious when one reads the Florentine His-
tories, in which the insuperable civil confl ict is clearly not independent 
from economical aspects (status, inequalities of wealth). But it would also 
require further analysis of The Prince and the Discourses.34 However, let 
me concentrate here on the question of conjuncture. 

Vatter followed Althusser as far as the latter paved the way for political 
thought on “the emergence of the world of forms out of events.”35 He de-
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parted from him when he viewed in Althusser’s analysis of the republican 
regime a “collapse” into a frame of thought that neglected the role of both 
the event and of the people, and thus lost sight of the conditions of politi-
cal liberty. It is not certain that Machia velli’s thought fully supports this 
perspective. Does he not rather try to consider both the insurgent and the 
institutional dimensions of politics, the event and the form in the same 
frame of thought?36 Again, this is not the place to develop further this dis-
cussion of Vatter’s interpretation of Machia velli, but we may keep it in 
mind as we turn back to Althusser’s Machia velli.

The idea of conjuncture, as I mentioned in the fi rst part of this chapter, 
appeared as the central expression of Althusser’s interest in Machia velli. 
In fact, we are soon to acknowledge how the idea of conjuncture raised 
some questions rather than solved problems in Althusser’s thought. It did 
not imply, according to him, the disappearance of the “laws of history or of 
politics.”37 In fact, to him, these laws still existed but had to be considered 
within the context to which they applied. To express this idea with accu-
racy, Althusser tried different types of wording. At fi rst, he commented on 
the distinction between theory and practice, insisting on the fact that the-
ory was subverted by political practice. He then spoke of the “variations” 
of the laws of history. He also introduced the word “emptiness” to point at 
the contingent space in which practice came to shape new political forms. 
He fi nally went on to describe the specifi c nature of The Prince as a politi-
cal manifesto and Machia velli’s work as a kind of political action.

Later on, in the second part of Machiavel et nous, meaningfully en-
titled “Théorie et dispositif théorique chez Machiavel,” he came back to 
this issue of the proper relationship between the singularity of circum-
stances and the laws of history, practice, and theory. The fact is that the 
prominence of practice in Machia velli’s thought seems to contradict the 
presence of what Althusser called, again in various ways, “a theory of his-
tory,” “a general theory of history’s laws,” or even “the theses about uni-
versal history.”38 There, we see that Althusser struggled hard in order to 
make Machia velli’s thought consistent and achieve a combination of the 
ideas of perpetual movement and of an immutable order of things. As we 
know, he relied on the Machia vellian use of the notion of historical cycle, 
understood as that of a shift of “virtù” and “fortuna” throughout time and 
space, to solve this issue, before coming back to the examination of his 
central concern: the foundation of a state and the conditions of its dura-
tion, as Machia velli elaborated it.

Althusser did not raise any questions about his decision to rely on the 
notion of historical cycle nor about his conviction that the ideas of per-
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petual movement and of immutable order of things are contradictory in 
Ma chia velli’s thought. However, there would be many elements to refer 
to in Machia velli’s works to claim that such a questioning is relevant. It 
seems that, in a way, Althusser created a difficulty that did not exist for 
Machia velli, probably because he introduced an interpretative fi lter linked 
to his critique of a structuralist and/or deterministic and/or teleological 
vision of history. Now, we, as contemporary readers, may be bewildered by 
the fact that Machia velli considered that human beings display the same 
desires and civil passions throughout time and space and, at the same 
time, always thoroughly defi ne the specifi c circumstances of the action. 
But Machia velli’s primary concern, like his contemporary Guicciardini, 
was to pay enough attention to the subtlest variations of the “effectual 
truth,” rather than to formulate a consistent conception of human history. 
In addition, Machia velli’s concern lay in the question of the appropriate 
imitation: To what extent must and may an action be reproduced? In this 
line of thought, he above all developed a critical use of history in order to 
be able to spot the differences between specifi c contexts and address the 
proper recommendations to the political agent, to discriminate between 
what may and may not be imitated.39 It is doubtful that he viewed as a 
contradiction what Althusser considered as such.

If Althusser did not express doubts about his own reading of Machia-
velli in this respect, the variety of the formulations he used to describe 
the matter of conjuncture reveals his difficulty to come to terms with 
the Machia vellian focus on the particular circumstances of an action. We 
may interpret the fact that some of these phrases are “late handwritten ad-
denda”40 in the same manner.

V. THE ONGOING QUEST FOR A “CONJUNCTURE- 
EMBEDDED” POLITICAL THOUGHT

Filippo Del Lucchese has suggested that the best way of interpreting these 
texts is to preserve their ambivalence, complexity, and stratifi cation.41 
Following this idea, we may consider that, in Althusser’s comments on 
Machia velli, something remains unresolved and has still to be examined 
in the future. In this last section, I would like to examine how this sug-
gestion was actually embraced by some of Althusser’s former students and 
show how it led them to develop their own conjuncture- embedded polit-
ical refl ection. At least two of them have brilliantly made this Althus-
serian legacy their own: Balibar and Terray. They did so not by coming 
back to Machia velli’s works as commentators, though they occasionally 
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 analyzed his works,42 but rather forging a way of theorizing that gives a 
decisive place to social reality and particular circumstances.

In search for the proper words, we saw that Althusser directed our 
attention to several features of Machia vellian thought: its orientation 
toward the “effectual truth”; its defi ance vis- à- vis philosophical specu-
lation and generalized affirmation; its strong inclination to consider the 
singularity of each situation in order to determine the appropriate ac-
tion; and his refusal of abstract analysis. These features may be related to 
each other. But they are not synonymous with each other, despite the fact 
that Althusser shifted from one to the other in a conceptually loose way. 
However, Althusser expressed the effect produced by these Ma chia vellian 
features on “political theory” quite clearly and unambiguously: the emer-
gence of an imperative, as strong as the Kantian moral one, according to 
which the conjuncture must determine the content and orientation of the-
ory.43 Consequently, the capacity to observe and describe it appears as the 
main quality both for a political agent and thinker.

While Balibar could determine a way to answer this requirement from 
within political philosophy, Terray, also educated as a philosopher, decided 
to embrace the career of a political anthropologist in order to reach the 
same goal. He developed a signifi cant line of thought to give an account of 
this shift and its reasons. He has dedicated attention to this issue as such, 
while Balibar has practiced a conjuncture- embedded political theory with-
out commenting so much on it. I thus propose here to turn toward Terray’s 
refl ection as a striking attempt to answer the Machia vellian methodologi-
cal imperative.

Throughout his works, Terray showed himself convinced by the idea 
that social life is dominated by violence and confl ict. He also considered 
that these express themselves in ways that are always very diverse and 
specifi c. In this respect, he explored two types of very different refer-
ences. The fi rst one relates to medical Hippocratic thought. He referred 
to the model of knowledge suggested in the Hippocratic works, accord-
ing to which physicians must constantly go back and forth between the 
categories they elaborate to defi ne diseases and the examination of par-
ticular cases. He derived from this epistemological model the idea that, 
to physicians, reality undergoes constant changes and never appears the 
same.44 Consequently, physicians try to elaborate a knowledge that gives 
place to an organized view of such reality without simplifying it.45 With 
this perspective in view, they have created general categories that func-
tion as “frames” to consider particular cases. What’s more, they are always 
ready to redefi ne these categories. According to Terray, political thinking 
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must follow the same methodology in order to be able to grasp the specifi c 
dimension of each moment in history.

Terray’s study of Clausewitz’s art of war was a second landmark on his 
way to a conception of political knowledge as an inherently unfi nished 
science of singularities.46 To him, Clausewitz faced the same challenge 
as physicians: the description of a substantially diverse experience.47 He 
appeared as a theorist of social sciences to Terray because he conceived 
of concrete situations not as examples but as the object itself of science. 
He battled against speculation to show that the “laws” of war were at 
best probability laws. These two references (to Hippocratic thought and 
to Clausewitz) contributed deeply to determine a conjuncture- embedded 
political thought in Terray’s work.

What interests us here is that these two references are related to Al-
thusser’s infl uence. As a matter of fact, in 2008, Terray was offered the op-
portunity to elaborate a refl ective meditation on his work. He stressed the 
role played by Althusser in directing his intellectual efforts toward such 
a conception of political knowledge: to Terray, Althusser created the “con-
ditions of realism” while opening the way to an examination of specifi c 
conjunctures.48 Terray underlined that this new path was not an easy one 
to choose. To explore it, he explained that he became an anthropologist 
rather than a philosopher, considering that the ambition to reduce chaos 
thanks to speculative reason was an illusion.49 But according to him, an-
thropology in itself was not the solution. There were traps to be avoided, 
namely that of “sociological Platonism”50 and that of “nominalism.” One 
must escape abstractions and generalizations. They were nothing but sim-
plifi cations of reality. One must also escape radical empiricism.51 In this 
line of thought, it is no wonder why Terray gave up the Marxist rigid ana-
lytical frame he used as a young anthropologist52 to develop later on an 
in- depth historical and ethnographic study, his histoire du royaume Abron 
du Gyaman: Des origines à la conquête coloniale.53

Related to the issue I have been discussing, it is a remarkable fact that 
this orientation did not actually mean a rejection of philosophy for Ter-
ray. As a matter of fact, he stressed that his choice of anthropology was 
made because of his desire to encounter reality. To him, anthropology 
keeps looking for an answer to the questions raised by philosophy.54 Con-
sequently, this choice did not express a refusal of theory as such but rather 
his decision to elaborate theory in a different way. As we know, Balandier’s 
anthropological work and the Manchester school’s attention to changes 
and confl icts and to the dynamics of history have been crucial for such 
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an elaboration. Political theory, according to this line of thought, must be 
anchored in the analysis of particular situations.

VI. CONCLUSION

Althusser commented on Machia velli as he did on other political think-
ers. They all belong to the sphere of the “classics” read and taught in phi-
losophy classes: mainly Machia velli, but also Spinoza, Rousseau, Mon-
tesquieu. Each of these authors played a signifi cant theoretical part in 
Althusser’s own refl ection, at various phases of it. We may consider that 
his reading of Machia velli was a way to carry on with his interpretation 
of Montesquieu’s thought as a fi rst essential step, before Hegel, toward an 
experimental science of history.55

However, within this sphere of classical political thinkers, Althusser 
probably gave a unique place to Machia velli: that of being “in between” 
a political frame of thought inherited from the ancients and infl uenced 
by religion, and a political frame based on the idea of social contract and 
natural law, considered as that of the bourgeoisie.56 So, he did not only 
stress the uniqueness of this stance and the isolation associated with it. 
He also emphasized our own difficulty to think in a Machia vellian way, 
as the second frame of thought was victorious over every alternative politi-
cal language. As a consequence, we may argue that among these classics, 
Althusser had a special interest in Machia velli: he viewed him as a lever 
to highlight our conceptual and political limits and to open up the door to 
a radical criticism of the second frame of thought. In other words, he re-
lated Machia velli to Marx, which led him to the apparent paradox of their 
shared isolation.57

The stress on the relationship between Machia velli and Marx may be 
considered part of the Althusserian legacy. But this cannot be affirmed 
beyond a certain level of generality. It is certainly possible to describe 
a political frame of thought that takes into account class struggles as 
“Machia velli’s theorem,” as Balibar does.58 But this affirmation implies 
leaving aside the question of whether the Machia vellian civil confl ict is 
comparable or even compressible into the Marxian view of class struggles. 
From this point of view, Abensour’s refl ection on Marx’s “Machia vellian 
moment” gave evidence of a thorough attempt to ground in a precise and 
specifi c way the supposed relationship between Machia velli and Marx.59

As far as Althusser is concerned, one may consider that Machia velli 
has remained above all useful to him, both in order to criticize bourgeois 
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political thinking and to fi nd a way to escape certain theoretical difficul-
ties related to a deterministic interpretation of history. This could lead us 
to think that the relationship of Althusser to Machia velli is a topic that 
belongs to the past.

The intention of this chapter was to show, on the contrary, that it is 
still a signifi cant issue for contemporary political thought. I would argue 
this signifi cance is related to the fact that Althusser did not come to terms 
with Machia velli: his most important legacy lies in his unfi nished work. 
In order to show this, this chapter has departed from the interpretation of 
Althusser’s reading of Machia velli as being only a strategy to escape from 
a certain type of Marxist historical determinism and elaborate a criticism 
of structuralism. This shift has led to emphasizing the complexity and the 
ambivalence of Althusser’s interpretation: he leaves us with the task of 
designing a fully elaborated conjuncture- embedded political theory. Some 
of his former students made this task their own, making it clear that there 
are several ways to answer this requirement. I mentioned Balibar and Ter-
ray who responded to Althusser’s ambition in different ways. In Terray’s 
work, it fi nally appeared as a never- ending quest, accomplished through 
various means: in addition to scholarly studies, he adopted several writing 
styles and had numerous political involvements.

Althusser’s former students also clearly emphasized one of the im-
plications of this type of political theory. It meant that Althusser was 
somehow uncomfortable holding this double stance of philosopher and 
“political agitator,”60 always at the same time both theoretical and mili-
tant. He was certainly not far from it, as is suggested both by his com-
ment on the “manifesto” style of Machia velli’s Principe and by what he 
called his “hallucinatory” awareness of the intimate connection between 
what is personal and subjective and what is objective and political.61 While 
inspired by Althusser’s Machia velli, Balibar and Terray created styles of 
thought and writing in which “the Personal is Philosophical is Political”62: 
a far- reaching and meaningful echo of The Prince’s dedication. This sug-
gests to us an open road to present and future elaborations of other types 
of “conjuncture- embedded” political theories.

Notes
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