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AFTER five centuries of scholarship Machiavelli
remains a very dificult writer, most often mis-
understood. The eternal fascination he has for
readers stems from his position as the father
of modern political theory, and from the sup-
posed content of his teachings. But the content
is often contradictory and readers, bewildered
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and the less famous Discourses, frequently re-
solve this enigma by minimizing either one or
the other.

Professor Strauss’s work on the controversial
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Preface

<

HIS is an expanded version of four lectures which

I delivered at the University of Chicago in the
fall term 1953, under the auspices of the Charles R. Walgreen
Foundation.

I am grateful to the Charles R. Walgreen Foundation and es-
pecially to its chairman, Professor Jerome G. Kerwin, for giving
me the opportunity to present my observations and reflections on
the problem of Machiavelli. I am also grateful to the Walgreen
Foundation for generous clerical assistance.

Chapter II of this study has been published previously in the
American Political Science Review (March, 1957).

LS.
Chicago, lllinois, December, 1957
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Introduction

E shall not shock anyone, we shall merely

expose ourselves to good-natured or at any
rate harmless ridicule, if we profess ourselves inclined to the old-
fashioned and simple opinion according to which Machiavelli was
a teacher of evil. Indeed, what other description would fit a man
who teaches lessons like these: “princes ought to exterminate the
families of rulers whose territory they wish to possess securely;
princes ought to murder their opponents rather than to confiscate
their property since those who have been robbed, but not those
who are dead, can think of revenge; men forget the murder of
their fathers sooner than the loss of their patrimony; true liberality
consists in being stingy with one’s own property and in being
generous with what belongs to others; not virtue but the prudent
use of virtue and vice leads to happiness; injuries ought all to be
done together so that, being tasted less, they will hurt less, while
benefits ought to be conferred little by little, so that they will be
felt more strongly; a victorious general who fears that his prince
might not reward him properly, may punish him for his anticipated
ingratitude by raising the flag of rebellion; if one has to choose be-
tween inflicting severe injuries and inflicting light injuries, one
ought to inflict severe injuries; one ought not to say to someone
whom one wants to kill “Give me your gun, I want to kill you
with it,” but merely, “Give me your gun,” for, once you have
the gun in your hand, you can satisfy your desiré—¥f it is true that
only an evil man will stoop to teach maxims of public and private
gangsterism, we are forced to say that Machiavelli was an evil man.
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Machiavelli was indeed not the first man to express opinions
like those mentioned. Such opinions belong to a way of political
thinking and political acting which is as old as political society itself.
But Machiavelli is the only philosopher who has lent the weight
of his name to any way of political thinking and political acting
which is as old as political society itself, so much so that his name
is commonly used for designating such a way. He is notorious
as the classic of the evil way of political thinking and political
acting. Callicles and Thrasymachus, who set forth the evil doctrine
behind closed doors, are Platonic characters, and the Athenian
ambassadors, who state the same doctrine on the island of Melos in
the absence of the common people, are Thucydidean characters.
Machiavelli proclaims openly and triumphantly a corrupting doc-
trine which ancient writers had taught covertly or with all signs
of repugnance. He says in his own name shocking things which
ancient writers had said through the mouths of their characters.®
Machiavelli alone has dared to utter the evil doctrine in a book and
in his own name.

Yet however true the old-fashioned and simple verdict may
be, it is not exhaustive. Its deficiency justifies to some extent the
more sophisticated views which are set forth by the learned of
our age. Machiavelli, we are told, was so far from being an evil
teacher of evil that he was a passionate patriot or a scientific student
of society or both. But one may wonder whether the up-to-date
scholars do not err much more grievously than the old-fashioned
and simple, or whether what escapes the up-to-date scholars is not
much more important than what escapes the simple and the old-
fashioned, although it may be true that the one thing needful
which is ignored by the sophisticated is inadequately articulated
and therefore misinterpreted by the men of noble simplicity. It
would not be the only case in which “a little philosophy”2 generates
prodigious errors to which the unphilosophic multitude is immune.

It is misleading to describe the thinker Machiavelli as a patriot.
He is a patriot of a particular kind: he is more concerned with the
salvation of his fatherland than with the salvation of his soul.
His patriotism therefore presupposes a comprehensive reflection
regarding the status of the fatherland on the one hand and of
the soul on the other. This comprehensive reflection, and not
patriotism, is the core of Machiavelli’s thought. This compre-
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hensive reflection, and not his patriotism, established his fame
and made him the teacher of many men in all countries. The
substance of his thought is not Florentine, or even Italian, but
universal. It concerns, and it is meant to concern, all thinking men
regardless of time and place. To speak of Machiavelli as a scientist
is at least as misleading as to speak of him as a patriot. The scientific
student of society is unwilling or unable to pass “value-judgments,”
but Machiavelli’s works abound with “value-judgments.” His study
of society is normative. o

But even if ‘we were forced to grant that Machiavelli was es-
sentially a patriot or a scientist, we would not be forced to deny
that he was a teacher of evil. Patriotism as Machiavelli understood
it is collective selfishmess. The indifference to the distinction be-
tween right and wrong which springs from devotion to one’s
country is less repulsive than the indifference to that distinction
which springs from exclusive preoccupation with one’s own ease
or glory. But precisely for this reason it is more seductive and
therefore more dangerous. Patriotism is a kind of love of one’s own.
Love of one’s own is inferior to love of what is both one’s own and
good. Love of one’s own tends therefore to become concerned with
one’s own being good or complying with the demands of right.
To justify Machiavelli’s terrible counsels by having recourse to
his patriotism, means to see the virtues of that patriotism while
being blind to that which is higher than patriotism, or to that
which both hallows and limits patriotism. In referring to Machia-
velli’s patriotism one does not dispose of a mere semblance of evil;
one merely obscures something truly evil.

As regards the “scientific” approach to society which many of
its adherents trace to Machiavelli, it emerges through the abstrac-
tion from the moral distinctions by which we take our bearings as
citizens and as men. The indispensable condition of “scientific”
analysis is then moral obtuseness. That obtuseness is not identical
with depravity, but it is bound to strengthen the forces of depravity.
In the case of lesser men, one can safely trace such obtuseness to
the absence of certain intellectual virtues. This charitable explanation
could not be tolerated in the case of Machiavelli who was too
thoughtful not to know what he was doing and too generous not
to admit it to his reasonable friends.

We do not hesitate to assert, as very many have asserted before
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us, and we shall later on try to prove, that Machiavelli’s teaching
is immoral and irreligious. We are familiar with the evidence which
scholars adduce in support of the contrary assertion; but we ques-
tion their interpretation of the evidence. To say nothing of certain
other considerations, it seems to us that the scholars in question
are too easily satisfied. They are satisfied that Machiavelli was a
friend of religion because he stressed the useful and the indis-
pensable character of religion. They do not pay any attention
to the fact that his praise of religion is only the reverse side of
what one might provisionally call his complete indifference to the
truth of religion. This is not surprising since they themselves are
likely to understand by religion nothing other than a significant
sector of society, if not an attractive or at any rate innocuous
piece of folklore, to say nothing of those sincerely religious people
who are gratified by any apparent benefit conferred upon religion.
They misinterpret Machiavelli’s judgment concerning religion, and
likewise his judgment concerning morality, because they are pupils
of Machiavelli. Their seemingly open-minded study of Machia-
velli’s thought is based on the dogmatic acceptance of his prin-
ciples. They do not see the evil character of his thought because
they are the heirs of the Machiavellian tradition; because they,
or the forgotten teachers of their teachers, have been corrupted
by Machiavelli.

One cannot see the true character of Machiavelli’s thought un-
less one frees himself from Machiavelli’s influence. For all practical
purposes this means that one cannot see the true character of
Machiavelli’s thought unless one recovers for himself and in him-
self the pre-modern heritage of the western world, both Biblical
and classical. To do justice to Machiavelli requires one to look
forward from a pre-modern point of view toward an altogether
unexpected and surprising Machiavelli who is new and strange,
rather than to look backward from today toward a Machiavelli
who has become old and our own, and therewith almost good.
This procedure is required even for a purely historical under-
standing. Machiavelli did know pre-modern thought: it was be-
fore him. He could not have known the thought of the present
time, which emerged as it were behind his back.

We thus regard the simple opinion about Machiavelli as indeed
decisively superior to the prevailing sophisticated views, though
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still insufficient. Even if, and precisely if we are forced to grant
that his teaching is diabolical and he himself a devil, we are forced
to remember the profound theological truth that the devil is a
fallen angel. To recognize the diabolical character of Machiavelli’s
thought would mean to recognize in it a perverted nobility of a
very high order. That nobility was discerned by Marlowe, as he
ascribed to Machiavelli the words “I hold there is no sin but ig-
norance.” Marlowe’s judgment is borne out by what Machiavelli
himself, in the Epistles Dedicatory to his two great books, indi-
cates regarding his most precious possession. We are in sympathy
with the simple opinion about Machiavelli, not only because it is
wholesome, but above all because a failure to take that opinion
seriously prevents one from doing justice to what is truly admirable
in Machiavelli: the intrepidity of his thought, the grandeur of his
vision, and the graceful subtlety of his speech. Not the contempt
for the simple opinion, nor the disregard of it, but the considerate
ascent from it leads to the core of Machiavelli’s thought. There is
no surer protection against the understanding of anything than
taking for granted or otherwise despising the obvious and the sur-
face. The problem inherent in the surface of things, and only in
the surface of things, is the heart of things.

There are good reasons for dealing with Machiavelli in a series
of Walgreen lectures. The United States of America may be said
to be the only country in the world which was founded in explicit
opposition to Machiavellian principles. According to Machiavelli,
the founder of the most renowned commonwealth of the world
was a fratricide: the foundation of political greatness is necessarily
laid in crime. If we can believe Thomas Paine, all governments of
the Old World have an origin of this description; their origin
was conquest and tyranny. But “the Independence of America
[was] accompanied by a Revolution in the principles and practice
of Governments”: the foundation of the United States was laid
in freedom and justice. “Government founded on a moral theory,
on a system of universal peace, on the indefeasible hereditary Rights
of Man, is now revolving from west to east by a stronger impulse
than the Government of the sword revolved from east to west.”®
This judgment is far from being obsolete. While freedom is no
longer a preserve of the United States, the United States is now
the bulwark of freedom. And contemporary tyranny has its roots
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in Machiavelli’s thought, in the Machiavellian principle that the
good end justifies every means. At least to the extent that the
American reality is inseparable from the American aspiration, one
cannot understand Americanism without understanding Machia-
vellianism which is its opposite.

But we cannot conceal from ourselves the fact that the problem
is more complex than it appears in the presentation by Paine and
his followers. Machiavelli would argue that America owes her
greatness not only to her habitual adherence to the principles of
freedom and justice, but also to her occasional deviation from them.
He would not hesitate to suggest a mischievous interpretation of
the Louisiana Purchase* and of the fate of the Red Indians. He
would conclude that facts like these are an additional proof for his
contention that there cannot be a great and glorious society without
the equivalent of the murder of Remus by his brother Romulus.
This complication makes it all the more necessary that we should
try to reach an adequate understanding of the fundamental issue
raised by Machiavelli.

We may seem to have assumed that Machiavelli is the classic
exponent of one of the two fundamental alternatives of political
thought. We did assume that there are fundamental alternatives,
alternatives which are permanent or coeval with man. This assump-
tion is frequently denied today. Many of our contemporaries are
of the opinion that there are no permanent problems and hence no
permanent alternatives. They would argue that precisely Machia-
velli’s teaching offers ample proof for their denial of the existence
of permanent problems: Machiavelli’s problem is a novel problem;
it is fundamentally different from the problem with which earlier
political philosophy was concerned. This argument, properly elab-
orated, has some weight. But stated baldly, it proves merely that
the permanent problems are not as easily accessible as some people
believe, or that not all political philosophers face the permanent
problems. Our critical study of Machiavelli’s teaching can ulti-
mately have no other purpose than to contribute towards the re-
covery of the permanent problems.



CHAPTER

I

The Twofold Character of
Machiavell’’s Teaching

i ty &! ACHIAVELLI presented his political teach-
ing in two books, the Prince and the Dis-

courses on the First Ten Books of Livy. Plato too presented his
political teaching in two books, the Republic and the Laws. But
Plato made it perfectly clear that the subject-matter of the Laws is
of lower rank than that of the Republic or that the Laws is subordi-
nate to the Republic. Hobbes went so far as to present his political
teaching in three books. But it is easy to see that these three books
are the result of three successive efforts to expound the same political
teaching. The case of Machiavelli’s two books is different. Then‘
relation is obscure. -
At the beginning of the Primce, Machiavelli divides all states
into two classes, republics and principalities. It appears from the
title, the Epistle Dedicatory, and the chapter headings of the Prince
says explicitly that in the Prince he will deal solely w1th princi-
palities and will not discuss republics there since he has done so
elsewhere at length.! The reference to a work on republics fits the
Discourses, and fits no other work by Machiavelli which is extant

>I15¢



» 16« THOUGHTS ON MACHIAVELLI

or known to have been extant, completed or fragmentary. It
therefore seems reasonable to describe the relation of the two
books as follows: the Prince is devoted to_ principalities, the Dis-
courses to republics.

Yet if the case is so simple, why did Machiavelli not call his
treatise on republics simply De Republica? It might be suggested
that when Machiavelli wrote, republics were not timely in Florence,
in Italy, or anywhere else on earth; principalities were in the
ascendancy; republics were rather a matter of the past. Machia-
velli could find such models of princely rulers in his time as Cesare
Borgia or Ferdinand of Aragon, but the model of republican rule
was supplied by ancient Rome.? In accordance with this suggestion
we find what we may call a preponderance of modern examples in
the Prince and a preponderance of ancient examples in the Dis-
courses.®. From this we might understand why the Prince ends
with, or culminates in a passionate call to action: Machiavelli ex-
horts an Italian prince of his time to liberate Italy from the bar-
barians who have subjugated her; but the end of the Discourses
is strangely dispassionate. In brief, it makes sense at the outset to
describe the relation of the two books in terms of a difference of
subject-matter.

But we are compelled almost immediately to qualify this descrip-
tion. It is not true that Machiavelli regarded republics as a matter
of the past. He wrote the Discourses in order to encourage imita-
tion of ancient republics. He hoped for the rebirth, in _the near or
distant future, of the spirit of ancient repubh_camsm‘* Hence his
writing Discourses on Livy instead of a De Republica, cannot be
explained by his despair of a republican future. Apart from this
the Discourses certainly deal with both republics and principalities.
The stated purpose of the book is to pave the way for the imita-
tion not only of the ancient republics but of the ancient kingdoms
as well.® As for the Prince, it abounds with references to republics.
Machiavelli urges princes to take the Roman republic as their model
in regard to foreign policy and military matters.® One obscures the
difficulty by saying that the Prince deals chiefly with principalities
and the Discourses deal chiefly with republics. It would be better
to say that Machiavelli treats in the Prince all subjects from the
point of view of the prince whereas in the Discourses he treats
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numerous subjects from both the princely and the republican point
of view. One is therefore inclined to suggest that in the Discourses
Machiavelli presents the whole of his political teaching whereas
in the Prince he presents only a part of it or perhaps discusses
only a special case; one is inclined to suggest that the Prince is
subordinate to the Discourses. This suggestion seems to be generally
favored today. While for the reason stated it is superior to the
view that the relation of the two books corresponds literally to
the relation of principalities and republics, it is inferior to that view
because it is not based on Machiavelli’s own statements. The rela-
tion of the two books is still obscure.

To gain some clarity, let us return once more to the surface,
to the beginning of the beginning. Both books begin with Epistles
Dedicatory. In the Epistle Dedicatory of the Prince, Machiavelli
says that the book contains everything that he has found out for
Epistle Dedicatory of the Dzscourses he says s that the book contains
as much as he knows and as much as he has learned of the things
of the world. Hence the relation of the two books cannot possibly
be understood in terms of a difference of subject-matter. The Prince
is as comprehensive as the Discourses: each book contains every-
thing that Machiavelli knows. We must add that Machiavelli raises
this claim only on behalf of the Prince on the one hand and of the
Discourses on the other, as can be seen from the Epistles Dedicatory
of his other works. .

In the ambiguous remark of the Epistle Dedicatory of the
Discourses, Machiavelli might seem to present his knowledge as
limited to “the things of the world.” Knowledge of the things of
the world is distinguished from book-learning on the one hand, and
from knowledge of things natural and supernatural on the other.
On one occasion Machiavelli seems explicitly to disclaim knowl-
edge of things natural and supernatural. The things of the world
are distinguished in particular from “chance and God” and from
“Heaven.” They are identical with the res bumanae, the human
things or human affairs. Instead of only “the things of the world”
Machiavelli also uses the expression “the actions of the world.”
But the things of the world do not consist exclusively of actions;
states and religions, or “mixed bodies” as distinguished from “simple
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bodies” (i.e., natural bodies), also are included among the things
of the world. Someone said of the Florentines that they under-
stood nothing of the things of the world. Savonarola’s sermons
were full of accusations and invectives against the worldly wise.
Machiavelli on the other hand desires to make his readers “better
knowers of the world.”” For the things of the world are of course
also distinguished from the heavenly things, or rather they are
distinguished as the things of “this world” from those of “the
other world.”® In the Epistle Dedicatory of the Prince, Machia-
velli speaks not of the things of the world, but of modern things
and ancient things. The things of the world are variable; hence
the modern things differ from the ancient things. But “the things
of the world” is a more comprehensive expression than “things
ancient and modern,” for not all things of the world are affected
by the difference between antiquity and modernity. As Machia-
velli informs us in the Epistle Dedicatory of the Prince, there is a
nature of princes” and a nature of thc peoples which natureé
There are natural characteristics of natlons natural mclmauons
natural necessities with which the student of human affairs must
be thoroughly familiar. With a view to the political significance
of miracles, it is, to say the least, desirable that the statesman, and
hence a fortiori the teacher of statesmen, should even be “a knower
of the natural things,” i.e., of such natural things as do not neces-
sarily pertain to the nature of man in particular? Machiavelli
knows then not only the variable “things of the world” but the
invariable “world” itself. He knows that heaven, the sun, the ele-
ments and man always have the same movement, order and power.
He knows that the things of the world follow a course which is
ordained for them by heaven so much so that all things of the
world have in every age a fundamental agreement with ancient
times. In a way, then, Machiavelli possesses knowledge of “all
natural things.” He could not know that all things of the world
depend for their order on heaven unless he had some knowledge
of heaven. He could not know the mixed bodies as such unless he
had some knowledge of the simple bodies. It is true that what he
knows of simple bodies he has learned from the physicians, among
others, whereas what he knows of mixed bodies he has learned by
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himself. But this does not do away with the fact that he possesses
knowledge both of simple bodies and of mixed bodies. The things
of the world are somehow governed by chance and by God.
Machiavelli is therefore compelled to give thought to the char-
acter of that government and to reach a judgment on its char-
acter, just as he is compelled to give thought to the question of
whether the world, ie., the visible universe, was created or is
eternal’® In matters like these, his judgment does not rely on the
teachings of other men, or on a science preceding his own in the
order of the sciences, as it does in the case of simple bodies; in
matters like these, he is compelled to judge for himself. To sum-
marize, it is difficult to assign precise limits to Machiavelli’s knowl-
edge of “the things of the world.” It is certainly imprudent to
assume that his knowledge of the things of the world is limited to
things political and military in the narrow sense. It is more prudent
to assume that his knowledge, and hence his teaching in either the
Prince or the Discourses, is all-comprehensive. In other words, it
is prudent to assume that, in either book, he has excluded from
consideration only such subjects that could possibly _be relevant
for the understanding of the nature of political things as he explicitly
excludes. There is only one subject which he explicitly excludes
from discussion: “How dangerous a thing it is to make oneself
the head of a new thing which concerns many people, and how
difficult it is to manage it and to bring it to its consummation
and after it has been brought to its consummation to maintain it,
would be too large and too exalted a matter to discuss; I reserve it
therefore for a more convenient place.”'* All other important themes
therefore are not sufficiently large and exalted to preclude their
being discussed. All other important themes must be presumed to
have been dealt with, if only cursorily or allusively, in each of the
two books. This conclusion is perfectly compatible with the fact
that the bulk of the two books is obviously devoted to political
subjects in the narrow sense: we have learned from Socrates that
the political things, or the human things, are the key to the under-
standing of all things.
In order to see how Machiavelli can treat “everything”

each of the two books, we have only to remind ourselves of their
obvious subject-matter. The guiding theme of the Prince is the
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new prince. But the most important species of inew princes'"[ con-
sists of the founders of societies. In discussing the néw prince,
Machiavelli discusses the foundation of every society regardless of
whether it is merely political or political-religious. The theme of the
Discourses is the possibility and desirability of reviving ancient
virtue. Machiavelli cannot show the possibility and the necessity
of reviving ancient virtue without opening the whole question re-
garding the ancients and the moderns which includes the question
regarding paganism and the Bible.

If the two books are not clearly distinguished from each other
by subject-matter, we have to consider whether they are not
clearly distinguished from each other by their points of view. The
Epistles Dedicatory inform us of the addressees of the two books,
of the qualities of those men “to whom above all others [the books]
are addressed.” Epistles Dedicatory were a matter of common
practice, but if not everyone, certainly an uncommon man is free
to invest a common practlce with an uncommon significance. The
Prince is addressed to a prmce the Discourses are addressed to two
young men who were private citizens. One might think for a
moment that the Prince deals with ‘everything Machiavelli knows
from the point of view of a prince, whereas the Discourses deal
with everything Machiavelli knows from a republican point of
view. One might think, in other words, that Machiavelli is a supreme
political technician who, without any predilection, without any
conviction, advises princes how to preserve and increase their
princely power, and advises republicans how to establish, maintain,
and promote a republican way of life. By dedicating the Prince
to a prince and the Discourses to private citizens he would thus
foreshadow the political scientist of the imminent future who
would dedicate his treatise on liberal democracy to a successor of
President Eisenhower and his treatise on communism to a suc-
cessor of Premier Bulganin. But Machiavelli is not a political scien-
tist of this sort. He did not attempt to be neutral towards subjects
the understanding of which is mcompatlble with neutrality. As a
matter of principle he preferred, in his capac1ty as an analyst of
society, republics to monarchies. Besides, it is not true that in the
Discourses he considers his sub]ects solely from a republican point
of view; in numerous passages of that book he considers the same
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subject from both the republican and the princely point of view.1?
Above all, the private citizens to whom the Discourses are ad-
dressed are described in the Epistle Dedicatory as men who, while
not princes, deserve to be princes, or as men who understand how
to govern a kingdom. They stand in the same relation to actual
princes as that in which Hiero of Syracuse, while he was still a
private citizen, stood to Perseus of Macedon while the latter was
a king: Hiero while a private citizen lacked nothing of being a
prince or kmg except the’ power(of a prince or king. The same
Hiero is presented to the addressee of the Prince as the model
of a prince comparable to Moses and to David.'® Just as the ad-
dressee of the Prince is exhorted to imitate not only the ancient
princes but the ancient Roman republic as well, the addressees of the
Discourses are exhorted to imitate not only the ancient Roman
republicans but the ancient kings as well. Thus, the Prince and the
Discourses agree not only in regard to their subject matter but in
regard to their ultimate purpose as well. We shall then try to under-
stand the relation of the two books on the assumption that the Prince
is that presentation of Machlavelhs teachmg which is addressed
‘to actual princes, while the Discourses are that prcscntatlon of
the same teachmg which is addressed to potential princes.

The actual prince in a given state can be only one man: the
Prince is addressed to one man. But there may be more than one
potential prince in a given state: the Discourses are addressed to
two men.!* An actual prince must be supposed to be very busy:
the Prince is a short book, a manual which, while containing
everything that Machiavelli knows, can be understood within a
very short time. Machiavelli achieved this feat of condensation
by forgoing every kind of adornment and by depriving the book
of every grace except that inherent in the variety of its matter
and the weight of its theme. Potential princes have leisure: the
Discourses are more than four times as long as the Prince. In addi-
tion, it is not even obvious that the Discourses are complete:
their end appears to be a cessation rather than a culmination; and,
_withal, there is the fact that Machiavelli almost promises a con-
tinuation. Accordingly, in the Prince, extensive discussion is limited
to subjects which are most urgent for an actual prince, and Machia-
velli promptly specifies the subject of the book in the Epistle Dedi-
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catory. The Discourses on the other hand contain extensive dis-
cussions of many details, and the Epistle Dedicatory does not
specify any subject, but does contain a reference to classical
writers!5 Since the Prince is addresssed to an actual prince, it
reasonably issues in a call to action, i.e., to the most appropriate
action then and there: an actual Italian prince can be imagined to
be in a position to liberate Italy. But the Discourses, which are
addressed to merely potential princes do not issue in a call to
action: one cannot know whether and in what circumstances a
potential prince may become an actual ruler. Hence the Discourses
rather delineate a long range project whose realization would re-
quire leisurely preparations and a time-consuming recovery or
rebirth of the spirit of antiquity. In this light we may better
understand why there is a certain preponderance of modern ex-
amples in the Prince and a certain preponderance of ancient examples
in the Discourses.

The actual prince to whom the Prince is dedicated is Machia-
velli’s master, Lorenzo de’ Medici. Machiavelli approaches him
with the signs and in the posture of a supplicant. He is a humble
subject dwelling in the lowest depth, toward which the prince,
who stands on the summit of life, is not likely to turn his gaze un-
less he is induced to do so by some audible or strange action of
the supplicant. Machiavelli tries to draw his master’s attention to
himself by humbly submitting to him an unusual gift, his Prince.
The gift is unsolicited: the initiative for writing the Prince is en-
tirely Machiavelli’s. But Machiavelli acts under the compulsion
caused by that great and continual malice of chance which op-
presses him. The Discourses are addressed to Machiavelli’s friends.
Those friends compelled him to write the book: Machiavelli did not
write it on his initiative. Whereas through the Prince he solicits
a favor, he expresses through the Discourses his gratitude for
favors received. He knows that his friends have done him favors,
whereas he does not know whether his master will grant him any
favor. In the same way he knows in advance that the Discourses
will interest their addressees and will be taken seriously by them,
whereas he does not know whether the Prince will interest its
addressee and will be taken seriously by him. Machiavelli leaves
us uncertain, and he himself may be uncertain, as to whether the
addressee of the Prince is likely to be interested in that book or
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for that matter in any serious thought, and whether he would not
be more pleased by receiving a beautiful horse. After all, whereas
the addressees of the Discourses deserve to be princes while they
are not princes, it is an open question whether the actual prince
to whom the Prince is dedicated deserves to be a prince. There
is a better prospect that Machiavelli will be understood by his
tested friends than by his untested master.

In order to understand the meaning of these differences, we
need only attend to what Machiavelli explicitly says about speaking
of actual princes. “Of peoples everyone speaks evil without fear
and freely, even while they reign: of princes one always speaks
with a thousand fears and a thousand respects.” The few who
are able to discern the harsh truth about an actual prince do not
dare to oppose the opinion of the many who are unable to discern
that truth; hence when referring to the outstanding faithlessness of
a contemporary prince, Machiavelli refrains from mentioning his
name: “it is not good to name him.”’® What is true about speaking
of actual princes is still more true about speaking to actual
princes, and even more true about speaking to an actual prince
who is one’s dreaded master. On the other hand, it goes with-
out saying that speaking to friends means speaking frankly.
Machiavelli is then likely to be reserved in the Prmoe and straight-
forward in the Discourses.)” Reservedness goes ‘well with brgvnty
In tHe Prifice, Machiavelli’s treatment of everythmg he knows is
laconic. Since to be reserved means to follow convention or tra-
dition, the Prince is more conventional or traditional than the
Discourses. The Prince continues a conventional or traditional
genre, the mirrors of princes. The book begins like an academic or
scholastic treatise. As Machiavelli says in the Epistle Dedicatory,
his intention is to regulate, or to give rules for, princely govern-
ment, i.e., to continue the tradition of political philosophy, especially
the Arlstotehan tfadlti)a18 Perhaps the title of the Prince, certainly
the head]ngs of its chapters and even of the Epistle Dedicatory
are written in Latin, the language of the schools and the Church.
It is true that the Prince, unlike a scholastic treatise, ends with an
Italian quotation from a patriotic poem. But Italian patriotic
poetry too had a solidly traditional character: the Prince moves
between scholastic treatises and patriotic poems, i.e., between two
traditional genres. The first word of the Prince is Sogliono (“It is
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customary”). But the first word of the Discourses is Io (“I”): the
individual Machiavelli steps fprth In the Eplstle Dedicatory of
the Prince Machiavelli indicates that he deviates from custom in
two respects: he does not offer to the prince, as most supplicants
would, ornaments worthy of the greatness of the prince, but he
offers the Prince; and he does not use external ornaments within
the book itself. But in the Epistle Dedicatory of the Discourses, he
disparages the very custom of dedicating books to princes, a
custom with which he had complied in the Prince. The body of
the Discourses opens with a challenge to tradition, with a statement
proclaiming the entire novelty of Machiavelli’s enterprise. Its paral-
lel in the Prince is hidden away somewhere in the center of that
book. The chapter headings of the Prince do not express any
novel or controversial thought, whereas some chapter headings of
the Discourses do; in two chapter headings of the Discourses
Machiavelli openly and explicitly questions received opinions.l® In
the Discourses we find at least nine unambiguous references to
modern writings; in the Prince we find only one such reference.2°
In the Prince all quotations from ancient writers are given in
Latin; in the Discourses there are some cases in which quotations
from ancient writers are given in Italian.2! It is almost superfluous
to say that both the title and the headings of the chapters as well
as of the Epistle Dedicatory of the Discourses are written in the
vulgar tongue. The form of the Discourses, a mixture of a political
treatise and something like sermons on Livian texts, was certainly
not conventional although it gave rise to a convention.

The foregoing remarks are not to deny that the Prince is a
“revolutionary” book, although they are to deny that the Prince
is more “revolutionary” than the Discourses. For the present we
merely contend that the most external or superficial character of
the Prince, as intended by Machiavelli, is more traditional than
the surface of the Discourses, and furthermore, that the surface
of a book as intended by its author, belongs as much to the book
as does its substance. As regards the substance, the Prince is as
much animated by admiration for antiquity, and owes its existence
as much to the study of antiquity, as do the Discourses.2?

We have arrived at the provisional conclusion that the Prince
is more reserved than the Discourses. In the Prince, Machiavelli
frequently fails to mention important facts, facts very relevant to
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the subject-matter of the book, which he does mention in the
Discourses. We find in the Discourses a number of statements to
the effect that republics are superior to principalities; we do not
find in the Prince a single statement to the effect that prxnc1p§l;&es
are superior to republics (or vice versa), although the first sentence
of the Prince, as distinguished from the first sentence of ‘the Dis-
courses, draws our attention to the fundamental difference between
republics and principalities. Machiavelli is silent in the Prince as to
whether and to what extent princely rule is superior to popular
rule, a question which he does not hesitate to answer very explicitly
and very clearly in the Discourses: princes are supenor to peoples
as regards the foundmg of states, peoples are superior to_princes
as regards the preservation of states; in the Prince he limits himself
to answering the question of what kind of prmce is necessary for
the founding of states and what kind of prince is preferable for the
preservation of states.2? He does speak in the Prince of the advan-
tages of hereditary principalities—to hereditary princes; but he sup-
presses the discussion, transmitted through the Discourses, of the
essential defects of hereditary principalities. In the Prince he merely
alludes to the fact that the preservation of hereditary principalities
requires neither virtue nor distinction: he treats two different dukes
of Ferrara as if they were even numerically identical or altogether
indistinguishable.?* He discusses the Roman emperors coherently in
both books. In the Discourses he emphasizes the difference between
the emperors who were heirs proper and those who were the
adopted sons of their predecessors, in order thus to show the
defects of hereditary succession; but in the Prince he merely alludes
to this difference. In the Discourses he states explicitly that of the
26 emperors mentioned there, 16 were murdered and 10 died an
ordinary death, whereas in the Prince he compels the reader to
make the effort of computing by himself that of the 10 emperors
mentioned there, only 2 had a good end but 8 had a bad end. In
the Discourses he extends the list of the Roman emperors so that
it includes the golden age lasting from Nerva to Marcus Aurelius,
whereas in the Prince he makes the list begin as late as Marcus
Aurelius: he shifts the emphasis silently, but only silently, to the
bad emperors.25 In the Discourses he insists on the fundamental dif-
ference between kings and tyrants; in the Prince he silently drops
this distinction: individuals who are called tyrants in the Discourses
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are called prmces in the Prince;*® the term “tyrant” never occurs
in the Prince; “tyrant” is too harsh a word to use w1th1n the Thear-
ing of the prince. In the Discourses Machiavelli sometimes acts ex-
plicitly as an adviser of tyrants;?” in the Prince he acts in this
capacity only silently Just as, in the Prince, he never mentions the

dlscussmg the various kmds of principalities, he uses the past tense
in the heading of only that chapter that deals with principalities
acquired by crime: no present prince’s title or good repute must
be questioned. The chapter explicitly devoted to the subject of
flatterers is in fact chiefly devoted to the subject of advisers. In the
Prince he speaks of the greatness and the success of Agathocles
without even alluding to his pitiable end; he speaks of Nabis’ ex-
traordinary successes, which were due to his popular policy, without
alluding to the fact that he perished through a conspiracy.?® In
his discussion of conspiracies in the Prince he emphatically limits
himself to mentioning a single example which of course is not a
Florentine example; the example follows the assertion that no one
would dare to conspire against a popular prince; but the example
silently disproves the assertion. He praises the French laws which
are the cause of “the liberty and the security of the king” or of
“the security of the king and of the kingdom”: he is silent about
the liberty of the kingdom as distinguished from the liberty of the
king.3® In the Prince he omits, within the limits of the possible,
everything which it would not be proper to mention in the pres-
ence of a prince. He dedicated the Prince to a prince because he
desired to find honorable employment; the book therefore exhibits
and is meant to exhibit its author as a perfect courtier, 2 man of
the most delicate sense of propriety. Features like those mentioned
supply the strongest support for the view, held by men of the com-
petence of Spinoza and Rousseau,) according to which the Prince
is a satire on princes. They also support the view, more charac-
teristic of our age, according to which we find the full presenta-
tion of Machiavelli’s teaching in the Discourses, so much so that
we must always read the Prince in the light of the Discourses and
never by itself. I do not believe that we can follow these lines of.
interpretation: the older view is insufficient and the later view is
altogether misleading.
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If it is true that of princes one always speaks with a thousand
fears and a thousand respects, then the Discourses cannot be alto-
gether unreserved. While we must not forget that speaking to a
prince is governed by stricter rules than speaking about princes,
we should remember that the Discourses too were written by the
subject of a prince. The Discourses first come to view as a repub-
lican book on republics, but it soon appears that this character of
the book is overlaid by other characters. The book seems to be
devoted primarily to the Roman repubhc to a republic which had
existed in the remote past; its primary theme could seem to be of
merely antiquarian or humanistic interest. But Florence herself had
been a republic until a short time ago, and “in republics there is
greater life, greater hatred and more desire for revenge, and the
memory of ancient liberty does not let them and cannot let them
remain quiet.” In perfect agreement with this republican passion
driven underground, Machiavelli devotes to conspiracies that chap-
ter of the Discourses which is by far the most extensive, and the
bulk of that chapter to consp1rac1es against princes. After stressing
the very great dangers incurred by those who conspire against a
prince, he goes on to show in what manner such attempts at regi-
cide or tyrannicide can be brought to a happy consummation. The
chapter on conspiracies may be described as a manual of tyranni-
cide. An outstanding example of a conspiracy that failed was the
conspiracy of the Pazzi against Lorenzo and Giuliano de’ Medici
in 1478. It failed because the conspirators succeeded in murdering
only one of the two princes. This famous Florentine conspiracy
reminds Machiavelli of two similar conspiracies, one in Athens and
one in Heraclea both of which failed in the same manner. In the
example of Heraclea (which is the central example) the conspirators
were pupils of Plato, just as in the case of the conspiracy against
Galeazzo, duke of Milan, the conspirators were pupils of a humanist
who taught that all famous men were bred in republics and not
under princes. But Machiavelli discusses the failure of conspiracies
in order to show how they mJght have succeeded. Accordingly he
shows that conspiracies against two or even more tyrants are by
no means doomed to failure: a conspiracy in Thebes against ten
tyrants had a most happy issue because the adviser of the tyrants
was in his heart their enemy.3!

But let us return once more to the surface. The Prince is written
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for princes or for a prince. According to the Prince, a prince must
be able to act like a beast; he must not be altogether human or
‘humane; he cannot afford to be a ’f)'a'?ect gentleman, Machiavelli
wants to be taken seriously and to be listened to by a man of this
kind. He must therefore speak the language of princes as dis-
tinguished from subjects: “great men call it disgrace to lose;
they do not call it disgrace to gain by deceit.” He would ruin
every prospect of establishing his character as a competent ad-
viser of princes if he were to speak the language of a saint, a
gentleman or a professor of moral philosophy. For a prince who
could in any way be benefited by Machiavelli’s advice must hav. have

some awareness of what it means to be a prince in_ Machlavelhs

sense of the term. He must have been corrupted to some extent

by the ‘exercise of prmcely power “before he could _bear_ to hsten

to Machiavelli. But let us assume that there is some truth in the
princely understanding of things, or that princes can be presumed
to know certain harsh truths which gentlemen must not be pre-
sumed to know. In that case Machiavelli could be more frank
when addressing a prince, an actual prince, than when addressing
men who lack the experience of princely life. Whereas gentlemen
would first have to be broken in to the arcana imperii, or to be
led gradually toward realizing the problematic character of the
common good or of the conscience or of the distinction between
king and tyrant, princes might take it for granted that those gen-
erally received notions are merely popular or provisional. It is
then barely possible that the Prince is in some respects more out-
spoken than the Discourses. One may find a sign of this in the
facts that the title of the Prince reveals the subject-matter of the
book to a higher degree than does the title of the Discourses, and
that the plan of the Prince is less obscure than the plan of the
Discourses. It suffices here to mention a single obvious example.
Machiavelli explicitly excludes only one subject from discussion:
“How dangerous a thing it is to make oneself the head of a new
thing which concerns many people, and how difficult it is to
manage it and to bring it to its consummation, and after it has
been brought to its consummation, to maintain it, would be too
large and too exalted a matter to discuss; I reserve it therefore for
a more convenient place.” This is said in the Discourses. But in
the Prince, where he discusses the most “exalted examples,” he
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does not hesitate to discuss what he calls in the Discourses a
matter too large and too exalted to discuss. He opens the dis-
cussion as follows: “One must consider how nothing is more diffi-
cult to treat, more doubtful of success and more dangerous to
handle than to make oneself the head of new orders. . . .”
Machiavelli then discusses in the Prince and not in the Discourses,
the only subject of which he ever says that it is too exalted for
discussion. But even in the Prince he does not discuss it completely:
he fails to discuss there how new orders can be maintained beyond
the death of the founder.32

To summarize, Machiavelli presents in each of his two books
substantially the same teaching from two different points of view,
which may be described provisionally as the points of view of the
actual prince and of potential princes. The difference of points of
view shows itself most clearly in the fact that in the Prince he
fails to distinguish between princes and tyrants and he never speaks
of the common good nor of the conscience, whereas in the Dis-
courses he does distinguish between princes and tyrants and does
speak of the common good and of the conscience. We are there-
fore compelled to raise this question: does he regard the distinction
between princes and tyrants as ultimately valid or not? does he
regard the common good as the ultimiate criterion or not? or does
he think that these questions do not permit of a simple answer ‘but
require for their answer a distinction? We are compelled to raise
the question as to whether Machiavelli’s perspective is identical
with that of the Prince or with that of the Discourses or whether
it is different from both perspectives. Under no circumstances are
we permitted dogmatically to assume, as most contemporary stu-
dents do, that Machiavelli’s point of view is identical with that of
the Discourses as distinguished from that of the Prince.

The question which we raised can be answered only by readmg
Machiavelli’s books. But how must we read them? We must read
them according to those rules of reading Wthh he regarded as
authoritative. Since he never stated those rules by themselves, we
must observe how he applied them in reading such authors as he
regarded as models. His prmcxpal author being Livy, we must pay
special attention to the way in which he read Livy. His manner of
reading Livy may teach us something about his manner of writing.
He did not read Livy as we are wont to read Livy. For Machiavelli,
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Livy’s work was authoritative, as it were, his Bible. His way of
reading Livy was nearer to the way in which all theologians of
the past read the Bible than to our way of reading either Livy
or the Bible. Someone may object that precisely if Livy was an
authority for Machiavelli, he, being something like a commentator
on an authoritative text, would write differently than did his
authority. This objection overlooks the possibility that Machiavelli
may have intended his Prince and his Discourses to become authori-
tative texts of a kind.

Almost exactly in the center of the Discourses, Machiavelli tries
to prove, as he indicates at the outset in the heading of the chapter
in question, that money is not _the sinews of war, as it is thought
to be by common opinion. After thus openly challenging common
opinion in the very heading of the chapter, and refuting that opinion
within the chapter, he turns, near the end of the chapter, to the
authority of Livy: “But Titus Livius is a truer witness to this
opinion than anyone else. In the place where he discusses whether
Alexander the Great, if he had come to Italy, would have van-
quished the Romans, he shows that three things are necessary in
war: many good soldiers, prudent captains and good luck. Examin-
ing there whether the Romans or Alexander were superior in these
things, he then draws his conclusion without ever mentioning
money.” Livy does not mention money in a context in which he
would have mentioned it if he had regarded it as important. This
fact by itself establishes not only a vague presumption in favor
of Livy’s having held the sound opinion on the subject of money;
it makes him the truest witness, the most important authority for
that opinion. Livy’s silence is more impressive than his explicit
statement would have been.® Livy reveals an important truth
most effectively by silence. The rule which Machiavelli tacitly
applies can be stated as follows: if a wise man is silent about a
fact that is commonly held to be important for _the subject he
discusses, he gives us to understand that that fact is ummportant.
The silence of a wise man is_always meaningful. It cannot be
epramefrBy “Forgetfulness. The view from which Livy deviates
is the common view. One can express one’s disagreement with the
common view by simply failing to take notice of it; this is, in fact,
the most effective way of showing one’s disapproval.

Let us apply this lesson to Machiavelli’s practice. In the Prince
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he fails to mention the conscience, the common good, the distinction
between kings and tyrants, and heaven. We are reluctant to say
that he forgot to mention these things, or that he did not mention
them because there was no need to mention them since their
importance is a matter of course or known to the meanest capacities.
For if this reasoning were sound, why did he mention them in the
Discourses? We suggest that he failed to mention them in the
Prince because he regarded them as unimportant within the context
of the Prince. There are, however, certain subjects which he fails
to mention, not only in the Prince but in the Discourses as well,
whereas he does mention them in his other works. He does not
in either book mention the distinction between this world and the
next, or between this life and the next; while he frequently men-
tions God or gods, he never mentions the devil; while he frequently
‘mentions heaven and once paradise, he never mentions hell; above
all, he never mentions the soul. He suggests by this sﬂence that
these subjects are unimportant for politics. But since each of the
two books contains everything he knows, he suggests by this
silence that these subjects are unimportant simply, or that the
common opinion according to which these subjects are most
important, is wrong. Yet this very contention is obviously of the
greatest importance. That is to say, his silence concerning subjects
which, according to common opinion, are very important, shows
that he regards the question concerning the status of these subjects
or concerning their truth or their reality, as very important. He
expresses his disapproval of common opinion most effectively by
silence.

The 65th chapter of the Discourses (Il §) opens with a reference
to the grave issue of the eternity of the world, to the issue of
whether the visible universe exists from eternity to eternity or
whether it had a beginning. Machiavelli refers to one argument in
favor of the view that the visible universe had a beginning, i.e., of
the commonly held view, and then indicates that this argument
has no force. He leaves it at this—at four or five lines. One cannot
help wondering what Machiavelli might have thought of the other
arguments in favor of the orthodox belief in creation, and what
he thought of that orthodox belief itself: did he regard that belief
as sound or as unsound? He does not answer these questions. He
does not even raise them in so many words. But he raises them
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by his silence. He draws our attention to them by his silence, his
half silence. The reader must keep them in mind, ie., he must
keep in mind the possibility that Machiavelli believed in the
eternity of the visible universe or that he took the side of Aristotle
as over against the Bible. By opening his mind to this possibility
and facing it boldly, the reader may be able to understand passages
which otherwise he would not appreciate He will not be so
reckless as to overlook Machiavelli’s declaring, in t the remaining

part of the chapter, that all rehglons Christianity mcluded are of
human, not of heavenly orlgm and have a life span of betwecn
1666 and 3000 years. There is an obvious connection between
the question concerning the duration of the world a parte ante
and the question concerning the source of revealed religion: the
orthodox answer rests upon the belief in the superhuman origin
of the Bible.

In the first chapter of the Prince, Machiavelli says that princi-
palities are either hereditary or new. The distinction is obviously
incomplete: it is silent regarding elective principalities. What this
silence means appears from a remark that Machiavelli makes in
the nineteenth chapter. When mentioning there the kingdom of
the Sultan he says that it is neither hereditary nor new but elective,
and therefore resembles no other principality except the Christian
Pontificate. The Christian Pontificate may be said to be the theme
of a special chapter of the Primce (chapter 11). Machiavelli’s
silence in the first chapter regarding the genus to which the
Christian Pontificate belongs draws our attention to the chapter
dealing with the Christian Pontificate—to a chapter which to the
superficial reader could appear to be the product of an afterthought.
By silently pointing to the theme of that chapter at the very be-
ginning of the book, he causes us to appreciate the significance
which that theme has for the whole argument of the Prince.3¢ It
almost goes without saying that Machiavelli does not speak in
chapter 11 of the fact that the kingdom of the Sultan and the
Christian Pontificate belong to the same genus of principalities.

Machiavelli is justly notorious or famous for the extraordinary
boldness with which he attacked generally accepted opinions. He
has received less than justice for the remarkahle restraint Whlch
he exercised at the same time. This is not to deny that that restraint
was, in a way, 1mposed upon him. In the tenth chapter of the
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Discourses, which immediately precedes his explicit discussion of
religion, he calls the age of the good Roman emperors, the period
from Nerva to Marcus Aurelius, the golden times when everyone
could hold and defend whitever opinion he wished. He thus
indicates not only how great a value he assigned to freedom of
thought or of discussion, but likewise how rarely that freedom
is to be found. It certainly was not found in his time, as is shown
sufficiently by the difficulties which Pietro Pomponazzo encountered
because of his book on the immortality of the soul. That freedom
would not be found, according to Machiavelli, in a well-ordered
republic; in the very center of his Florentine Histories he praises
Cato for having provided that no philosopher should be received
in Rome.® One may wonder whether according to him freedom
of discussion could be found in any society: in the same chapter
in which he praises the age of the good Roman emperors as the
epoch of perfcct freedom of discussion, he as it were retracts this
praise by saying that as long as the ‘Roman empero_fs_ ruled ‘writers.
were not permitted to speak freely about Caesar, since Caesar was
the source of the emperors authorlty In the same chapter he

could not blame Caesar, they blamed Catiline, Caesar’s luckless
prefiguration, and they celebrated Brutus, Caesar’s enemy. After
having indicated the principle, Machiavelli immediately turns to
applying it by praising the pagan Roman religion, the enemy of the
Biblical religion: his praising the religion of the pagans while he
was subject to the Christian Church is almost the exact counterpart
of a Roman republican’s praising the murderer of Caesar while
being subject to the Roman emperors.®® For what is true of the
situation under the Roman emperors is equally true of all other
situations: at all times there exists a ruling power, a victorious
power which dazzles the eyes of most writers and which restrains
the freedom of those few writers who do not desire to become
martyrs. Restriction on freedom of discussion compels writers
whose minds do not succumb to the glamor or the frowning of
authority to present their thoughts in an oblique way. It is too
dangerous for them to attack the protected opinions openly or fron-
tally. To a certain extent they are even compelled to express the
protected opinions as their own opinions. But to adopt opinions of
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which one is certain that they are false, means to make oneself
more stupid than one is, or to play the fool: “one plays the fool
suﬂicicntly if you praise, speak, see, and do things against your
opinion in order to please the prmce” Farto speak the truth is
sensible only when one speaks to wise men.#% - —

Machiavelli was compelled to be restrained because he was bold.
His boldness consisted in questioning the established modes and
orders and in seeking new modes and orders. He compares the
search for new modes and orders to the search for unknown seas
and lands, but he indicates this difference between the two kinds
of quest: in the case of new modes and orders, it is not so much the
seeking as the finding that is dangerous. The danger is caused by
the envy of men who begrudge the glory of him who discovered
the new modes and orders. It is then not so much the discovery
as the communication of the discovery which is dangerous. These
indications with which Machiavelli opens the Discourses give an
insufficient notion of the risks run by the proposer of new modes
and orders. Toward the end of the Discourses, Machiavelli declares
that he will not discuss how dangerous it is to make oneself the
head of novelties which are of public concern: to discuss those
dangers would increase them. He is more informative in the Prince,
in which he does not say that he has discovered new modes and
orders and in which therefore the question of the dangerous char-
acter of such discovery is not explicitly linked to his own case. In
the Prince he says that the opponents of the new modes and orders
have on their side the laws, the majesty of the laws, and of what
gives majesty to the laws. The innovator arouses the indignation of
the overpowering multitude, which clings to the established order.
His situation would be hopeless if there were no disagreement as
to how the obtaining law is to be interpreted, or if the defenders of
the ancient were not split into opposing parties. This being the
case, Machiavelli expresses with the greatest boldness such views
as are tolerable to one party but he is very cautious in regard to
views which have no respectable support whatever. More precisely,
he conceals the ground on which he partly agrees with one party.
His enterprise being difficult, he says, he will nevertheless carry
it out in such a manner that there shall remain to another man a
short road to go towards the destination: Machiavelli does not go
to the end of the road; the last part of the road must be travelled



TWOFOLD CHARACTER OF MACHIAVELLI’'S TEACHING »35«

by the reader who understands what is omitted by the writer.
Machiavelli does not go to the end; he does not reveal the end;
he does not fully reveal his intention.38

But he intimates it. It is indispensable that we should discuss
some examples of Machiavelli’s modes of intimating what he is
unable to state. Almost at the end of the Discourses (III 48) he
notes, after having cited a single example, that “the leader of an
army must not believe in an error which an enemy evidently com-
mits, for there will always be fraud beneath it, it not being reason-
able that men should be so uncautious.” Immediately after having
stated this allegedly universal rule, he cites an example—the central
example of the chapter—in which an enemy committed a manifest
blunder without a tincture of fraud; the example shows in effect
that enemies sometimes commit grave blunders out of panic or
cowardice. The absurdity of Machiavelli’s universal rule is under-
lined by the contrast between the rule as stated within the chapter
and the rule as stated in the heading of the chapter. The heading
soberly says that “when one sees an enemy commit a grave blunder,
one ought to believe that there is deception beneath it”; for “to
believe” means merely “provisionally to assume.” Besides, Machia-
velli had earlier used the crucial example in order to show that
“fortune sometimes blinds the minds of men”: the manifest blun-
der in question was caused not by human calculation, but by human
ghgcklgg It is of no importance to us that Machiavelli restates
the rule elsewhere so that it becomes reasonable: if a prudent and
strong enemy commits a manifest blunder, there will always be
fraud beneath it.#* What is important is the fact that Machiavelli,
in the act of speaking of manifest blunders, himself commits a
manifest blunder. He does what, as he says, enemies sometimes do.
His action ceases to be absurd if he himself is an enemy, a clever
enemy. And can we doubt that he is an enemy? As the friend or
father of new modes and orders, he is of necessity the enemy of
the old modes and orders, and therewith also the enemy of his
readers who would not have to learn from him if they were not
adherents of the old modes and orders. Machiavelli’s action is a kind
of warfare. Some things which he says about strategy and tactics
in ordinary warfare apply to his own strategy and tactics in what
we may call his spiritual warfare. By committing a manifest blunder
when speaking of such manifest blunders as conceal fraud, he gives
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us to understand that there is deception beneath his own manifest
blunders, or that his manifest blunders are intentional: they indi-
cate his intention.

We arrive at this solution by taking most seriously what Machia-
velli says at the very beginning of the Discourses: that he has dis-
covered new modes and orders, that such discovery is dangerous
if it is communicated, and that he will nevertheless communicate
his discovery. This most obvious and explicit, if initial and provi-
sional statement concerning his intention guides us towards the
adequate understanding of his intention, provided “we put 2 and 2
together” or do some thinking on our own. Regarding the example
discussed above, we thus arrive at a solution which acquits Machia-
velli of the disgrace of committing blunders of which an intelligent
high school boy would be ashamed. Some readers will feel that
this solution is to be rejected because it does not do credit to
Machiavelli’s morality. As we have indicated from the outset, we
are doubtful of his morality. To the readers who would raise the
difficulty mentioned we may reply using Machiavelli’s own words:
“For some time I never say what I believe and I never believe what
I say; and if it sometimes occurs to me that I say the truth, I conceal
it among so many lies that it is hard to find it out.”%* To discover
from his writings what he regarded as the truth is hard: it is not
impossible.

Machiavelli’s work is rich in manifest blunders of various kinds:
misquotations, misstatements regarding names or events, hasty gen-
eralizations, indefensible omissions and so on. It is a rule of common
prudence to “believe” that all these blunders are intentional and
in each case to raise the question as to what the blunder might be
meant to signify. The simplest case of manifest blunder is the
author’s self-contradiction and especially self-contradiction on one
and the same page. In Discourses I 28, Machiavelli raises the ques-
tion as to why the Romans were less ungrateful to their fellow
citizens than were the Athenians. His answer is based on a number
of premises, among which the following is particularly important
in the present context: Athens was deprived of her liberty by
Pisistratus during her most flourishing period, whereas Rome was
never deprived of her liberty by any of her citizens between the
expulsion of the kings and the time of Marius and Sylla. Seven
chapters later he says that the ten citizens elected for making laws
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by the free votes of the Roman people became tyrants of Rome.
We are not at present concerned with the fact that this self-con-
tradiction makes doubtful Machiavelli’s explanation of Roman
gratitude and Athenian ingratitude.*> We merely raise the pre-
liminary question concerning the most obvious implication of
Machiavelli’s obvious blunder. The temporary disregard of the
Decemvirate amounts to a temporary overstatement concerning
the goodness of the Roman republic; for long and continuous
duration of freedom is, according to Machiavelli, a great good.#3
We are then compelled to wonder why Machiavelli temporarily
overstates the case in favor of the Roman republic. We observe
that in the same short chapter (I 28) he calls the period of Pisis-
tratus first “the most flourishing time” of Athens, and, about a
page later, Athens’ “first times and prior to Athens’ growth.” He
thus suggests that the most flourishing period of a city is the period
preceding its growth, i.e., the first time or its beginning. This
agrees with his earlier remark that at the birth of a republic, as
distinguished from later periods, “men are good,” and with his
emphatic praise, in the first chapter, of the kings of Egypt who
ruled that country “in the most ancient antiquity.” The praise of
the beginnings or origins, which, as we shall see later, is contra-
dicted elsewhere in the Discourses, is the context within which
Machiavelli’s deliberately exaggerated praise of the Roman republic
must be understood. He challenges the established modes and orders,
whose primary claim to reverence rests on their antiquity, primarily
by appealing not to the good as such but to a more ancient antiquity,
if not to “the most ancient antiquity.” For he who desires to
introduce new modes and orders, is compelled to retain at least
a shadow of ancient modes and orders, if he is unable or unwilling
to use force and nothing but force.4*

An author may reveal his intention by the titles of his books.
The titles of Machiavelli’s two books are most unrevealing in this
respect. The same is almost equally true of the chapter headings,
which occupy an intermediate position between the titles of the
books and their substance. We have noted that the chapter head-
ings of the Discourses, to say nothing of those of the Prince,
reveal hardly anything of the daring quality of his thought.*® In
discussing a passage from the Discourses (III 48), we observed a
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striking difference between the rule of conduct stated in the head-
ing and the rule as restated within the chapter: the rule as stated
in the heading does not stimulate thought, whereas the restate-
ment arouses thought not to say indignation. The heading of I 48
reads, “He who wishes that a magistracy be not given to someone
base or bad, induces either someone exceedingly base and exceed-
ingly bad or someone exceedingly noble and exceedingly good to
apply for it.” The argument of the chapter leads to the conclusion
that while the people deceive themselves as to generalities, they do
not deceive themselves as to particulars. But at the end of the
preceding chapter, Machiavelli says that I 48 is meant to show how
the Roman senate went about to deceive the people in regard to
the distribution of ranks and dignities among candidates, i.e., in
regard to particulars. The heading of I 13 reads, “How the Romans
used religion for reordering the city and pursuing their enter-
prises and stopping tumults”; the heading does not give the slightest
indication of the fact that the body of the chapter deals chiefly
with the question of how the Roman nobility used religion for
controlling the plebs. In the heading of I 26 Machiavelli speaks
of “a new prince”; neither in the heading nor in the body of the
chapter does he say what he says at the end of the preceding
chapter, namely, that I 26 is devoted to the phenomenon generally
known by the name of tyranny. In the heading of I 30, he uses
the expression “the vice of ingratitude”; at the beginning of the
chapter itself he replaces this expression by “the necessity . . .
to be ungrateful”: the thought that men’s vices (and virtues) are
due to necessity rather than to election is in no way suggested by
the heading. In the heading of I ¢, he says that “It is necessary
to be alone if one wishes to order a republic afresh”; there is not
the slightest indication here that being alone can be achieved by
murdering one’s only brother, as is developed at great length within
the chapter; in fact, the lesson to be learned from Romulus’s slay-
ing of his brother may be said to be the chief theme of the chapter.

The heading of Discourses III 18 makes one expect that Machia-
velli will discuss in that chapter the importance as well as the diffi-
culty of understanding the enemy’s intentions. On the basis of our
previous observations we are not surprised to see that he drops
this subject immediately after having referred to it, and replaces
it by the difficulty of knowing the enemy’s actions, and not merely
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his actions in the past and in remote places but his “present and
near” actions. He cites four examples to prove his point. There is
is followed by a modern _example. The first two examples deal
with defeats caused by errors as to the enemy’s present and near
actions; the last two examples deal with victories due to correct
information as to the enemy’s present and near actions: in both the
latter examples, possession of true knowledge alone was decisive
for victory. In both the latter examples, the victory lacked splendor
and the acquisition of knowledge lacked merit. The ancient victory
had this character: there had been a drawn battle between the
Romans and the Aequi; each army believed that the enemy had
won and each therefore marched home; by accident a Roman
centurion learned from some wounded Aequi that the Aequi
had abandoned their camp; he therefore sacked the deserted camp
of the enemy and returned home a victor. The modern victory
had this character: a Florentine and a Venetian army had been
facing each other for several days, neither daring to attack the
other; since both armies began to suffer from lack of victuals, each
decided to retire; by accident the Florentine captains learned
from a woman who, being “secure because of her age and her
poverty,” had gone to see some of her people in the Florentine
camp, that the Venetians were retiring; the Florentines therefore
became courageous, went after their enemies, and wrote to Florence
that they had repulsed the enemy and won the war. In the ancient
example we find then a bloody battle, wounded enemy soldiers,
and the plundering of the enemy camp. In the modern example
we find a phony battle, an old and poor woman, and a boastful
letter. The contrast which is not made explicit, between the an-
cient and the modern example teaches us nothing about the
superiority of the virile ancients to the effeminate moderns that
Machiavelli does not tell us with the utmost explicitness in many
other passages of the Discourses. That silent contrast, therefore,
does not teach us anything new as to his primary intention, which
is to contribute toward the rebirth of the spirit of antiquity. Yet
that silent contrast performs a function, or rather it performs two
different, if related functions. In the first place, it draws our atten-
tion to the fact that the chapter under consideration is secretly
devoted to some aspect of the central problem regarding the dif-
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ference between the ancients and the moderns. Secondly, it pre-
sents the general lesson in a mode which is less obvious throughout
the Discourses and the Prince, than the opposite mode. Every
reader, however superficial, of either of the two books cannot
but become aware of the gravity of Machiavelli as a teacher of
princes and statesmen. It is then of some importance to realize
that the spirit of comedy, not to say levity, is not absent from
his two most serious books. In fact, gravity and levity are com-
bined in these two books “in a quasi-impossible combination,” just
as they were in the man Machiavelli.4® If it is true that every
complete society necessarily recognizes something about which it
is absolutely forbidden to laugh,*” we may say that the determina-
tion to transgress that prohibition sanza alcuno rispetto, is of the
essence of Machiavelli’s intention.

He does not reveal this intention. He even refuses to reveal the
difficulties that bar the understanding of the enemy’s intention. But
he adumbrates those difficulties by suggesting a hierarchy of the
difficulties that prevent one from knowing the enemy’s present and
near actions. In the last of the four examples, no error was com-
mitted by anyone because no action was taken during the night.
In the first three examples errors, and in the first two examples even
disastrous errors, were committed because darkness had supervened.
In the last two examples, present and near daytime actions of the
enemy were discovered by sheer accident. All four examples deal
with present and near actions. The difficulties increase infinitely
when one is concerned with discovering the truth about nocturnal
enemy actions done in remote countries and in the remote past.
But even these difficulties are surpassed by those obstructing the
discovery of the intentions of clever enemies: they can never be
discovered by accident.*® This is not to deny that accessible writings
of clever enemies partly partake of the character of present and
near daytime actions of the enemy.

In a deliberate self-contradiction an author says incompatible
things or, more generally stated, different things about the same
subject to different people, and in some cases to the same people
in different stages of their understanding. But to speak differently
to different people may be said to be irony in the primary sense of
the word.*® Whatever may be the relation between irony and parody
in general, certainly subtle parodies may fulfill the demands of
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irony proper. Discourses II 12 is a parody of this kind, a subdued
parody of scholastic disputations. Machiavelli discusses there the
question of whether it is better, if one apprehends an attack, to
assail the enemy in his country, or to await him in one’s own country.
The discussion consists of four parts: arguments from authority
for either side, arguments from reason for either side, a solution
based on a distinction, and a defense of the solution against an ad-
verse argument. It is a parody of a scholastic disputation both be-
cause it applies scholastic procedure to a non-scholastic subject and
because the central authority in favor of the superior alternative is
a “poetic fable”: the place of the Bible is taken by poetic fables.
Machiavelli would ‘seem to have inferred from the human, not
heavenly, origin of Biblical religion to which he had alluded seven
chapters earlier, that the dogmatic teaching of the Bible has the
cognitive status of poetic fables.’® We are at present much more
concerned, however, with the seemingly trivial circumstance that
he hesitates in Discourses II 12 to call the arguments from authority
by thfgt\ga»\qlg;’_‘ig__t‘bgt_ place he somewhat blurs the difference be-
tweent authority 39(1___1'¢g§9n—.:"?[He stresses that difference six chapters
afterward in a rather striking manner. In the heading of II 18, he
refers to “the authority of the Romans and the example of the
ancient militia,” but he replaces this expression in the first line of
the chapter by “many reasons and many examples.” Shortly after-
ward, he quotes a Latin sentence, an extremely simple Latin sen-
tence, and then adds to the quotation its Italian translation, some-
thing he does nowhere else in either book: after having replaced
“authority” by “reasons,” he goes on to replace the language of
authority by his own native tongue.’? In the immediate sequel he
says, “if one must follow authority . . . Apart from authority,
there are manifest reasons.” After having established his opinion
by reason alone, he refers—and this is another unique occurrence
—to “the authority of those who regulate political things,” i.e., to
“the authority” of the traditional political theorists. One must
bear in mind the presence of the problem of authority in this
section of the Discourses, a section which may be said to be opened
by the remark, discussed above, as to the meaning of Livy’s siléhte.
Otherwise, one may fail to understand, among other things, the
following irregularities occurring in an intervening chapter. Dis-
courses 11 13 is meant to prove that one ascends from a low to
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a high position through fraud rather than through force. Machia-
velli gives some details concerning only two individuals who rose
from an abject or low condition to great political power. Both
individuals were nephews (mepoti) of the absolute rulers who
preceded them; they cannot be said to have risen to their com-
manding height from an abject or low place. That is to say, the
examples are not apt: we are compelled to wonder which were
the apt examples that Machiavelli had in mind. In the same chapter
he asserts that not only princes but the Roman republic as well
rose to pre-eminence initially by fraud, and he proves this by
quoting from Livy a speech by an enemy of the Romans; Livy is
presented as revealing the truth about Roman fraud by putting
certain words into the mouth of an enemy of Rome. Should a
respectable Roman have been unable to say the truth about Rome
except by making an enemy of Rome his mouthpiece, just as a
subject of the Roman emperors was unable to say the truth about
Caesar except by praising Caesar’s enemy? Should a citizen of
the respublica Christiana have been unable to say what he regarded
as the truth about Christianity except by employing an enemy
of Christianity or a pagan, such as Livy, as his mouthpiece? Machia-
velli certainly tries to establish the truth about the Hebrew con-
quest of Canaan by referring to an account about Joshua which
goes back to enemies of the Hebrews and which flagrantly con-
tradicts the Hebrew account.?®

When an author deliberately contradicts himself in a subtle
manner, he may be said to repeat an earlier statement of his while
varying it in a way which for some reason is not easily noticed.
Machiavelli discusses in the Discourses the policy of Florence
toward Pistoia more than once. In the first statement (II 21) he
says that the city of Pistoia came voluntarily under the sway of
Florence because the Florentines had always treated the Pistoians
as brothers. In the second statement (II 25) he says that the city
of Pistoia came under the sway of Florence by means of the
following “peaceful artifice.” Pistoia being divided into parties,
the Florentines favored now one, now the other party and thus
led the Pistoians to become so tired of party strife that they threw
themselves voluntarily into the arms of Florence. The peaceful
art used by the Florentines is described in the context as that of
dividing and conquering. In the second statement Machiavelli
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draws our attention to the difference between the two accounts
of the Florentine policy toward Pistoia by referring to what he had
said on this subject in another chapter and “for another purpose.”
The cross reference is striking since it is the only one of this
character that occurs in the Discourses. Machiavelli must indeed
have had more than one purpose if he could describe the same
policy first as an expression of fraternity and liberality, and then
as an application of the rule “divide and conquer.” What first comes
to sight as fraternity and liberality, reveals itself on reflection as
shrewd “power politics.” The first statement agrees with the
common view according to which morality can control and ought
to control political life; the second statement read in conjunction
with the first suggests doubt of the common view. No one, I
believe, questions the opinion that Machiavelli did doubt the
common view regarding the relation between morality and politics,
for every one has read chapters 15 ff. of the Prince. The cross-
reference under discussion is important to us at present not because
it throws light on the substance of his teaching but because it
reveals to some extent his way of presenting it. The substance of
his teaching is bound to be misunderstood if one does not realize
that he reveals his teaching, to the extent to which he does reveal it,
only in stages: he ascends from “first statements,” which are, to
exaggerate for the purpose of clarification, in all cases respectable
or publicly defensible, to “second statements” of a different char-
acter. If one does not realize the difference of “purpose” between
“first statements” and “second statements,” one may read the
“second statements” in the light of the “first statements” and thus
blunt the edges of his teaching; one will at any rate ascribe the same
weight to both kinds of statements; and since the “first statements”
are more or less traditional or conventional, one will not grasp the
magnitude or enormity of Machiavelli’s enterprise. It is necessary,
at least wherever Machiavelli refers to earlier statements on a given
subject by using expressions like “as has been said,” carefully to
compare the restatement with the original statement and to see
whether the restatement does not imply a considerable modification
of the first statement. To give an example the complexity of which
is proportionate to its importance, Machiavelli repeatedly discusses
in the first book of the Discourses the subject of “founders” or of
men who established “new orders.” In the first statement (I 9-10),
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he contends that a founder who is concerned with the common
good, as distinguished from a tyrant, cannot be blamed if he
commits murder in order to achieve his good end; the discussion
is based on the fundamental and traditional distinction between
the prince and the tyrant, between the common good and the
private good, between virtue and ambition; Caesar, in contrast to
Romulus, appears as the outstanding example of a most blame-
worthy tyrant. In the second statement (I 16-18), Machiavelli makes
use of the distinction between corrupt and uncorrupt peoples,
and in connection with this blurs the distinction between princes
and tyrants: was Caesar’s tyranny not inevitable, and therefore
perfectly excusable, given the corruption of Rome in his time?%*
And what do corruption and its opposite mean if, to say nothing
of other things, the uncorrupt character of the earliest Rome per-
mitted Romulus “to color his design” whereas Caesar presumably
was under no compulsion to do this? Was then Romulus’s design
not to promote the common good? In the third statement (I 25-27),
Machiavelli indicates that “tyranny” is a traditional term, i.e., a
term not necessarily required by, or compatible with, his intention.
In a chapter which is explicitly devoted to what “the writers call
tyranny,” he treats the godly King David as an example of a tyrant;
and in the chapter following he makes it clear that a very wicked
ruler who cannot be presumed to be guided by any concern with
the common good, may nevertheless earn eternal glory by doing
deeds which are conducive to the common good. We are led to
conclude that the primary distinction between public-spirited virtue
and selfish ambition is irrelevant since selfish ambition on the
broadest scale can be satisfied only by actions from which very
many people profit. In all these statements it is assumed that founda-
tion is a unique act at the inception of a commonwealth or a regime.
But Machiavelli eventually questions this assumption: foundation
is, as it were, continuous foundation; not only at the beginning, but
‘“every day,” a commonwealth needs “new orders.”’®* Once one
realizes this, one sees that the founders of a republic are its leading
men throughout the ages, or its ruling class. One sees therefore,
that the section devoted to the ruling class (I 33-45) is as it were
the true and final statement concerning founders.’® We may draw
a further lesson from Machiavelli’s twofold discussion of the policy
of Florence toward Pistoia. He suggests mutually exclusive inter-
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pretations of the same fact: what is important is not the fact itself
but the opportunity which it provides for making a point. Thus
we understand that Machiavelli is not always concerned with his-
torical truth, and frequently changes at will the data supplied by
the histories: if there are examples which are both beautiful and
true,” there may be examples which are beautiful without being
true. In the language of our time, Machiavelli is an artist as much
as he is an historian. He is certainly very artful.58

Machiavelli’s examples are not always apt nor always true. I
do not believe that we can infer from this that they are not always
well chosen. He frequently uses expressions like “I wish to leave
it at this example.” It is always necessary to wonder why he pre-
ferred the example or the examples which he adduces: were they
the most apt or the most suggestive examples?>® For what we know
in such cases is merely the fact that Machiavelli did not wish to
mention other examples; we do not know the reason why he did
not wish to mention them. As regards the Discourses in particular,
the primary intention of which would suggest an even distribution
of Roman and modern examples, one must pay attention to the
actual distribution which is highly irregular., We must do this
even independently of whether Machiavelli explicitly refers to his
wishing to leave it at the examples adduced. Expressions of the
type “I wish to leave it at . ..” may be said to indicate “exclusions,”
since they exclude from mention, or from further discussion, what
might well deserve to be, but what could not conveniently or with
propriety be, mentioned or discussed at greater length. The opposite
of exclusions are digressions. A typical expression indicating a
digression is the remark “But let us return to our subject-matter.”
In a digression an author discusses something which he characterizes
as not belonging to the subject-matter strictly understood. In books
like the Prince and the Discourses, the digressions contain discus-
sions which would not be required to further the primary, explicit,
ostensible or partial intention but are required to further the full
or true intention. The primary or partial intention of the Prince
would require the treatment of only those kinds of principality or
of the acquisition of princely power which are mentioned in the
first chapter; that is to say, the first chapter leads us to expect the
subject-matters of chapters 2-7; chapters 8-11, containing, among
other things, the discussion of the acquisition of princely power
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by crime and the discussion of ecclesiastical principalities, come as
a surprise; it is not misleading, although it is not strict, to call
chapters 8-11 a digression. The statement as to the similarity between
the state of the Sultan and the Christian Pontificate, in the nine-
teenth chapter of the Prince® is a typical digression in the strict
sense. We would not consider as a digression in the strict sense a
passage which Machiavelli does not indicate to be one. We do
regard as a digression however a passage which is presented as an
answer to a possible question or objection of the reader.®*® A
passage of this kind is Machiavelli’s discussion, in the eleventh
chapter of the Prince, of how the temporal power of the church
rose to its present height. Another passage of this kind is the dis-
cussion of the Roman emperors in the nineteenth chapter of the
Prince. A brief analysis of the latter passage may be helpful for
understanding the meaning of digressions in general. In the ninth
chapter Machiavelli had made it clear that there is one absolute
limit to the astute use of princely power: while a prince may,
under certain circumstances, safely disregard the interests of the
great and even destroy the great, it is absolutely necessary for him
to respect the extremely moderate demands of the common people.
After having restated this rule in a mitigated form in the first part
of chapter 19, Machiavelli explains in the section on the Roman
emperors that that rule, even in its original form, is by no means
universally valid: under the Roman empire there was a conflict of
interests between the people and the soldiers; the power of the
soldiers was greater than that of the people; therefore the emperors
had to satisfy the demands of the soldiers rather than those of the
people; hence an able Roman emperor who had the support of the
soldiers was under no compulsion to consider the people at all.
The last brake on wicked rulers can be rendered ineffective. The
outstanding example of such a Roman emperor was Septimius
Severus. If Machiavelli had at this point been able to use traditional
language, he would have said that Severus was a typical tyrant
who had the support of his bodyguard. Now, it is precisely Severus,
this “most ferocious lion and most astute fox”—the same Severus
whom he calls elsewhere a criminal—-whom he holds up at the end
of the chapter as a model for founders of states as distinguished
from princes whose task is merely to preserve a state already
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founded:®2 as far as founders are concerned, the distinction between
virtuous heroes and extremely able criminals has ceased to exist.

In reading Machiavelli’s books one is constantly kept wondering
whether he is careful or careless in the use of terms both technical
and other. We have observed so many examples of his exceed-
ing care that we venture to make this suggestion: it is safer to
believe that he has given careful thought to every word he uses
than to make allowances for human weakness. Considering the
difference of rank between Machiavelli and people like ourselves,
the rule of reading which derives from that belief may be im-
practicable, since we cannot possibly comply with it in all cases.
It is nevertheless a good rule, for remembering it keeps us awake
and modest or helps us to develop the habit of being in the proper
mixture both bold and cautious. There are certain terms which
require particular attention, namely, ambiguous terms. The am-
biguity of “virtue” is best known. Machiavelli says of the criminal
Agathocles, in two consecutive sentences, first that he lacked
virtue and then that he possessed virtue; in the first case “virtue”
means moral virtue in the widest sense which includes religion,
and in the second case it means cleverness and courage combined.
Pope Leo X is said to possess “goodness and infinite other virtues”
and Hannibal is said to have possessed “inhuman cruelty together
with (infinite) other virtues.” To use liberality “virtuously and as
one ought to use it” is distinguished from using it prudently, i.e.,
virtuously in a different sense of the term.® There is an intermediate
meaning according to which “virtue” designates political virtue
or the sum of qualities required for rendering service to political
society or for effective patriotism. Even in accordance with this
intermediate meaning, inhuman cruelty could be a virtue and
ambition a vice. In many cases it is impossible to say which kind
of virtue is meant. This obscurity is essential to Machiavelli’s
presentation of his teaching. It is required by the fact that the
reader is meant to ascend from the common understanding of virtue
to the diametrically opposite understanding. Equally ambiguous
is “prince.” “Prince” may mean a non-tyrannical monarch, or any
monarch, or any man or body of men in a ruling position including
the leading men in a republic, to say nothing of another meaning.
“People” may mean a republican society as well as the common
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people. “Human beings” may mean human beings as such or male hu-
man beings, or the general run of men, or the subjects of princes.%*
“Heaven” may mean the visible heaven, the ground of all regu-
larity or order in the sub-celestial world, a thinking and willing
being that may be kind to human beings or love certain human
individuals, chance, a goal of human aspiration, and the cause of
catastrophes like plagues, famines or floods. “We” may mean
Machiavelli, Machiavelli and his reader or readers, Machiavelli’s
contemporaries, the Florentines, the Christians, the contemporary
Christians, the Italians, the contemporary Italians, all human beings,
a society to which the speaker belongs in contradistinction to an
enemy society, both a society and its enemy taken together. In
some cases it is hard to decide what the first person plural pronoun
precisely means, as for instance when Machiavelli calls Livy “our
historian,” or when he says “we, at any rate, do not have knowledge
of things natural and supernatural.”®® In the last case it is not im-
possible that “we” means “we who are not philosophers.”

The Discourses are devoted to the first ten books of Livy’s
History, or to the history of Rome up to about 292 B.c. Livy’s
History consisted of 142 books. Strangely, the Discourses consist
of 142 chapters, for the prefaces to Book I and Book II are, of
course, not chapters. Machiavelli would seem thus to convey his
intention of elucidating the history, not only of early Rome, but
of Rome from its beginning until the time of the emperor Augus-
tus. A glance at the list of the events discussed in the Discourses
bears out this contention.®® The strange fact that the number of
chapters of the Discourses is the same as the number of the books
of Livy makes one wonder whether the number of chapters of the
Prince is not also significant. Since the Prince consists of twenty-
six chapters and the Prince does not give us any information as
to the possible meaning of this number, we turn to the twenty-
sixth chapter of the Discourses. That chapter is the only chapter
of the Discourses which is devoted, according to its heading, to
the “new prince,” ie., the chief theme of the Prince. Moreover,
the chapter deals with what the authors call tyranny, as Machia-
velli says at the end of the preceding chapter; but the term “tyranny”
(or “tyrant”) is avoided in the twenty-sixth chapter. If we tum
from the twenty-sixth chapter of the Discourses to the Prince,
which consists of twenty-six chapters, we observe that the terms
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“tyrant” or “tyranny” are avoided in the Prince too: the twenty-
sixth chapter of the Discourses imitates the Prince in such a way
as to give us a clue to the Prince. Since this observation leads to
further relevant observations concerning the Prince, some of which
have been noted before, we gain some confidence that in taking
seriously the number 26, we are on the right path. But before
pursuing this line of thought, it may be wise to dwell for a while
on the twenty-sixth chapter of the Discourses. The first of the two
examples which Machiavelli uses in that chapter is King David,
according to the Gospels, the ancestor of Jesus. The measures that
men like King David must employ at the beginning of their reign,
i.e., in order to found or establish their states, are described by
Machiavelli as “most cruel and inimical, not only to every Christian
manner of living but to every humane manner of living as well.”
One measure of King David was to make the rich poor and the
poor rich. In speaking of this measure Machiavelli quotes the fol-
lowing verse from the Magnificat: “He filled the hungry with good
things, and sent the rich away empty.” That is to say, he applies
to the tyrant David an expression which the New Testament, or
Mary, applies to God. Since he characterizes as tyrannical, a way
of acting that the New Testament ascribes to God he leads us
to the conclusion, nay, says in effect, that God is a tyrant. In his
own strange way he accepts the traditional view according to which
David was a godly king or walked in the ways of God. It is for
the sake of making this extraordinary and shocking suggestion that
he uses the only quotation from the New Testament which he
ever uses in either the Prince or the Discourses.5?

The most superficial fact regarding the Discourses, the fact
that the number of its chapters equals the number of books of
Livy’s History, compelled us to start a chain of tentative reason-
ing. which brought us suddenly face to face with the only New
Testament quotation that ever occurs in Machiavelli’s two books
and with an enormous blasphemy. It would be a great disservice
to truth if we were to use any other words, any weaker words for
characterizing what he is doing. For it would be a mistake to
believe that the blasphemy which we encountered is the only one
or even the worst one which he committed. That blasphemy is,
so to speak, only the spearhead of a large column. We have no com-
punction whatever about using a term which expresses very strong



» 50« THOUGHTS ON MACHIAVELLI1

disapproval, although its use is likely to be regarded by our fellow
social scientists as a “culture conditioned” reflex and therefore as
an aberration from the straight and narrow path of scientific cor-
rectitude; for we believe that failing to call a spade a spade is not
scientific. Someone might say in defense of Machiavelli that he
does not speak of God in the incriminated passage or that the blas-
phemy is so well concealed as to be non-existent for the majority
of readers. Over against this one might well urge that a concealed
blasphemy is worse than an open blasphemy, for the following
reason. In the case of an ordinary blasphemy, the hearer or reader
becomes aware of it without making any contribution of his own.
By concealing his blasphemy, Machiavelli compels the reader to
think the blasphemy by himself and thus to become Machiavelli’s
accomplice. One cannot compare the situation of the reader of
Machiavelli with that of a judge or a prosecutor who likewise re-
thinks criminal or forbidden thoughts in order to bring the ac-
cused to justice and thus establishes a kind of intimacy with the
criminal without however incurring the slightest suspicion of
thus becoming an accomplice and without for a moment having a
sense of guilt. For the criminal does not desire and invite this kind
of intimacy but rather dislikes it. Machiavelli on the other hand
is anxious to establish this kind of intimacy if only with a certain
kind of reader whom he calls “the young.” Concealment as prac-
ticed by Machiavelli is an instrument of subtle corruption or se-
duction. He fascinates his reader by confronting him with riddles.
Thereafter the fascination with problem-solving makes the reader
oblivious to all higher duties if not all duties. By concealing his
blasphemies, Machiavelli merely avoids punishment or revenge,
but not guilt,. When we turn from the twenty-sixth chapter of
the First Book of the Discourses to the twenty-sixth chapter of the
Second Book, we find Machiavelli uttering strong warnings of
a calculating character against hurting men’s feelings with words
of scorn; he concludes the chapter with quoting a sentence which
Tacitus pronounces when speaking of an enemy of the tyrant
Nero: “Smarting jokes, if they draw too much on truth, leave
stinging memories behind them.” A liberal theologian once said
within my hearing that the traditional judgment on blasphemy is
based on too narrow a conception of God’s honor. He used the
analogy of a very wise and very powerful king who would tolerate
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and even enjoy jokes about himself however smarting, provided
they are graceful and do not create a public scandal. This argument
seems to us so patently inappropriate that we may dismiss it with-
out any discussion. We prefer to submit the following consideration.
The kinds of unbelief with which we are most familiar today are
respectful indifference and such a nostalgia for lost faith as goes
with an inability to distinguish between theological truth and myth.
Are not these kinds of unbelief much more insulting to belief than
is an unbelief like Machiavelli’s which takes seriously the claim
to truth of revealed religion by regarding the question of its
truth as all-important and which therefore is not, at any rate,
a lukewarm unbelief? Furthermore, if, as Machiavelli assumes,
Biblical religion is not true, if it is of human and not of heavenly
origin, if it consists of poetic fables, it becomes inevitable that one
should attempt to understand it in merely human terms. At first
glance, this attempt can be made in two different ways: one may
try to understand Biblical religion by starting from the phenomena
of human love or by starting from political phenomena. The first
approach was taken by Boccaccio in his Decameron, the second
approach was taken by Machiavelli. In Discourses II 12, which
is a parody of scholastic disputations, he indicates how political
or military truths can be transformed into poetic fables, or how
the political or military truths underlying such fables can be
elicited: Antaeus was not the son of Earth nor therefore invincible
as long as he stood on the earth and was not lifted from the
earth; but being a son of a human mother, he was invincible as
long as he waited within the confines of his realm for the attack
of his enemy. Similarly the fable according to which the ancient
princes were taught their art by a centaur means nothing other
than that princes must be half inhuman. In the same way, “read-
ing.the Bible judiciously,” Machiavelli discerns that the actions of
Moses were not fundamentally different from those of Cyrus,
Romulus, Theseus or Hiero of Syracuse: to “read the Bible judici-
ously” means to read it not in its own light but in the light of the
fundamental political verities.®® But even if we grant that he was
compelled to raise the question regarding the political phenomena
or the political hopes which in principle perfectly explain the
Bible and the Biblical conception of God, we do not yet under-
stand why he had recourse to blasphemies. After all, that ques-
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tion is being discussed today and has been discussed for some
generations by many scholars who are and were perfectly inno-
cent of blasphemy. The answer is simple: for some generations,
the authority of the Bible has not been generally recognized and
supported by law; Machiavelli on the other hand was compelled
to use subterfuges. Many features of his writings, which to us may
appear to be caused by mere levity, are also caused by the necessity
in which he found himself of combining simply political or military
lessons with indications of what he thought to be the human or
natural phenomena that make intelligible the belief in the super-
natural or the desire for it. This necessity must not be disregarded
when one reads his praise of necessity in general: men’s hands
and tongues would not have carried the works of men to the
height to which they are seen to have been carried, if men had
not been driven on by necessity.5®

To repeat, we do not believe it to be accidental that the num-
ber of chapters of the Discourses is the same as the number of
books of Livy, and hence we believe that one should wonder
whether the number of chapters of the Prince, which is twenty-
six, is not of some significance. We have seen that the twenty-sixth
chapter of the Discourses is of eminent importance for the under-
standing of the Prince. We note that when discussing the Roman
emperors in the Discourses, Machiavelli speaks explicitly of the
twenty-six emperors from Caesar to Maximinus.” To say nothing
of the fact that Caesar was not an emperor, Machiavelli does not
give any reason for making this particular selection from among the
emperors; the only evident fact is the number of the emperors
selected. It might appear that there is some connection between the
number 26 and “prince,” i.e., monarch. This is not the place to give
further examples of Machiavelli’s use of the number 26 or, more pre-
cisely, of 13 and multiples of 13. It is sufficient here to mention some
further features of his work which would seem to indicate that num-
bers are an important device used by him. There are three chapters
of the Discourses which open with a quotation from Livy; they fol-
low each other at an interval of 20 chapters.” The only two chapters
of the Discourses which contain exclusively modern examples are
the twenty-seventh and the fifty-fourth chapters. If a given chapter
presents difficulties which one cannot resolve by studying its
context, one will sometimes derive help by simply turning to a
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chapter which carries the same number either in another Book
of the Discourses or in the Prince. For instance, the key passages
regarding silence are chapters 10 of Book I and Book II of the
Discourses. The key passages regarding “continuous foundation”
are chapters 49 of Book I and Book III of the Discourses. Dis-
courses II1 48 deals with deceit practiced by a foreign enemy
while I 48 deals with deceit practiced by domestic opponents. The
parody of scholastic disputations occurs in Discourses II 12
Discourses 1 12 is explicitly devoted to the harm done by the
Church. The eleventh chapter of the Prince is devoted to ecclesi-
astical principalities; the eleventh chapter of the Discourses is de-
voted to the religion of the Romans. The most important discussions
of M. Manlius Capitolinus occur in Discourses I 8 and III 8, and
so on.”? It would be foolish to apply this suggestion mechanically,
for Machiavelli’s devices would defeat his purpose if he had
applied them mechanically. It would be almost equally foolish
to try to establish the meaning of his teaching by relying ex-
clusively or even chiefly on his devices. But it would also be
imprudent to read his writings in the way in which they are
usually read. Machiavelli’s devices, judiciously used, lead the reader
to the nerve of his argument. The order of finding is, however,
not necessarily the order of proving.

To summarize: Machiavelli has presented his teaching in two
books whose relation to each other is enigmatic. Each book pre-
sents “everything” he knows with a view to a specific audience or
in a specific perspective. The question regarding the relation of
the two perspectives cannot be answered before one has fully
understood the perspective of each book and therefore before
one has understood adequately each book by itself. By reading
either book from the beginning in the light of the other, one ar-
rives at some average meaning that is more superficial than even
the surface meaning of either book and that can in no way claim
to be authentic. Ultimately, the twofoldness of perspective re-
flects a twofoldness of “purpose” which is effective in each book
and which corresponds to the difference between the “young”
readers and the “old.”



CHAPTER

Il

Machiavelli’s Intention:

The Prince

2 :y “ ANY WRITERS have attempted to describe

the intention of the Prince by using the term
“scientific.” This description is defensible and even helpful pro-
vided it is properly meant. Let us return once more to the begin-
ning. In the Epistle Dedicatory Machiavelli gives three indications
of the subject-matter of the book: he has incorporated in it his
knowledge of the actions of great men both modern and ancient;
he dares to discuss princely government and to give rules for it;
he possesses knowledge of the nature of princes. As appears from
the Epistle Dedicatory, from the book itself, and from what the
author says elsewhere,! knowledge of the actions of great men,
i.e., historical knowledge, supplies only materials for knowledge
of what princely government is, of the characteristics of the various
kinds of principalities, of the rules with which one must comply
in order to acquire and preserve princely power, and of the nature
of princes. It is only knowledge of the latter kind that the Prince
is meant to convey. That kind of knowledge, knowledge of the
universal or general as distinguished from the individual, is called
philosophic or scientific. The Prince is a scientific book because
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it conveys a general teaching that is based on reasoning from
experience and that sets forth that reasoning. That teaching is
partly theoretical (knowledge of the nature of princes) and partly
practical (knowledge of the rules with which the prince must com-
ply). In accordance with the fact that the Prince is a scientific,
and not an historical book, only three of twenty-six chapter head-
ings contain proper names2 When referring to the Prince in the
Discourses, Machiavelli calls it a “treatise.”® For the time being
we shall describe the Prince as a treatise, meaning by “treatise” a
book that sets forth a general teaching of the character indicated.
To the extent that the Primce is a treatise, it has a lucid plan
and its argument proceeds in a straight line without either ascend-
ing or descending. It consists at first sight of two parts. The first
part sets forth the science or the art of princely government
while the second takes up the time honored question of the limits
of art or prudence, or the question of the relation of art or pru-
dence and chance. More particularly, the Prince consists of four
parts: 1) the various kinds of principalities (chs. 1-11), 2) the
prince and his enemies (chs. 12-14), 3) the prince and his subjects
or friends (chs. 15-23),* 4) prudence and chance (chs. 24-26).
We may go a step further and say that the Prince appears, at the
outset, not only as a treatise but even as a scholastic treatise.®

At the same time, however, the book is the opposite of a scien-
tific or detached work. While beginning with the words “All
states, all dominions which have had and have sway over men,”
it ends with the words “the ancient valor in Italian hearts is not
yet dead.” It culminates in a passionate call to action—in a call,
addressed to a contemporary Italian prince, to perform the most
glorious deed possible and necessary then and there. It ends like
a tract for the times. For the last part deals not merely with the
general question concerning the relation of prudence and chance,
but it is concerned with the accidental also in another sense of
the term. The chapters surrounding the explicit discussion of the
relation between prudence and chance (ch. 25) are the only ones
whose headings indicate that they deal with the contemporary
ITtalian situation. The Prince is not the only classic of political
philosophy which is both a treatise and a tract for the times. It
suffices to refer to Hobbes’ Leviathan and Locke’s Civil Govern-
ment. But the case of the Prince is not typical: there is a striking
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contrast between the dry, not to say scholastic, beginning and
the highly rhetorical last chapter which ends in a quotation from
a patriotic poem in Italian. Could Machiavelli have had the am-
bition of combining the virtues of scholasticism with those of
patriotic poetry? Is such a combination required for the under-
standing of political things? However this may be, the contrast
between the beginning of the Prince, or even its first twenty-five
chapters, and its end forces us to modify our remark that the
argument of the book proceeds in a straight line without ascending
or descending. By directly contrasting the beginning and the end,
we become aware of an ascent. To the extent to which the Prince
is a treatise, Machiavelli is an investigator or a teacher; to the
extent to which it is a tract for the times, he assumes the role
of an adviser, if not of a preacher. He was anxious to become the
adviser of the addressee of the Primce and thus to rise from his
low, and even abject condition.® The movement of the Prince is
an ascent in more than one sense. And besides, it is not simply
an ascent.

In contradistinction to the Discourses, the Prince comes first
to sight as a traditional or conventional treatise. But this first ap-
pearance is deliberately deceptive. The antitraditional character
.of the Prince becomes explicit shortly beyond the middle of the
book, and after remaining explicit for some time, it recedes again.
Hence the movement of the Prince may be described as an ascent
followed by a descent. Roughly speaking, the peak is in the
center. This course is prefigured in the first part of the book
(chs. 1-11): the highest theme of this part (new principalities ac-
quired by one’s own arms and virtue) and the grandest examples
(Moses, Theseus, Romulus, Cyrus) are discussed in chapter 6,
which is literally the central chapter of the first part.

But let us follow this movement somewhat more closely At
first sight, the Prince belongs to the traditional genre of mirrors
of princes which are primarily addressed to legitimate princes,
and the most familiar case of the legitimate prince is the un-
disputed heir. Machiavelli almost opens the Prince by following
custom in calling the hereditary prince the “natural prince.” He
suggests that the natural is identical with the established or cus-
tomary, the ordinary and the reasonable; or that it is the opposite
of the violent. In the first two chapters he uses only contempo-
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rary or almost contemporary Italian examples: we do not leave
the dimension of the familiar. We cannot help noting that in the
Discourses, which open with his declaration that he will communi-
cate therein new modes and orders, the first two chapters are
devoted to the remote beginnings of cities and states: we immedi-
ately transcend the dimension of the familiar. In the third chapter
of the Prince, he continues to speak of “the natural and ordinary”
and “the ordinary and reasonable” but he now makes it clear that
nature favors the established no more than the disestablishment of
the established or, more generally stated, that the natural and
ordinary stands in a certain tension to the customary: since the
desire for acquisition is “natural and ordinary,” the destruction
of “natural” princes, “the extinction of ancient blood,” by an
extraordinary conqueror is perhaps more natural than the peaceful
and smooth transition from one ordinary heir to another.” In ac-
cordance with this step forward, foreign and ancient examples
come to the fore: the Turks and above all the Romans appear
to be superior to the Italians and even to the French. Provoked
by the remark of a French Cardinal that the Italians know
nothing of war, and thus justified, Machiavelli replied, as he re-
ports here, that the French know nothing of politics: the Romans,
whose modes of action are discussed in the center of the chapter,
understood both war and politics. Furthermore, he transcends the
Here and Now also by referring to a doctrine of the physicians,
for medicine is an achievement of the ancients,® and by opposing
the wise practice of the Romans to “what is everyday in the
mouth of the sages of our times.” But he is not yet prepared to
take issue with the opinion held by more than one contemporary
according to which faith must be kept. In chapters 4-6, ancient
examples preponderate for the first time. Chapter 6 is devoted
to the most glorious type of wholly new princes in wholly new
states, i.e.,, to what is least ordinary and most ancient. The heroic
founders discussed therein acquired their positions by virtue, and
not by chance, and their greatness revealed itself by their success
in introducing wholly new modes and orders which differed pro-
foundly from the established, familiar, and ancient. They stand at
the opposite pole from the customary and old established, for two
opposite reasons: they were ancient innovators, ancient enemies of
the ancient. Chapter 6 is the only chapter of the Prince in which
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Machiavelli speaks of prophets, ie., of men to whom God speaks.
In the same chapter there occurs the first Latin quotation. Com-
pared with that chapter, the rest of the first part marks a descent.
The hero of chapter 7 is Cesare Borgia, who acquired his prin-
cipality by means of chance. He is presented at the outset as
simply a model for new princes. But, to say nothing of the fact
that he failed because of a grave mistake of his, he was not a
wholly new prince in a wholly new state: he is a model for such
new princes as try to make changes in ancient orders by means
of new modes rather than for such new princes, like the heroes
of chapter 6, as try to introduce wholly new modes and orders.
Accordingly, the emphasis shifts to modern examples from this
point on.? As for chapters 8-11, it suffices to note that even their
chapter headings no longer contain references to new princes;
the princes discussed therein were at most new princes in old
states. The last two chapters of the first part contain, as did the
first two chapters, only modern examples, although the last two
chapters contain also examples other than Italian.

The second part (chs. 12-14) marks an ascent from the end
of the first part. The first part had ended with a discussion of
ecclesiastical principalities, which as such are unarmed. We learn
now that good arms are the necessary and sufficient condition
for good laws.!® As Machiavelli indicates through the headings of
chapters 12-13, he ascends in these chapters from the worst kind
of arms to the best. We note in this part an almost continuous
ascent from modern examples to ancient ones. This ascent is ac-
companied by three references to the question as to whether mod-
ern or ancient examples should be chosen; in the central reference
it is suggested that it would be more natural to prefer ancient
examples.’! Machiavelli now takes issue not only with specific po-
litical or military errors committed by “the sages of our times”
but (although without mentioning his name) with his contempo-
rary Savonarola’s fundamental error: Savonarola erroneously be-
lieved that the ruin of Italy was caused by religious sins, and not
by military sins. In this fairly short part (about 10 pages) Machia-
velli refers six times to ancient literature while he had referred
to it in the considerably more extensive first part (about 37
pages) only twice. Only in the second part does he come close
to referring deferentially to the highest authorities of political or
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moral thought. He refers, not indeed to the New Testament, but
to the Old, and not indeed to what the Old Testament says about
Moses but to what it says about David, and not to what it says
about David literally but to what it says about David, or in con-
nection with David, figuratively. And he refers, not indeed to
Aristotle, or to Plato, but to Xenophon whom he regarded how-
ever as the author of the classic mirror of princes. Besides, the
Old Testament citation in chapter 13 merely supplies at most an
additional example of the correct choice of arms; Xenophon’s Ed-
ucation of Cyrus, mentioned at the end of chapter 14, however,
is the only authority he refers to as setting forth a complete moral
code for a prince. To say the least, the height reached at the end
of the second part recalls the height reached in the center of the
first part: the second part ends and culminates in a praise of Cyrus
—one of the four “grandest examples” spoken of in chapter 6. In
the first part, Machiavelli leisurely ascends to the greatest doers
and then leisurely descends again; in the second part he ascends
quickly to the origins of the traditional understanding of the
greatest doers.

Right at the beginning of the third part (chs. 15-23) Machia-
velli begins to uproot the Great Tradition. The emphasis is on a
change in the general teaching: the first chapter of the third part
is the only chapter of the Prince which does not contain any
historical examples. Machiavelli now takes issue explicitly and
coherently with the traditional and customary view according to
which the prince ought to live virtuously and ought to rule vir-
tuously. From this we begin to understand why he refrained in
the second part from referring to the highest authorities: the
missing peak above the Old Testament and Xenophon is not the
New Testament and Plato or Aristotle but Machiavelli's own
thought: all ancient or traditional teachings are to be superseded
by a shockingly new teaching. But he is careful not to shock any-
one unduly. While the claim to radical innovation is suggested, it
is made in a subdued manner: he suggests that he is merely stating
in his own name and openly a teaching which some ancient writers
had set forth covertly or by using their characters as their mouth-
pieces.’? Yet this strengthens Machiavelli’s claim in truth as much
as it weakens it in appearance: one cannot radically change the
mode of a teaching without radically changing its substance. The
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argument ascends from chapter 15 up to chapters 19 or 20 and
then descends again. In chapter 17 Machiavelli begins to speak
again of “new princes,” after a pause of 10 chapters, and he con-
tinues to do so in the three subsequent chapters; at the beginning
of chapter 21 he still refers to “a quasi-new prince,” but in the
rest of the third part this high theme disappears completely:
Machiavelli descends again to ordinary or second rate princes.®
This movement is paralleled by a change regarding modern or
ancient examples. Up through chapter 19, there is, generally
speaking, an increase in emphasis on the ancient; thereafter mod-
ern examples preponderate obviously.!* The last two-thirds of
chapter 19, which deal with the Roman emperors, may be said
to mark the peak of the third part. The passage is introduced as
a rejoinder to what “many” might object against Machiavelli’s
own opinion. Chapter 19 is literally the center of the third part,
just as the peak of the first part was literally its center (ch. 6).
This is no accident. Chapter 19 completes the explicit discussion of
the founder while chapter 6 had begun it. Hence we may justly
describe chapter 19 as the peak of the Prince as a whole, and the
third part as its most important part.!®> Chapter 19 reveals the
truth about the founders, or the greatest doers almost fully.® The
full revelation requires the universalization of the lesson derived
from the study of the Roman emperors, and this universalization is
presented in the first section of chapter 20. Immediately thereafter
the descent begins. Machiavelli refers there to a saying of “our
ancients,” i.e., of the reputedly wise men of old Florence, and
rejects it in an unusually cautious manner:!? after having broken
with the most exalted teaching of the venerable Great Tradition,
he humbly returns to a show of reverence for a fairly recent and
purely local tradition. Shortly afterwards he expresses his agreement
with “the judgment of many,” and immediately before questioning
the wisdom of building fortresses and before showing that the
practice of building fortresses had wisely been abandoned by a
considerable number of Italian contemporaries, he says that he
praises the building of fortresses “because it has been used from
ancient times.”® He shows every sign of wishing to pretend that
he believes in the truth of the equation of the good with the
ancient and the customary. Acting in the same spirit he expresses
there a belief in human gratitude, respect for justice, and honesty??
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which is quite at variance with everything that went before, and
especially with what he said in the third part.

Just as the movement of the argument in the third part resembles
that in the first part, the movement of the argument in the fourth
part (chs. 24-26) resembles that in the second part. In contrast to
the last chapters of the third part, the fourth part is marked by
the following characteristics: Machiavelli speaks again of the “new
prince,” and even “the new prince in a new principality” and he
again emphasizes ancient models. Philip of Macedon, “not the
father of Alexander, but the one who was defeated by Titus
Quintus,” i.e., an ancient prince who did not belong to the highest
class of princes, is presented as vastly superior to the contemporary
Italian princes who also were defeated. While the central chapter
of the fourth part contains only modern examples, it compensates
for this, as it were, by being devoted to an attack on a contempo-
rary Italian belief, or rather on a belief which is more commonly
held in contemporary Italy than it was in the past. In the last
chapter, Moses, Cyrus, and Theseus, three of the four heroic
founders praised in chapter 6, are mentioned again; Moses and
Theseus had not been mentioned since. In that chapter Machiavelli
speaks in the most unrestrained terms of what he hopes for from
a contemporary Italian prince or from the latter’s family. But he
does not leave the slightest doubt that what he hopes for from a
contemporary new prince in a new state is not more than at best
a perfect imitation of the ancient founders, an imitation made
possible by the survival of the Italians’ ancient valor: he does not
expect a glorious deed of an entirely new kind, or a new creation.
While the last chapter of the Prince is thus a call to a most glorious
imitation of the peaks of antiquity within contemporary Italy, the
general teaching of the Prince, and especially of its third part, i.e.,
Machiavelli’s understanding of the ancient founders and of the
foundation of society in general, is the opposite of an imitation,
however perfect: while the greatest deed possible in contempo-
rary Italy is an imitation of the greatest deeds of antiquity, the
greatest theoretical achievement possible in contemporary Italy is
“wholly new.”2® We conclude, therefore, that the movement of
the Prince as a whole is an ascent followed by a descent.

It is characteristic of the Prince to partake of two pairs of
opposites: it is both a treatise and a tract for the times, and it
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has both a traditional exterior and a revolutionary interior. There
is a connection between these two pairs of opposites. As a treatise,
the book sets forth a timeless teaching, i.e., a teaching which is
meant to be true for all times; as a tract for the times, it sets forth
what ought to be done at a particular time. But the timelessly true
teaching is related to time because it is new at the particular time
at which it is set forth, and its being new, or not coeval with man,
is not accidental. A new teaching concerning the foundations of
society being, as such, unacceptable or exposed to enmity, the
movement from the accepted or old teaching to the new must be
made carefully, or the revolutionary interior must be carefully
protected by a traditional exterior. The twofold relation of the
book to the particular time at which it was composed or for which
it was composed explains why the preponderance of modern ex-
amples has a twofold meaning: modern examples are more immedi-
ately relevant for action in contemporary Italy than ancient ex-
amples, and a discussion of modern examples is less “presumptuous”?*
or offensive than is a discussion of the most exalted ancient examples
or of the origins of the established order which are neither present
nor near. This must be borne in mind if one wants to understand
what Machiavelli means by calling the Prince a “treatise.”?? As
matters stand, it is necessary to add the remark that, in describing
the Prince as the work of a revolutionary, we have used that
term in the precise sense: a revolutionary is a man who breaks
the law, the law as a whole, in order to replace it by a new law
which he believes to be better than the old law.

The Prince is obviously a combination of a treatise and a
tract for the times. But the manner in which that combination is
achieved is not obvious: the last chapter does come as a surprise.
We believe that this difficulty can be resolved if one does not
forget that the Prince also combines a traditional surface with a
revolutionary center. As a treatise, the Prince conveys a general
teaching; as a tract for the times, it conveys a particular counsel.
The general teaching cannot be identical, but it must at least be
compatible, with the particular counsel. There may even be a
connection between the general and the particular which is closer
than mere compatibility: the general teaching may necessitate the
particular counsel, given the particular circumstances in which
the immediate addressee of the Prince finds himself, and the par-
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ticular counsel may require the general teaching of the Prince and
be incompatible with any other general teaching. At any rate, in
studying the general teaching of the Prince we must never lose
sight of the particular situation in which Lorenzo finds himself. We
must understand the general in the light of the particular. We must
translate every general rule which is addressed generally to princes,
or a kind of prince, into a particular counsel addressed to Lorenzo.
And conversely, we must work our way upward from the par-
ticular counsel which is given in the last chapter to its general
premises. Perhaps the complete general premises differ from the
general premises as explicitly stated, and the complete particular
counsel differs from the particular counsel as explicitly stated.
Perhaps the unstated implications, general or particular, provide
the link between the general teaching as explicitly stated and the
particular counsel as explicitly stated.

What precisely is the difficulty created by the counsel given
in the last chapter of the Prince? As for the mere fact that that
chapter comes as a surprise of some kind, one might rightly say
that in the Prince no surprise ought to be surprising. In the light
of the indications given in the first chapter, chapters 8-11 come as
a surprise, to say nothing of other surprises. Besides, one merely
has to read the Prince with ordinary care, in order to see that
the call to liberate Italy with which the book ends is the natural
conclusion of the book. For instance, in chapter 12 Machiavelli
says that the outcome of the Italian military system has been that
“Italy has been overrun by Charles, plundered by Louis, violated
by Ferdinand, and insulted by the Swiss,” or that Italy has be-
come “enslaved and insulted.”?® What other conclusion can be
drawn from this state of things than that one must bend every
effort to liberate Italy after having effected a complete reform of
her military system, i.e., that one ought to do what the last chapter
says Lorenzo ought to do? The last chapter presents a problem
not because it is a call to liberate Italy but because it is silent as
to the difficulties obstructing the liberation of Italy. In that chap-
ter it is said more than once that the action recommended to
Lorenzo, or urged upon him, will not be “very difficult”: almost
everything has been done by God; only the rest remains to be
done by the human liberator. The chapter creates the impression
that the only things required for the liberation of Italy are the
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Italians’ strong loathing of foreign domination, and their ancient
valor; the liberator of Italy can expect spontaneous cooperation
from all his compatriots and he can expect that they will all fly
to arms against the foreigners once he “takes the banner.” It is
true that Machiavelli stresses even here the need for a radical re-
form of the Italian military system. In fact, he devotes the whole
center of the chapter, i.e., almost half of the chapter, to the military
conditions for the liberation of Italy. But all the more striking is
his complete silence as to its political conditions. What would be
gained by all Italians becoming the best soldiers in the world if
they were to turn their skill and prowess against one another or,
in other words, if there were not first established a strict unity
of command, to say nothing of unity of training? It is absurd to
say that Machiavelli’s patriotic fervor temporarily blinds him to
the hard practical problems: his patriotic fervor does not prevent
him from speaking in the last chapter very prosaically and even
technically about the military preparation. The liberator of Italy
is described as a new prince, for the liberation of Italy presupposes
the introduction of new laws and new orders: he must do for
Italy what Moses did for the people of Israel. But, as Machiavelli
had been at pains to point out in the earlier chapters of the book,
the new prince necessarily offends many of his fellow countrymen,
especially those who benefit from the customary order of things,
and his adherents are necessarily unreliable. In the last chapter he
is silent on the subject of the inevitable offensiveness of the lib-
erator’s actions, as well as concerning the powerful resistances
which he must expect. The liberator of Italy is urged there to
furnish himself with his own troops who will be all the better if
they see themselves commanded by their own prince: will the
Venetian or the Milanese troops regard the Florentine Lorenzo
as their own prince? Machiavelli does not say a word about the
difficulties which might be created for the liberator by the various
Italian republics and princes. He merely alludes to those difficulties
by raising the rhetorical question, “what envy will oppose itself
to him?” and by speaking once of “the weakness of the chiefs” in
Italy. Does he mean to say that the patriotic fervor of the Italian
people will suffice for sweeping aside those weak chiefs, however
envious they might be? He certainly implies that before the lib-
erator can liberate Italy, he would have to take not merely a
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banner, as is said in the text of the chapter, but Italy herself, as
is said in the heading. It is a rare if not unique case in Machiavelli’s
books that the heading of a chapter should be more informative
than its body.

Apart from chapters 26 and 24, the headings of which refer
us to contemporary Italy, only one chapter heading in the Prince
contains proper names and thus draws our attention to the particu-
lar. Chapter 4 is entitled: “Why the Kingdom of Darius which
Alexander had seized did not rebel against Alexander’s successors
after his death.”?* As a consequence, the place of the chapter
within the plan of the general teaching as indicated in chapter 1,
is not immediately clear. Chapter 4 is the central one of three
chapters which deal with “mixed principalities,” i.e., with the
acquisition of new territory by princes or republics, or, in other
words, with conquest. The primary example in chapter 3 is the
policy of conquest practiced by King Louis XII of France; but the
country in which he tried to acquire new territory was Italy. In
chapter 3, Machiavelli discusses the difficulties obstructing foreign
conquests in Italy, a subject most important to the liberator of
Italy. By discussing the mistakes which the French king committed
in attempting to make lasting conquests in Italy, Machiavelli un-
doubtedly gives advice to foreigners contemplating conquest in
his own fatherland.2> This might seem to cast a reflection on his
patriotism. But one might justly say that such advice is only the
reverse side, if the odious side, of advice as to how to defend
Italy against foreign domination, or how to liberate Italy. It appears
from Machiavelli’s discussion that but for certain grave mistakes
committed by the French king, he could easily have kept his
Italian conquests. The French king committed the grave mistakes
of permitting the minor Italian powers to be destroyed and of
strengthening a major Italian power, instead of protecting the
minor Italian powers and humiliating that major power. We are
forced to wonder what conclusion the liberator of Italy would
have to draw from these observations. Should he destroy the minor
Italian powers and strengthen the major Italian powers? The
destruction of the minor powers which Machiavelli has in mind was
effected by Cesare Borgia whose actions he holds up as models
for Lorenzo. But would not the strengthening of the other major
Italian powers perpetuate, and even increase, the difficulties of
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keeping the foreigner out of Italy? It is this question which is
taken up in an oblique way in chapter 4. Machiavelli there dis-
tinguishes two kinds of principality: one like the Persia conquered
by Alexander the Great, in which one man is prince and all others
are slaves, and another kind, like France, which is ruled by a
king and barons, i.e., in which powers exist that are not simply
dependent on the prince but rule in their own right. He makes this
distinction more general by comparing the French monarchy to
Greece prior to the Roman conquest. What he is concerned with
is then the difference between countries ruled by a single gov-
ernment from which all political authority within the country is
simply derived, and countries in which there exists a number of
regional or local powers, each ruling in its own right. Seen in
the light of this distinction, Italy belongs to the same kind of
country as France. In discussing Alexander’s conquest of Persia,
Machiavelli is compelled to discuss the conquest of a country of
the opposite kind, i.e., the conquest of France. This, however, means
that he is enabled to continue surreptitiously the discussion, begun
in the preceding chapter, of the conquest of Italy.?6 Chapter 4
supplies this lesson: while it is difficult to conquer Persia, it is
easy to keep her; conversely, while it is easy to conquer France,
it is difficult to keep her. France (for which we may substitute
in this context Italy) is easy to conquer because there will always
be a discontented baron (state) that will be anxious to receive
foreign help against the king (against other states within the
country). She is difficult to keep because the old local or regional
loyalties will always reassert themselves against the new prince.
Secure possession of the country is impossible as long as the ancient
blood of the local or regional lords or dukes or princes has not
been extinguished. One might think for a moment that what is
good for the foreign conqueror of a country of the kind under
discussion is not necessarily good for the native liberator of such a
country. But, as Machiavelli indicates in chapter 3, the superiority
of France to Italy in strength and unity is due to the extirpation of
the princely lines of Burgundy, Brittany, Gascony and Normandy.
Given the urgency arising from foreign domination of Italy, the
liberator cannot afford to wait until the other princely families
have become extinct in the course of centuries. He will have to
do on the largest scale what Cesare Borgia had done on a small
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scale:27 in order to uproot the power of the old local and regional
loyalties which are a major source of Italian weakness, one must
extinguish the families of the obnoxious Italian princes. Cesare
Borgia performs a crucial function in the Prince for the additional
reason that he is the link between the foreign conqueror of Italy
and her native, patriotic liberator: since he was not simply an
Italian, he could not well be regarded as a potential liberator of
his fatherland.?® As for the Italian republics, we learn from chapter
5, the last chapter devoted to the subject of conquest, that the
only way in which a prince, or a republic, can be sure of the
loyalty of a conquered republican city with an old tradition of
autonomy is to ruin it, and to disperse its inhabitants, and that
this holds true regardless of whether the conqueror and the con-
quered are sons of the same country or not.?®

The information regarding the political prerequisites of the
liberation of Italy is withheld in the chapter which is explicitly
devoted to the liberation of Italy because Machiavelli desired to
keep the noble and shining end untarnished by the base and dark
means that are indispensable for its achievement. He desired this
because the teaching that “the end justifies the means” is repulsive,
and he wanted the Prince to end even more attractively than it
began. The information withheld in the last chapter is supplied in
the section on conquest. To that section above all others we must
turn if we desire to know what kinds of resistance on the part
of his countrymen the liberator of Italy will have to overcome,
and what kinds of offense against his fellow countrymen he will
have to commit. To liberate Italy from the barbarians means to
unify Italy, and to unify Italy means to conquer Italy. It means
to do in Italy something much more difficult than what Ferdinand
of Aragon had done in Spain, but in certain respects comparable to
it.3 The liberator of Italy cannot depend on the spontaneous fol-
lowing of all inhabitants of Italy. He must pursue a policy of iron
and poison, of murder and treachery. He must not shrink from
the extermination of Italian princely families and the destruction
of Italian republican cities whenever actions of this kind are con-
ducive to his end. The liberation of Italy means a complete revo-
lution. It requires first and above everything else a revolution in
thinking about right and wrong. Italians have to learn that the
patriotic end hallows every means however much condemned by
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the most exalted traditions both philosophic and religious. The
twenty-sixth chapter of the Discourses, which has already supplied
us with more than one key to the Prince, confirms our present con-
clusion. Its heading says: “A new prince, in a city or country taken
by him must make everything new.” From its text we learn that
just as Cesare Borgia did not become master of the Romagna except
by “cruelty well used,” Philip of Macedon did not become within
a short time “prince of Greece” except by the use of means which
were inimical not only to every humane manner of life but to every
Christian manner of life as well.3!

The major Italian power which the would-be foreign conqueror,
Louis XII, mistakenly strengthened instead of humiliating, was the
Church. The native liberator of Italy on the other hand, is advised
to use his family connection with the then Pope Leo X in order
to receive support for his patriotic enterprise from the already greatly
strengthened Church. He is advised, in other words, to use the
Church ruled by Leo X as Cesare Borgia, the model, had used the
Church ruled by Alexander VI. But this counsel can be of only a
provisional character. To see this, one has to consider Machia-
velli’s reflections on Cesare’s successes and failures. Cesare’s suc-
cusses ultimately benefited only the Church, and thus increased the
obstacles to the conquest or liberation of Italy. Cesare was a mere
tool of Alexander VI and hence, whatever Alexander’s wishes may
have been, a mere tool of the papacy. Ultimately, Alexander rather
than Cesare represents the contemporary Italian model of a new
prince. For Cesare’s power was based on the power of the papacy.
That power failed him when Alexander died. Cesare’s failure was
not accidental, considering that the average length of a Pope’s
reign is ten years, that the influence of any Italian prince on the
election of a new Pope is not likely to be greater than that of the
great foreign powers and, above all, considering that the Church
has a purpose or interest of its own which casts discredit on and thus
endangers the use of the power of the Church for purposes other
than strengthening the Church.3? The liberation of Italy which re-
quires the unification of Italy eventually requires therefore the secu-
larization of the Papal states. It requires even more. According to
Machiavelli, the Church is not only through its temporal power the
chief obstacle to the unity of Italy; the Church is also responsible for
the religious and moral corruption of Italy and for the ensuing loss
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of political virtue. In addition, Machiavelli was very much in fear of
the Swiss, whose military excellence he traced partly to their sturdy

iety. He draws the conclusion that if the Papal Court were removed
to Switzerland, one would soon observe the deterioration of Swiss
piety and morals and hence of Swiss power.?® He seemed to have
played with the thought that the liberator of Italy would have to

o beyond secularizing the Papal states; he might have to remove
the Papal Court to Switzerland and thus kill two birds with one
stone. The liberator of Italy must certainly have the courage to
do what Giovampagolo Baglioni was too vile to do, namely, “to
show the prelates how little one ought to respect people who live
and rule as they do and thus to perform an action whose greatness
obliterates every infamy and every danger that might arise from it.”
He must make Italy as united as she was “in the time of the Ro-
mans.”®* The addressee of the Prince is advised to imitate Romulus
among others. To imitate Romulus means to found Rome again.
But Rome exists. Or could the imitation of Romulus mean to found
again a pagan Rome, a Rome destined to become again the most
glorious republic and the seminary and the heart of the most glori-
ous empire? Machiavelli does not answer this question in so many
words. When he mentions for the second time, in the last chapter
of the Prince, the venerable models whom the addressee of the
Prince should imitate, he is silent about Romulus.?® The question
which he forces us to raise, he answers by silence. In this connection
we may note that, whereas in the Discourses “We” sometimes
means “We Christians,” “We” never has this meaning in the Prince.
At any rate, both the explicit general teaching and the explicit
particular counsel conveyed by the Prince are more traditional or
less revolutionary than both the complete general teaching and the
complete particular counsel. The two pairs of opposites which are
characteristic of the Prince, namely, its being both a treatise and
a tract for the times and its having both a traditional exterior and a
revolutionary center, are nicely interwoven. The Prince is alto-
gether, as Machiavelli indicates at the beginning of the second
chapter, a fine web. The subtlety of the web contrasts with the
shocking frankness of speech which he sometimes employs or affects.
It would be better to say that the subtle web is subtly interwoven
with the shocking frankness of speech which he chooses to employ
at the proper time and in the proper place.
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So much for the present regarding the character of the Prince.
The subject of the book is the prince but especially the new prince.
In the Epistle Dedicatory, Machiavelli indicates that his teaching is
based upon his knowledge of the actions of great men; but the
greatest examples of great men are new princes like Moses, Cyrus,
Romulus and Theseus, men “who have acquired or founded king-
doms.” In the first chapter, he divides principalities into classes with
a view to the differences of materials and modes of acquisition
rather than to differences of structure and purpose. He thus indi-
cates from the outset that he is chiefly concerned with men who
desire to acquire principalities (either mixed or wholly new), i.e.,
with new princes. There is a twofold reason for this emphasis. The
obvious reason is the fact that the immediate addressee of the book
is a new prince, and one who is, moreover, advised to become
prince of Italy and thus to become a new prince in a more exalted
sense. But what at first glance seems to be dictated merely by
Machiavelli’s consideration for the needs and prospects of his imme-
diate addressee proves, on reflection, to be necessary for purely
theoretical reasons as well. All principalities, even if they are now
elective or hereditary, were originally new principalities. Even all
republics, at least the greatest republics, were founded by outstand-
ing men wielding extraordinary power, i.e., by new princes. To
discuss new princes means then to discuss the origins or foundations
of all states or of all social orders, and therewith the nature of
society. The fact that the addressee of the Prince is an actual or
potential new prince somewhat conceals the eminent theoretical
significance of the theme “the new prince.”

The ambiguity due to the fact that the Prince sometimes deals
with princes in general and sometimes with new princes in par-
ticular is increased by the ambiguity of the term “new prince.” The
term may designate the founder of a dynasty in a state already
established, i.e., a new prince in an old state, or a man who “seizes”
a state, like Sforza in Milan or Agathocles in Syracuse or Liverotto
in Fermo. But it may also designate a new prince in a new state or
“a wholly new prince in a wholly new state,” i.e., a man who has
not merely acquired a state already in existence but has founded a
state. The new prince in a new state in his turn may be an imitator,
i.e., adopt modes and orders invented by another new prince, or
in other ways follow the beaten track. But he may also be the
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originator of new modes and orders, or a radical innovator, the
founder of a new type of society, possibly the founder of a new
religion—in brief, a man like Moses, Cyrus, Theseus, or Romulus.
Machiavelli applies to men of the highest order the term “proph-
ets.”% That term would seem to fit Moses rather than the three
others. Moses is indeed the most important founder: Christianity
rests on a foundation laid by Moses.

At the beginning of the chapter which is devoted to the grand-
est examples, Machiavelli makes unambiguously clear the fact that
he does not expect the addressee of the Prince to be or to become
an originator: he advises his reader to become an imitator or to
follow the beaten track or to be a man of second rate virtue. This
is not surprising: an originator would not need Machiavelli’s in-
struction. As he states in the Epistle Dedicatory, he wishes that
Lorenzo would “understand” what he himself “had come to know
and had come to understand”: he does not expect him to have
come to know the most important things by himself. Lorenzo
may have an “excellent” brain; he is not expected to have a “most
excellent” brain3? However this may be, being “a prudent man,”
he is exhorted to “follow the track beaten by great men and to
imitate those who have been most excellent,” i.e., men like Romulus
and Moses. On the other hand, the precepts which Machiavelli
gives to Lorenzo are abstracted from the actions, not of Romulus
or Moses, but of Cesare Borgia.3® For, to say nothing of other
considerations, Lorenzo’s hoped-for rise depends upon his family
connection with the present head of the Church and therewith
on chance, just as Cesare’s actual rise depended on his family
connection with a former head of the Church, whereas Romulus
and Moses rose to power through virtue as distinguished from
chance. In imitating Cesare Borgia, Lorenzo would admit his
inferiority to Cesare: Machiavelli’s book would be somewhat out
of place if meant for a man of Cesare’s stature and lack of scruples.
Still, Lorenzo is advised to imitate men of the stature of Romulus
and of Moses. As appears from the last chapter, however, that
imitation is expected less of Lorenzo by himself than of the illus-
trious house to which he belongs.

In the last chapter the emphasis is altogether on Moses. Machi-
avelli says there that God was a friend of Moses, Cyrus and Theseus.
The description is applied to Moses with greater propriety than
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to Cyrus and to Theseus. Lorenzo is then exhorted to imitate Moses.
The notion of imitating the prophets of old was familiar to
Machiavelli’s contemporaries: Savonarola appeared as a new Amos
or as a new Moses, ie., as a man who did the same things which
the Biblical prophets had done, in new circumstances. This is
not to say that there is no difference between the imitation of
Moses as Savonarola meant it and the imitation of Moses as Machi-
avelli understood it. In order to encourage Lorenzo to liberate
Italy, Machiavelli reminds him of the miracles which God had
performed before their eyes: “The sea has been divided. A cloud
has guided you on your way. The rock has given forth water.
Manna has rained.” The miracles of Lorenzo’s time which indeed
are attested to by Machiavelli alone, imitate the miracles of Moses’
time. More precisely, they imitate the miracles which were per-
formed, not in Egypt, the house of bondage, but on the way from
Egypt to the promised land—to a land to be conquered. Differing
from Savonarola, Machiavelli does not predict that Florence, or
her ruler, will become the ruler of Italy,3® for the success of the
venture now depends alone on the exercise of human virtue which,
because of man’s free-will, cannot be foreseen. What may be
imminent, Machiavelli suggests, is the conquest of another promised
land, the land which Machiavelli has half-promised to Lorenzo.
But alas, the imitation of Moses is bad for Lorenzo; for Moses
did not conquer the promised land: he died at its borders. In
this dark way, Machiavelli, the new sibyl, prophesies that Lorenzo
will not conquer and liberate Italy.®® He did not regard the
practical proposal with which he concluded the Prince as prac-
ticable. He had measured the forces of contemporary Italy too
well to have any delusions. As he states in the two Prefaces of the
companion book, which in this respect takes up the thread where
the Prince drops it, “of that ancient virtue [which is politicall no
trace has been left” in Italy. Not the short range project suggested
at the end of the Prince, but rather the long range project indicated
throughout the Discourses offers hope for success. Many writers
have dismissed the last chapter of the Prince as a piece of mere
rhetoric. This assertion—if it were followed up by an intelligent
account of the enigmatic conclusion of the Primce—could be
accepted as a crude expression of the fact that that chapter must
not be taken literally or too seriously.
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Machiavelli is not content with indicating his opinion by
leading us to think of the inauspicious character of the imitation
of Moses in respect of the conquest of a promised land. While
stressing the imitative character of the work to which he exhorts
Lorenzo, he stresses the fact that the liberator of Italy must be an
originator, an inventor of new modes and orders, hence not an
imitator. He himself hints at some far-reaching tactical innovations.
But it is clear that the innovator or the inventor in these matters
would be Machiavelli, not Lorenzo. The cryptic prediction of
Lorenzo’s failure, if he were to attempt to liberate Italy, can
therefore be restated as follows: only a man of genius, of supreme
virtue, could possibly succeed in liberating Italy; but Lorenzo
lacks the highest form of virtue. This being the case, he is com-
pelled to rely too much on chance. Machiavelli indicates and
conceals how much Lorenzo would have to rely on chance by
the religious language which he employs in the last chapter. He
mentions God as often there as in all other chapters of the Prince
taken together. He refers to the liberator of Italy as an Italian
“spirit”; he describes the liberation of Italy as a divine redemption
and he suggests its resemblance to the resurrection of the dead
as depicted by Ezekiel; he alludes to the miracles wrought by
God in Italy. However much we might wish to be moved by
these expressions of religious sentiment, we fail in our effort.
Machiavelli’s certainty of divine intervention reminds us of his
expectation of a spontaneous all-Italian rising against the hated
foreigners. Just as that expectation is at variance with what earlier
chapters had indicated as to the certainty of powerful Italian
resistance to the liberator and unifier of Italy, so the expression of
religious sentiment is at variance with earlier explicit remarks.
According to those remarks, fear of God is desirable or indis-
pensable in soldiers and perhaps in subjects in general, while the
prince need merely appear religious, and he can easily create that
appearance considering the crudity of the large majority of men. In
the last chapter itself, Machiavelli calls the God-wrought con-
temporary events which resemble certain Biblical miracles not
“miracles” but “extraordinary” events “without example”#: he
thus denies the reality of those Biblical miracles and therewith,
for an obvious reason, the reality of all Biblical miracles. Without
such a denial, his own free invention of the contemporary “extraor-
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dinary” events would not have been possible: those invented
miracles have the same status as the Biblical miracles. According
to the Prince, miracles are happenings which are neither common
nor reasonable. They are happenings that cannot be traced to
secondary causes but only to God directly. Near the beginning
of chapter 25 Machiavelli suggests that what is generally meant
by God is in truth nothing but chance. Hence the suggestion
made in chapter 26, that a number of miracles had happened in
contemporary Italy is the figurative equivalent of the assertion,
made explicitly in chapter 25, that chance is particularly powerful
in contemporary Italy. More specifically, many “miraculous losses”
have been sustained in contemporary Italy.*> In the last chapter
Machiavelli enumerates seven astonishing defeats suffered in the
immediate past by Italian troops.*® Since there is no defeat without
a victor, one may speak with equal right of “miraculous losses
and miraculous acquisitions” being the necessary consequence of
the preponderance of Fortuna’s power in contemporary Italy.t4
This means that, given the poverty of the Italian military system
and the ensuing preponderance of chance, a well advised and
industrious prince might have astounding temporary successes
against other Italian princes, just as Pope Julius II had such successes
against his cowardly enemies. In particular, Lorenzo might succeed
in building up a strong power in Tuscany. But the thought of
defeating the powerful military monarchies which dominate parts
of Italy remains for the time being a dream.%®

One cannot understand the meaning of the last chapter, and
therewith of the Prince as a whole, without taking into considera-
tion the position, the character and the aspirations of the other
partner in the relationship, not to say in the dialogue, which is
constitutive of the book. In proportion as the status of Lorenzo
is lessened, the stature of Machiavelli grows. At the beginning,
in the Epistle Dedicatory, Lorenzo appears as dwelling on the
wholesome heights of majesty whereas Machiavelli must inhale
the dust at his feet: the favorite of Fortuna is contrasted with her
enemy. Machiavelli presents himself as a man who possesses informa-
tion which princes necessarily lack and yet need. He describes
that information in a way which is surprising not only to those
who are forced by disposition or training to think of statistical
data. He claims to possess knowledge of the nature of princes:
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just as one sees mountains best from a valley and valleys best from
a mountain, so one must be a prince in order to know well the
nature of peoples, and one must be a man of the people in order
to know well the nature of princes. In other words, while Lorenzo
and Machiavelli are at opposite ends of the scale of Fortuna, they
are equal in wisdom: each possesses one half of the whole of
political wisdom; they are born to supplement each other. Machi-
avelli does not say that they should pool their resources in order
to liberate Italy. Nor does he wish to hand over his share of
political wisdom to Lorenzo as a pure gift. He desires to receive
something in return. He desires to better his fortune. Looking
forward to the end of the book, we may say that he desires
to better his fortune by showing Lorenzo how to better his
fortune through becoming prince of Italy. For, as he says already
in the Epistle Dedicatory, chance and Lorenzo’s other qualities
promise him a greatness which even surpasses his present great-
ness. He dedicates the Prince to Lorenzo because he seeks honorable
employment. He desires to become the servant of Lorenzo. Perhaps
he desires to become an occasional or temporary adviser to
Lorenzo. Perhaps he is even thinking of the position of a permanent
adviser. But the absolute limit of his ambition would be to become
the minister of Lorenzo, to be to Lorenzo what Antonio da Venafro
had been to Pandolfo Petrucci, prince of Siena. His desire would
be wholly unreasonable if he did not see his way toward convincing
his master of his competence. The proof of his competence is the
Prince. But competence is not enough. Lorenzo must also be
assured of Machiavelli’s loyalty or at least reliability. Machiavelli
cannot refer, not even in the Epistle Dedicatory, to the fact that
he had once had honorable employment in which he served
loyally. For he was a loyal servant of the republican regime in
Florence, and this by itself might compromise him in the eyes
of his prince. He faces this difficulty for the first time in the
chapter on civil principalities, i.e., on the kind of principality of
which Lorenzo’s rule is an example. He discusses there the question
of how the prince ought to treat the notables among his subjects.
He distinguishes three kinds of notables, the central one consisting
of men who do not commit themselves entirely to the cause of
the prince because they are pusillanimous and have a natural
defect of courage. Machiavelli advises the prince to employ men
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of this kind provided they are men of good counsel, “for in
prosperity you are honored on account of this and in adversity
you have nothing to fear from them.” Men of good counsel will
have the required pusillanimity if the power of the prince has
strong popular support: the few who can see with their own eyes
“do not dare to oppose themselves to the opinion of the many
who have the majesty of the state on their side.” Since Machiavelli
was suspected of having participated in a conspiracy against
the Medici, it was particularly necessary for him to show through
the Prince that men of his kind would never have the temerity
to engage in such dangerous undertakings for they would think
only of the probable outcome of the deed and not of its possible
intrinsic nobility. He almost presents the spectacle of a conversa-
tion between himself and a potential conspirator against the prince
in which he tries to convince the conspirator of the folly of his
imaginings—a spectacle the very suggestion of which must have
edified and reassured Lorenzo should he have read the Prince.
Eventually, Machiavelli does not refrain from speaking explicitly
about how a new prince should treat men who in the beginning
of his reign had been suspect because of their loyalty to the
preceding regime. He urges the prince to employ men of this kind.
“Pandolfo Petrucci, prince of Siena, ruled his state more with
those who were suspected by him than with others.” The mere
fact that such men are compelled to live down a past makes them
willing to be reliable servants of the prince. But by proving so
completely his reliability in addition to his competence, Machiavelli
might seem to have overshot the mark. His potential employer
might well wonder whether a man of Machiavelli’s cleverness,
if employed as an adviser or minister, would not receive all credit
for wise actions of the government and thus by contrast render the
less wise prince rather contemptible. Machiavelli reassures him,
as well as he can, by setting up the infallible general rule that a
prince who is not himself wise cannot be well advised.4®¢ Con-
sidering the great hazards to which Machiavelli exposes himself
by trying to enter the service of a new prince, one may wonder
whether according to his principles he ought not to have preferred
poverty and obscurity. He answers this question in the Discourses
since it cannot be answered with propriety in the Prince. Men in
his position, he indicates, live in continuous danger if they do
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not seek employment with the prince; in trying to give advice to
the prince, they must indeed “take things moderately,” ie., they
must avoid standing forth as the chief or sole promoters of a
bold scheme. Only if the bold scheme is backed by a strong party
can some risks be safely taken.#” The particular counsel which
Machiavelli gives to Lorenzo explicitly, i.e., the counsel which
he gives in the last chapter of the Prince, is moderate both because
it is silent concerning the extreme measures required for the
liberation of Italy and because it cannot but be very popular with
very many Italians.

We have not yet considered Machiavelli’s strange suggestion
that he possesses one half of political wisdom, namely, knowledge
of the nature of princes, whereas Lorenzo may possess the other
half, namely, knowledge of the nature of peoples. He makes this
suggestion in the same context in which he declares his intention
of giving rules for princely government. But to give rules to
princes as to how they ought to rule, means to teach them how
they ought to rule their peoples. Machiavelli cannot then teach
princes without possessing good knowledge of the nature of
peoples as well. In fact, he gives much evidence of his possessing
such knowledge inasmuch as he transmits it in the Prince to his
princely pupil. He knows then everything of relevance that the
prince knows, and in addition he knows much that is relevant
of which the prince is ignorant. He is not merely a potential
adviser of a prince but a teacher of princes as such. In fact, since
more than one of his precepts is not required for princes at all,
because princes would know such things without his instruction,
he also, through the Prince, teaches subjects what they should
expect from their prince, or the truth about the nature of princes.*
As an adviser of a prince, he addresses an individual; as a teacher
of political wisdom, he addresses an indefinite multitude. He
indicates his dual capacity and the corresponding duality of his
addressees by his use of the second person of the personal pronoun:
he uses “Thou” when addressing the prince, and even the man
who conspires against the prince, ie., when addressing men of
action, while he uses “You” when addressing those whose interest
is primarily theoretical, either simply or for the time being. The
latter kind of addressees of the Prince are identical with the
addressees of the Discourses, “the young.”t®
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Machiavelli mentions only one teacher of princes, namely,
Chiron the centaur who brought up Achilles and many other
ancient princes. Machiavelli’'s own model is a mythical figure:
he returns to the beginnings not only by making the heroic
founders his most exalted theme and the foundation of society
his most fundamental theme, but likewise in understanding his
own doing. His model is half beast, half man. He urges princes,
and especially new princes, first to make use of both natures, the
nature of the beast and the nature of man; and in the repetition,
simply to imitate the beast, i.e., to use the person of the fox and
the lion, or to imitate those two natures.’® The imitation of the
beast takes the place of the imitation of God. We may note here
that Machiavelli is our most important witness to the truth that
humanism is not enough. Since man must understand himself in
the light of the whole or of the origin of the whole which is not
human, or since man is the being that must try to transcend
humanity, he must transcend humanity in the direction of the
subhuman if he does not transcend it in the direction of the
superhuman. Tertium, ie., humanism, non datur. We may look
forward from Machiavelli to Swift whose greatest work culminates
in the recommendation that men should imitate the horses,’! to
Rousseau who demanded the return to the state of nature, a sub-
human state, and to Nietzsche who suggested that Truth is not
God but a Woman. As for Machiavelli one may say with at
least equal right that he replaces the imitation of the God-Man
Christ by the imitation of the Beast-Man Chiron. That Beast-Man
is, as Machiavelli indicates, a creation of the writers of antiquity,
a creature of the imagination. Just as Scipio, in imitating Cyrus,
in fact imitated a creation of Xenophon,%? so the princes in imitating
Chiron, will in fact imitate, not Chiron, but the ancient writers,
if the carrying out of a teaching can justly be called an imitation
of that teaching. But whatever may be true of princes or other
actors, certainly Machiavelli, by teaching princes what Chiron
was said to have taught, imitates Chiron or follows the creators
of Chiron. Yet, as we have noted before, merely by teaching
openly and in his own name what certain ancient writers had
taught covertly and by using their characters as their mouth-
pieces, Machiavelli sets forth an entirely new teaching. He is
a Chiron of an entirely new kind.
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As a teacher of princes or of new princes in general, Machiavelli
is not especially concerned with the particular problems facing
contemporary Italian princes. Those particular problems would be
of interest to him only as illustrations of typical problems. The
primary purpose of the Prince then is not to give particular counsel
to a contemporary Italian prince, but to set forth a wholly new
teaching regarding wholly new princes in wholly new states, or
a shocking teaching about the most shocking phenomena. From
that fact we understand the meaning of the last chapter. The par-
ticular counsel there given serves the purpose of justifying the
novel general teaching before the tribunal of accepted opinion: a
general teaching, however novel and repulsive, might seem to be
redeemed if it leads up to a particular counsel as respectable, hon-
orable and praiseworthy as that of liberating Italy. But how is
this transformation achieved? Machiavelli does not merely suppress
mention of the unholy means which are required for the achieve-
ment of the sacred end. He surreptitiously introduces a new end,
an end not warranted by the argument of the first twenty-five
chapters. He urges Lorenzo to liberate Italy on patriotic grounds
or, to use a term to which he alludes near the beginning of chapter
26, on grounds of the common good. He thus creates the impres-
sion that all the terrible rules and counsels given throughout the
work were given exclusively for the sake of the common good.
The last chapter suggests then a tolerable interpretation of the
shocking teaching of the bulk of the work. But the first twenty-
five chapters had observed complete silence regarding the common
good. The allusion to the common good near the beginning of
chapter 26 has the same status as the other surprising features of
that chapter: the expectation of a spontaneous all-Italian rising
against the foreigners and the expression of religious sentiment. It
is only when one subjects the particular counsel given in the last
chapter to political analysis along the lines demanded by the earlier
chapters that one realizes that one must have broken completely
with traditional morality and traditional beliefs in order even to
consider that counsel. But the judicious reader cannot be satisfied
with raising the question of how that particular counsel could be
put into practice and thereafter whether it can be put into prac-
tice under the given circumstances. He must raise this further
and more incisive question: would Machiavelli condemn the im-
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moral policies recommended in the bulk of the book if they did
not serve a patriotic purpose? Or are those immoral policies barely
compatible with a patriotic use? Is it not possible to understand
the patriotic conclusion of the Prince as a respectable coloring of
the designs of a self-seeking Italian prince? There can be no doubt
regarding the answer; the immoral policies recommended through-
out the Prince are not justified on grounds of the common good,
but exclusively on grounds of the self-interest of the prince, of
his selfish concern with his own well-being, security and glory.5®
The final appeal to patriotism supplies Machiavelli with an excuse
for having recommended immoral courses of action. In the light
of this fact, his character may very well appear to be even blacker
than even his worst enemies have thought. At the same time how-
ever, we are not forced to leave the matter with the remark that
the last chapter of the Prince is a piece of mere rhetoric, i.e., that
he was not capable of thinking clearly and writing with con-
summate skill.

These observations are not to deny that Machiavelli was an
Italian patriot. He would not have been human if he had not loathed
the barbarians who were devastating and degrading his fair coun-
try. We merely deny that his love for his fatherland, or his father-
land itself, was his most precious possession. The core of his
being was his thought about man, about the condition of man
and about human affairs. By raising the fundamental questions he
of necessity transcended the limitations and the limits of Italy,
and he thus was enabled to use the patriotic sentiments of his
readers, as well as his own, for a higher purpose, for an ulterior
purpose. One must also consider an ambiguity characteristic of
Machiavelli’s patriotism. In the Prince there are eight references
to “the fatherland.” In one case Italy is described as a fatherland.
In six cases the fatherlands mentioned are, not countries, but cities.
In one case, four fatherlands are mentioned; two are cities (Rome
and Athens) and two are countries; one of the countries is Persia;
as regards the other country, the fatherland nobilitated by Moses,
it is unclear whether it is Egypt or Canaan, the land of his birth
or the land of his aspiration.® When we apply this observation
to Machiavelli, we become aware of a tension between his Italian
patriotism and his Florentine patriotism. Or should one not rather
speak of a tension between his Roman patriotism and his Tuscan
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patriotism? There exists a close connection between the trans-
patriotic core of his thought and his love for Italy. Italy is the
soil out of which sprang the glory that was ancient Rome. Machia-
velli believed that the men who are born in a country preserve
through all ages more or less the same nature. If the greatest
political achievement which the world has ever known was a
fruit of the Italian soil there is ground for hope that the political
rejuvenation of the world will make its first appearance in Italy:
the sons of Italy are the most gifted individuals; all modern
writers referred to in either the Prince or the Discourses are Ital-
ians. Since that political rejuvenation is bound up with a radical
change in thought, the hope from Italy and for Italy is not pri-
marily political in the narrow sense. The liberation of Italy which
Machiavelli has primarily in mind is not the political liberation of
Italy from the barbarians but the intellectual liberation of an Italian
elite from a bad tradition. But precisely because he believed that
the men who are born in a country preserve through all ages more
or less the same nature, and as the nature of the Romans was dif-
ferent from that of the Tuscans, his hope was also grounded on
his recollection of Tuscan glory:5® the old Etrurians had made a
decisive contribution to the religion of the Romans. He seems to
have regarded himself as a restorer of Tuscan glory because he
too contributed toward supplying Rome with a new religion or
with a new outlook on religion. Or perhaps he thought of Tar-
quinius Priscus who, coming from Etruria, strengthened the demo-
cratic element of the Roman polity.

Furthermore, once one grasps the intransigent character of
Machiavelli’s theoretical concern, one is no longer compelled
to burden him with the full responsibility for that practical reck-
lessness which he frequently recommends. The ruthless counsels
given throughout the Prince are addressed less to princes, who
would hardly need them, than to “the young” who are concerned
with understanding the nature of society. Those true addressees
of the Prince have been brought up in teachings which, in the
light of Machiavelli’s wholly new teaching, reveal themselves to
be much too confident of human goodness, if not of the goodness
of creation, and hence too gentle or effeminate. Just as a man who
is timorous by training or nature cannot acquire courage, which
is the mean between cowardice and foolhardiness, unless he drags
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himself in the direction of foolhardiness, so Machiavelli’s pupils
must go through a process of brutalization in order to be freed
from effeminacy. Or just as one learns bayoneting by using weapons
which are much heavier than those used in actual combat,’¢ one
learns statecraft by seriously playing with extreme courses of ac-
tion which are rarely, if ever, appropriate in actual politics. Not
only some of the most comforting, but precisely some of the most
outrageous statements of the Prince are not meant seriously but
serve a merely pedagogic function: as soon as one understands
them, one sees that they are amusing and meant to amuse. Machia-
velli tries to divert the adherence of the young from the old to
the new teaching by appealing to the taste of the young which is
not the best taste or, for that matter, to the taste of the common
people: 57 he displays a bias in favor of the impetuous, the quick,
the partisan, the spectacular, and the bloody over and against the
deliberate, the slow, the neutral, the silent, and the gentle. In
the Prince he says that a prince who has conquered a city which
was wont to live free must destroy that city if he cannot make
it his residence. In the Discourses he says that precisely a prince
(if he is not a barbarian) as distinguished from a republic would
spare and protect conquered cities and would leave their autonomy
intact, as much as possible.3® Another resolute course of action
recommended in the Prince is to avoid neutrality when two power-
ful neighbors come to blows: to take sides is always better than
to remain neutral. Machiavelli gradually discloses the limitations
of this advice. He admits first that neutrality is not always fatal.
He then states that because of the power of justice, to take sides
is safer than to remain neutral. Thereafter he makes clear that
under certain conditions it is most unwise to abandon neutrality
in case of conflict between two powerful neighbors. Finally he
admits that no course of action is perfectly safe or, in other words,
that the power of justice is not as great as he previously indicated.5®
He suggests very strongly in the Prince that the one thing needful
is good arms; he speaks less loudly of the need for prudence.t

We must return once more to Machiavelli’s suggestion that he
possesses adequate knowledge of the nature of princes, whereas
Lorenzo may possess adequate knowledge of the nature of peoples.
As we have said, this suggestion is absurd: since to be a prince
means to rule the people, it is impossible to know princes well
without knowing peoples well; to say nothing of the facts that
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Machiavelli displays knowledge of the nature of peoples through-
out the Prince and, as he says explicitly in the Discourses, there
is no difference of nature between princes and peoples.®* Since
he knows well the nature of peoples, he intimates by his strange
suggestion that he is a prince. This intimation will appear strange
only to those who lack familiarity with Xenophon or Plato: he
who knows the art of ruling is more truly a ruler than men who
rule merely by virtue of inheritance or force or fraud or election
by people who know nothing of the art of ruling.®? But if
Machiavelli is a prince, he is a new prince and not one who imi-
tates the modes and orders found by others, but rather an origi-
nator, a true founder, a discoverer of new modes and orders, a
man of supreme virtue. In fact, if it is proper to call prophet the
founder of a new social order which is all-comprehensive and not
merely political or military, then Machiavelli is a prophet. Not
Lorenzo, but Machiavelli is the new Romulus-Numa or the new
Moses, i.e., a man who does not merely repeat in new circum-
stances what Romulus-Numa or Moses had done in the olden
times, but who is as original as they were. In the last chapter of
the Prince, he attests to certain miracles which had happened
somewhere in contemporary Italy—miracles which resemble those
of the time of Moses. The ancient miracles happened on the way
from the house of bondage to the promised land: they happened
immediately before the revelation on Mount Sinai. What is immi-
nent, Machiavelli suggests then, is not the conquest of a new
promised land, but a new revelation, the revelation of a new code,
of a new decalogue. The man who will bring the new code,
cannot be Lorenzo or any other prince in the vulgar sense. The
bringer of the new code is none other than Machiavelli himself:
he brings the true code, the code which is in accordance with the
truth, with the nature of things. Compared with this achieve-
ment, the conquest of the promised land, the liberation of Italy,
is a cura posterior: it can wait, it must wait until the new code
has regenerated the Italians. The new Moses will not be sad if he
dies at the borders of the land which he had promised, and if
he will see it only from afar. For while it is fatal for a would-be
conqueror not to conquer while he is alive, the discoverer of the
all-important truth can conquer posthumously.?

Concerning prophets in general, Machiavelli remarks that all
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armed prophets have conquered and the unarmed prophets have
failed. The greatest armed prophet is Moses. The only unarmed
prophet mentioned is Savonarola. But as is shown by the expres-
sion “all armed prophets . . . and the unarmed ones,” he thinks
not only of Savonarola. Just as he, who admired so greatly the
contemporary Muslim conquerors, could not help thinking of
Muhammad when speaking of armed prophets, so he must have
thought of Jesus when speaking of unarmed prophets. This is per-
haps the greatest difficulty which we encounter when we try to
enter into the thought of the Prince: how can Machiavelli, on the
basis of his principles, account for the victory of Christianity?
Certain of his successors attempted explicitly to explain the victory
of Christianity in purely political terms. To quote from a present-
day historian: “In the most starkly FErastian utterance of the
[seventeenth] century, [Henry] Parker all but maintained that it
was Constantine, and not the preaching or the miracles of the
early Church, that won Europe to the Christian fold.”®* But we
cannot bring ourselves to believe that a man of Machiavelli’s in-
telligence would have been satisfied with an answer of this kind,
which merely leads to this further question: what motivated Con-
stantine’s action? must Christianity not already have been a power
in order to become an attraction or a tool for a politician? To
see how Machiavelli could have accounted for the victory of
Christianity, we have to consider a further difficulty which is no
less obvious. All unarmed prophets, he says, have failed. But what
is he himself if not an unarmed prophet? How can he reasonably
hope for the success of his enormous venture—enormous in itself
and productive of infinite enormities—if unarmed prophets neces-
sarily fail?> This is the only fundamental question which the Prince
raises in the reader’s mind without giving him even a suspicion
of Machiavelli’s answer. It reminds one of the question, likewise
left unanswered in the Prince, as to how new modes and orders
can be maintained throughout the ages.%® For the answer to it, we
must turn to the Discourses.
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Machiavelli’s Intention:
The ‘Discourses

UPERFICIAL readers of the Prince who are not

altogether careless will approach the Discourses

with the expectation that that book is devoted to republics or to
peoples as distinguished from princes. This expectation will not be
altogether disappointed. Since to speak about peoples is less danger-
ous than to speak about princes, the Discourses can be expected to be
more outspoken than the Prince. We have seen that it is so in an im-
portant respect: our information concerning Machiavelli’s manner
of writing is derived primarily and chiefly from the Discourses.
The Discourses cannot be described simply as a book on re-
publics. At the beginning, Machiavelli indicates the intention of
the book by presenting himself as another Columbus, as the dis-
coverer of a hitherto unexpected moral continent, as a man who
has found new modes and orders. But just as men generally were
good at the beginning of the world or of societies, Machiavelli,
who imitates in his books “the things of the world,” is good at the
beginnings of his books. Accordingly, at the beginning of the
Discourses he appears to proclaim the daring character of his enter-
prise without any reserve: he does not seem to conceal anything.

>85 ¢
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He seems to explain his daring action by his concern with the
common good: he did not write the Discourses in order to better
his fortune. Above all, the new modes and orders prove to be the
modes and orders of antiquity and hence very old modes and
orders.

The ancient modes and orders are new because they have been
forgotten, or buried like ancient statues. Machiavelli must then
disinter them: no trace of ancient virtue, the origin and progeny
of the ancient modes and orders, remains. But he does not claim
that he is the first or the only modern man to become aware of the
ancient modes and orders. Everyone knows of them and many
admire them. But everyone thinks that they cannot be imitated
by modern man. The purpose of the Discourses is not simply to
bring to light the ancient modes and orders but above all to prove
that they can be imitated by modern man. Machiavelli’s enterprise
therefore requires knowledge of things modern as well as of things
ancient; it cannot be the work of a mere antiquarian. The prevail-
ing unbelief concerning the possibility of imitating ancient virtue
is partly due to the influence of Christianity. Modern men do not
believe that ancient virtue can be imitated because they believe
that man now belongs to a different order of things than formerly
or that his status has changed or that he has been miraculously
transformed. Machiavelli does not deny that modern men differ
from ancient men. But this difference, he holds, is due entirely to
a difference in education and in knowledge of “the world.” If
modern men were properly educated and properly taught, they
could imitate the ancients. Modern men regard the imitation of
antiquity as not so much physically as morally impossible. They be-
lieve that the ancient modes and orders ought not to be imitated:
they have been taught to regard the virtues of the ancients as re-
splendent vices or to reject the concern of the ancients with worldly
glory in the name of the Biblical demands for humility and charity.
It is therefore not sufficient for Machiavelli to exhibit specimens of
ancient virtue; it is incumbent upon him to prove that the virtue
of the ancients is genuine virtue. To prove that ancient virtue can
be imitated and ought to be imitated is tantamount to refuting the
claims of Biblical religion.

According to an opinion which is venerable because of its age,
Machiavelli’s intention in the Discourses is to reduce the lessons
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implicitly or even unconsciously conveyed through the narrative
of an ancient historian to general rules which even very mediocre
minds can easily understand. This opinion is misleading for a
number of reasons. In the first place, it arises from disregarding
the major obstacle which has to be overcome before the general
rules derived from ancient practice can be accepted as good rules.
Secondly, it arises from disregarding what Machiavelli explicitly
says concerning the intention of his book. In the Preface to the
First Book where he indicates his intention, he speaks of the ex-
amples of the ancients but not of rules derived from those examples.
On a later occasion he says: “And truly, not without cause do the
good historians . . . put down certain cases with particulars and
distinctly so that posterity can learn how to defend itself in similar
situations.” This would indicate that the reduction to rules of what
the good historians teach is a trivial or pedantic business altogether
unbecoming a new Columbus. Machiavelli does say in the Preface
to the First Book that “the civil laws are nothing but decisions given
by the ancient jurists which, reduced to order, teach our present
jurists to judge.” But he does not make this remark on the jurists
in order to say that he will do in regard to ancient political prac-
tice what the present-day jurists do (or perhaps what their ancient
and medieval teachers did) in regard to ancient judicial practice.
He makes that remark in order to show that in limited or sub-
ordinate matters modern men do imitate the ancients and thus to
lead up to the demand that modern man should imitate the ancients
in the greatest matters. He goes on to say that “Medicine is noth-
ing but the experiences made by the ancient physicians on which
the present physicians found their judgments.” The modern physi-
cians, who are more interesting to Machiavelli than the modern
lawyers, differ from the ancient physicians not because they reduce
to rules what the ancient physicians did but because they do not
have access to certain experiences or observations except through
the reports of the ancient physicians, probably because dissection
is no longer practiced but rather frowned upon. The ancient
physicians then are not truly imitated by the modern physicians.
The true imitator of the ancient physicians is Machiavelli: the
ancient physicians’ anatomy of simple bodies is the model for his
anatomy of mixed bodies. The anatomy of mixed bodies itself is
wholly new. The anatomy of the mixed bodies is the indispensable
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condition for elaborating any reliable rules regarding the treat-
ment of mixed bodies, whereas no equivalent of anatomy is needed
in order to reduce to rules the decisions of the ancient lawyers:
the lawyers can and must take for granted the law, the positive
law which is not a mixed body but a product of a mixed body, and
they cannot go back behind that product. In the context, the
reference to something like rules in the case of the lawyers and
the complete silence about rules in the case of the physicians is a
sign of the fact that law occupies a lower rank than medicine.
While differing from the modern physicians by the fact that he
is an anatomist, Machiavelli is in the same position as they are in-
sofar as he too is compelled to rely on reports by the ancients:
to anatomize an excellent republic is not possible for him on the
basis of immediately available phenomena since no excellent re-
public is at present near at hand. It goes without saying that in
speaking about modern pursuits which in one way or another imi-
tate ancient pursuits, Machiavelli does not speak of theology: “the
Christian sect . . . has destroyed every memory of ancient theol-
ogy.” But it is noteworthy that he does not mention in this context
the fourth of the four faculties: he does not suggest that the present
philosophers imitate the ancient philosophers.2

The ancient modes and orders which Machiavelli desires to
show can be imitated and ought to be imitated by modern men are
those of ancient Rome. The Roman historian of Rome’s glory is
Livy. For the experience, the first-hand knowledge, of the mixed
body to be dissected, Machiavelli will rely on Livy. The Discourses
are explicitly devoted to the first ten Books of Livy. Machiavelli
seems to promise a continuation to be devoted to the other Books
of Livy which have been preserved.? But as he indicates by making
the number of the chapters of the Discourses equal to the number
of Books of Livy’s History, the Discourses on the First Ten Books
of Livy are meant to cover the whole ground covered by Livy’s
whole work. Machiavelli’s analysis of the Roman republic would
be incomplete if it did not include an analysis of the destruction
of the Roman republic and therewith, as matters stand, of the
destruction of vigorous republican life in the world for at least a
millennium and a half, but the Discourses include such an analy-
sis.* In other words the Discourses, imitating Livy’s History, follow
Rome from her beginning until the beginning of Christianity. Yet
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Machiavelli may have had an additional reason for creating the
impression that he was dealing merely with the events recorded
in Livy’s first ten books. It is not sufficient to say that he was
particularly concerned with the Roman republic in its state of
incorruption, for according to him Rome was still incorrupt at the
time of the Second Punic War and even by the middle of the
second century B.c.® He indicates his true reason by saying that
Rome reached her ultimate greatness in about 266 B.C.,% i.e., imme-
diately before the outbreak of the First Punic War. The period
immediately preceding the First Punic War was treated by Livy
in his second decade, which is lost. Machiavelli then was particu-
larly concerned with Livy’s first ten books because they are the
only remains of the only Livian books which deal with the rise
of Rome from her humble origins up to her ultimate greatness:
the growth of Rome up to its completion naturally takes precedence
over her decay. Rome reached her ultimate greatness when she
ruled (most of) Italy and had not yet embarked on foreign con-
quests. Hence the full title of the Discourses draws our attention
to a united and free Italy, freed and united by a hegemonial re-
public, be it Rome or Florence, and not by a prince. In a be-
comingly subdued manner, Machiavelli suggests a practical alter-
native to the practical proposal proclaimed in the last chapter of
the Prince.

In order to show that the Roman modes and orders can be
imitated and ought to be imitated by modern men, Machiavelli
would have to show in each case that the Roman practice was
sound and the corresponding modern practice is unsound. He also
would have to show that one or another modern state successfully
followed the Roman practice, unless he could presuppose or estab-
lish that what men did once they can do always. At any rate,
through understanding the intention of the Discourses one is led
to a definite expectation regarding the general character of each
of its 142 discourses or chapters. This expectation must be modified
immediately with a view to the very great dissimilarities among
those chapters. There are chapters which contain only ancient ex-
amples; there are chapters which contain only modern examples;
there are chapters which contain only ancient examples none of
which is Roman; there are chapters which contain only ancient
and Turkish examples.? The longest chapter (Il 6) is about 72
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times as long as the shortest chapter (I 48). It is curious that the
longest chapter is the one which has the shortest chapter heading
(two words) ever to occur in the book;?® at the opposite pole we
find two chapters (I 55, III 30) whose headings consist of thirty-
five words. Thirty-nine chapter headings contain proper names;
in thirty-seven cases the men or societies mentioned are ancient,
in one case (I 12) they are modern, and in one case (III 36) they
are both ancient and modern. Connected with this is the fact that
only thirty-three chapter headings refer to the past by the tense in
which they are framed.

In spite or rather because of these and other irregularities, one
is entitled to speak of the typical chapter of the Discourses and to
seek for it. That chapter which at first glance is the most atypical
is the chapter on conspiracies (III 6). It is followed by a chapter,
the 1ooth chapter of the book, which, I am inclined to think, is
meant to be the typical chapter. That chapter stands out from the
group of chapters to which it belongs (III 1-10) because it is
the only one in that group that is not explicitly connected with the
following or the preceding chapter by a reference at its end or
at the end of the preceding chapter. The typical chapter of the
Discourses is ‘“‘unconnected” in this sense. The heading of the
typical chapter does not contain any proper names and it is framed
in the present tense: it expresses a permanent fact regarding man
as man. The heading is less shocking than the body of the chapter:
while in the heading of Discourses 111 7 Machiavelli uses the ex-
pression “without blood,” he speaks in the body of the chapter of
“the blood and the death” of “innumerable men”; of one kind of
change of regime he says that those changes were always such as
to make him shudder who reads of them, to say nothing of some-
one else. Machiavelli desires to remain silent about those changes,
not however because they are so appalling but because the histories
are full of them: the Discourses do speak of things which make
shudder him who reads of them, to say nothing of him who is
faced by them, provided those horrible things are not well known;
the Discourses deal with the hidden causes of those horrors or
with the terrors inherent in the ultimate causes or with the initial
terror. In the chapter under consideration, one Roman and one
modern (Florentine) example are mentioned. The Roman example
occurs in Livy. But no reference is made to Livy (or to any other
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writer) in any manner or form nor is any passage from Livy (or
any other writer) quoted in the original or in the Italian. In the
chapter the two references to “the histories” underline the fact
that no reference is made to Livy in particular: every reference to
Livy (or to any other writer) and every quotation from Livy (or
from any other writer) requires an explanation. The examples
used are parallels, not specimens of opposites; the same kind of
event happened in ancient Rome and in modern Florence. While
knowledge of the events is supplied by “the histories” or by the
author’s experience, Machiavelli selects the parallel events, lets us
see that the ancient and the modern examples are identical in the
decisive respect, and indicates the identical cause. These mental oper-
ations culminate in the formulation of a rule which reveals the
connection between one typical phenomenon as the cause and an-
other typical phenomenon as its effect. The rule in question could
not have been discovered through the study of ancient political
practice because it is derived from a comparison of an ancient and
a modern event. We are thus induced to wonder whether it is the
ultimate intention of the Discourses to prove the superiority of the
ancients to the moderns.

But let us return to the beginning. The initial impression ac-
cording to which the author of the Discourses is a bold innovator is
immediately afterward overlaid by the impression that he is
merely the restorer of something old. Certainly the primary pur-
pose of the book is to prove that the ancient modes and orders can
and ought to be imitated or that those modes and orders are the
best. The book as a whole constitutes this proof. But one cannot
begin to prove anything if one cannot start from principles which
are universally or generally granted. The readers of Machiavelli,
being- adherents of the established modes and orders, are opposed
to the modes and orders which he recommends. He must appeal
to principles which those readers will grant him. We learn from
the Preface to the First Book that those readers, besides being
adherents of the established modes and orders, are also admirers of
classical antiquity. There exists a prejudice in favor of classical
antiquity to which Machiavelli can appeal. He fully enters into
the spirit of this prejudice as a prejudice. It is significant that
whereas the Epistle Dedicatory of the Prince refers to the differ-
ence between the ancients and the moderns, the Epistle Dedicatory
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of the Discourses is silent about that difference. We are expected
to lose sight of modernity, to lose ourselves in antiquity, in the
admiration for antiquity and in the imitation of antiquity. Machia-
velli demands that the admirers of antiquity be consistent and imi-
tate antiquity not only in subordinate matters but in the most im-
portant matters as well. He desires to make admiration for antiquity
complete: the last and most important part of the return to antiquity,
or of the ascent to antiquity, will take place under the guidance
of the most competent ancient, of Livy. Machiavelli argues dia-
lectically or ironically.

The appeal to the half-hearted admirers of antiquity, to the
followers of the via del mezzo, is insufficient. Not all readers can
be presumed to be “humanists.” Let us not forget the many who
could read and who had followed Savonarola. Savonarola had
praised Pope Gregory the Great for having burned the works of
Livy.? From this we understand why in the early part of the
Discourses, in the first 36 chapters of the 142 devoted to Livy,
Machiavelli is very hesitant to refer to Livy, to say nothing of
quoting from Livy. His first task is to establish the authority of
Livy and, prior to this, the authority of classical Rome. He does
this by appealing to what is common to both opposite parties.
Both appeal to antiquity, be it classical or Biblical antiquity. In
some way they seem to assume that the good is the old, be it the
old established or something disestablished. Machiavelli begins his
argument by appealing to the equation, so natural to man, of the
good and the old. If the good is the old, the best must be the
oldest. From this we understand why Machiavelli in the first chap-
ter praises the kingdom of Egypt so highly. The kings of Egypt
or their subjects deserve higher praise than even Alexander the
Great, for the kingdom of Egypt existed “in the most ancient
antiquity.” It goes without saying that this praise is entirely pro-
visional. When, in the beginning of the Second Book, he surveys
the temporal sequence in which virtue resided in different ancient
kingdoms, he assigns the first place to Assyria and is silent about
Egypt. Even if Egypt as the oldest kingdom had been the best
kingdom, we could not know this in any precise and useful way;
the ancient Egyptians would deserve higher praise than Alex-
ander the Great if we knew more about them.!® Granting that
the best is the oldest, one is compelled to be satisfied with that
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oldest which is sufficiently known. Since one must then com-
promise, one might as well prefer to the oldest simply that oldest
which is one’s own. For the Tuscan Machiavelli this would seem
to mean that he should choose old Etruria. In fact he recommends
to the present Tuscans that they imitate the ancient Tuscans. The
ancient Tuscans resembled the present Swiss since they too were
sturdy republicans and formed a league of independent and equal
republics. Besides, being most powerful on sea and on land, the
Tuscans controlled a large part of Italy and were prevented by
their political organization from acquiring territory outside of
Italy. Ancient Etruria endured for a long time, famous for empire,
arms, religion and virtue while having her own customs and her
own ancestral language. But what is true of the exceedingly pious
ancient Egyptians, is almost equally true of the almost equally
pious ancient Tuscans: hardly any reliable reports about them
remain.! No choice then is left to Machiavelli except to return
to ancient Rome: ancient Rome satisfies the conditions both of
being the heritage of the Italian Machiavelli and of being sufficiently
known. It is sufficiently known through Livy. We shall then follow
Livy. In meditating upon things Roman we shall cling as much
as possible to the sequence of events as recorded by Livy. We
shall defer to the text of Livy. We shall cherish it. We shall
harken to it in filial affection, in patient docility, in pious reverence
until it has revealed to us its full message. In pious reverence we
shall avert our eyes from Livy’s own references to the derivative
or untrustworthy character of many of the tales which he retells:
we shall not even allude to those jarring references. We shall use
Livy in the way in which the theologians use the Bible. Just as
Livy is Machiavelli’s Bible, the Romans are his chosen people: a
man who dares to promise a land will not hesitate to choose a
people. Just as the Bible does not teach that the best modes and
orders were the oldest, neither does Livy teach it; nothing prevents
us from believing that the Roman republic marks a great advance
beyond the Roman kingship.

The Bible, reputedly the oldest record of the most ancient an-
tiquity and the authentic record of the Mosaic laws and orders,
is bypassed by Machiavelli as he moves from ancient Egypt to
ancient Rome. He mentions Moses in the first chapter of the Dis-
courses when speaking of peoples which are compelled to leave
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their native land and to seek a new homeland for themselves. In
the same chapter he draws our attention to the question of the
goodness of the Mosaic laws but he does not answer it there or
elsewhere in the Discourses. He says later on that Moses framed
laws with a view to the common good, but he says the same thing
of Solon whose laws he criticizes severely: the goodness of laws
requires more than that the end of the laws be good. On the other
hand he bestows the highest praise on Moses’ native land and its
ancient kings. Those ancient kings would deserve more praise than
“others whose memory is still fresh.” This praise of the ancient
Egyptians is immediately followed by praise of the kingdom of
the Sultan and the order of the Mamelukes, i.e., by praise of
infidels.2 It is clear that Machiavelli fails to imitate Biblical antiquity
or at any rate to recommend its imitation. But the indications men-
tioned do not show the reasons for this refusal. The problem posed
by Biblical antiquity remains behind him like an unconquered
fortress.

The deeds and institutions which Livy celebrates are not al-
ways of such a nature as to command instant approval and admira-
tion. At first glance the Roman modes and orders appear to be
inferior to those of Sparta. The Spartan polity was established
by a single wise man at one stroke in the beginning; hence Sparta
was never in need of improvement and therefore of dangerous
change; she was always perfectly stable; she preserved her polity
and her freedom without any corruption for more than eight hun-
dred years. But the Roman polity was established in a fortuitous
manner and in answer to accidents as they arose; therefore Rome
was unstable and constantly imperiled; her liberty lasted for less
than four hundred years. In Sparta there was harmony between
the nobility and the commons because she kept all her citizens poor
and hence virtuous; Rome was constantly shaken by the conflict
between her insolent nobles and her ambitious plebs. Sparta was
organized for just defense whereas Rome was organized for unjust
expansion. Machiavelli must therefore defend the Roman polity
against its critics. He is strangely reticent as to the identity of
those critics; in the crucial context he does not mention a single
proper name. Before discussing the quality of the Roman republic
he refers to “those who have written of republics,” i.e., to the
traditional political philosophers.!® It is on the basis of what is
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taught by the most famous traditional political philosophers that
Rome necessarily appears inferior to Sparta or that “many con-
demn” the Romans. Machiavelli is then compelled to defend the
Roman polity against the ancient philosophers just as the theo-
Jogians are compelled to defend the Bible and its teachings against
the ancient philosophers. He is compelled to attack the philos-
ophers in the name of his authority. His argument in Discourses
I 2-6 is reminiscent of theological apologetics. However, since he
defers to the prejudice in favor of antiquity, he must proceed
cautiously in taking issue with ancient philosophy. His refusal to
identify “those who have written of republics” is a consequence of
this caution. But how cautious a2 man can be often depends more
on the conduct of others than on himself. As Machiavelli informs
us, there is disagreement among the traditional political philos-
ophers: it is not his fault that he must take sides. But he is not
so presumptuous as to settle the controversy by himself. Taking
the safest course, he adopts the opinion of those political philos-
ophers who “according to the opinion of many” are wiser than
their opponents. Those wiser thinkers had preferred mixed polities
to simple polities. Machiavelli reproduces their doctrine and adopts
it. He merely alludes to his disagreement with them by indicating
a difference between his own reason and that given by the classi-
cal writers for the inadequacy of simple aristocracy. Immediately
after making this barely noticeable allusion, he explicitly and em-
phatically accepts a premise which has been demonstrated by all
political philosophers. Arguing from this premise, he then ex-
plicitly takes issue with the anti-Roman “opinion of many” and
even dares to say that “many inconsiderately condemn” the vio-
lent strife between the Roman nobility and the Roman plebs; that
violent strife, he contends, was the cause of Roman freedom and
Roman greatness. Yet at the end of this wholly new praise of dis-
cord, he turns for support and comfort to Cicero’s On Friendship.14
Only after so much preparation does he meet the issue posed by
the seeming superiority of Sparta to Rome: is not the less demo-
cratic and more stable Spartan polity preferable to the more
democratic and less stable Roman polity? Here he is confronted
with the difficulty that democracy was controversial within Rome
herself, between the people and the senate. He is compelled to
choose not between two sects of ancient philosophers but between
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two parties into which his own authority is divided; this division
seems to render nugatory that authority. He is compelled to fall
back on his own reason. He reaches a decision in favor of Rome
and against Sparta. The decision seems to depend on demonstra-
tion, but in setting forth the decision Machiavelli says four times
“I believe.”® Has he then demonstrated the superiority of Rome
to Sparta, or has he merely shown that, before the tribunal of
unassisted reason, the case for Rome is as strong as the case for
Sparta, so that one is free to believe in the superiority of Rome?
Does he imitate an apparent ambiguity of theological apologetics?
However this may be, the first step of Machiavelli’s argument con-
sists in establishing through demonstration, or faith, or both, the
authority of ancient Rome and therewith the authority of Livy
who celebrated ancient Rome. Only after he has taken this step
can he as it were identify himself with Livy and enter on those
discourses which are properly and even explicitly discourses on
Livy.

Machiavelli cannot identify himself with Livy completely. The
intention of the Discourses cannot be identical with that of Livy’s
History. This is true on at least two levels. The intention of an
apologist is not identical with that of his authoritative text; the
apologist is confronted with such arguments against his authoritative
text as are not met by that text. Besides, Livy’s purpose is to set
forth the greatness of ancient Rome but not to prove the superiority
of ancient Rome to modernity. Machiavelli cannot then be a com-
mentator on Livy; he has to perform an important task which
Livy did not perform. Machiavelli does not emphasize this point;
not before the gist chapter of the Discourses does he explicitly
indicate the difference between Livy’s theme and his own purpose.
He there mentions an event which Livy had mentioned with an
apology for mentioning it. The event was a war waged on Italian
soil, but not a war in which Romans were engaged: Livy’s theme
is strictly Roman. Machiavelli’s purpose, on the other hand, does
not limit him to things Roman. In the chapter in question, he dis-
cusses “How vain both the faith and the promises of those are who
find themselves outside of their fatherland.” He explicitly limits
himself to two examples while indicating that there are other ex-
amples. Neither example is Roman or modern. Both examples con-
tain references to Asia. Not only is Machiavelli’s subject not
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Jimited to Rome; it includes things which happened in Asia; ul-
timately his subject is not Roman at all. In the present case we may
wonder whether the fatherland which he has in mind is any father-
land on earth. At any rate, Machiavelli reasons about matters of
state, while Livy is an historian. Machiavelli knows important his-
torical facts which Livy could not have known. He must then make
important additions to Livy. On the other hand, it goes without
saying that he will not repeat what Livy has made sufficiently
clear.’®

Since Machiavelli’s intention is not identical with Livy’s, it
cannot be expected that the plan of the Discourses should be identi-
cal with the order of Livy’s History. Machiavelli divides the
Discourses into three Books, each of which is devoted to a sub-
ject of its own: the internal affairs of Rome that were transacted
on the basis of public counsel (I), the foreign affairs of Rome
that were transacted on the basis of public counsel (II), both pri-
vate and public affairs of Romans that were transacted on the basis
of private counsel (III).1” At the beginning of the gth chapter he
indicates the following division of subject matter: founders, reli-
gion, militia. At the beginning of the 66th chapter he indicates
that the preceding chapters of the Second Book had dealt with
the Roman policy of aggrandizement but in the sequel he will go
on to discuss the Roman procedure in the waging of war. These
remarks show that he desires to order the happenings which Livy
narrates in their temporal sequence and therefore somewhat cha-
otically; he desires to follow not the Livian sequence but the
essential order of subject matter. He follows a plan of his own.
He therefore selects Livian stories with a view not only to their
throwing light on the nature of political things but likewise to
their fitting into his plan. Hence there occur a considerable number
of cases in which the examples taken from Livy follow one another
in the Discourses in a way altogether different from the way in
which they follow one another in Livy; and likewise there occur
a considerable number of cases in which a series of chapters of the
Discourses is manifestly held together by no other bond than that
supplied by the identity of trans-historical subject matter (grati-
tude, character of the multitude, etc.). When Machiavelli says that
something will be discussed “in its place,” he means that it will be
discussed in its place within his plan and not in its temporal place.18
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At the same time he betrays an unmistakeable tendency to follow the
order of Livy’s History. At the beginning of the 8th chapter he retells
a Livian story without making any reference to his source; yet he
introduces his discourse on that story as a remark on “this text”;
he thus leads us to expect that every discourse is related to some
Livian text regardless of whether this is explicitly said or not. The
113th chapter deals with a subject that Machiavelli had sufficiently
treated in another work; he discusses that subject in the Discourses
only because a certain Livian passage invites such a discussion; in
Livy’s History that Livian passage immediately follows the Livian
passage discussed in the preceding chapter of the Discourses. The
13oth chapter begins with a reflection which is said to have been
occasioned by a remark of Livy. The subject of the 6oth chapter is
introduced with a view to “the order of the history”; “the order
of the history” is not the same as “our order,” the order estab-
lished by Machiavelli of which he speaks elsewhere® What then,
in general, is the relation between the Livian order and the Machia-
vellian order? Let us begin at the beginning. The first 15 chapters
are manifestly ordered according to Machiavelli’s own plan; that
plan is to some extent made explicit; Machiavelli draws our atten-
tion to it by noting that he has deviated from the Livian order and
that he may have deviated from his own plan.?® In the rest of the
First Book there no longer appears a manifest plan. Yet one cannot
say that Machiavelli therein simply follows the Livian order: dis-
courses related to the expulsion of the Roman kings (I 16-18) pre-
cede discourses related to the first three Roman kings (I 19-24).
However if we consider the references to Livy in I 16-60, we see
that they strictly follow the Livian order; they lead us in a straight
way from the beginning of Livy II towards the end of Livy VIL%
On the other hand, Machiavelli does not follow the Livian order in
I 1-15, ie., in a group of chapters which is manifestly governed by
a clear and even partially explicit plan. The authority of the Livian
order asserts itself in proportion as the light coming from Machia-
velli’s own plan is dimmed. Yet we must not overlook the fact that
only 13 of the 45 chapters in I 16-60 and more specifically only
3 of the 24 chapters in I 16-39 contain references to Livy: the
Livian order ruling these sections resembles a thin cover which is
torn in many places rather than a strong bond; Machiavelli merely
pretends to follow the Livian order. Hence Machiavelli’s manner
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of following the Livian order constitutes a problem: when the
Livian order is followed, there must be a Machiavellian reason for
it. When a number of chapters are linked exclusively by the Livian
order, i.e, when the study of their subject matter, conducted with
ordinary care, reveals no other link between the chapters than the
Livian order, one ought not to assume that these chapters are not
governed by Machiavelli’s own plan; one should rather assume
that Machiavelli’s own plan has gone completely underground. Or,
to state without reservation what we believe, the Livian order con-
ceals Machiavelli’s plan. There are three ways in which Machigxelif
indicates his plan. In the first place, he sometimes connects a fium«
ber of chapters by explicitly referring in one chapter to the{fséﬁif:'
until the true or apparent end of a section has been reached. In‘%ﬁﬁ
way he suggests that I 2-8, I 25-27, III 1-6, III 8-10, and III 19-23
each form a section.?2 The second and most important way in which
one can discover Machiavelli’s plan is the study, conducted with
the proper care, of the subject matter discussed. It is not suffi-
cient to understand the purport of a given chapter taken by itself.
Par operi sedes:® it is also necessary to raise the question of why
the teaching concerned is transmitted in the context in which it is
transmitted, and not to let this question drop if the event com-
mented upon follows temporally or in the Livian order an event
commented upon in the preceding chapter: the second event sel-
dom immediately follows the first event in Livy’s narrative; hence
one must raise the question regarding the principle which guides
Machiavelli’s selection of events. In Discourses 1 39 Machiavelli
shows that the same accidents can frequently be observed among
different peoples. The accidents which he uses as examples illus-
trate the foolish humors of the people, i.e., of the common people;
the same kind of accident due to the foolish humors of the common
people happened both in modern Florence and in ancient Rome.
The preceding chapter had dealt with the difference between Flor-
ence as a weak republic and Rome as a strong republic. Remem-
bering the preceding chapter, one realizes in reading I 39 that the
difference between strong Rome and weak Florence cannot be
due to the difference of the popular humors in the two cities but
must be traced to the dissimilarity of their ruling classes. Accord-
ingly, the function of I 39 is to contribute toward the exposition
of the essential character of a virtuous ruling class: that chapter
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proves to be the central chapter of the section devoted to the essen-
tial character of a virtuous ruling class as exemplified by the Roman
ruling class or the continuous founders of Rome. This conclusion is
not contradicted by the fact that I 39 is connected by an emphatic
reference with I 13, the central chapter of the section manifestly
devoted to religion; the Florentine ruling class differs from the
Roman ruling class precisely in regard to religion: the Roman rul-
ing class made “a good use” of religion. The third way in which
Machiavelli indicates his plan is by the use of hints. But this subject
is better relegated to a note.?

The Second Book confronts us with a somewhat different situ-
ation: by the time we have reached the Second Book, we are sup-
posed to have learned something about the substance as well as
the mode of Machiavelli’s teaching; therefore the devices used by
the author can and must be varied to some extent. In the beginning
of the Second Book we are not welcomed, as we were in the begin-
ning of the First Book (I 2-8), by a series of explicitly connected
chapters. On the other hand, the beginning of the Second Book
does present the same disregard of the Livian order and the same
degree of explicitness regarding Machiavelli’s own plan as does the
beginning of the First Book.2’ The number of chapters which
contain references to Livy is proportionately much greater in the
Second Book than it was in the First: while of the 6o chapters in
the First Book only 18 contain such references, of the 33 chapters
of the Second Book 22 chapters do.2® If we take into account the
fact, which we explained above, that Machiavelli could not well
refer to Livy in the opening chapters of the Discourses, and if we
therefore compare the 33 chapters of the Second Book with the
last 33 chapters of the First Book, we notice more clearly the
amazing progress in the emphatic use of Livy: of the last 33 chapters
of the First Book only 11 contain references to Livy. All the
more noticeable is the fact that the references to Livy in the Second
Book do not strictly follow the Livian order through a long series
of chapters as they did in the bulk of the First Book; the equivalent
of the order of Livy references in I 16-60 which leads us in a
straight way from the beginning of Livy II toward the end of
Livy VII, is the order of Livy references in II 28-32, which leads
us in a straight way from about the last third of Livy V toward
the end of Livy X. In spite of, or because of this, Machiavelli adapts
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his own plan to the Livian order in the Second Book more closely
than he had done in the First Book; in the Second Book he some-
times uses the Livian order as a means for indicating his own plan,
which is not guided by chronology; he indicates beginnings of
new sections by deviating from the Livian order, or, more pre-
cisely, by returning in the order of his Livy references from a
Jater Livian passage (say, Livy IX 20) to an earlier Livian passage
(say, Livy VIII 13).27 At the same time, he continues to use such
devices for indicating his plan as he had already used in the First
Book, namely, the expressions “in the following chapter” occur-
ring at the end of chapters,?® “not foreign to (my) purpose” oc-
curring at the beginning or end of chapters,?® and ‘“everyone
knows.”3® A particular difficulty is created by Machiavelli’s remark
in II 4 that a certain point will be made “at the end of this matter,”
for the remark cannot refer to the end of the section to which II 4
belongs, namely the end of II 5. He thus indicates that the division
of the Second Book into sections interferes somehow with the
unity of a certain “matter” or that in the Second Book he discusses
a broad subject whose treatment requires, to say the least, more
than one section. At the beginning of II 15 he connects that chap-
ter with the preceding one by speaking of “this same matter and
. . . these same beginnings of the war between the Latins and the
Romans”; he thus may indicate that the “matter” in question is not
identical with a historical subject like a given war or the be-
ginnings of a given war3 For in itself “a matter” may of course
mean both a historical subject like the Roman Decemvirate and
a trans-historical subject like ingratitude.3? In other words, “a
matter” may mean a Livian story or a Machiavellian topic. When
Machiavelli says toward the end of I 34, “to turn to our matter,
I conclude,” and thus distinguishes between “our” matter and “my”
conclusion, he means “to turn from my discourse to the matter
reported by Livy”; he thus supplies us incidentally with the simple
formula for his use of Livy and the Livian order: Machiavelli im-
presses his form on the matter supplied by Livy. But to return to
the cryptic expression “at the end of this matter” which occurs
in II 4, the context makes it clear that the “matter” in question is
the contrast between the unarmed modern states and the armed
ancient states and the demand following from the understanding
of that contrast, that the modern states ought to imitate the ancient
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modes and orders. If one assumes that “the end of this matter”
will coincide with the end of some chapter, one notices that it is
impossible to decide without guessing what Machiavelli means by
“the end of this matter”; and if one does not make that assumption,
one will be confronted by an even greater difficulty. The ends of
the following chapters meet the requirement stated in II 4: II 18,
20, 24, 30, 33, II 15, 27, 31, 36. We believe that “the end of this
matter” is the end of the Second Book (II 33), and that the cryptic
statement in II 4 therefore gives us more precise information con-
cerning the subject matter of the whole Second Book than do
the thematic statements. That subject matter is not merely Roman
foreign policy insofar as it was directed by public counsel or, as
Machiavelli suggests elsewhere, the militia;® the Second Book is
devoted in a much higher degree than the two other Books to the
contrast between the armed ancient states and the unarmed modern
states, between “the weak world” of modernity and the strong
world of antiquity, between “the unarmed heaven* and the armed
heaven, i.e., to the causes, the origin, and the essential character of
the contrast between the moderns and the ancients. In spite of a
certain preponderance of ancient “matter” in the Second Book, we
are entitled to say that the theme of that Book is the critical analysis
of modernity or, as Machiavelli intimates by occasionally using
“modern” and “Christian” synonymously, of Christianity; for the
ancient examples are necessary to provide a provisional standard
for the judgment on modernity.3® The Second Book would then
have a twofold function: it is devoted to the foreign policy and the
wars of the Romans or to the militia, and it is devoted to the critical
analysis of modernity. To see the connection between the two
themes one has merely to remember these three points. There is a
certain similarity between warfare proper and spiritual warfare, or
between a militia proper and a spiritual militia. The problem con-
cerning the militia proper can be reduced to the alternatives of a
citizen army and an auxiliary army; these alternatives have a certain
similarity with the alternatives of a citizen priesthood and a priest-
hood subject to a foreign head. According to Machiavelli, there
is a certain similarity between the rule exercised by ancient Rome
over other cities and countries and that exercised by papal Rome:
the rule of both is to some extent indirect.3¢

The Third Book combines external features of the first two
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Books.®™ It also combines their subject matter; in the Third Book,
chapters devoted to domestic affairs alternate in an irregular way
with chapters devoted to foreign affairs or war. This is not alto-
gether surprising, for the domestic affairs of the Romans are char-
acterized by the enmity or the conflict between the nobility and
the plebs.?® At any rate, the Third Book “repeats” the two preceding
Books from a new point of view. In his first statement relating to
the organization of the Discourses as a whole, Machiavelli had made
use of two divisions: the division into domestic and foreign affairs
and the division into public and private counsel; and he had assigned
to the First Book the combination of “domestic affairs” and “public
counsel”; in the second statement he had in fact assigned to the
Second Book the combination “foreign affairs” and “public coun-
sel”’; one could therefore expect that a Third and a Fourth Book
would each be devoted to one of the two remaining combinations;
in his last statement which occurs near the beginning of the Third
Book he makes it clear by speaking of “this third book and last
part” that the Third Book will deal with both the domestic and
foreign affairs of the Romans as far as they were based on private
counsel.® While this description is provisional, it is not therefore
unimportant: proper names of individual human beings occur in
chapter headings only in the Third Book.4® Yet Machiavelli does
not speak in the last statement of “private counsel”; he mentions
in it however “private benefits.” Could the Third Book deal pri-
marily with private deliberations of Romans which were directed
toward the private benefit of the individuals concerned? In his
second statement he distinguishes between the deliberations, dis-
cussed in the First Book, of “the Romans” concerning domestic
affairs and the deliberations of “the Roman people” concerning
foreign affairs. Could he have already dealt in the First Book with
private deliberations of the Romans? A central chapter of the First
Book is explicitly devoted to the violent struggle in Rome over
the agrarian law; Machiavelli there praises the patience and industry
with which the Roman senate or nobility prevented the enactment
of the agrarian law; the Roman nobles opposed the agrarian law be-
cause they loved property, ie., because each Roman noble loved
his property. One of the means which they employed was to oppose
a tribune of the plebs to that tribune who had proposed the agrarian
law. In a passage to which Machiavelli does not refer, Livy says
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that certain senators who had some private claims on certain trib-
unes used this influence in order to gain the support of those trib-
unes; this would seem to constitute a kind of private deliberation
not wholly divorced from thought about the private benefit of the
individuals concerned. As we learn from the sequel in Livy, there
soon came a moment when the ordinary means employed by the
senate appeared to be inadequate; the senators therefore abandoned
“public counsels” and resorted to “private counsels” which were
guided by the consideration that the nobles must reach their imme-
diate objective “by fair means or foul”; the result was the murder
of an obnoxious tribune of the plebs.! Machiavelli does not say a
word about this “Machiavellian” deed, about this classic example
of private counsel. Instead he devotes the next chapter to the praise
of “the generosity and prudence of the senate.” This obtrusive si-
lence teaches us more than one lesson. In the first place, we see
that if the First Book deals with such private deliberations as were
directed toward private benefits, it deals with them only in a very
subdued manner, and hence that private deliberations of this kind
may very well be the peculiar theme of the Third Book. Above all,
we see that the common way of studying the relation of the Dis-
courses to Livy is defective because it disregards that Machiavellian
use of Livy which reveals itself only through the suppression of
Livian stories. This was the reason why, in considering the relation
between Machiavelli’s plan and the Livian order, we limited our-
selves so strictly to the references to Livy as distinguished from
the mere use of Livian passages: whether Machiavelli refers or does
not refer to Livy in a given place can easily be seen, and the col-
lection of his references to Livy is a finite piece of work; but to
achieve clarity about his use of Livy is an infinite task: its comple-
tion would require complete understanding of every sentence of
the Discourses and of Livy; for Machiavelli can be presumed to
have read Livy with infinitely greater penetration than people like
ourselves are capable of.

The first eight chapters of the Third Book deal with the ques-
tion of how to maintain a regime and a religion and how to establish
a regime; they take up the theme of the founder.*? The gth chap-
ter “depends”® on the 8th, and the 1oth chapter “depends” on the
oth; the gth and roth chapters prepare and even constitute the al-
most insensible transition from the theme “founder” to the theme
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ucaptain” which is manifestly discussed in chapters 12-15. We sug-

that III 1-15 constitute the first section of the Third Book,
and that this section is devoted to the theme “the founder-
captain.”#* The next section begins with emphatic references to the
themes “true virtue” and “republic.” Instead of “republic” we may
also say “the people” or “the multitude.”*® Since according to
Machiavelli, the multitude is the locus of morality and of piety
the argument shifts insensibly to a discussion of the moral qualities.
Or, perhaps more precisely, since the founder-captain is a prince,
and prince and people are correlative, certain characteristics of
the founder-captain can only be brought out in the context of a
discussion of the moral qualities which are required for ruling the
multitude. This context gives occasion for throwing light on the
two types of founder-captains which are figuratively represented
by Hannibal and Manlius Torquatus on the one hand, and by
Scipio and Valerius Corvinus on the other.4¢ The section beginning
with the 16th chapter ends with the 34th chapter, i.e., with a chap-
ter which repeats the theme of I 58, the most important chapter of
the section on the multitude in the First Book. The last section of
the Third Book begins with a remark which must be quoted again:
“How dangerous a thing it is to make oneself the head of a new
thing which concerns many people, and how difficult it is to man-
age it and to bring it to its consummation and, after it has been
brought to its consummation, to maintain it, would be too long
and too exalted a matter to discuss; I reserve it therefore for a more
convenient place.” Who will be so inhuman as to believe that
Machiavelli was so inhuman as to whet the appetite of the earnest
reader and leave it completely unsatisfied? We believe him on his
word that he will not “discuss that long and exalted matter.” But
is there no mean between discussion and complete silence? Is there
no “place” other than the lines of a book? Is a series of intimations
not “a convenient place” for transmitting “a matter too long and
too exalted to discuss”? Seeing that Machiavelli is a discoverer of
new modes and orders, of something new which concerns many
people, who desires that these new modes and orders be adopted
and maintained and who therefore must give thought to the ques-
tion by what procedures they may be adopted and maintained,
the matter too long and too exalted to discuss is his own enterprise
insofar as it depends upon the cooperation of “the young.” In a
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word, we believe that the last section of the Discourses deals ob-
liquely with Machiavelli’s enterprise: he selects from Livy VII-X
such stories as properly understood throw light on his strategy
and tactics. He conceals the most exalted theme by scattering its
parts, i.e., by presenting its parts not according to their intrinsic
order but according to the purely accidental order of their Livian
equivalents.*” We have discussed an example of his intimations—
his discussion of manifest blunders committed by an enemy (III
48)—on an earlier occasion. At present, it is necessary to note that
the last sections of the First and Second Books have the same theme
as the last section of the Third Book.*® The last section of the
First Book will be discussed in the proper place. Here we shall
discuss briefly the last section of the Second Book.

Machiavelli begins the last section of the Second Book, i.e., the
33rd chapter, with a remark as to what one ought to do in order
to profit from reading “this Livian history,” i.e., Livy’s work in
general; this is the only reference to Livy which occurs in the
chapter. While leading us to expect that he will in that chapter dis-
cuss more than one procedure of the Roman people and senate, he
in fact discusses only one such, namely, their giving very great
discretionary power to the captains of their armies. He then speaks
of what the Romans did when they had decided upon a war, “for
instance, against the Latins,” but in the chapter he discusses only
an incident in a war against the Tuscans. That incident was the
conduct of the consul Fabius who had crossed the Ciminian Forest
with his army without having had permission from the senate.
On his return from the expedition he found two legates who or-
dered him in the name of the senate not to cross the Ciminian Forest.
This order of the senate does not exactly support the thesis, stated
in the heading and restated more forcefully within the chapter, that
the Romans gave the captains of their armies great discretionary
powers. When we turn to the Livian text, we see that Machiavelli
has made a minor change: Livy speaks not of two legates but of
“five legates with two tribunes of the plebs.” But this minor
change indicates a major change or a major silence. Machiavelli
does not tell us how the difficulty obstructing the passage through
the Ciminian Forest was overcome. The Ciminian Forest was
thought to be impassable and no Roman had ever entered it. The
consul’s brother, M. Fabius, offered to explore it. M. Fabius had
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been educated in Tuscany, was learned in Tuscan letters, and
kmew the Tuscan language well. So he ventured among the Tuscans
«jn a bold disguise.” What secured him against detection was how-
ever less Tuscan learning, or even his disguise, than the fact that
«j¢ was repugnant to belief that an outsider would enter the
Ciminian Forest.”*® Machiavelli is another Fabius: it is the incredi-
bility of his enterprise which secures him against detection, i.e.,
against the detection of the intransigence and awakeness with which
he conducts his exploration of hitherto unknown territory and thus
prepares the conquest of that territory by his brothers.

We agree with the commonly held opinion according to which
Machiavelli, having decided to write Discourses on Livy, must at
some point or other begin to refer to Livy or even to quote Livy.
But it cannot be indifferent to us at what precise point he for the
first time introduces Livy. The first reference to Livy or the first
Latin quotation from Livy will be no longer for us a trivial fact
but an amazing occurrence; it will elicit neither empty curiosity
nor yawning but disturbing wonder. Since, other things being equal,
a Latin quotation from Livy which occurs in an Italian book re-
veals a more powerful presence of Livy than does an Italian
summary of a Livian passage, we turn our attention first to the
first Latin quotations from Livy. These quotations occur in the
section which is explicitly devoted to the Roman religion (I 11-15).
Their introduction was properly prepared. Machiavelli had estab-
lished the authority of the Roman republic by taking issue with
classical political philosophy and with the aristocratic Roman tra-
dition. In that context he had criticized certain critics of ancient
Rome but had not openly criticized any ancient writers in his own
name. In the section which immediately precedes the section on
religion, i.e., in the section explicitly devoted to the founders
(I 9-10), he takes issue with the opinion “perhaps” held by “many”
according to which Romulus is to be blamed for having murdered
his brother; he refutes that opinion by having recourse, not to
any authority, but to “a general rule” without however saying a
word as to whether that general rule is generally accepted. When,
in chapter 4, he had attacked the opinion of “many” which con-
demned Rome for the discord between the plebs and the senate,
he had eventually referred to the authority of Cicero. But now,
when the deed to be excused is no longer shouting in the streets
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or the closing of shops, as it was in the fourth chapter, but murder,
the murder of one’s only brother, he does not betray any need for
support by authority. Or, if one wishes, one might say that the
authority of the divine founder of Rome enables Machiavelli to
oppose to the false general rule which unconditionally forbids
murder the true general rule which allows murder under certain
conditions. Thereafter, he openly blames in his own name those
ancient writers who servilely praised Caesar, while he praises those
ancient writers who obliquely blamed Caesar:5° his preferring the
latter to the former is no longer supported by “the opinion of
many.” At the most, one could say that he appeals tacitly from a
late Roman opinion to the opinion embodied in the republican
practice of ancient Rome. However this may be,5! immediately
before beginning the section on religion, he takes the extreme step
of suggesting that the Rome which Romulus found was a corrupt
city, i.e., that in the beginning men were not good but corrupt.

Such is the background against which Livy himself, speaking his
native tongue, makes his first appearance. The first Latin quotation
from Livy occurs in the chapter (I 12) in which Machiavelli at-
tacks the opinion of “many” according to which the well-being
of the Italian cities stems from the Roman Church. Against that
opinion he adduces “two most powerful reasons which, according
to me, suffer no denial.” Yet however powerful these reasons may
be according to him, he cannot take issue with the highest authority
existing in his age and country without having the support of some-
thing more powerful than any reason, namely, another high author-
ity. To take issue with the Roman Church in the section of the
Discourses which is devoted to the religion of the ancient Romans
means to question the modes and orders of the established religion
with a view to the modes and orders, rediscovered by Machiavelli,
of the ancient religion, or to hold up the modes and orders of the
ancient religion for imitation by modern men. Whatever may be
true of the introduction or restoration of civil or military modes
and orders,’2 the introduction or restoration of religious modes and
orders requires, as Machiavelli asserts, the support of divine author-
ity, true or feigned, or at least, we may add, the support of authori-
tative historians who transmit the original authority to later ages;
for religious modes and orders lack those “evident reasons” of
which purely political modes and orders are capable: religious
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modes and orders rest on belief.5® Livy must take the place of
the Bible; Machiavelli’s Bible permits him to uphold a teaching
opposed to the teaching of the Bible. Machiavelli makes an effort
to enter into the spirit of ancient piety: while quoting from Livy
in Latin the words “Wilt thou go to Rome?” which Roman soldiers
had addressed to the image of Juno in a Tuscan town after its
conquest, he omits Livy’s remark that the question might have
been prompted by “youthful jocularity.”®* It may seem incred-
ible that Machiavelli should have longed for the revival of the
worship of the Queen Juno. He teaches explicitly that states
which desire to keep themselves incorrupt should maintain the
established religion. This does not prevent him however from
treating the Christian Savonarola’s speaking with God as an exact
parallel to the pagan Numa Pompilius’ simulated converse with
a nymph: the success of Savonarola in Florence proves that the
achievement of Numa, the founder of the religion of the ancient
Romans, can be repeated now.?> The least one would have to say
is that Machiavelli is impartial as between paganism and Christianity.
In accordance with his desire to keep a nice balance, he mentions
in the section on religion “God” seven times and “god” or “gods”
seven times.?® Furthermore, however strongly he may have rec-
ommended that the contemporary Christian states ought to main-
tain the Christian religion, he believed that the Christian religion
had in fact not been maintained in its purity but had declined and
that its ruin might be near. He, as it were, applies to his own time
the words quoted by him in Latin which Livy had used about the
decline of the religion ancient in Livy’s time, ie., in the time in
which the Christian religion emerged.” Whatever long-range pros-
pect this remark might suggest it is safer to leave it here at saying
that from Machiavelli’s point of view the imitation of the ancient
Romans as regards religion means that one should use the Christian
religion in the manner in which, according to him, the ancient
Romans had used theirs. He conveys this lesson by retelling certain
Roman stories and by making minor changes in them. He retells
the story of how an ancient Roman, “a citizen grave and of author-
ity,” had used religion for quieting the common people. When
tacitly taking up the same matter in a later chapter, he adduces
only a Florentine example and speaks of “a man grave and of author-
ity” who quieted the common people: the “man,” as distinguished
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from the “citizen,” was a bishop “who is now a cardinal” Ac-
cording to Livy, the Roman who quieted the plebs, was a consul;
Machiavelli transforms him into a citizen, a man who did not hold
at the time a politico-military command; he thus prepares the tran-
sition to the bishop in Florence.’® The lesson is obvious: the men in
ancient Rome who quieted the plebs by means of religion were
citizens, not necessarily priests, for in ancient Rome religion was
civil religion; the imitation of ancient Rome would consist in using
Christianity as a civil religion. Machiavelli also retells the story of
how a Roman consul overcame the difficulty caused by the indis-
cretion of some hen-men, a special kind of soothsayers, by having
“the prince” of the hen-men killed and by describing that dead
“prince” to his army as a liar. In Livy’s version no “prince” of the
hen-men is mentioned, nor does Livy’s consul call the hen-man
in question a liar. Machiavelli stresses the hierarchic structure of
the Roman order of soothsayers and injects some non-Livian
venom into the consul’s words. As Livy tells us, the soothsayers
(baruspices) were aliens from Tuscany.?® Machiavelli’s changes
of the Livian stories are meant to facilitate the imitation of the
ancient Romans by modern men, an imitation which is compatible
with the formal maintenance of the Christian religion. As he says
elsewhere, “up to the coming of the Longobards, the Pontiffs did
not acquire any other authority except that which was given to
them on account of their manners and their doctrine. In the other
things they obeyed the emperors or the kings, and were sometimes
killed by them, and used by them in their actions as servants.”%?
But we must not lose sight of the Latin quotations from Livy. While
Machiavelli had quoted in each of the chapters 12 and 13 one
Latin sentence from Livy he quotes two of them in chapter 15,
the last chapter of the section. In that chapter it is shown how the
Romans, led by the same consul who destroyed and discredited “the
prince of the hen-men,” overcame by their virtue the obstinacy
which their foreign enemies had acquired by virtue of religion:
Roman arms proved to be superior to Samnite religion. Machiavelli
thus prepares the first repetition of the section on religion—a repe-
tition in which he contrasts “the quiet and religious” Roman king
Numa Pompilius, the founder of the ancient religion, with his
successor who, “armed with prudence and arms,” “recovered the
reputation of Romulus.”8!
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The three chapters which contain the first four Latin quota-
gons from Livy are preceded by 11 chapters and followed by 24
chapters in which no such quotations occur. This isolation, for
which there is no parallel in the book, enhances the suggestive

wer of the quotations discussed. Those first four quotations are
separated from the next quotations by an interval of unique length.
Machiavelli compensates us for the extraordinary thrift which he
practices, after having whetted our appetite, by a rare act of
prodigality: in the first chapter in which he begins for the second
time to quote Livy in Latin—in order from then on to quote him in
Latin with some degree of regularity—he gives us six Latin quota-
tions from Livy. This density occurs in the first chapter of the
Discourses in which he discusses with complete neutrality the poli-
cies required for saving liberty and the policies required for estab-
lishing tyranny. In order to show how a potential tyrant can be
successful he studies the actions of Appius Claudius, the founder
of all public and private law in Rome, who failed in his attempt
to establish tyranny and whose laws retain their force despite his
ruin and violent death.®2 This neutrality which to us at any rate
appears in the same light in which it sometimes appears in the Dis-
courses, namely, as the height of political immorality and therefore
perhaps as the height of immorality simply, is a heresy comparable
in gravity to the neutrality between paganism and Biblical religion.
It would seem then that the Latin quotations from Livy as strands
of Machiavelli’s web are ominous rather than humanistic. As for
the connection in Machiavelli’s mind between Biblical religion and
tyranny, we refer to the suggestion which he makes in Discourses
I 2688

Machiavelli begins to refer to Livy sometime before he begins
to quote Livy. He begins to refer to Livy immediately after he has
established the authority of Rome by proving the superiority of
Rome to Sparta. In order to establish the authority of Rome and
hence of Livy, he could not use Livy and he did not need Livy;
the data supplied by the sixth book of the Greek Polybius, the
unnamed supplier of the chief “matter” of Discourses 1 2-6, are
necessary and sufficient. The two chapters in which the first refer-
ences to Livy occur (I 7-8) do not fit perfectly into what might
seem to be the proper order, as Machiavelli indicates at the begin-
ning of the gth chapter: if he had strictly adhered to that order,
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Livy would not have appeared at all prior to the section on religion,
What induced or compelled Machiavelli to deviate from the ap-
parently proper order? He begins to refer to Livy when discussing
a concomitant of a democratic Roman institution, the plebeian
tribunate. The tribunes of the plebs were among those who had
authority to accuse people before public tribunals. The first refer-
ences to Livy occur in the two chapters which are devoted to
the beneficial character of public accusations requiring proof and
to the pernicious character of calumnies or of sowing sinister opin-
ions about fellow citizens among the people. Ancient Rome had
adopted the right policy in regard to both accusations and calumnies.
But the exact opposite is true of modern Florence. The first refer-
ences to Livy occur in the two chapters in which the superiority
of ancient Rome to modern Florence becomes for the first time the
theme, or starting from which the intra-classical alternative ‘Rome-
Sparta’ is superseded as it were once and for all by the alternative
‘ancient republics-modern republics.” Other considerations apart,
recourse to Livy becomes necessary in proportion as the quarrel
between the ancients and the moderns becomes thematic or other-
wise important. One is entitled to say that in the two chapters in
question there is a somewhat stronger emphasis on Florence than
on Rome.®* One of the victims of the bad Florentine arrange-
ment was “a kind of prince of the city.” One may wonder whether
in discussing the alternative of accusations and calumnies, which is
linked up with the difference between ancient Rome and modern
Florence where Savonarola had been so successful, Machiavelli was
not thinking of the sermons of Savonarola, the unarmed prophet,
which are “full of accusations of the worldly wise and of invec-
tives against them.” Savonarola distinguished “two armed hosts,
one which fought under God and this was he and his followers, while
the other fought under the devil, and this was the opponents.”¢?
Descriptions of one’s opponents in such terms are certainly not
accusations in Machiavelli’s sense of the word. One may wonder,
in other words, whether the difference here discussed between an-
cient Rome and modern Florence must not be understood in the
light of the difference between civil and trans-political religion.
It is true that Machiavelli does not refer only to modern Florence;
despite the fact that, as he says, the previous examples are sufficient,
he adds an example from ancient Tuscany. That example shows
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that ancient Tuscany suffered from the same bad arrangement as
modern Florence. We may note in passing that Machiavelli supplies
us here as it were accidentally, with that critique of ancient Tus-
cany which is an important step on the way from the most ancient
antiquity to ancient Rome. But however this may be, ancient Tus-
cany too, in contradistinction to ancient Rome, was the home and
center of religion. As regards ancient Rome, the example adduced
by Machiavelli shows that Manlius Capitolinus, having become out
of ambition a leader of the plebs and having in this capacity calum-
niated the nobles, suffered capital punishment through the action,
not of course of the tribunes of the plebs, but of a patrician dictator,
the leader of the patriciate. In modern Florence too the calum-
niators were “friends of the people.” In modern Florence how-
ever the calumniators succeeded in driving “the great men to de-
spair.”® It is necessary to compare the context of the first Livy
quotations with the context of the first references to Livy. The first
Livy quotations occur when Machiavelli discusses the ancient reli-
gion and therewith the greatest contrast between the ancients and
the moderns. The first references to Livy occur when Machiavelli
explicitly discusses a much less fundamental and less general con-
trast between ancients and moderns. But, as may have become clear,
this does not necessarily mean that the mere references to Livy
do not lead the reader towards the fundamental issue. In fact,
they may even lead him into a deeper stratum of the fundamental
problem; the first references to Livy are very suggestive regarding
the relation between the common people and religion in general,
and between the common people and Biblical religion in particular.
It would be dangerous to generalize from this observation regarding
the difference between the first quotations from Livy and the first
references to Livy. This much however can safely be said: while,
as goes without saying, Livy is present everywhere in the Dis-
courses, the meaning of that presence, visible or invisible, might
escape the reader if Machiavelli had not isolated his first references
to Livy and his first quotations from Livy and thus given us some
directives.

Machiavelli was compelled to establish the authority of Rome
because the superiority of the Roman modes and orders to all
others, for example the Spartan, was not obvious or universally ad-
mitted. In that context he had to speak of certain alleged defects
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of Rome which he did not deny but of which he asserted in effect
that they are the inevitable concomitants of the best modes and
orders. Later on, when defending the fratricide committed by the
founder of Rome, he refers again to Sparta; there he silently re-
tracts his initial statement according to which the state and the
laws established by Lycurgus lasted for more than 8co years with-
out corruption of those laws or without any dangerous tumult:
the Spartans had deviated from the laws of Lycurgus by the time
of King Agis, i.e., about 600 years after Lycurgus; Agis who tried
to restore the ancient laws was murdered by the ephors; Agis’
successor, who shared Agis’ desire massacred “all the ephors and
anyone else who could oppose him” and yet failed to restore com-
pletely the laws of Lycurgus.®” The stature of Rome is thus still
more enhanced than it was after the original proof of Rome’s
superiority to Sparta and after the first proof of Rome’s superiority
to Florence had been completed. This does not mean, of course, that
every Roman was a most excellent man: Machiavelli speaks of the
corruption of Roman royalty and of the corruption of the Roman
people which was caused by the party of Marius. In spite of this,
“the example of Rome is preferable to any other example” because
it is more instructive than any other. Above all, certainly the lead-
ing Romans under the republic, or at any rate the consuls, were
“always most excellent men.” The high point in the praise of Rome
is probably reached in Machiavelli’s contrasting the moderate char-
acter of the foundation of the Roman republic with the inhuman
character of the foundation of the principalities of David and of
Philip of Macedon; for the remark about David already suggests what
Machiavelli will explicitly say later about the foundation laid by
Moses in the context of the only explicit reference to the Bible
which occurs in the Discourses: “he who reads the Bible judiciously,
will see that Moses was forced, in order that his laws and his orders
should prosper, to massacre innumerable human beings who, moved
by nothing but envy, opposed his designs.”é® Not long after that
high point has been reached, and at the very beginning of the
second half of the First Book, more or less in the region where
Machiavelli begins to follow the Livian order even in his use of
Livy, a fundamental change makes itself felt. Rather abruptly, if
circumspectly, he begins to criticize the Roman republic as it was
in its most incorrupt period,®® and he goes on to do so though
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retuming again and again to the praise of Rome. Two Roman
generals, not indeed consuls but military tribunes with consular
power, preferred the disgrace of their fatherland to a minor sacrifice
of their pride. The senate once acted contrary to the rule that one
must not postpone benefiting the people until a third power forces
one to do 0.7 While defending the Roman institution of dictator-
ship by means of “most evident reasons” against the opinion of
“some writer” who had not “considered the matter well” and
whose verdict “has been quite unreasonably believed,” i.e., while
tracing a powerful error to its weak beginning, Machiavelli makes
it clear that that Roman institution was not superior to a different
Venetian institution which fulfilled the same purpose equally well:7*
the modes and orders of ancient Rome are not simply the model for
the moderns. Thereafter he speaks explicitly, if with due euphemism,
of “the defect” of the Roman agrarian law. That defect was per-
haps immediately caused by the dilatory policy of the senate but
it was certainly in the last analysis caused by what, without the
use of euphemism, would have to be called the avarice of the Roman
nobility. It was owing to that avarice that Rome, in contrast to
Sparta, did not comply with the basic rule that the public should
be kept rich and all citizens be kept poor. In the context of this
criticism of Rome, Machiavelli accepts the opinion of “the ancient
writers” as to the working of certain passions and, most important,
refers to Livy by name for the first time since the end of the
section on religion:?? Livy proves to be not only the celebrator of
Rome but also her critic. Livy is no longer needed only for trans-
mitting to modern men the counterauthority which enables Machia-
velli to attack the established authority; from this point forth he
is also needed to discredit that counterauthority. In other words,
the authority is henceforth no longer the practice and the polity
of ancient Rome, but Livy, a book: only from here on is Livy
Machiavelli’s Bible or his counterpart of the Bible. Just as the
authority of the Bible is admittedly not weakened but strength-
ened by the fact that it contains the records of how the children
of Israel were stiff-necked and went a-whoring after other gods,
the authority of Livy is not weakened but strengthened by the
fact that he enlightens us concerning the misdeeds of the Romans
and the defects of the Roman modes and orders. It is in the 3g9th
chapter that Machiavelli draws the decisive conclusion from his
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criticism of the Romans: diligent examination of things past en-
ables one not only to foresee what would happen in every republic
in the future if the necessary remedies are not applied in time, and
to apply the remedies used by the ancients, but also to discover the
proper remedies in case the ancients did not use or know them.
Since the Roman modes and orders have been shown to be defective
in more than one respect, we are forced to conclude that, ac-
cording to Machiavelli, a progress beyond the ancient modes and
orders is necessary, or that modes and orders which are new, not
only relatively but simply, must be sought.”® Far be it from us to
deny the genuine character of Machiavelli’s admiration for ancient
Rome. But there is a great difference between genuinely admiring an-
cient Rome and believing that ancient Rome is the peak of all possible
achievements. The ancient Roman polity was a work of chance, if
of chance often prudently used;’* the ancient Romans discovered
their modes and orders absent-mindedly or by accident, and they
clung to them out of reverence for the ancestral. Machiavelli,
however, achieves for the first time the anatomy of the Roman
republic, and thus understands thoroughly the virtues and the
vices of that republic. Therefore he can teach his readers how a
polity similar to the Roman and better than the Roman can be
deliberately constructed. What hitherto has been a lucky accident,
and therefore essentially defective, can become from now on, on
the new continent discovered by Machiavelli, the goal of rational
desire and action. It is for this reason that the modes and orders
recommended by Machiavelli, even those which he took over bod-
ily from ancient Rome, are rightly described by him as new modes
and orders. Even if the content of those modes and orders remains
the same, their character is wholly new. The Discourses truly con-
vey then, as Machiavelli promises at the beginning of the book,
new modes and orders. Just as the Prince, the Discourses present
a wholly new teaching which is shielded by a conventional or tra-
ditional exterior. But whereas the Prince conveys the wholly new
teaching regarding the foundations of society, the Discourses con-
vey in addition the wholly new teaching regarding the structure
of society, i.e., of the best society.

It would be wrong to believe that Machiavelli’s emphatic blame,
in the next chapter, of what may seem to be the biggest blunder
committed by the early Roman republic, namely, the creation of
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the Decemvirate, is no longer surprising. That chapter shows
precisely that the creation of the Decemvirate was not a blunder
from the point of view of the senate or the nobility: the Decemviri
were chosen only from the nobility; they did not hurt the nobility;
they were actively supported by the young nobles; the authority
of the senate survived under the Decemvirate; the creation of the
Decemvirate appears as a not imprudent act, by which the senate
frightened the plebeians into longing for the patrician consulate
which they had theretofore loathed.”™ It is therefore necessary
for Machiavelli to state, or to restate, in his next remarks on the
subject that the orders of Rome were perhaps not good in a
certain important respect and that the Roman nobility often acted
unwisely in its dealings with the plebs.”® In the penultimate chapter
of the First Book, the last chapter of the section devoted to the
multitude as the home of morality and religion, Machiavelli pre-
pares the discourses of the Second Book (the Book devoted to the
Romans’ foreign policy) by proving that republics are more faithful
allies than princes. He refers to seven examples; none of them proves
the faithfulness of the Roman republic.” Since the Roman republic
is the primary subject of the Discourses, the reader cannot help
being particularly concerned with the faithfulness of the Roman
republic; but on the basis of the evidence adduced by Machiavelli
he can do no more than believe that the Roman republic was more
faithful than princes. Machiavelli trains him in believing by himself
saying credo five times in that chapter. The five-fold credo pro-
nounced by him at the end of what one might call his destruction
of Rome’s authority corresponds to the four-fold credo pronounced
by him at the end of the argument by which he established Rome’s
authority.” Fourteen chapters later, when his theme is no longer
the multitude as the home of faith, or of good faith, he holds up
as the model for republics which aspire to greatness the fraud
which the early Roman republic, i.e., the senate, habitually practiced
against its very allies.” But, as we have seen, even by the end of
the First Book Machiavelli’s faith in Rome is no longer what it was
at the beginning: his faith in Rome was bound to be affected by
what he believed to have discerned about the Romans’ faith.

At the beginning of the Second Book, a new dimension of the
problem comes to sight. After having defended Rome against a
certain opinion held by “many,” and in particular by “a most
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grave writer” of antiquity who is mentioned by name, Machiavellj
shows that it was in the last analysis the Roman republic which
destroyed freedom for many centuries in the West. Immediately
thereafter he suggests a revision of the earlier verdict on the
relative merits of Rome on the one hand and of Sparta and even
Athens on the other. Rome was enabled to destroy freedom in the
West or to make herself mistress of the world because she liberally
admitted foreigners to citizenship; Sparta and Athens, though very
well-armed republics with very good laws and apparently less
tumultuous than Rome, did not achieve Rome’s greatness because
they, and especially Sparta, were fearful lest admixture of new
inhabitants corrupt their ancient customs. Rome was then enabled
to destroy freedom in the Western world because she was excessively
cosmopolitan or constitutionally exposed to corruption.®® No won-
der that Machiavelli takes leave of the reader of the Discourses
with the praise of that Fabius who was deservedly called Maximus
for having practically disfranchised “the new people.” But Fabius’
measure did not stem the tide forever. Hence it remains true that
the Roman republic, the greatest republic or the most political
community®! that ever was, prepared the Western world for Asiatic
obedience and for the suppression of the supremacy of political
or public life. The Roman republic is on the one hand the direct
opposite of the Christian republic, and on the other hand a cause
of the latter, or even the model for it. This is the ultimate reason
that Machiavelli’s judgment on the Roman republic is ambiguous.
Near the center of the Second Book, he notes that the ancient
Romans once believed they could vanquish pride by humility. He
continues this thought six chapters later when, after having promised
to speak of both mercenary and auxiliary troops, he speaks in fact
only of auxiliary troops. Auxiliary troops are soldiers sent to the
help of a state by “a prince or a republic” that commands and
pays those troops; in the repetition, Machiavelli drops “or a
republic”; auxiliary troops are the most harmful and the most
dangerous kind of troops because the state which wishes to use them
has no authority whatever over them: only “the prince” who sends
them has authority over them; they are so dangerous because they
form a disciplined body subject to a foreign authority whereas,
as Machiavelli tells us elsewhere, mercenary troops are disunited
and lack fear of God.’? Immediately thereafter he discusses the
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er of controlling subjects which ancient Rome had invented.
Ancient Rome did not claim to rule the towns wh.i<_:h had become its
subjects but merely bound them to certain conditions; Rome’s rule
was not visible and was therefore rather easily borne even though
jt may have imposed some hardship; since Rome did not exercise
civil and criminal jurisdiction in those towns, “the prince” was
much less exposed to calumny and hatred than were the municipal
authorities. In other words, Rome did not exercise direct rule over
her subjects. Machiavelli compares the Roman way of ruling her
subject towns to the way in which Florence ruled Pistoia: the
Florentines treated the Pistoians with brotherly love, or, as he says
“in another discourse and for another purpose,” they ruled the
Pistoians by “the arts of peace,” i.e., by presenting themselves as
peace-makers to the quarreling groups among their subjects, thus
keeping their subjects divided.®® In the 78th chapter, i.e., almost
exactly in the center of the central Book, and nowhere else, Machi-
avelli mentions “the authority of the Romans” in the heading of a
chapter. In the body of that chapter he says that “if one has to
follow authority, one ought to believe a Roman republic and many
most excellent captains who were in it, rather than the one Hannibal
alone.” But, as he makes clear in the next chapter, in following
the authority of the Romans, one does not follow the authority
of the Romans: the Romans discovered their modes and orders
“without any example (of others), by their prudence, through
themselves.”’8
In the Third Book, there is only one chapter which can be said
to be devoted to the criticism of the early Roman republic. At the
beginning of the 1os5th chapter and nowhere else in either book,
Machiavelli refers to what “some moral philosophers have written”
and approves of it. The philosophers in question had understood
“the virtue of necessity” or they had realized that necessity is the
mother of the highest virtue. Their insight agrees with the thesis
of the chapter that necessity makes men obstinate and hence
excellent fighters. The wise captain or ruler will therefore use
every artifice to liberate his enemies from such salutary necessity;
he will deceive the enemy populace by making large promises to
them and by claiming that he has no quarrel with them but only
with the ambitious few in their midst. We must leave it to the
Teaders to decide whether Machiavelli himself is a wise captain,
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seeing that he directs his widely audible accusations against the
ambitious prelates and that he knows that the people cannot but
be averse to his radical innovations. The chapter under discussion
may be described as the most extreme specimen of his criticism of
Rome, since it suggests a certain superiority of modern Florence
to ancient Rome.®> Before turning to Roman examples, he speaks
of two Florentine examples. In discussing the first Florentine ex-
ample, he exculpates Florence from what amounts to a criticism
by “many”; in discussing the second Florentine example, he exhibits
the cleverness of the Medici. Later he cites three examples of how
the Romans rendered their enemies obstinate. The first of these
examples is supplied by the Romans’ conduct toward the Samnites
which led to the disaster of the Caudine Forks; it would have been
easy for the Romans to say, and in this particular case they would
have said with perfect justice, that they had a quarrel only with
the ambitious few among the Samnites; but the Romans did not
avail themselves of this opportunity. In the 15th chapter, we recall,
Machiavelli had retold the story of how the Romans overcame by
their virtue the obstinacy which the Samnites had acquired by
“virtue of religion.” In the present case, the Samnites were rendered
obstinate by “virtue of necessity.” The second of the three Roman
examples shows how a Roman commander® unnecessarily made
the Veientes obstinate. Machiavelli does not tell us that prior to the
incident retold by him, the Roman consuls had made their own
soldiers obstinate by means of religion® or that the Romans had
acted like the Samnites. The last of the three examples shows how
the Romans drove the Volsci, led by Messius, into extreme ob-
stinacy. Machiavelli quotes in Latin a part of the speech with
which Messius exhorted his soldiers; in the part omitted by him,
Messius says: “Do you believe that some god will protect you
and carry you away from here?”’® Here we are meant to see how
an enemy of Rome was driven by necessity into “operating per-
fectly” precisely by his subjective certainty that he and his army
will not be saved by any god.

Time and again we have become bewildered by the fact that
the man who is more responsible than any other man for the break
with the Great Tradition should in the very act of breaking prove
to be the heir, the by no means unworthy heir, to that supreme
art of writing which that tradition manifested at its peaks. The
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ighest art has its roots, as he well knew, in the highest necessity.
The perfect book or speech obeys in every respect the pure and
merciless laws of what has been called logographlc necessity. The
perfect speech contains nothing slipshod; in it there are no loose
threads it contains no word that has been picked up at random;
it is not marred by errors due to faulty memory or to any other
kind of carelessness; strong passions and a powerful and fertile
imagination are guided with ease by a reason which knows how
to use the unexpected gift, which knows how to persuade and
which knows how to forbid; it allows of no adornment which is
not imposed by the gravity and the aloofness of the subject matter;
the perfect writer rejects with disdain and with some impatience
the demand of vulgar rhetoric that expressions must be varied
since change is pleasant. The translations of Machiavelli as well
as of other great writers, even if they are done with ordinary
competence, are so bad because their authors read books composed
according to the rules of noble rhetoric as if they had been
brought forth in compliance with the rules of vulgar rhetoric. In
a famous letter Machiavelli has testified to what he owed to the
writers of antiquity and their creations. In the evening, when
entering his study he put on regal and courtly clothes and thus
properly dressed he entered into the ancient courts of the men
of antiquity who received him lovingly. There he fed himself
on that nourishment which alone was his and for which he was
born; there he united himself wholly with the ancients, and thus
did not fear poverty, forgot every anguish, and was not frightened
by death. Because of his nature and his devotion he came to sur-
pass Livy. The peculiar charm and the peculiar remoteness of the
Discourses are due to the fact that a part of their teaching is
transmitted not only between their lines, but as it were between the
covers of the Discourses and those of Livy’s History. Machiavelli
draws our attention to utterances of Livy or of Livy’s characters
which he does not quote and to which he does not even refer,
strictly and narrowly speaking. Those utterances, if read in the
light of Machiavelli’s suggestive context, take on a non-Livian
meaning and then illumine the Machiavellian context; the thought
which is transmitted in this way is not conveyed by the Discourses
read by themselves nor by Livy’s History read by itself. Machiavelli
expects his reader less to have read Livy and other writers than to
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read them in conjunction with the Discourses after he has read the
Discourses once or more than once.®® He certainly expects his
reader to read Livy with more than ordinary care or, to return to
the surface, with profound reverence.?® This reverence need not
be weakened by the changes which Machiavelli makes in the
Livian stories or in the Livian text. Not all theologians always
refrained from modifying the Biblical stories and from quoting
Scripture inexactly. Such seeming liberties taken with the sacred
books may well subserve the pious concern with applying the
Biblical message to oneself and to one’s generation. The analogy
of the Bible and Livy would not be perfect if Livy were not
Machiavelli’s authority in theology or its equivalent. Livy is Machi-
avelli’s authority as regards Fortuna and her workings. It is Livy
who, according to him, through a Roman example proves at length
and with most efficacious words the power of Heaven or Fortuna
over human affairs. The Livian proof is so complete that, as Machi-
avelli notes, no modern examples are needed to confirm the Livian
thesis. Machiavelli reproduces the Livian proof in one of the two
chapters whose headings consist of almost literally translated Livian
statements. The Livian statement which heads the chapter contain-
ing that Livian proof is the only chapter heading in either book
which pronounces dogmatically on the power and workings of
Fortuna.®!

Once we have taken Machiavelli’s acceptance of Livy’s author-
ity as seriously as we must, we become amazed by the relative
rarity of quotations from Livy and even references to Livy. We
slowly begin to dare to ask ourselves whether Livy is after all the
highest authority for him or whether he did not regard certain
other classical writers as more important than Livy. Accordingly
we note that Livy is never mentioned in the Prince. Livy is an
historian, whereas Machiavelli reasons about matters of state. That
is to say, Livy supplies him with matter, with examples; the con-
clusions drawn from the examples (only a part of which are supplied
by Livy), or the light which illumines the matter, or the reasoning
which leads up to the causes of the events recorded by Livy and
other historians is Machiavelli’s.?2 As we observe next, Machiavelli
tacitly changes Livy’s stories and thus perhaps tacitly criticizes
Livy. Very slowly, very circumspectly, does he begin to attack
Livy explicitly and, after having done so, he very rarely, but all the
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more impressively, returns to that attack. The first explicit attack
on Livy occurs in the 58th chapter, ie., about 20 chapters after
he had begun explicitly to criticize ancient Rome. But already in
the 4oth chapter he openly grants that Livy’s History may be
defective in a point of some importance, namely, in a point con-
nected with the issue of “accusations and calumnies.” In the same
chapter, speaking of Florence, he indicates that “true memory”
of Florentine affairs is not available beyond a certain date. Could
the possible defect of Livy’s History be due to the fact that he
did not have “true memory” of the event which he records in
the passage referred to by Machiavelli? Certain it is that Livy
himself speaks in that passage of the uncertainty regarding events
which are remote in time.?® Machiavelli then is not absolutely
silent about the questionable character of Livy’s stories and about
Livy’s own references to that questionable character. In the
16th chapter he had already spoken of the things “which are
read in the memories of ancient histories”: Livy’s History, and
certainly its first ten Books, consist of such memories of ancient
histories.?* But even what is known through truly historical records,
ie, through such records of past events as were set down by
contemporaries of those events, is less truly known than what
everyone can see now; it is an object of belief rather than of per-
ception.?® It is for this reason that Machiavelli can substitute his
summaries of Livian stories for the Livian stories themselves by
sometimes describing summaries which lack any reference to Livy
as “those texts” and then suggest that “those texts” are the work
of Livy and Machiavelli jointly: Machiavelli can vouch for them
as well or almost as well as could Livy himself.?¢ It may be for
this reason that he sometimes makes trivial changes in Livy’s
reports: whether the early Romans waged war in a given year
against one neighboring tribe, say the Aequi, and not against another,
say the Volsci, is not sufficiently established by the fact that Livy
says they did. Even if an historian is trustworthy regarding his
facts, he is not necessarily trustworthy regarding his selection of
facts; historians are inclined to regard as most worthy of being
remembered that which is miraculous or spectacular. When Machi-
avelli retells the story of the Decemvirate, he barely refers to the
Virginia incident which is told at such length by Livy, to say
nothing of the fact that he does not mention that heinous crime
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when speaking of Appius Claudius’ mistakes.?” It is also significant
that the first historian explicitly quoted as stating a general cause,
the cause of a kind of human conduct, is not Livy but Tacitus.%8
Eight chapters later Machiavelli summarizes an observation of
“the ancient writers” regarding human conduct in general, and
thereafter gives a “discourse” of his own in which he states the
cause of the phenomenon observed by the ancient writers. There-
after he indicates that the most fundamental truth regarding man
can be known more easily by the moderns than by the ancients
because that truth is most easily discerned by considering “present
and ancient things” together.”® Long after all these preparations
have been completed does Machiavelli praise Livy for the first
time. In the chapter preceding the one in which he explicitly quotes
Livy in Latin for the first time after the central chapter of the
section on religion, i.e., in the third chapter before the one in
which he states explicitly for the first time that Livy’s History
may be defective, he says: “Since Titus Livius most prudently
gives the reason why this arose, it does not seem to me not to be to
the purpose to state precisely his words . . . ” The most prudent
reasoning of Livy includes the following two remarks: the Roman
nobility, while disapproving of the violence done by their sons
to the plebs, preferred, if the line had to be overstepped, that it
should be overstepped by their own people rather than by their
domestic enemies; and: it seems as if it were necessary either to
do wrong or to suffer wrong. It is easy to see why this Livian
reasoning should appear to Machiavelli to be “most prudent.” But
the praise of this particular Livian reasoning implies that Livy
does not always reason “most prudently” about the events which
he narrates: the very praise of Livy reveals a comprehensive criti-
cism of Livy. Moreover, Livy appears equally to accuse the nobility
and the plebs of dangerous ambition; but Machiavelli, in his own
discourse which immediately follows his restatement of Livy’s
reasoning, observes complete silence regarding the ambition of the
plebs: he speaks of the ambition of individuals who exploit the
desire of the common people for protection and monetary support.
Caesar is perhaps the greatest example of such individuals. Machi-
avelli here quotes a sentence which Sallustius had put into Caesar’s
mouth and calls that sentence “most true.”1® Why Livy’s reasoning
is not “most true” is indicated in the chapter following. Retelling
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o Livian story about an action of the Roman plebs, he quotes a
sentence in which Livy traces that action to the dispassionate and
incorrupt judgment of the then plebs. Thereafter he tacitly renders
Livy’s explanation more precise and thus corrects it: the plebs—
any plebs at any time—has tolerably good judgment in particulars
put it is easily deceived regarding generalities. After having made
his point he introduces a further quotation from Livy with the
remark that Livy justly wondered about that action of the plebs
which, according to Livy, revealed how lofty the mind of the
Roman plebs was at that particular period; Machiavelli implies that
Livy justly wondered because he did not grasp clearly the character
of the popular mind. Immediately thereafter, he retells a Livian
story about an incident in Capua, a city in which everything, and
in particular the plebs, was corrupt: the corrupt Capuan plebs did
not act differently than did the incorrupt Roman plebs in a strictly
parallel case. The hero of the story is a high Capuan magistrate;
when reading Machiavelli’s version, one receives the impression that
that Capuan was a public-spirited and wise citizen; Machiavelli
suppresses Livy’s remark that the individual in question was “a
wicked man but not altogether lost” who preferred to lord it over
an intact rather than a destroyed commonwealth: the distinction
between clever wickedness and moral worth is not as “true” in
Machiavelli’s eyes as it is in Livy’s.l®® Machiavelli pursues this
thought in the chapter which immediately precedes his first explicit
attack on Livy. After having explicitly quoted some Livian words
in Latin, he explicitly repeats Livy’s words and changes them
somewhat as he does so: whereas Livy himself had spoken of the
plebeians having become “obedient,” Machiavelli makes him speak
of the plebeians having become “vile and weak.”102

Machiavelli’s subdued criticism of Livy prepares his criticism
of authority as such. In the first §7 chapters of the Discourses, we
find these further suggestions which have an immediate bearing
upon the broader issue. Cicero, the most famous Latin prose writer,
is mentioned three times in the Discourses; in the 4th chapter he is
quoted with approval as a political thinker; in the 33rd chapter
he is quoted as having realized a grave error committed by Pompey;
in the 52nd chapter he is shown to have ruined himself and his
Party by a grave error of judgment which could easily have been
avoided.1®® Near the beginning of the 18th chapter Machiavelli
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says, quite casually as it might seem, that “it is good to reason about
everything” whereas he says in the Prince that “one ought not to
reason about Moses since he was a mere executor of the things which
were commanded to him by God” and that one ought not to
reason about ecclesiastical principalities, “for, since they are exalted
and maintained by God, it would be the work of a presumptuous
and temerarious man to discuss them.”'*¢ The 18th chapter of the
Discourses begins with “I believe” whereas the preceding chapter
begins with “I judge.” The distinction between “believing” and
“judging” reminds us of a passage in the first chapter of Seneca’s
De vita beata: “Everyone prefers to believe rather than to judge.
One never judges but always believes regarding the things which
are vital. Error transmitted from hand to hand always turns us to
and fro and throws us down headlong, and we perish through
following examples taken from others. We shall be cured if we
were but to secede from the crowd. As it is, however, the people,
the defender of its own evil, stands firm against reason.” If we
desire to understand Machiavelli’s thought, we must pay great
attention to the kinship which according to Seneca exists between
“believing” and “the people.”105

In the §8th chapter Machiavelli explicitly takes issue with Livy
and “all other historians” or, as he says shortly afterward, with
“all writers.” Does he enlarge the scope of his attack as he presses
forward or as he takes breath, or does he suggest that all writers,
i.e., all writers that preceded him, are in a sense historians? He
certainly continues with these words: “I do not judge nor shall
I ever judge it to be a defect to defend any opinion with reasons,
provided one does not even wish to use in such defense either
authority or force.”'®® He could not have stated more clearly and
more gently the principle that only reason, as distinguished from
authority, can command his assent. To reject authority on principle
means to reject the equation of the good with the old and hence
of the best with the oldest; it means to derogate from the reverence
for old men, the men most akin to the olden times. The First Book
of the Discourses, which almost opens with the praise of the most
ancient antiquity literally ends with the praise of the many Romans
who “triumphed in their earliest youth.” And the Second Book
begins with a rebuke of the irrational inclination natural to men
to praise the ancient times. Machiavelli addresses his passionate
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end muted call to the young—to men whose prudence has not
enfeebled their youthful vigor of mind, quickness, militancy, im-

ruosity and audacity.’?” Reason and youth and modernity rise
up against authority, old age, and antiquity. In studying the
Discourses we become the witnesses, and we cannot help becoming
the moved witnesses, of the birth of that greatest of all youth move-
ments: modern philosophy, a phenomenon which we know through
seeing, as distinguished from reading, only in its decay, its state
of depravation and its dotage.

The subject concerning which Machiavelli challenges “all
writers” is the wisdom and the constancy of the multitude. Oppos-
ing the whole tradition and “the common opinion,” he contends
that the multitude is wiser and more constant than is a prince: not
without reason does one compare the voice of the people, “a
universal opinion,” to the voice of God. It may easily appear
that Machiavelli was the first philosopher who questioned in the
name of the multitude or of democracy the aristocratic prejudice
or the aristocratic premise which informed classical philosophy. He
preferred the more democratic Roman polity to the less democratic
Spartan polity. He expressed the opinion that the purpose of the
people is more honest, or more just, than the purpose of the great.
It is true that he did not favor the rule of the multitude: all simple
regimes are bad; every so-called democracy is in fact an oligarchy
unless it verges on anarchy.1%8 But his bias in favor of the multitude
enabled or compelled him not to identify himself simply with the
aristocratic or oligarchic republicanism of the classical tradition:
the just demands of the common people may also be satisfied by a
prince and even by a tyrant. This is one reason why the argument
of the Discourses consists partly of a movement away from re-
publics toward principalities and even toward tyrannies, why
Machiavelli appears in some discourses to be completely neutral
in the conflict between free states and tyrannies, or why he some-
times seems to blur the distinction among tyrannies, principalities
and republics. It is no accident, I believe, that the most shocking
or the most “Machiavellian” passage of the Florentine Histories
is the speech addressed by a Florentine plebeian in the year 1378
to the Florentine plebs. The Florentine plebs had committed arson
and robbery and was afraid of punishment; the plebeian leader of
the plebs exhorts his audience to double the evils they had com-
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mitted and to multiply the arson and the robberies, for small faults
are punished while great and grave ones are rewarded; they should
not be frightened by the ancient blood of their adversaries, for
since all men had the same beginning, all men are of equally ancient
blood or by nature all men are equal, and only poverty and wealth
make them unequal; great wealth and great power are acquired
only by fraud or by force; faithful men always serve and good
men are always poor; they should not be frightened by their con-
science, for where there is fear of hunger and prison there cannot
be and ought not to be fear of hell; God and nature have so estab-
lished it that the things which men desire can be acquired by
evil acts rather than by good ones. At any rate one may say that
when indicating the character of the ruling class in the Discourses,
Machiavelli views the ruling class from the plebeian point of
view.1®® Yet one may say with equal right that he views the plebs
to some extent from the patrician point of view.l'® At present we
must limit ourselves to a more precise consideration of the s8th
chapter of the Discourses, the only chapter in the very heading
of which Machiavelli asserts the superiority of the multitude to a
prince. He attacks “the common opinion” according to which the
multitude is inferior in wisdom to princes, and he contends that
the voice of the multitude, “a universal opinion,” is likely to be
right. But is not “the common opinion” about the wisdom of the
multitude “a universal opinion”? And does not “universal opinion”
assert that “universal opinion” is likely to be wrong? Does not then
the oracular voice of the multitude deny wisdom to the multitude?
Must Machiavelli not question the authority of universal opinion
in order to establish the authority of universal opinion? Must he
not say that universal opinion must be wrong so that universal
opinion can be right and that universal opinion must be right so
that universal opinion can be wrong? Against this one might try
to argue as follows: “the common opinion” of “all writers” is not
“a universal opinion,” i.., an opinion of the multitude or of the
people;11! eleven chapters earlier Machiavelli had contended that
the opinion of the people is likely to be right regarding particulars,
whereas it is likely to be wrong regarding generalities; hence even
if not only writers but the peoples themselves were to deny
wisdom to the peoples, this verdict, being a judgment on something
general, may well be wrong and yet the people may be wise in
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particular matters; in the very §8th chapter Machiavelli does not
go beyond contending that the multitude or the people is marvelous
in foreseeing its own evil and its own good, i.e., its particular good
or evil here and now. Yet in the earlier discussion he had shown
how easy it was for the Roman senate to deceive the people or the
plebs in regard to particulars. Granted that the multitude possesses
sound judgment on particulars, such judgment is of little value
if the context within which the particular comes to sight is beyond
the ken of the multitude: by changing the context one will change
the meaning of the particular. And the generalities regarding which
the people is admittedly incompetent are an important part of that
context: sound judgment regarding particulars is impossible if it is
not protected by true opinion about generalities. Hence the multi-
tude is frequently more moved by things which seem to be than
by things which are. Hence Machiavelli can comfort the prince
by the thought that he can easily deceive the many about his char-
acter, ie., about a particular, and he must warn republics that
the people, which is allegedly marvelous in foreseeing its own
evil and good, desires frequently its own ruin because it is de-
ceived by false appearance of good and is easily moved by grand
hopes and valiant promises. In the s8th chapter itself, Machia-
velli says that the people can grasp that truth which it hears.
This remark means, in the light of earlier remarks, that the people
cannot find the truth by itself. By itself, it is ignorant; it is in
need of guidance; it must be compelled or persuaded by prudent
citizens to act sensibly. The Roman senate was a body of such
prudent citizens."*2 What is particularly striking in the 58th chap-
ter is that Machiavelli compares therein the wisdom of the multi-
tude or of the people with the wisdom of princes, i.e., of kings,
emperors and tyrants, without saying a word about the wisdom
of “the princes,” ie., the ruling class, in a republic. Instead, he
tacitly substitutes in a considerable part of the argument of that
chapter “republics” for “multitude,” and thus tacitly contrasts the
wisdom of princes, not with the wisdom of the multitude, the
common people or the plebs, but with the wisdom of the Roman
senate, and therewith renders the true issue completely invisible.!13
The true issue becomes visible once one reflects on the fact that
the multitude or the plebs needs guidance. This guidance is sup-
plied ordinarily by laws and orders which, if they are to be of
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any value, of necessity originate in superior minds, in the minds
of founders or of princes. Of princes thus understood—and princes
thus understood include the series of first rate men who were
responsible for the continuous foundation of Rome—Machiavelli
says in the s8th chapter that they are superior to the peoples
because they alone are fit to establish new laws and orders, whereas
peoples are superior to princes as regards the maintaining of modes
and orders already established. In other words, “princes” are the
founding or innovating or rational element in society, while the
people is the preserving or conservative element: once the people
begins to abhor or to love something, i.e., things of a certain
status or character, it clings to that opinion for centuries. The
people is the repository of the established, of the old modes and
orders, of authority. Therefore one may provisionally say that
the peoples are by far superior to princes in glory. But however
this may be, one must say with finality that the peoples are by
far superior to princes in goodness; for goodness or morality is
essentially preserving or conservative, and not innovating or revo-
lutionary, whereas the prototype of princes is Romulus the fratri-
cide.'* The peoples are the repository of morality. After all that
has been said this does not mean that the peoples always or even
mostly act morally or even that they are fundamentally moral;
belief in morality is not yet morality. Machiavelli illustrates the
conservative character of the people by the fact that the Roman
people hated the very name of kings for many centuries. Yet in
the same context he declares that “the opinion unfavorable to
the peoples arises because of the peoples every one speaks without
fear and freely, even while the peoples reign, but of princes one
always speaks with a thousand fears and a thousand respects.”
The Roman people could hardly have hated the very name of
kings for many centuries after the expulsion of the Roman kings,
and yet always have spoken of kings with a thousand fears and
a thousand respects. Considering the violent struggle between the
Roman plebs and the Roman senate or the Roman “princes,” the
contradiction cannot be resolved unless one assumes that “princes”
does not always designate monarchs or even human government in
general. We suspect that Machiavelli sometimes uses “princes” in
order to designate superhuman powers. And vice versa, since he
sometimes uses “human beings” for designating the people, com-
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mon men or the subjects,1*5 there is no reason that he should not,
on the proper occasion, use “the people” to designate human beings
as distinguished from superhuman beings. At any rate, for the
same reason for which the peoples are the repository of morality,
they are also the repository of religion.!'¢

We are compelled here to make an observation similar to that
which we made when we considered Machiavelli’s first emphatic
blame of ancient Rome. The explicit and emphatic character of his
disagreement with Livy’s judgment on the multitude does not
correspond with what we may call the reality of this disagreement.
While forgoing recourse to authority, to say nothing of recourse
to force, Machiavelli does not forgo recourse to guile. He does not
seriously disagree with Livy’s judgment on the multitude. He does
disagree with Livy, and with “all writers,” on the status of morality.
This is not to deny that by questioning the traditional view of the
status of morality he is freed to question the traditional view of
aristocracy or the rule of men of moral worth. But questioning the
traditional view of aristocracy is very different from adopting the
extremely populist view which he seems to adopt in the 58th
chapter. The traditional doctrine asserted the moral superiority
of “the better people.” According to Machiavelli, his dissection
of the Roman republic entitles him to judge that the ruling class
deserving of the name is necessarily superior to the multitude
in foresight, but is most certainly not morally superior; rather it
is morally inferior to its subjects. To the extent to which he
ironically accepts the major premise that human excellence is moral
excellence, he arrives at the conclusion that the multitude is simply
superior to “princes.” This does not mean that the acceptance of
that major premise is arbitrary. Machiavelli is a bringer of new
modes and orders. He is a revolutionary, i.e., his adversaries have
on their side the laws and everything respected and honored. Com-
pared with the powers which he attacks, he may very well appear
as he describes himself, namely, a being of a low and abject condi-
tion; and, as he teaches, one rises from such a condition through
fraud rather than through other means. He is “a man of the people”
not only in the literal sense, and the meaning of his turning from
Latin to the vulgar tongue is not exhausted by what every school-
boy is supposed to know. His plebeian leader who encourages the
plebs not to be frightened by conscience, i.e., by fear of hell, is
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a caricature of Machiavelli, but the caricature of a man reveals
something of the man himself. Still, even a plebeian leader is not
simply a plebeian, and a leader of the plebs is not necessarily him-
self a plebeian. Yet as a rebel against everything that is respected,
Machiavelli must certainly adapt himself to the taste of the vulgar,
if he desires to get a posthumous hearing for his new modes and
orders. This is one reason why he displays a bias in favor of the
extreme and spectacular. A Fabius Maximus Cunctator is neces-
sarily unpopular; he can never demonstrate to the populace the
soundness of his opinion; his opinion is bound to appear abject.!'?
Even less popular will be the man who has discerned with
perfect clarity the true and natural principles on which men like
the empirical Fabius act instinctively: the true opinion about the
most general, the most comprehensive things can never become
popular opinion; it will necessarily appear to the populace to lack
glamor and even to be abject and degrading. Machiavelli cannot
train his readers in discovering for themselves the lowly but true
principles which he can only intimate, except by appealing on dif-
ferent occasions to different principles all of which are respectable
or publicly defensible but which contradict one another: the
contradiction between them may lead some readers to the true
principles in their nakedness. Thus he mitigates his attack on the
Roman Church by appealing to original Christianity. He mitigates
his attack on Biblical religion by praising religion in general. He
mitigates his attack on religion by praising humanity and goodness.
He mitigates his analysis of the bad and inhuman conditions of
goodness and humanity by cursing tyranny and by blessing liberty
and its prize, the eternal prudence and generosity of a senate. He
mitigates the impact of his unsparing analysis of republican virtue
at its highest by paying homage to the goodness and religion of the
common people and to the justice of their demands. He mitigates
the impact of his unsparing analysis of the defects of the common
people by his appeal to a patriotism which legitimates the policy
of iron and poison pursued by a most ferocious lion and a most
astute fox or which legitimates the kind of rule known traditionally
as tyranny.l18

We are now in a position to describe more adequately than was
hitherto possible the relation between Machiavelli’s two books. The
first impression according to which the Prince is devoted to prin-
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cipalities and the Discourses are devoted to republics is not mis-
leading. The characteristic theme of the Prince is the prince in the
most exalted sense, the bringer of new modes and orders or the
founder. The characteristic theme of the Discourses is the people
as the maintainer of established modes and orders,'!? or as the reposi-
tory of morality and religion. If it is true, as I believe it is, that
the Bible sets forth the demands of morality and religion in their
purest and most intransigent form, the central theme of the Dis-
courses must be the analysis of the Bible. This does not mean
that the Discourses are silent about founders. On the contrary, the
Discourses articulate the phenomenon of the founders much more
thoroughly than does the Prince: the Discourses deal not only with
heroic founders like Cyrus and Theseus but likewise with the series
of “continuous founders” such as the Roman senate, and with the
founder-captain like Romulus who in the Prince is mentioned in
only a single chapter—to say nothing of the founder-captain Ma-
chiavelli himself. The contention that the characteristic theme of
the Prince is the founder as distinguished from the repositories of
morality and religion, means that the perspective of the people does
not predominate in the Prince in the way in which it predominates
in the Discourses. In the Discourses, even the founders themselves
are viewed in the perspective of the society already founded. Hence,
the Discourses make considerable use of the distinction between
kings and tyrants and they speak with proper frequency and em-
phasis of the common good and of the conscience; hence Machia-
velli speaks in the Discourses sometimes of “we Christians.” The
Discourses in other words come closer than the Prince to what is
generally or popularly accepted. But for the same reason the Dis-
courses go much further than the Prince in the detailed analysis,
resolution or destruction of the generally accepted: the attack in
the Discourses on “all writers” has no parallel in the Prince. And
if Machiavelli had not written the Discourses, people would not
speak as frequently and as easily as they do of Machiavelli’s “pagan-
ism.” But if he had not written the Prince, it would not be as
manifest as it is that he transcends the standpoint of the people in
the direction of the standpoint of the founder. All this merely
confirms his suggestion that each of the two books contains every-
thing he knows but that in the Prince he has condensed everything
he knows in the highest degree possible: only in the Discourses
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does he have room and leisure for beginning with what is “first
for us” and for leading up to what is “first by nature.”
Furthermore, we are now in a position to defend Machiavelli
to some extent against the observation of a modern critic that he
completely distorts the meaning of Livy’s stories and falsifies their
spirit. This criticism is fully justified if it is meant to imply that
Machiavelli knew what he was doing. He consciously uses Livy
for his non-Livian purposes. He deliberately transforms the Roman
ruling class as it was into a ruling class as, according to him, it
should have been; he makes the Roman ruling class “better” than
it was; he transforms a group whose best members were men of
outstanding virtue and piety into a group whose best members,
being perfectly free from all vulgar prejudices, were guided ex-
clusively by Machiavellian prudence that served the insatiable
desire of each for eternal glory in this world. From Machiavelli’s
presentation one receives the impression that prior to Numa Pom-
pilius there was no religion in Rome: Machiavelli is silent about
the Livian testimonies to the religious character of Rome’s founda-
tion by Romulus. He may well have adopted Polybius’ account
of the beginnings of civil societies because that account is silent
about gods and religion.??® A Livian story gives Machiavelli occa-
sion to praise “the generosity and prudence” which the Roman
senate showed in a reply it gave to Roman allies; the Livian senate
referred in its reply to “the sudden wrath of the gods”; the Machia-
vellian senate is too “generous and prudent” or too good a knower
of “the things of the world” to mention “the sudden wrath of
the gods.”'?! The Livian eye-witnesses to the ruin of the wicked
legislator, Appius Claudius, mutter, each man to himself, that there
are gods after all and that they do not neglect human things and
that pride and cruelty receive their divine punishment which,
though late, is nevertheless not light; the same event gives occa-
sion to Machiavelli for the reflection that it is imprudent and use-
less to leap from humility to pride and from pity to cruelty without
duly taking the intermediate steps.!?2 According to Livy, the
Roman pontiffs had a voice in the deliberations connected with
Camillus’ having vowed to Apollo a tithe of the booty taken in
Veii; the Roman pontiffs have disappeared in Machiavelli’s re-
statement; here as elsewhere he does everything to obliterate the
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Roman pontiffs or the role that they played in the ancient Roman
republic.?® According to Livy, the Roman people acquitted Hora-
tius Cocles from punishment for having slain his sister chiefly
because they admired his steadfastness and virtue; according to
Machiavelli, they acquitted him since they were moved by “the
prayers of the father.”?¢ According to Livy, when the Gauls en-
tered Rome after their victory at the Allia, the Roman senate
resolved that the men of military age and the able-bodied senators
should retire into the citadel and the Capitol together with their
wives and children, for it would not have been human to prevent
the wives and mothers from saving themselves although they could
not contribute anything to the defense of what was left of Rome;
according to Machiavelli, the women stayed in the town as prey to
the Gauls because purely military considerations prevailed. Ac-
cording to Livy, the Romans were greatly concerned in that calam-
ity with defending the citadel and the Capitol because those places
were the dwellings of the gods, and with defending the gods
themselves as well as the Vestal virgins and the sacred things
belonging to the Roman people; Machiavelli does not even allude
to this part of the story.!?® According to Livy, both gods and men
prevented the Romans from living redeemed; Machiavelli makes
him say that Fortuna did not wish that the Romans live redeemed
by gold.'?¢ When referring to Livy’s account of the self-sacrifice
of the elder P. Decius Mus, Machiavelli suppresses every mention
of the religious character of that act of devotion, an act meant to
expiate the whole wrath of the gods, to draw upon Decius all the
threats and dangers, offered by the supernal and infernal gods, or
to relieve of religious fear the minds of the Romans; he merely
alludes to what he had indicated elsewhere (in the section on
religion) about how one might make soldiers obstinate; instead
he expatiates on the order which the Romans followed in their
armies and in battles, and which Livy had admittedly explained
at length in the same centext.!?” Quoting in the Second Book some
Latin words from a Livian speech which begins with the remark that
the immortal gods have made the Roman senate the master of the
fate of Latium, Machiavelli leaves it open whether those words are
words of Livy or of a Livian character; there can be no question
that they are not the words of Machiavelli. In the whole Second
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Book, Machiavelli speaks only once of gods or God; summarizing
an argument of an ancient writer, he says that the Romans built
more temples “to Fortuna than to any other god.”28

By the end of the First Book of the Discourses the reader is
supposed to have liberated himself completely from belief in any
authority. The Preface to the Second Book, being a “repetition”
of the Preface to the First Book, summarizes the results of the
First Book insofar as they affect the problem of authority in gen-
eral. The first Preface had identified the new modes and orders,
discovered by Machiavelli with the ancient modes and orders,
and it had appealed to the prejudice in favor of antiquity. The
second and last Preface exhibits the irrational character and the
causes of that prejudice. Machiavelli does not deny that in a given
part of the world the men of the present may be justified in regard-
ing themselves as inferior to their forebears with respect to virtue.
But this does not mean that virtue is the preserve of antiquity and
especially of classical antiquity. There is at present as much virtue
in the world as there was at any time in the past, only virtue does
not now reside where it resided in classical antiquity. It resides
now in Northern Europe and in Turkey rather than in Greece and
in Italy. This is partly due to the change in education and therefore
to the change in religion. But if a contemporary Christian born,
say, in Greece becomes a Turk, i.e., an infidel—a pagan or worse
than a pagan—he has no reason to blame the present age or to long
for antiquity. The prejudice in favor of antiquity is partly caused
by the distorted accounts which we have of ancient times. Most
writers are so servile as to magnify the virtues and conceal the
vices of the powerful ones of their time, whereas it is possible to
acquire perfect knowledge regarding “present actions.” In a word,
most histories are utterly unreliable. Hence the glory deriving from
deeds is less solid than the glory deriving from the production of
works of art: works of art can be as present to any later age as
they were to the age in which they were brought forth. We had
been told originally that the men most highly praised, whether
rightly or wrongly, are the founders of religion: they are even more
highly praised than the founders of republics or kingdoms who in
their turn are more highly praised than men of letters. We are told
almost immediately afterward that no glory or posthumous fame
surpasses that of the founder or restorer of a city, like Romulus.
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We are now given to understand that the glory of any doer is
inferior to that of excellent artists or writers.129

In the First Book, Machiavelli had not dared openly to question
Livy’s judgment before the s8th chapter. In the Second Book he
questions it already at the beginning of the first chapter. He dis-
agrees with Livy on no less a subject than the power of Fortuna.
Livy as well as many others held the opinion that Rome owed her
empire to luck rather than to virtue. Machiavelli refuses to “confess”
this in any way: he, as it were, defends the virtue of the Romans
against Livy. His criticism is directed, however, less against Livy
than against Plutarch, “a most weighty writer.” We may note in
passing that he never anywhere in the Discourses applies to Livy
an epithet of equal force; he merely calls him “a good historian.”13°
Plutarch claimed that his opinion was supported by the “confession”
of the Roman people itself which had built more temples to Fortuna
than to any other god. Machiavelli does not question Plutarch’s
contention that the Roman people ascribed its well-being to Fortuna
rather than to its own virtue. Silently contradicting what he had
said in the §8th chapter about the value of the voice of the people,
but silently confirming what he had indicated there in regard to
that subject, he attaches no importance to the opinion of the
Roman people on the source of its well-being. In defending the
virtue of the Roman people against its own opinion, he questions
the wisdom of the Roman people. He directs his attack against
Plutarch rather than against Livy because he is not quite certain
that Livy shared the opinion of the Roman people regarding the
power of Fortuna, it is less Livy who speaks about the power of
Fortuna than Livy’s Romans whom Livy “makes speak” on that
subject. Livy was perhaps wiser than his Romans. Perhaps he did
not “confess” everything that his Romans believed. While being
the mouthpiece of pagan theology, he was perhaps also its critic.13!

Nowhere in the First Book had Machiavelli even alluded to the
problem posed by the difference between Livy and Livy’s char-
acters. Only once therein did he make an explicit distinction
between an author and a character of that author: he said that
Sallustius “put” a certain sentence “into the mouth of Caesar.”132
In the Second and Third Books, however, he refers 11 times to the
difference between Livy and his characters by using expressions like
“Livy makes someone say or do certain things” or “Livy put these
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words into the mouth of someone.” But this is not the only difference
between the treatment of Livy in the First Book on the one hand,
and in the Second and Third Books on the other. Only in the two
last Books do we find what we may strictly speaking call sermons
on texts,'®® ie., discourses opening with a Latin quotation which
functions as “text” for the discourse in question. There occur
altogether 3 such discourses; only Livian texts are used in the
manner indicated. In this connection we may note that references
to a “text” occur proportionately more frequently in the Second
Book and in the corresponding parts of the Third Book than in
the First Book.'® Finally, only in the two last Books does Machiavelli
speak of Livy as a “witness” (testimtone) or of his “testimony”
(testimonio) or of his “vouching” (fare fede) for something.138
We cannot help suspecting that these peculiarities of the treatment
of Livy in the two last Books are connected with the specific themes
of these Books. The Second Book deals with foreign policy and
warfare or with the militia; the Third Book repeats the themes
of the First and Second Books. With one exception, it is only in
such chapters of the Third Book as are devoted to foreign policy
or military matters that the peculiarities of the kinds mentioned
occur; the exception is a passage dealing with Camillus, “the most
prudent of all Roman captains.”'3¢ The reader will remember what
was stated earlier at some length regarding the ambiguity of the
themes “militia, warfare and foreign policy.”

After having alluded to the difference between Livy and his
characters for the first time in the first chapter of the Second
Book, Machiavelli does not return to that subject before the 13th
chapter of the same Book. The 13th chapter forms the center of
a section the meaning of which is not obvious. The section is
immediately preceded or appropriately prefaced by the only
chapter of the Discourses in the very heading of which Machiavelli
explicitly attacks a “common opinion” and in the body of which
he shows that Livy expresses his disagreement with a “common
opinion” more effectively by silence than he could have done
by speech. The 13th chapter of the First Book forms the center
of the section devoted to the religion of the Romans. But neither
the 13th chapter of the Second Book nor the section to which it
belongs can be said to deal with a specifically Roman subject.
Non-Roman examples preponderate in that section. Among the 7
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utterances quoted in the whole series of chapters from Discourses
II 4 to II 18 inclusive, 6 are utterances of men who were not
Romans and one is an utterance of Livy about people who were
not Romans. The chapter immediately preceding the chapter under
consideration is the quaestio disputata which opens with 7 arguments
from authorities, 6 of which are of non-Roman origin, one of the
latter having been taken from poetic fables. The chapter in question
itself is devoted to the subject of fraud as a chief means for rising
from a low to a great position. Among the individuals who are
said to have risen through fraud, Cyrus, a new prince of the highest
rank, a founder, is treated most extensively; for even founders and
precisely founders are compelled to “color their designs.” It is
no accident that Machiavelli stresses the difference between authors
and their characters in such a context: not the men who use fraud
on a grand scale but those who write concerning such men may,
under certain conditions, reveal that fraud. To reveal those condi-
tions may be said to be the chief purpose of our chapter. As for the
fraud committed by Cyrus, Machiavelli refers to Xenophon. “Xeno-
phon in his life of Cyrus shows this need for deceit. The first expedi-
tion which he makes Cyrus make is full of fraud, and he makes him
seize his kingdom with deceit and not with force . . . He makes
him deceive . . . . ” The evidence supplied by Xenophon’s Education
of Cyrus is then not historical. Having realized “this need for
deceit” through observations made perhaps nearer home, Xenophon
presents the lesson in a work of fiction the hero of which is a
foreign, Asiatic ruler who, according to Machiavelli, was as much
a friend of God as Moses. As for Livy, he laid bare the fraud
through which Rome rose to greatness by using a victim of Roman
fraud, an enemy of Rome as his mouthpiece.28? Whereas Xenophon
speaks in his own name about the fraud committed by a foreign
ruler, Livy speaks through the mouth of a foreigner about the fraud
committed by his own rulers. No one, it seems, speaks in his own
name about the deception which is the source of the being or the
well-being of his own commonwealth. Being “a good historian,”
Livy was not so servile as to suppress truths which were unpalatable
to his own people and, being wiser than the Romans, he outwitted
them. He uses a noble deception to lay bare an ignoble deception.
This is not the only case in which he reveals a harsh truth about
the Romans through the mouth of an enemy of Rome. In the 135th
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chapter of the Discourses, Machiavelli uses a single example in
order to establish the rule that promises made by states under
duress ought not to be kept; the example seems to be inadequate
as appears at once if one reads Machiavelli’s summary with ordinary
care. If one turns therefore to Livy, one sees that the incident in
question taken by itself is wholly irrelevant for supporting Machi-
avelli’s rule. To say nothing of the fact that in the Livian story
the obligatory character of promises made under duress is taken
for granted by everyone, a Roman consul who had promised
peace to the Samnites under duress recovers for the Romans the
right to recommence war under favorable conditions by having
recourse to an amazing piece of legal fiction sanctioned by sacred
law. The leader of the pious Samnites, the victim of Roman piety,
understandably felt that the Romans always put the appearance of
justice on acts of fraud and were not ashamed to use in broad
daylight mockeries of religion, mockeries of the mysterious power
of the gods, as puerile cloaks for breaches of faith; for that Samnite
thought that wars are just and pious by virtue of their necessity
and not by virtue of religious techniques. While putting this
judgment on Roman piety into the mouth of an enemy of Rome,
Livy on this occasion says in his own name that in this case the
Romans perhaps committed a breach of faith.!3® All the more
striking is Machiavelli’s reticence; he does not even refer to Livy
and hence to the simple Samnite’s remark about the Romans’
hypocrisy. We cannot deny that there is a shocking contrast between
the simple rule laid down by the irreligious Machiavelli and the
complicated evasion of the opposite rule by the pious Romans. The
shock may make us aware of the hidden argument which he directs
against his opponents: the principles of his opponents lead to
unctuous hypocrisy because those principles are at variance with
the nature of things. In the 1osth chapter of the Discourses, Machi-
avelli explicitly quotes with approval some words from a speech
by another enemy of Rome, the Volscian Messius, and immediately
thereafter explicitly ascribes to Livy a thought which is expressed,
and as it is expressed, in that speech: he imputes to Livy the senti-
ment of a Livian character. But there is no reason why only that
thought and not also other parts of Messius’ speech should have
to be regarded as thoughts of Livy. In that part of Messius’ speech
about which Machiavelli is silent, Messius says to his soldiers: “Do
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you believe that some god will protect you?” And he means by
this that no god will protect them.!®® According to Machiavelli’s
rule for reading Livy as he applies it in this very passage, this
denial of divine protection would have to be ascribed to Livy him-
self. Yet it is not Livy but a Livian character who expresses that
sentiment. If one reads the statement of Messius-Livy which we
have quoted, in the light of the whole chapter in which Machiavelli
quotes another statement of Messius-Livy, one sees that the senti-
ment expressed in our quotation may well be ascribed to Machiavelli
himself. It would appear then that Machiavelli stands in the same
relation to Livy in which Livy stands to some of his characters:
he states what he regards as the truth through sentences of Livy
often unquoted but always alluded to; Machiavelli’s Livy is a
character of Machiavelli.

By using a variety of characters as his mouthpieces, Livy was
enabled both to expound the principles on which the Romans ad-
mittedly acted or in which they believed, and to criticize them.
His History contains the truth about pagan Rome because it con-
tains not only what one may call the official Roman version but
likewise the known or presumptive judgment on Rome by Rome’s
enemies, and therewith the detection of the fraud inherent in the
Roman version. As for Machiavelli, he uses Livy’s work first as a
counter-authority or a counter-Bible; he tacitly replaces the doctrine
of the Bible by the doctrine of the Romans which is transmitted
by Livy, or he replaces it by the doctrine of Livy. Thereafter he
explicitly questions the authority of Livy and thus draws our
attention to what he had done tacitly in regard to the Bible. To
mention only one example, by stating that Livy’s History is possibly
defective in an important point, he makes us aware of the possibility
that the Biblical records are defective in decisive points. Livy both
expounds and criticizes Roman piety and pagan theology. To the
extent to which Livy expounds pagan theology, Machiavelli can
use him for suggesting an alternative to Biblical theology or for
sowing doubts regarding Biblical theology. To the extent to which
Livy criticizes Roman theology, Machiavelli can use him as a model
for his own criticism of Biblical theology. By making Livy’s
criticism less visible than his conformism, he presents Livy as his
model or transforms him into his model and thus indicates his own
procedure. For there is hardly a single passage in either the Dis-
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courses or the Prince in which Machiavelli unambiguously reveals
his complete break with the Biblical tradition, although there occur
in each of the two books many passages which are devoid of mean-
ing if they are not taken as allusions to that break. These passages
can easily be overlooked and if they are not overlooked their
bearing can easily be minimized since they are, as it were, covered
over by innumerable others which are either neutral with regard
to the problem posed by the Biblical tradition, or else are tolerable
from the point of view of believers whose charity is greater than
their perspicacity. With some exaggeration one may say that
Machiavelli uses Livy as a corpus vile by means of which he can
demonstrate how he has tacitly proceeded in regard to the corpus
nobilissimum. This twofold use of Livy is related to the twofold
character of pagan Rome which was both the enemy of the Christian
Church and the model for it.

In Discourses II 2, Machiavelli notes that Livy’s History is
silent as to how the race of Porsenna, king of Tuscany, became
extinct. He is here no longer concerned with pointing out the
defective character of Livy’s History. The remark on the extinction
of Porsenna’s race is the spearhead of a column of somewhat scattered
observations concerning the oblivion of Tuscan things in general,
and the cause of that oblivion. We hear next that the memory of
most Tuscan things is lost and then that it was lost as a consequence
of the destruction of Tuscan power by Rome. This fact made
Machiavelli think, as he says, of the causes, and as we may add on
the basis of what he does, in particular of the human causes through
which the memory of ancient greatness is extinguished. These
human causes are the changes of religion and the changes of lan-
guage. Machiavelli develops this thought in Discourses 11 5, where
he refutes an argument allegedly proving that the world had a
beginning and where he ascribes to all religions a human, not a
heavenly, origin and, on the basis of this, a life span of between
1666 and 3000 years. Reflection on the policy pursued by “the
Christian sect” induces him to assert that every new religion attempts
to extinguish every vestige of “the old religion,” and induces him
to “believe” in particular that the pagan religion destroyed all
vestiges of the religion preceding it. The context suggests that the
religion preceding the pagan religion was the Tuscan religion.
However this may be, the Romans certainly destroyed the power
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of Tuscany and extinguished the customs and the language of the
Thuscans. If we read somewhat more carefully Machiavelli’s remarks
concerning what the Romans did to the Tuscans, we see that the
Romans did not destroy, and did not even attempt to destroy, the
religion of the Tuscans; for instance, instead of destroying the
image of the Tuscan Juno they made it their own. Hence Machia-
velli’s “belief” that the pagan religion did to the preceding religion
what “the Christian sect desired to do to the pagan sect” is not
more than a stage of his argument, a provisional thought which he
discards almost immediately after he expresses it. The allegedly
universal rule inferred from the policy of Christianity, and of
Judaism, toward idolatry is a piece of fiction temporarily con-
venient for Machiavelli’s purpose. What remains as undeniable
truth is the fact that Judaism and Christianity attempted to destroy
every vestige of the pagan religion. Here again Machiavelli
momentarily overstates the case by saying that “the Christian sect”
destroyed “every memory of that ancient theology” by which he
primarily means pagan theology.!%® A few lines later he says that
while Christianity attempted the complete destruction of every
vestige of paganism, it failed in that attempt. The two overstate-
ments perform one function. By assimilating paganism and Chris-
tianity to each other in an absurd fashion, those statements draw
our attention to the difference between paganism and Christianity.
The Romans could have destroyed every vestige of the Tuscan
religion if they had desired to do so, but they did not desire it;
persecution of “the old religion,” and in particular “destruction of
images,” is peculiar to the Biblical religion as distinguished from
the pagan religion. It will do no harm if the allusion to this peculi-
arity of Biblical religion reminds us of the hazardous character of
Machiavelli’s campaign. On the other hand, Christianity failed in
its attempt to eradicate every vestige of paganism because it was
compelled to retain the Latin and Greek languages and hence to
preserve a considerable part of pagan literature, for instance “those
books of Livy which the malignity of the times has not intercepted.”
Christianity was compelled to permit and even to encourage the
study of pagan literature. That study and the admiration for the
pagan way of life which it aroused in a few minds could thus
become the entering wedge for Machiavelli’s criticism of Biblical
religion. His praise of ancient Rome is an essential element of his
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wholly new teaching, but it is also, and even chiefly, a mere engine
of subversion or of what one might call his immanent criticism of
the Biblical tradition. Admiration for ancient Rome was the only
publicly defensible base from which he could attack the Biblical
religion. The properly understood remains of paganism were “the
fortress of our hope and salvation,” the solitary elevation which
commands the enemy position and which is difficult of access to
an army encumbered with baggage but not difficult for men lightly
equipped. To apply to Machiavelli his own expression, not being
able to blame Caesar he praised Brutus. Christianity, we must add
in order to complete Machiavelli’s statements, was forced to retain
the Latin language because it was not, like Islam, a religion that
conquered by force. Christianity was forced to preserve its enemy
to some extent. It was then due to the “unarmed” character of
primitive Christianity that Machiavelli was enabled to use Livy
against Biblical religion. Christianity averted the dangers emanating
from the relics of paganism by regarding them as unworthy of
faith wherever they contradict the Biblical teaching. For instance,
since the Bible is thought to teach that the world was created about
5,000 years ago, one regards the History of Diodorus Siculus as
mendacious, “although it gives an account of 40,000 or 50,000
years.” By refusing credence to the pagan historians, one arrives
at the conclusion that what those historians report as regards the
modes and orders of pagan Rome is not true and even is impossible
and hence cannot be imitated.!¥* To refute this conclusion as well
as all its questionable premises, Machiavelli must first restore the
credibility of the pagan historians and especially of Livy. He does
this, to begin with, in an exaggerated way by establishing the
authority of Livy’s History as a kind of Bible. But he must also
use such relics of paganism as stem from explicit enemies of Biblical
religion, and as are therefore particularly serviceable for correcting
the Biblical version of the origins. He gives a specimen of this
kind of inquiry by citing in Discourses 11 8 a sentence stemming
from pagan enemies of the Jews. Livy’s History contains both the
official Roman version and its correction by the enemies of Rome
because Livy used not only Romans but also enemies of Rome
as his mouthpieces. The Biblical authors do not use enemies of the
Biblical religion as their mouthpieces.!*? Biblical religion even
attempted to suppress all vestiges of the thought of its enemies.
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Hence Livy’s History is self-sufficient in the sense that it enables
its reader to arrive at an impartial judgment about Rome, whereas
the critical student of the Bible must rely on potentially or actually
anti-Biblical literature in order to discern the truth about the
Biblical religion. While the Bible is not self-sufficient in the sense
indicated, one could however say that the Biblical tradition as
transmitter of pagan thought contains the judgment of its enemies
within itself.

We conclude our discussion of Discourses 11 13 with a brief
survey of the principles of historical criticism indicated by Machia-
velli. In order to be certain of something which one does not
see or has not seen, one needs witnesses in whom one can have
faith. A difficulty arises from the fact that the credibility of a
witness depends to some extent on the credibility of the events to
which he claims to have been a witness. What is “very remote”
from “the ordinary and reasonable,” or what is miraculous, is in-
credible. But reverence for a certain Roman historian, an “author-
ity,” induces Machiavelli to “believe” that historian’s report of an
event which is very remote from the reasonable. Yet to say nothing
of the ambiguity of the term “belief” as used by Machiavelli, he
says soon afterward of one and the same actual event which hap-
pened in ancient Greece that it was “impossible,” i.e., impossible
as a natural event, and that it was and is regarded by “the writers”
as “rare and as it were, without example.” The writers contempo-
rary with Machiavelli will have been under no compulsion to treat
the “miracles” of the pagans as more than rare natural events. This
passage shows how he would have achieved the transition from
his thought about the Biblical miracles to fairly candid speech about
them had he been in a position to do so.!4® He demonstrates his
tacit treatment of the Biblical miracles by his explicit treatment of
incredible events reported by pagan historians: reports of miracles
are at best exaggerated reports of rare events. Only reports of
possible events are credible. One arrives at knowledge of the pos-
sible by proper generalization from the seen particular. A history
does not “create faith” if the possibility of what it asserts is not
borne out either by present happenings or by proper generaliza-
tion from present happenings. The crucial importance of miracles
in the Biblical records compels Machiavelli to adopt as a provisional
canon the rule that very extraordinary events reported in the Bible
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for which there is no evidence stemming from men not believing
in the Bible are not to be believed. He does not believe that one
can doubt that there was once a flood through which almost all
men perished because “all histories are full” of reports of such
floods. Yet since the histories other than the Bible speak only of
the destruction by floods of nearly all “inhabitants of a part of
the world,” Machiavelli does not believe more than the qualified
reports: he tacitly rejects the Biblical report of the Flood as an
exaggerated report of a big flood somewhere in Asia. He explicitly
says that the survivors of great floods—i.e., we add, Noah and his
family—are “all rude mountaineers who do not possess knowledge
of any antiquity and therefore cannot leave such knowledge to
their posterity. And if someone who did have such knowledge
were to save himself, he would conceal that knowledge in order
to make himself a reputation and a name and pervert that knowl-
edge after his fashion.”14* Any tradition transmitted through Noah
would then be no better than fraud, although the Bible describes
Noah as a just man. Needless to say, a possible event is not neces-
sarily the same thing as an event which has indeed happened.
Machiavelli gives some indications of the difficulties which pre-
clude certainty as to nocturnal actions in remote places.
Discourses 11 14 does not properly speaking belong among the
chapters in which Machiavelli draws our attention to the difficulty
caused by the difference between Livy and Livy’s characters. The
chapter deals not with deceiving others, but with deceiving oneself.
Its purpose is to show that humility is sometimes harmful or,
more precisely, that “men often deceive themselves by believing
that they can vanquish pride by humility.” The “text” which is
alleged in order to “vouch” for this is taken from the same speech
by an enemy of Rome from which Machiavelli had quoted in the
preceding chapter. The “text” does not speak, as the heading and
the beginning lead us to expect, of the humility of the Romans but
of their patience and modesty. Nor does Machiavelli himself speak
of the humility of the Romans; he speaks only of their patience
and, when generalizing from the Roman case, he replaces patience
by fear and cowardice: the quasi-promised example of harmful
humility or of self-deception regarding the power of humility is
not given. The lesson of the chapter is said to be “vouched for”
first by Livy and then by the Latin praetor Annius who used cer-
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tain words which Machiavelli quotes and which are, of course,
taken from Livy. Machiavelli’s authority is then first Livy and
thereafter Livy’s authority, the Latin Annius. Livy’s vouching for
a certain truth is dependent upon Annius’ vouching for it. Al-
though Machiavelli refrains from saying so, the words used by
Annius are as much put by Livy into Annius’ mouth as were the
words of Annius quoted in the preceding chapter. Annius as a
speaker is a creation of Livy. By referring first to Livy and then
to Annius, Machiavelli refers then in fact to one and the same
source. What this means appears if we remember that, according
to him, the Bible is of human origin, consists to a considerable
extent of poetic fables, and must be read “judiciously,” i.e., in
the light of non-Biblical or even anti-Biblical thought. Given these
premises he must raise the question “Who has spoken to a prophet?”
if the prophet says that God has spoken to him, and he must
answer that question in merely human terms: the words of God
are words which the prophets ascribe to God or put into the mouth
of God. It is not God who speaks through the mouth of the in-
spired speakers or writers, but the Biblical writers who speak
through the mouth of God. What we believe to be reading is the
word of God, but what we do read is the word of the Biblical
writers. God stands in the same relation to the Biblical writers as
the characters of Livy stand to Livy. In the chapter following,
Machiavelli first quotes in Latin some words taken from the same
speech from which the quotations used in the two preceding chap-
ters were taken; he ascribes those words to Annius without refer-
ring to Livy; thereafter, he quotes explicitly from Livy, in transla-
tion and in direct speech, a saying of another enemy of Rome;
that saying had been quoted by Livy in indirect speech, and Livy
had pointed out that it might be apocryphal.!*® Machiavelli omits
this qualification. Continuing the argument of the preceding chap-
ter, Machiavelli indicates how easily the true origin of utterances
can be forgotten and how easily what in the remote past was a
rumor can be transformed into a fact immediately accessible to
present readers however unlearned. In the chapter following, he
says first that Livy “makes” the Roman and the Latin armies equal
in certain respects and thereafter that Livy “says” that these armies
were equal in the respects in question. By this he seems to indicate
that the creativity of Livy is not limited to the speeches which
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occur in his History but may extend to the deeds which he re-
ports.#¢ In conclusion we note that all the individuals whose
utterances are cited in Discourses I 13-18 are enemies of Rome,

We have been left in doubt as to whether, according to Machia-
velli, Livy “made” his characters not only “say” what they said,
but also “made” them “do” what they did according to his History.
There is only a single passage which dispels that doubt, namely,
the beginning of Discourses Il 31. “Among the other magnificent
things which our historian makes Camillus say and do in order to
show what the make of an excellent man ought to be, he puts
into his mouth these words. . . .” Machiavelli questions here the
distinction that he had made earlier between those who reason
about political life or give rules for political life or determine how
princes ought to live, and those who describe the lives of princes
or who are historians. By this he does not deny that precisely “the
good historians” present, among other things, models of action for
the instruction of posterity. For there is a fundamental difference
between describing great actions or lives which can serve as models
and presenting created or imaginary models like Xenophon’s Cy-
rus.}4” Machiavelli now suggests that “our historian” is not merely
an historian, a man who describes what men have done, but that
he is also a man who teaches “Oughts” through making his ex-
cellent characters say and do things which excellent men ought
to say and do, i.e., through acts of fiction. This remark enables us
better to understand what Machiavelli had indicated earlier re-
garding the superiority of the best kind of writer to doers and
speakers of the highest order: the writer is a creator. We also
understand somewhat better how he conceived of the Biblical
writers. We may try to express his thought as follows: the Biblical
writers present themselves as historians, as human beings who
report what God said and did, while in fact they make God say
and do what in their opinion a most perfect being would say and
do; the ground of what presents itself as the experience of the
Biblical writers is their notion of a most perfect being; that notion
is so compelling that the “Ought” comes to sight as “Is”; this
connection is articulated by the ontological proof; there is no way
which leads from “the things of the world” to the Biblical God;
the only proof which commands respect, although it is not a gen-
uine proof, is the ontological proof. It is hardly necessary to add
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that Machiavelli’s explanation in merely human terms of the root
of Biblical belief presupposes his denial, his destructive analysis
of the phenomenon known to us as the conscience. Nor will it
be surprising that the other quotations from Livy which occur in
Discourses III 31 are ascribed to Livian characters without any
reference to Livy himself.

By consciously making some Roman captains say and do what
excellent captains ought to say and do, Livy magnifies the Roman
republic or ascribes to it a perfection which is perhaps impossible.
He “celebrates” Rome as Machiavelli says as the end of the first
chapter of the Discourses. There is only one other occasion on
which Machiavelli speaks again of Livy’s “ celebrating” Rome or
Romans. Discourses III 25 deals with “the poverty of Cincinnatus
and of many Roman citizens.”14® This noble poverty is “celebrated
by Livy with golden words” which Machiavelli quotes in the origi-
nal. Immediately afterward he quotes in translation certain words
of Cincinnatus himself. The dictator Cincinnatus had relieved a
Roman army, which through the fault of the consul commanding
it, had become besieged by its enemies; the consul and his army
had contributed to the raising of the siege and the complete de-
feat of the enemy. Through the words quoted by Machiavelli,
Cincinnatus deprived the consular army of every share in the rich
booty which the dictator’s army had taken, and deprived the consul
himself of his command because of his proved ignorance of how
to be a consul. We are no longer concerned with the fact that we
find here in Machiavelli’s own text the example of a consul who
did not know how to be a consul, although Machiavelli had told
us earlier that the consuls elected by the Romans in the good old
times were “always most excellent men.” Or could a man be “a
most excellent man” and at the same time a poor consul? It ap-
pears that the words of the Livian character which are not quoted
in Latin are not “golden” precisely because they show the value,
if not of gold, at least of what can be obtained by gold. If we
turn to Livy, we see that Cincinnatus’ noble poverty was not al-
together freely chosen. Whether rightly or wrongly, his violent
son Caeso had been accused of homicide and had been heavily
fined; the fine was cruelly exacted from Cincinnatus, who had to
“sell all that he had.” It is for this reason that he lived on the
famous small farm where he was found behind the famous plow
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by the men who brought him the message that he had been named
dictator. While celebrating with golden words the noble poverty
of a great Roman, Livy also reveals those causes of his poverty
which were not golden. Because he consciously created perfect cap-
tains Livy is able to indicate the difference between the “Ought”14?
and the “Is,” between imagined perfection and “factual truth.”
By merely alluding to the “factual truth” in regard to Roman
poverty and related subjects and thus to some extent concealing
that “factual truth,” Machiavelli deliberately impairs the self-
sufficiency of Livy’s History. He thus assimilates Livy’s History
to the Bible as he conceived of it.

After having indicated that Livy makes one of his captains say
and do certain things in order to show how an excellent man ought
to act, Machiavelli owes us an answer to the question regarding
the function of this blurring of the difference between history and
political philosophy. After having shown in Discourses III 32 that
one can make an army obstinate against its enemy, not only “by
virtue of religion,” but by some “great villainy” as well, he turns
in the next chapter to the question of how a captain can make his
army confident of victory. Among other things, the captain must con-
ceal or minimize the things which when viewed from afar suggest
dangers. Apparently no such salutary deception is possible regard-
ing things open to everyone’s easy inspection. “The Romans used
to make their armies acquire that confidence by way of religion.”
The Romans controlled what is essentially elusive and hence fright-
ening by means of religion. One may create obstinacy by virtue
of some great villainy, but one needs religion for creating hope.
No good and wise Roman captain would ever start an action without
having used auguries and auspices, thus having convinced the
soldiers that the gods were on their side. How great an importance
the Romans attached to religion or how strongly they disapproved
of the neglect of religion is shown best by “the words which Livy
uses in the mouth of Appius Claudius.” Appius Claudius had to
defend in an assembly of the people the sacred custom of treating
the auguries and auspices, i.e., the foundation of the pagan religion,
as a preserve of the patricians, or the sacred custom of keeping
the plebs at a distance from those sacred things. The defense had
become necessary on account of the machinations of domestic
enemies of the patriciate—of leaders of the laity as laity, as one might
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say.1° Among the words used by Appius Claudius there are some
which he puts into the mouth of plebeians who mock religion.
Those mockers regard the very foundations of religion, the things
which assure men of divine help, as “little things.” We do not
know this from the mouths of the mockers themselves. The Roman
critics of the Roman religion do not express their opinion within
our hearing. Perhaps they do not dare to speak in public on this
subject and therefore are condemned to failure and oblivion. Livy
uses characters of one of his characters in order to inform us about
Roman criticism of the Roman religion. Appius Claudius adopts
the words “little things” as applied to religion and its ground; so
does Livy who puts these words into Appius Claudius’ mouth;
so does Machiavelli who uses these words in his own name when
commenting on the Livian speech. The expression or the thought
migrates from the minds of the mockers through the mouths of a
Livian character and of Livy himself to Machiavelli. The movement,
started by nameless characters of a Livian character, reaches its
end in Machiavelli. The mockers are mistaken, say Appius Claudius,
Livy and Machiavelli in unison, for they are blind to the usefulness
of religion: the belief of the people in “those little things” is the
source of the well-being of the commonwealth. The question is
whether the mockers were altogether mistaken. The leaders of
certain enemies of the Romans tried to use their own soldiers’ and
the Romans’ concern with “little things” in order to defeat the
Romans. Their calculation was not altogether unreasonable; they
did not put their reliance in “little things” but in other men’s reli-
ance in “little things,” i.e., in a big thing. But they came to grief
because they forgot that the Roman leaders did not put their trust
in “little things.” Machiavelli quotes some words said by Livy
which the historian put into the mouth of the Roman dictator Cin-
cinnatus addressing his master of the horse. The enemies of the
Romans put their trust, says the dictator, not, as one should, in arms
and courage, but in chance, or, as Machiavelli interprets this, in
very minor or “weak” accidents or in things of little weight or in
vain things. Both Livian characters who are introduced in this
chapter as mouthpieces of Livy are patricians; the one who speaks
to the people defends the little things; the other who speaks to
another patrician disparages the little things. The little things
mentioned by the first speaker are not the same as those which
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the second speaker has in mind: the former are the auguries and
the auspices proper, the second are any irrelevant accidents which
for very weak reasons appear to be comforting or frightening. But
there is a connection between the two kinds of little things: the
Roman religion served the purpose of mastering chance through the
belief in gods and the worship of gods who, as perfect beings, are
thought to favor the just or pious. Machiavelli here presents Livy
as revealing the truth about the Roman religion by using as his
mouthpieces Roman authorities addressing two different types of
audience.'5!

When speaking of the Livian mouthpieces in Discourses 1II 33,
Machiavelli does not say, as he ordinarily does, that the characters
in question “said” what they said but that they “say” it: the
chapter which is severely limited to Roman “matter” does not deal
with “ancient history.” The chapter ends with a brief discussion
of a mode of procedure employed by Fabius in a campaign “in a
new land against a new enemy”; this mode “deserves to be imi-
tated.” Not Appius Claudius nor Cincinnatus but Fabius serves
as a model. But nowhere in the chapter does Machiavelli say any-
thing against moderns who fail to imitate the Romans. Perhaps
there are moderns who imitate Appius Claudius and Cincinnatus.
On the other hand, when Machiavelli returns to the chief theme
of the chapter in Discourses Il 36, he stresses the inferiority of
“the militia of our times” to the Roman militia. The only quotation
occurring in IIT 36 is taken from a Livian speech, and it touches
on the subject of religion. It is the only quotation occurring in
the Third Book in which gods are mentioned; but “the gods” and
“auguries” are preceded respectively by “men” and “the edicts of
commanders.” Machiavelli does not tell us to whom the speech is
addressed. If we turn therefore to Livy, we see that the present
case characteristically differs from the two cases discussed in Dis-
courses 111 33. In the present case a patrician, a dictator, defends
the sanctity of religion first in an assembly of his army and then in
an assembly of the people, not against nameless plebeian mockers
but against another patrician, his master of the horse, Fabius him-
self. Fabius had waged a battle contrary to the dictator’s strict
orders and in the absence of favorable auspices; he had won a splen-
did victory. Thereupon the dictator became blinded with anger,
burning with fury and athirst for the scourging and the decapitation
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of the offender. Yet what appeared to the dictator as holy zeal ap-
peared to Fabius as uncontfollable cruelty, insa_ne envy and unbear-
able pride, as he did not hesitate to say in a public assembly. Strongly
supported by the victorious army, by the people and by the senate,
Fabius was neither executed nor scourged but lives gloriously for-
ever in Machiavelli’s pages as a successful defender of liberty.152
Quod licet Fabio, non licet homunculis.

According to Machiavelli, Livy revealed his judgment on Rome
to some extent through judgments which he put into the mouths
of his characters. In this respect, the difference between enemies
of Rome and Romans, between Livian characters and characters of
those characters, and among the various audiences addressed by
those characters are important. We see no reason for doubting
that he meant what he indicated in this respect. We judge differ-
ently of his assertion that Livy makes characters say or do things
in order to teach how excellent men ought to conduct themselves.
In Discourses III 31 he says that Livy makes one of his characters
say and do certain things “in order to show what the make of an
excellent man ought to be.” This assertion regarding Livy’s inten-
tion is not borne out by the Livian speech to which he refers.
There occur only two other passages which resemble the cited
Machiavellian remark. In Discourses III 36 he says that through
Livy’s testimony one can learn from certain words of a Roman
leader “what the make of a good militia ought to be.” In Discourses
III 38 he says that through certain words which Livy makes one
of his characters say, one can observe “what the make of a captain
in whom his army can have confidence ought to be.” In both cases
he does not even claim that it was Livy’s intention through his
report or his fiction to teach an “Ought.” We suggest this explana-
tion. Machiavelli momentarily presents Livy as a conscious creator
of fictitious or imaginary perfection for the reason stated above.
He therewith obscures the character of Livy’s History and thus
indirectly blurs the difference between the intention of Livy the
historian and his own intention. As soon as his own intention be-
comes Machiavelli’s chief theme, as it does from Discourses III 35
on, he must again bring this difference to light.

Machiavelli has discovered new modes and orders which he
opposes to the old and established modes and orders. He has dis-
covered and explored territory hitherto inaccessible to men of his
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kind. He begins a war against the established order—a new war in
a new land against a new enemy of the highest possible reputation,
But he is a captain without an army. He must recruit his army,
He can recruit it only by means of his books. The last section of
the Discourses gives the necessary indications regarding his cam-
paign and its preparation. He had told us earlier that in order to
be confident of victory, an army must have confidence in the pru-
dence of its captain. The proof of Machiavelli’s prudence is the
Discourses. The make of a captain in whom his army can have
confidence is shown by Machiavelli with the words which Livy
“makes” one of his characters “say” to his soldiers. In Livy, the
quoted words are framed partly in indirect and partly in direct
speech. The direct speech begins with the sentence “My deeds,
not my words, I wish you to follow.”?5® The sentence, strictly
understood, applies less clearly to ordinary captains than to a
captain like Machiavelli. The chapter in which this quotation occurs
is as such devoted to the perfect captain simply.’*¢ Yet Machiavelli
indicates that the chapter and a part of the preceding chapter form
a single “discourse,” the theme of which is less the perfect captain
simply than the perfect captain with a new army facing a new
enemy in a new war. Machiavelli recommends in this discourse
particularly the procedure of Marius, a most prudent captain.
Machiavelli chooses Marius because there does not happen to be
an equally good example in the career of Fabius although it is
Fabius, not Marius, who waged war against a new enemy in a
new country. Before engaging in battles, Marius tried to accustom
the eyes of his soldiers to the sight of a most terrifying enemy: he
made them see that the new enemy which had the highest possible
reputation was in fact a disorderly multitude, encumbered with
baggage, with useless arms, and some of them even unarmed. For
this is the way in which the established order, the venerable tradi-
tion contemporaneous with Machiavelli presented itself to him:
as oblivious of the fundamental issue and therefore rent into many
warring schools or factions, as encumbered with innumerable texts,
treatises and discourses, and as boasting of many proofs which
were no proofs. Such enemies could be depended upon, like blind
Samnites, to forget to occupy “the fortress of our hope and salva-
tion” to which he refers in the next discourse (III 39).1% That
chapter is the last in which Machiavelli refers to the difference
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petween Livy and his characters. Of all the references to this sub-
ject in the ent@rc book, the- last reference, which conta.ins tl}e last
explicit quotations from Livy or from any other writer, is the
clearest. Machiavelli quotes first a Livian character, then he
quotes Livy while explicitly distinguishing the words of the Livian
character from the words said by Livy himself, and finally he
quotes some words which Livy “makes” his character “say.” Of the
two sentences which, according to Machiavelli, Livy makes his
character say, one sentence is obviously said by Livy in his own
name: Machiavelli makes Livy make his characters say what Livy
himself says or thinks. This clearest reference occurs in the only
chapter in the book in which Machiavelli adumbrates what “science”
is.1% It is the only chapter in which he sets forth as clearly as
possible both the character of his science and the character of
his adumbration or figurative presentation of his science; for that
figurative presentation is identical with his use of Livy. The chapter
deals, not unnaturally, with the relation between war itself and
hunting as an image of war, or rather with the question of how a
captain can acquire the habit of finding his bearings in “new coun-
tries.” Its heading says “That a captain ought to be a knower of
sites” or places.5” Machiavelli’s captaincy requires, as we have seen,
that he be a most excellent knower of the proper places in Livy, to
say nothing of the proper places in the Bible.

We have now considered almost all 11 passages in which Machia-
velli refers to the problem caused by the difference between the
words of Livy and the words of Livy’s characters. We are not yet
prepared to discuss the two remaining passages which occur in
Discourses 11 23 and III 15, the latter being the central passage
among the 11 passages under consideration. For the present we
must leave it at a remark about Discourses II 23. That chapter is
in every respect the center of the three sermons on Livian texts.
Only in that chapter do we find all the features that are peculiar to
Machiavelli’s treatment of Livy in the Second and Third Books.158
The chapter is of special significance because it combines the treat-
ment of two themes, each of which is treated in isolation in one
of the two other sermons. The first sermon (II 3) is the only
chapter of the Discourses which literally begins and ends with one
and the same quotation from Livy, namely, the text of the sermon.
The quotation attracts our attention for two reasons. In the first
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place, it is the only quotation from Livy occurring in the whole "
division to which the chapter belongs (II 1-10). Above all, it ig’
the first quotation from Livy as Livy that occurs after Machia-
velli’s open attack on Livy or his destruction of Livy’s authority
(I 58). In his first sermon Machiavelli comments on Livy’s harsh
saying “Meanwhile Rome grows by Alba’s destruction.” Machia-
velli makes clear at the end of the chapter that the emphasis is on
“two words,” namely, “grows (by) destruction.” His comment is
to the effect that one can make a city great both by love, or charity,
and by force, or by fear.!s® Livy’s saying deals exclusively with
force. Machiavelli’s comment on that saying, however, speaks, to
say the least, with equal emphasis of love. He creates the impression
that he is a commentator who silently or reverently mitigates the
harsh teaching of a sacred text. By this fact he draws our atten-
tion to the harshness of the text.1%? In the central sermon he indicts
“the middle way” between terror and kindness or between destroy-
ing defeated enemies and reconciling them. He thus takes up the
theme of the first sermon, love and fear. Both the way of love and
the way of fear have their uses and, as the first sermon has shown,
even the judicious combination of both ways is sensible. What
cannot be tolerated is “the middle way,” half measures, the weak
compromise. In the very center of the central sermon Machiavelli
censures a half measure once taken by Florence; he there defends
a policy of harshness against a reason advanced by seemingly wise
men; he says that the same reason would make impossible every
harshness and every punishment. We see that Machiavelli silently
passes over from the indictment of a “middle way” to the indict-
ment of an extreme way—of a way of thinking which allows of
nothing but love or charity and is therefore incompatible with the
nature of things. The extreme opposite to that extreme is not the
way of universal and perpetual terror, which no one even seem-
ingly wise ever counselled, but the judicious combination of love
and terror by virtue of which one either reconciles enemies after
one has terrified them into submission or else destroys them if
they cannot be reconciled. The first extreme, we see now, is the
Christian teaching which forbids resistance to evil; the second
extreme is the “natural” teaching; then the middle way between
these two extremes can be presumed to be the combination of non-
resistance to evil with resistance to evil—a combination which re-
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minded Machiavelli of the policy of the Romans so severely cen-
sured by the simple Samnite.*®! Needless to say, Machiavelli knew
that the Bible teaches not only love but fear as well. But from his

int of view the Biblical combination of love and fear, as dis-
tjnguished from the natural combination, is fundamentally vicious:
the false principle of the primacy of love necessarily leads to all
extremes of pious cruelty or pitiless persecution. Not without rea-
son is the Second Book, the anti-Biblical Book par excellence,
completely silent about God: it speaks only of gods.®2 It is neither
desirable nor necessary to repeat here what had to be said about
Machiavelli’s single New Testament quotation and its implication
regarding the jealous God of the Bible who demands zealous love.
The central sermon contains only one quotation consisting of words
which Livy is said to have put into the mouth of a character, namely,
of Camillus.1%® At the beginning of the quotation, Livy-Camillus
says that the gods leave the Romans perfect freedom either to
destroy the Romans’ enemies or to forgive them: the gods do not
command their worshippers to forgive their worshippers’ enemies
nor do they command their worshippers to destroy their wor-
shippers’ or the gods’ enemies. Paganism left human prudence free
to choose the wisest course of action.

The third sermon (III 10) opens with a Livian text which gives
Machiavelli occasion for censuring an error common to all or
most modern men, or which legitimates such censure. The text
speaks of a Roman commander who refused to entrust himself
to Fortunal%* This gives Machiavelli occasion to speak of the
moderns’ entrusting to others the care of their freedom and sur-
vival, or of the moderns’ trusting in someone other than them-
selves. When they send one of their captains on a military mission,
they forbid him to engage in battle, and in so doing they believe
themselves to imitate Fabius Maximus. But this is nonsense; Fabius
did not avoid battle but refused to give battle on ground favorable
to his terrifying enemy. The command given to the modern cap-
tains is in effect “Join battle as it suits your enemy and not as
it suits you.” By commanding their captains to avoid battle, they
believe that they command them not to entrust themselves to
Fortuna but in fact they do command them to entrust themselves
to Fortuna, and they forbid them to tempt or try Fortuna. The
ancients tried Fortuna; the moderns trust in Fortuna.
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Machiavelli’s use and non-use of Livy is the key to his ques-~
tioning of the highest authority. He acquired the right to question
that authority by first surrendering to it without any reserve,
When he was confronted, near the beginning of the Discourses,
with a difference of opinion between two sets of writers, he adopted
the opinion of those writers who in the opinion of many are wiser
than their opponents. Toward the end of the First Book, he made
use of the power which had thus accumulated to attack all writers
by appealing from authority as such to reason. He thus laid the
foundation for what he does in the last two Books, for the intransi-
gent and therefore reserved application of the maxim “reason versus
authority.” The Second Book opens with the censure of the ven-
eration for antiquity as such, i.e., of what one might call the root
of the belief in authority. The first chapter of the Second Book
opens with an attack on “a most weighty writer” mentioned by
name. Only in the last two Books does Machiavelli refer in chapter
headings to authorities to whom a thinker as thinker could be
subject: the authority of the Romans and the authority of Moses.1¢%
Only in the last two Books does he question “opinions” in chapter
headings.'®¢ The center of the central Book (II 10-24) contains
the most striking and most coherent, if properly dispersed, refer-
ences to the issue “reason versus authority.” In II 10 Machiavelli
attacks a “common opinion,” but after having established the
truth concerning the subject matter without the assistance of any
authority, he refers to Livy as the truest witness for the truth.
After pointing out in the next chapter the imprudence of trusting
in a prince who, perhaps because he is too far away, can help his
friends less by his power than by his name, Machiavelli presents
us in II 12 with his scholastic disputation in which he adduces
seven reasons pro and con from authority and eight reasons pro
and con from reason; he reaches his decision without having had
recourse to any authority and without having referred to any
author. After devoting the next three chapters to Livy and his
character Annius, an enemy of the Roman people, and the fol-
lowing chapter to the inferiority of “all Christian armies” to the
Roman armies, he attacks “the universal opinion of many” ac-
cording to which ancient Rome cannot be imitated because of an
alleged progress made in the meantime (II 17). This chapter too
is a disputation, although less visibly so than II 12.1%7 Here again
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Machiavelli reaches a dccisior} without having had recourse to
any authority anfl without having referre:d to any author. In II. 18,
he prefers “manifest reasons” to authority as clearly as possible.
On the basis of mere reason he attacks the greatest authority inimi-
cal to Rome, that authority being, as we would expect, Hannibal.
Yet in order to corroborate the opinion which reason has estab-
lished in opposition to the greatest authority, he refers to the
authority of traditional political philosophy or to the authority
of the tradition of the cultivation of reason. In order to understand
this apparent recourse to authority, one would have to start from
the fact that immediately afterward in the same chapter Machia-
velli speaks of that sin of the Italian princes than which none is
greater, namely, the sin of trusting in cavalry rather than in infan-
try. The examples which he adduces in order to establish the
superiority of infantry to cavalry are less “true” than “beautiful.”
One of the examples is that of Regulus, who had the presumption
to trust that he could defeat cavalry and even elephants with in-
fantry; he was defeated, but for no other reason than that he did
not have sufficient trust in his infantry: his presumption was not
strong or great enough. Carmignuola, on the other hand, presumed
that he could defeat infantry with cavalry; he failed, but after
having dismounted his cavalry he won: he replaced the wrong
presumption by the right presumption, and in accordance with
this he behaved humanely toward his defeated enemies.!®® In II 19
Machiavelli asserts that a single contemporary example suffices for
proving that infantry is superior to cavalry and therewith that the
Roman opinion regarding the respective value of infantry and
cavalry is superior to the modern opinion. With a view to this
“seen” superiority, he demands that one “believe” “that all other
ancient orders are true and useful”; this “belief” would have obvi-
ated all important modern sins. Lacking such salutary belief, one
cannot do better than do the German cities, whose relative success
depends however on the recognition by all Germans of “the author-
ity” of the emperor—of a prince “who does not have forces” or
who, as we may say, is as unarmed as Heaven has become in mod-
ern times. In II 24, which is immediately preceded by the central
sermon, Machiavelli points out the imprudence of trusting in for-
tresses rather than in one’s own virtue and prudence; while estab-
lishing this fact he refers again to “the authority of the Romans,”
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who “were wise (also) in all their other orders.”” Machiavelli, we
see again, does not hesitate to oppose in the proper context one
authority to another authority, one notion of presumption to an-
other notion, or one belief to another belief.169

While Machiavelli frequently defers to Livy’s authority and
sometimes questions Livy’s authority, he never tries to “save” an
opinion of Livy after having shown that it is not evidently cor-
rect. The only writer mentioned by name who receives such
reverential treatment at his hands is Tacitus.!” We must leave
open the question whether he awards this honor to Tacitus because
he regarded him as the greatest narrator of the deeds and speeches
of hateful tyrants, or as the greatest historian who spoke about the
origins of Judaism and Christianity, or as both. He certainly did
not regard Tacitus as an authority in the strictest sense. As far
as we know, the statement which he cites as a statement of Tacitus
in order to “save” the opinion that it expresses was invented by
Machiavelli: so far from bowing to an authority, Machiavelli
treats himself as an authority.!”™ Besides, his treatment of authority
in the group of chapters which as it were begins with the apocryphal
statement of Tacitus, and which is located near the center of the
Third Book is even more outspoken than that which is found in
the center of the Second Book.'”? Let us for the time being call
that group of chapters (III 19-23) the Tacitean subsection. The
Tacitean subsection presents itself as a unit since the chapters
of which it consists are linked with each other by explicit refer-
ences occurring at the end of four of its chapters. It does not
form an independent section of the Discourses. Yet since it consists
of five chapters, it reminds one of those sections of the Discourses
which consist of five chapters: the sections on the religion of the
Romans (I 11-15), on gratitude (I 28-32), on the reduction of
the West to Eastern servility (II 1-5), on the difference between
the conquests made by the Romans and those made by the Jews
and others (II 6-10) and on the origins (II 11-15). The Tacitean
subsection is immediately preceded by the chapter in which
Machiavelli contrasts the ancients who believed that by ascending
a nearby and fairly low elevation they could be saved for some
time, and the moderns who believed in false news about a victory.
It is followed by the chapters devoted to poverty and to women.
The chapter on women contains the only reference to Aristotle
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occurring in the Discourses; that reference corresponds to, and
thus prepares, the only reference to the Bible as Bible occurring
in the Discourses; in the chapter in which Machiavelli refers to
the Bible, he draws our attention to what Moses did on his own
authority; that chapter immediately precedes the chapter in which
he speaks of Livy’s transforming an “Ought” into an “Is” by
making Camillus say and do certain things.!?® This must suffice as
regards the suggestive context of the Tacitean sub-section.

The Tacitean sub-section opens with a story according to
which the cruel and rude commander Appius Claudius failed, and
the kind and humane commander Quintius won a victory. From
this story Machiavelli draws the tentative conclusion that in order
to rule a multitude it is better to be humane and merciful than to
be proud and cruel. But Tacitus arrived at the opposite conclusion.
Machiavelli therefore considers how both his opinion and Tacitus’
opinion can be saved. His opinion, which is based on some evidence,
is threatened by the mere fact that Tacitus held the opposite opin-
ion: so great is the authority of Tacitus. To save both opinions,
Machiavelli makes a distinction. The severity recommended by
Tacitus is appropriate for ruling men who are one’s subjects al-
ways and in every respect. The kindness and mercy recommended
by Machiavelli are appropriate for ruling one’s fellow citizens in
a republic. But since republics are as such superior to monarchies,
the opinion of Tacitus may be said to be true regarding the inferior
kind of regime whereas Machiavelli’s opinion is true of the superior
kind of regime: Machiavelli’s opinion is truer than Tacitus’ opin-
ion. In accordance with this, the next chapter (III 20) continues
the praise of gentleness and enlarges it so that it becomes almost
the praise of moral virtue in general; Machiavelli praises humanity,
frankness, charity, mercy, chastity, liberality and affability by
using the examples of Camillus, Fabricius, Scipio, and Cyrus. A
difficulty arises from the facts that Cyrus was a monarch and that
Machiavelli in the preceding chapter had recommended to mon-
archs severity rather than kindness. But one could say that the
present chapter is concerned with the question of how com-
manders should treat foreigners rather than their soldiers; and one
could say above all, that the Cyrus there praised, being the work
of Xenophon, is a fictitious being. At any rate, after having in
fact restated the view of classical political philosophy, which is
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represented in Machiavelli’s books by Xenophon more than by
any other writer, Machiavelli shows in the next chapter (III 21)
that the opposite qualities, i.e., certain moral vices, bring fame and
victories as great as those brought by the moral virtues mentioned.
He shows this by contrasting Scipio with Hannibal. The greatness
of a captain is not dependent on morality nor reduced by immorality
but depends entirely on amoral virtue, on strength of mind, will
or temper, not to say on strength of the soul. Both morality and
immorality have their uses because both love and fear sway human
beings. But both the qualities which make a captain loved and
those which make him feared can become dangerous to him. There-
fore a judicious combination of both, a sort of “middle way” is
required. We see that the central chapter of the Tacitean subsection
takes up the central theme of the central sermon. In the next chap-
ter (III 22) Machiavelli turns from the contrast between “Hanni-
bal and Scipio (who) accomplished the same effect, the one with
praiseworthy, the other with detestable things” to the contrast
between Manlius Torquatus and Valerius Corvinus who both used
only praiseworthy means. That is to say, he returns from the
contrast between morality and immorality to the less radical con-
trast between severity and humanity. Both men were equally glori-
ous captains although Manlius was harsh and Valerius was gentle.
Manlius killed his own son; Valerius never hurt anybody. Manlius’
commands were so harsh that “Manlian commands” became by-
words. At the same time—and this is emphasized by Machiavelli—
he was full of reverence. In order to understand why Manlius was
compelled to proceed as strictly and severely as he did, one must
“consider well the nature of Manlius from the very moment when
Livy begins to mention him.” The first thing which Livy mentions
of Manlius Torquatus is that he was somewhat slow of speech and
unready with his tongue. He had an imperious and inhuman father
who hated him because of his speech defect and deprived him of
every kind of decent upbringing so that he retained a rude and
rustic mind. Machiavelli also refers to Manlius’ killing of “that
Gaul.” As Livy tells us, that Gaul was a man of exceeding size
who had challenged the bravest Roman to single combat, who had
waited for his opponent “in stupid glee and—for the ancients have
thought even this worth mentioning—with his tongue thrust out in
derision,” and who was killed by the much smaller Manlius: “To



MACHIAVELLI’S INTENTION: The Discourses » 163 «

the body of the fallen man Manlius offered no other indignity than
to despoil it of one thing, a chain which, spattered with blood, he
cast round his own neck.” Manlius must have reminded Machia-
velli who had read the Bible “judiciously,” i.e., in the light of
what he had learned to some extent from Livy, of Moses on the
one hand and of David on the other. One difference between
Manlius and the great men of the Old Testament is noteworthy in
the present context: David cut off the head of Goliath who had
defied the armies of the living God.!™ Whatever may be true of
David, and of Moses—for of Moses, who was a mere executor of
the things which God commanded him, only a presumptuous man
would reason'”—Manlius at any rate did what he did “compelled
first by his nature and then by the desire that the commands which
his natural appetite had induced him to give, be obeyed.” Manlius
had and needed strength of mind, will or temper. Valerius how-
ever was under no compulsion “to punish the transgressors” and
could indulge his humaneness; he was humane also as a speaker.
The relation between Manlius and Valerius reminds one of the
relation between the founder and the preserver, say, between the
severe Septimius and the philosophic Marcus Aurelius.!™ In spite
of this, or because of this, but certainly in spite of what he had said
when taking issue with Tacitus, Machiavelli believes that the way
of Manlius is more praiseworthy and less dangerous than the way
of Valerius as far as the leading citizens in a republic are concerned.
For Manlius’ way “is altogether in favor of the public and has
no regard at any point to private ambition, for by such a mode one
cannot acquire partisans since one shows oneself always as harsh
to everyone and loves nothing but the common good.” As for
princes, the opposite is true: they must walk in the way of Valerius
or of Xenophon’s Cyrus. A citizen of a republic who would imi-
tate Valerius would in ordinary circumstances do harm not only
to his fatherland but to himself as well: he would become suspect
of striving for tyrannical or royal power. We see that Machiavelli
eventually succeeds in saving completely what he called Tacitus’
opinion: Tacitus’ preference for harshness is appropriate in the
case of the preferable regime, whereas Machiavelli’s initial preference
for gentleness is appropriate in the case of the inferior regime.
Tacitus’ opinion is truer than Machiavelli’s opinion. Machiavelli
presents to us the spectacle of his tacit conversion—of his being
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converted by Tacitus to Tacitus’ creed, of his being converted from
his initial belief in mercy and love to the belief in harshness and
terror. Tacitus does not use any reason in order to convince
Machiavelli, but Tacitus’ powerful presence induces Machiavelli
to seek better and better reasons in favor of the belief which Tacitus,
the better part of Machiavelli, had instilled into Machiavelli’s mind.
In the Tacitean subsection, Machiavelli makes public his tacit con-
version. Whereas in the scholastic disputation the teaching of the
poetic fables was true as regards the superior case,!”? in the Tacitean
subsection the opinion of Tacitus is true as regards the superior
case. In conclusion we note that according to Machiavelli, those
who write on how a leader ought to act are in favor of gentle-
ness whereas the historians like Livy are undecided: the historians
come closer to the truth than do the teachers of “Oughts.”
Among the many difficulties which the discussion just sum-
marized presents, two seem to be particularly important: is severity
incompatible with ambition, and are the harsh qualities merely op-
posed to the gentle ones (humanity, charity, mercy and so on)?
These two questions are answered in the next chapter, the 23rd
of the Third Book, which we understand more easily if we re-
member that the 23rd chapter of the Second Book is the central
sermon. In one of the preceding chapters, M. Furius Camillus had
appeared as a representative of the gentle captain. We now learn
that Camillus resembled the harsh Manlius rather than the gentle
Valerius. Camillus, like Manlius, benefited his fatherland and did
some harm to himself since he became hated for his severity: each
of the two captains did harm to his ambition. This is not to deny
that ambition is best concealed by intransigent and fanatical par-
tisanship for the common good or by zealous severity. Hence the
central reason that Camillus became hated was not his severity but
his creating the suspicion that out of pride he wished to become
equal to a god, namely, to the Sun.1™ Yet it was less pride or ambi-
tion than its manifestation by an overt act which made Camillus
hated. Camillus, “the greatest of all captains,” whose deeds and
speeches are to some extent fictitious, effected the transition from
gentleness to severity or from love to terror, and his compelling
passion was, in both states, his pride or ambition. The Tacitean
subsection was opened by a reference to the cruel and rude consul
Appius Claudius who, to say the least, reminds the reader of the
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Decemvir Appius Claudius, Rome’s legislator par excellence, who
was doomed because of his attempt to establish a tyranny and whose
laws retained their force despite his violent death. Appius Claudius
too failed because he attempted to achieve the transition from
mercy to cruelty and from humility to pride without exercising
the necessary patience.l” The fact that Appius Claudius and
Camillus can be regarded as more or less successful combinations
of the type Manlius and the type Valerius implies that the primary
phenomenon is the opposition between these two types. Manlius
is akin to Papirius Cursor who, out of extreme jealousy, thirsted
for the blood of Fabius.18 The Tacitean sub-section is silent about
Fabius: Fabius is a captain of a kind entirely different from the
captains mentioned in the Tacitean sub-section. The Tacitean sub-
section is silent about Machiavelli’s model, for Tacitus is less Machia-
velli’s model than his creation,18!

The Discourses end with praise of Fabius: a Roman remains
Machiavelli’s model to the end. This fact is misleading if it is not
“well considered.” The Discourses begin with an equating of the
new modes and orders discovered by Machiavelli and the ancient
modes and orders. His revolt against the tradition comes to sight
first as submission to “the authority of the Romans.” Yet before
bowing to this or that authority, one must have bowed to the prin-
ciple of authority. The principle of authority finds its primary
expression in the equating of the good and the ancestral. This equa-
tion implies the assumption of absolutely superior or perfect begin-
nings, of a golden age or of a Paradise. The ground or origin of
the perfect beginning is the supremacy of the Good or of Love
or, as we might also say, the rule of Providence. The origin of
evil is a fall. Progress is return, betterment is restoration. To perfect
oneself means to return to the beginning when men were good, to
pre-historical beginnings. Especially if the pre-historical beginnings
are assumed to be unknowable, one must rest satisfied with the
imitation of a founder-captain who at least excels all other men,
if he is not semi-divine or divine. These few words concerning
the comprehensive theo-cosmological scheme implied in the prin-
ciple of authority will suffice for the understanding of Machia-
velli’s thought. The comprehensive scheme must be rendered more
precise or narrowed down in order to become salutary. Bowing to
the principle of authority is sterile if it is not followed by surrender
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to authority itself, i.e., to this or that authority. If this step is
not taken one will remain enmeshed in the religious longing or
the religiosity so characteristic of our centuries, and will not be
liberated by religion proper. Since Machiavelli was aware of this
relation between the principle of authority and authority itself, his
criticism of the authority of the Romans, of the last authority which
remained for him, coincides with his criticism of authority as such.
We repeat here only two of his indications: in the beginning men
were not good but “corrupt,” and the foundation is not a single
almost superhuman act at the beginning but a continuous activity
of successive rulers who are unambiguously human.!82 The most
coherent discussion of authority as such occurs in the section
on the founder-captain (III 1-15). Mixed bodies, i.e., states or
religions, can be preserved only if they are brought back, from
time to time, to their beginnings, or if they are “renewed.” In their
beginnings, mixed bodies must have had some goodness within them;
otherwise they could not have grown: Machiavelli no longer says
that in the beginning, mixed bodies, or men, were good simply. He
quotes a statement of the physicians concerning the bodies of men;
the parallelism of human bodies and mixed bodies shows that mixed
bodies in their beginnings are necessarily imperfect. The renovation
of a mixed body is a rebirth, and through the rebirth a resumption
or recovery of new life and new virtue: the renewed mixed body
both is and is not the mixed body in its pristine state. The renewed
mixed body could be said to be the mixed body in its pristine state
if the renovation consisted in the resumption of the observance of
all old laws and orders. In the classic example discussed by Machia-
velli, which is the rebirth of Rome after her capture by the Gauls,
the Romans, while “resuming the observance of justice and reli-
gion,” “renewed all orders of their ancient religion”: Machiavelli
does not say that the Romans renewed all their ancient orders. While
the early pagan Roman republic “renewed all orders of its ancient
religion,” St. Francis and St. Dominic, who renewed the Christian
religion, succeeded only because of the potency of “their new
orders.” Speaking of another kind of renovation, Machiavelli indi-
cates in what the beneficent effect of all renovation consists. He
illustrates that other kind of renovation by seven Roman examples.
Five were spectacular executions of outstanding citizens, the sixth
was the action of Papirius Cursor against Fabius and the seventh
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was the accusations against the Scipios. The renovation of mixed
bodies consists of the renewal of fear in the minds of their members
or of putting in men that terror and that fear which the original
founders had put into their partisans. This, and not the return to
the old modes and orders, is the essence of the return to the begin-
ning. Return to the beginning means in all cases introducing new
orders.183 Therefore in particular Machiavelli’s return to the ancient
modes and orders means of necessity the devising of new modes
and orders. Ordinary return to the beginning means return to the
terror accompanying the foundation. Machiavelli’s return to the
beginning means return to the primeval or original terror which
precedes every man-made terror, which explains why the founder
must use terror and which enables him to use terror. Machiavelli’s
return to the beginning means return to the terror inherent in man’s
situation, to man’s essential unprotectedness. In the beginning there
was terror. In the beginning men were good, i.e., they were willing
to obey because they were afraid and easily frightened. The primacy
of Love must be replaced by the primacy of Terror if republics
are to be established in accordance with nature and on the basis
of knowledge of nature. The beginnings of men were imperfect
and low. Man is exposed, and not protected, essentially and from
the beginning. Therefore the perfection envisaged by both the
Bible and classical philosophy is impossible. But for the same reason
for which perfection, and in particular the initial as well as the
ultimate Paradise is impossible, there cannot be a Hell. Man cannot
rise above earthly and earthy humanity and therefore he ought
not even to aspire beyond humanity. Such aspiration merely leads
to the most terrible and wholly unnecessary inhumanity of man
to man. The tradition which Machiavelli attacks had asserted that
“the things which have a bad beginning or principle can never have
a good end.” But Machiavelli trusts in a “most true” Sallustian text
which, after he has improved it to suit his purpose, says that “all
evil examples stem from good beginnings.”184

Through understanding what he regarded as the fundamental
error of the Great Tradition, Machiavelli was compelled to seek
and enabled to find fundamentally new modes and orders. Although
the communication even of the new modes and orders is dangerous,
Machiavelli communicates them out of concern for the common
good. He wishes that they be adopted. The new modes and orders
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are supported by evident reasons. But those reasons cannot be made
evident to the people, at least not until it is too late. On the other
hand, being unarmed, Machiavelli cannot compel the people to
have faith in him. Not only does he completely lack force; he does
not even wish to use force. This kind of difficulty was overcome
in the olden times, and could be overcome in the present time
by recourse to God. Machiavelli has no moral or other objections to
pious fraud. Induced not only by his lack of force but by his
humanity as well, and trusting in the credulity of most men, he
preserves the shadow of the established or at least of the ancient,
or “retains the name” while abolishing the substance. By adapting
himself to the opinion of the people, he imitates Brutus who, in
order to liberate his fatherland, played the fool by speaking, seeing,
and doing things against his opinion, and thus pleased the prince;
for since “there is nothing in the world except the vulgar,” the
most powerful ruler is the people. Yet this accommodation to
the opinions of the people endangers his communication; while the
new modes and orders might thus be made acceptable, they will
be accepted in the wrong spirit. Machiavelli therefore needs readers
who are discerning enough to understand not only the new modes
and orders but their ultimate ground as well. He needs readers who
could act as mediators between him and the people by becoming
princes. If he is an unarmed prophet, or a captain without an army
who must recruit his army by means of his books, he must first
recruit the highest officers directly responsible to him and com-
missioned by him. Owing to “the envious nature of men,” he can-
not expect to find his first adherents among the men of his genera-
tion. He can come into his own only after the natural death of his
generation, the generation of the desert, as it were. He must appeal
to the elite among the coming generations.!8®

One is tempted to describe Machiavelli’s relation to the young
as a potential conspiracy. That chapter of the Discourses which
is by far the most extensive is devoted to the subject of con-
spiracies, i.e., of more or less violent changes of modes and orders.1%¢
He opens the chapter with a wamning against conspiracies, i.e.,
against the most subtle, if not the most extreme, form of actively dis-
obeying and opposing princes, and he re-enforces that warning by
quoting a “golden sentence,” not indeed of David or Paul, but of
Tacitus himself. He then shows under what conditions conspiracies
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are bound to be not only praiseworthy but successful as well. The
conspirator must fear to be betrayed by his fellows. The only pro-
tection against this danger consists in not communicating one’s in-
tention to anyone until the moment for the deed has come. You
may indeed say anything to one man alone because if he accuses
you to the prince, his “Yes” will have no greater weight than
your “No.” But “of writing everyone must beware as of a rock.”
Conspiracies against the fatherland or a republic are less danger-
ous than a conspiracy against the prince. They can be brought
to a happy issue by the use of deceit and art alone. But even when
conspiring against a republic, one must beware of writing as is
shown by the example of the Catilinarian conspiracy. In an in-
corrupt republic the attempt is hopeless. One is tempted to say—
and it is one of Machiavelli's grandi prudenze not to resist such
temptations—that in an incorrupt republic the thought of conspir-
ing against the republic cannot occur to a citizen. A few pages
after saying this, he shows by the examples of Spurius Cassius and
Manlius Capitolinus that the thought of conspiring against the re-
public does occur to citizens of an incorrupt republic. Since both
Spurius Cassius and Manlius Capitolinus failed because Rome was
incorrupt in their time, Machiavelli wonders whether their failure
was necessary. A man may begin, he concludes, to corrupt the
people of a republic, but the lifetime of one man cannot possibly
suffice to corrupt a republic to the extent that he himself will
derive benefit from the corruption: the work which he begins can
be completed only by his successors, the young. Even if a man
who begins to corrupt a republic could live long enough to finish
his work, he would necessarily lack the required patience and thus
be ruined. Machiavelli’s argument silently shifts from more or less
dangerous conspiracies against the fatherland or the common good
which, if successful, benefit the conspirators, to patient long-range
corruption, which is neither dangerous to the corrupter nor pro-
ductive of crude benefits to him. We prefer to say that, being a
teacher of conspirators, he is not himself a conspirator. It goes with-
out saying that the man who, from the point of view of the estab-
lished order, necessarily appears as a corrupter may in truth be
the first discoverer of those modes and orders which are simply in
accordance with nature. It also goes without saying that whether
writing is dangerous or not depends to a considerable extent on
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whether the writing in question serves a conspiratorial purpose
or merely long-range corruption. Machiavelli goes on to say that
if a man desires to seize authority in a republic and to impress
his evil form on a republic, he must have at his disposal a matter
which little by little, from generation to generation has become
disordered, or a matter which has been disordered by time; for
since all things of the world, and therefore in particular mixed
bodies, have a limited life span, they necessarily become disordered
by the mere passing of time.!®? In order to see how near in time
Machiavelli believed himself to be to those young men or potential
princes or to the conspirators proper who might put into practice
the new modes and orders, we must therefore consider what stage
of corruption, in his opinion, his matter had reached by his time,

The matter on which Machiavelli attempts to impress his form
is “the Christian republic.” He is certain that despite the rebirth
brought about by St. Dominic and St. Francis the Christian republic
has reached an advanced stage of corruption: its end may be near.
Just as Livy deplored the decay of “the ancient religion,” at the
time at which Christianity was emerging, Machiavelli notes the
decay of Christianity at the time at which a new dispensation may
be imminent. He is certain that the Christian religion will not last
forever. It is “the present religion.” No republic is perpetual. All
religions, just as all other mixed bodies and as all simple bodies,
have a life-span, ordained by heaven, beyond which they cannot
live; they may die earlier. Religions or sects change two or three
times in §,000 or 6,000 years. It is difficult to say whether Machia-
velli regarded as the beginning of Christianity the birth of Jesus
or the Crucifixion or the reign of Constantine. Given this ambiguity,
his statement implies that, as far as the life span ordained by heaven
is concerned, Christianity could well last at least for another cen-
tury and a half, and might last for about two more millennia. Yet
its actual life span will depend decisively on what its human sup-
porters and its human enemies will do. The outcome will depend
on prudence and on chance. “Two continuous successions of vir-
tuous princes are sufficient for conquering the world.” What might
happen if two virtuous Muslim princes—men comparable to Philip
and his son Alexander the Great—would reign in succession? Be-
sides, Machiavelli’s silence about the Reformation need not be
due to ignorance; the fact (if it is a fact) that 1517 is the date of
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the latest event to which he refers in the Discourses does not prove
that the Discourses as we have the book was completed prior to
Machiavelli’s having become aware of Luther’s epoch-making ac-
tion. At any rate, Machiavelli saw two ways in which the ancient
modes and orders might be destroyed. One was the irruption of bar-
barians, especially of the peoples of the North, such as the Scythians,
who are at present held back by the Germans, the Hungarians, and
the Poles. The other would be the rejuvenation of the West. It
is the purpose of the Discourses to prepare this rebirth through
awakening primarily the Italian-reading youth.188

The modes and orders which Machiavelli proposes are not
simply the sound modes and orders, but new modes and orders.
It is of their essence that knowledge of them is not only not coeval
with man but is related negatively to Christianity or is post-
Christian. The new modes and orders are brought to light by
reason analyzing data partly supplied by the Christian republic.
The new modes and orders, which are supported only by reason,
emerge essentially in opposition to specific old modes and orders
which are supported only by authority and force. Machiavelli’s
critique of the old modes and orders therefore takes on the char-
acter of a war waged by an unarmed man, of a spiritual war. This
war can be described, with the somewhat free use of Christian
terms, as a war of the Anti-Christ or of the Devil who recruits
his army while fighting or through fighting against the army led
by God or Christ.¥® His hope for victory is grounded on two
things. His having discovered the new modes and orders and their
ultimate ground merely through the use of his natural faculties
makes it certain that others, if only a few, can be fully converted
to the truth. Besides, the corruption of the established order makes
it certain that at least his proposal of new modes and orders will
receive a friendly hearing from a large audience. The corruption
of a mixed body consists in its disintegration. Machiavelli is con-
fronted less by one united mystical body than by a combination
of parties which at the outset are entirely hostile to him. Yet every
hostile combination can be divided “with a little art,” provided
one is so situated that one can sustain the first attacks. In domestic
affairs one can divide one’s enemies by frightening some or by
corrupting some or by appealing to the love of some for the com-
mon good; the central mode, i.e., corruption, is equally applicable
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in war, as Machiavelli emphasizes by the order of his examples.
Generally speaking, one can divide any hostile combination by
bringing some sacrifice. One must certainly use every artifice
which gives the composite body an opportunity to disintegrate
and one must avoid every move which would put the enemies
under a necessity to remain united or to recover their unity. It is
this necessity to divide and thus to defeat the particular hostile
combination confronting him which made Machiavelli surpass
Livy and devise an entirely new strategy of spiritual warfare.1%0
But his hope for the success of his teaching rests on the certainty
that one of the two parties of which the Christian republic con-
sists’ will be attracted by his proposals. One may describe that
party provisionally as the Ghibellines, as men who would have gone
with Frederick the Second of Hohenstaufen. More precisely that
party consists of those who “esteem the fatherland more than the
soul” or who, driven and perhaps blinded by passion for the liberty
of their fatherland, are more attached to their earthly fatherland
than to the heavenly fatherland, or who are lukewarm Christians.
They are people “of little faith,” i.e., of little Christian faith who,
impatient of alleged or true abuses of ecclesiastical authority, do not
hesitate to attack ecclesiastical authority with more than masculine
courage but become afraid once they realize the ultimate conse-
quence of their action.1?2

We have now answered the question of how Machiavelli can
hope for the success of his venture. In saying that the unarmed
prophets have failed, he exaggerates in order to bring to light the
difficulty with which he is faced. The example of the Roman legis-
lator par excellence, Appius Claudius, shows that a law can survive
the violent death of the legislator, not to say that it can acquire
its full vigor through the violent death of the legislator. Yet Appius
Claudius had been appointed by the Roman people to frame its
laws. The example of Agis shows that by patiently refraining from
premature action and by merely leaving writings to posterity one
can bring about the desired change without any harm to oneself.
Yet Agis did not desire to introduce new modes and orders but
merely to restore the ancient modes and orders. By far the most
important model for Machiavelli was the victory of Christianity.
Christanity conquered the Roman empire without the use of
force, merely by peacefully propagating its new modes and orders.
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Machiavelli’s hope for the success of his venture is founded on the
success of Christianity. Just as Christianity defeated paganism by
propaganda, he believes that he can defeat Christianity by propa-
ganda. The Prince, which is dedicated to an actual prince had led
up to the suggestion that Machiavelli imitates Moses, the armed
prophet. The Discourses, which are dedicated to potential princes,
lead up to the suggestion that Machiavelli imitates Jesus, the un-
armed prophet. Yet Machiavelli combines the imitation of Jesus
with the imitation of Fabius. Fabius, in contradistinction to Decius,
judged the slow assault to be preferable and reserved his impetus
for the end; choosing the safer way, he gained a more gladdening
victory, remaining alive, than the victory which Decius gained by
his death. For Decius, imitating his father, sacrificed himself for
the expiation of the Romans.'?® Besides, whereas the victory of
Christianity was ascribed to the unconquerable decree of Divine
Providence, Machiavelli’s hope rests on his assumption that human
prudence can conquer Fortuna. Classical political philosophy had
taught that the salvation of the cities depends on the coincidence
of philosophy and political power which is truly a coincidence—
something for which one can wish or hope but which one cannot
bring about. Machiavelli is the first philosopher who believes that
the coincidence of philosophy and political power can be brought
about by propaganda which wins over ever larger multitudes to
the new modes and orders and thus transforms the thought of one
or a few into the opinion of the public and therewith into public
power. Machiavelli breaks with the Great Tradition and initiates
the Enlightenment. We shall have to consider whether that En-
lightenment deserves its name or whether its true name is Ob-
fuscation.



CHAPTER

IV

Machiavell’’s Teaching

T WOULD not be reasonable to claim, or indeed

to believe, that the preceding observations suffice
to elucidate every obscure passage of the Discourses. The utmost
we can hope to have achieved is to have pointed to the way
which the reader must take in studying Machiavelli’s work. Books
like the Discourses and the Prince do not reveal their full meaning
as intended by the author unless one ponders over them “day and
night” for a long time. The reader who is properly prepared is
bound to come across suggestions which refuse to be stated. Pen
or typewriter, to say nothing of hand and tongue, refuse their
service. The reader thus comes to understand the truth that what
ought not to be said cannot be said. It is fortunate for the historians
of ideas, to say nothing of others, that there are not many books
of this kind. Still, there are more of them than one would easily
believe, for there were more great men who were stepsons of
their time or out of step with the future than one would easily
believe. As Faust put it to Wagner, “the few who understood
something of the world and of men’s heart and mind, who were’
foolish enough not to restrain their full heart but to reveal their
feeling and their vision to the vulgar, have ever been crucified and
burned”; not everyone belonging to those few failed to restrain
his full heart. Goethe was the last great man who rediscovered or
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remembered this, especially after he had returned from the storm
and stress of sentiment to the tranquillity of fullness of vision.
After him, social reason, sentiment and decision and whatever goes
with those “dynamic forces” united in order to destroy the last
vestiges of the recollection of what philosophy originally meant.

Many writers have called Machiavelli a pagan.?2 Most of them
mean by this that, “loving his fatherland more than his soul,” he
forgot or denied the other world, and being enamored of the
worldly glory of pagan Rome, he forgot or rejected the imitation
of Christ. They mean that he forgot to think about everything
which is not political in the narrow sense or that he was so self-
complacent as to rest satisfied with rebelling passionately and
blindly against Christian morality without giving dispassionate
thought to the theological premises of that morality. They imagine
that he was another Cosimo de’ Medici who said among other things
that states cannot be kept with paternosters and was therefore slan-
dered as a man who loved this world more than the other world.?
A man of this sort is not properly called a pagan. Paganism is a
kind of piety and one does not find a trace of pagan piety in Ma-
chiavelli’s work. He had not reverted from the worship of Christ
to the worship of Apollo. On the other hand, it is not misleading
to count Machiavelli among “the wise of the world.” He informs
us that Savonarola’s sermons are full of accusations of “the wise
of the world” and of invectives against them. According to Savo-
narola, “the wise of the world” do in fact say that a state cannot
be ruled with paternosters. But they also say that they do not
wish to believe anything except what rational discourse proves;
they therefore regard the Biblical prophecies as “things for women”;
Savonarola has heard them say in their disputations that, speaking
philosophically and disregarding the supernatural, the world is
eternal, God is the final and not the efficient cause of this world and
there is only one soul in all men; they say that faith is nothing but
opinion.* Those “wise of the world” who transcend the limits of
political cleverness reject not only the myths of the pagans but
above all revelation and the characteristic teachings of revelation
on the ground indicated. They are falasifa or “Averroists.”

The vulgar understanding of Machiavelli is justified to some
extent by his reticences. He does not often speak of theological
subjects, the Bible, Biblical characters, Biblical events or Christi-
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anity. This fact does not necessarily prove indifference or ignor-
ance. Granted that his primary theme is political, it is not obvious,
and it certainly was not obvious in former times, that the Bible
is mute about political conduct. But let us grant that political science
is autonomous in its sphere and can be treated without any regard
to the teaching of the Bible, since the Bible itself presents the non-
prophet Jethro as the teacher of the prophet Moses in things politi-
cal. This would explain Machiavelli’s silence if there were no
apparent conflict between his political science and the teaching
of the Bible. But there is such an apparent conflict. To see this, it
suffices that one remember simultaneously what Machiavelli says
concerning the excusable character of the fratricide committed by
the founder of the city of Rome and what the Bible says about
the fratricide committed by the first founder of any city. Machia-
velli needed much more urgently than did even Hobbes a detailed
discussion revealing the harmony between his political teaching and
the teaching of the Bible. Yet unlike Hobbes he failed to give
such a discussion. The fact that he failed to do so and at the same
time spoke so rarely about revelation cannot be explained by blind-
ness or ignorance but only by a peculiar mixture of boldness and
caution: he silently makes superficial readers oblivious of the
Biblical teaching. This mixture was appropriately characterized and
as it were imitated by Bacon in his 13th Essay: “one of the doctors
of Italy, Nicholas Machiavel, had the confidence to put in writing,
almost in plain terms, That the Christian faith bad given up good
men in prey to those who are tyrannical and unjust.”

The sentence to which Bacon refers occurs in the second of
the three passages explicitly dealing with the essence of Christianity.
We shall disregard here those innumerable passages, to say nothing
of others, which in effect deal with the essence of Christianity
since they deal explicitly with the contrast between the ancients
and the moderns; for the ancients are primarily the pagan Romans
and the moderns are primarily the Christians. In the Preface to
the First Book Machiavelli expresses the “belief” that the failure
to imitate the ancients in the most important matters is caused
“not so much by the weakness into which the present religion has
led the world or by that evil which ambitious leisure has done to
many Christian countries and cities, but by the lack of true knowl-
edge of the histories.” If we surrender to the drift of the sentence,
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we are led to “believe” that the failure to imitate the ancients
properly is in no way due to Christianity. But if we follow that
drift without surrendering to it and if we assume that the present
religion is the Christian religion, and not merely the Christian
religion in its alleged present state of decay, we see that according
to Machiavelli Christianity has led the world into weakness, and
the failure to imitate the ancients properly is due to some extent
to Christianity. This induces us to reflect on the connection between
the prevailing weakness and the prevailing unwillingness or inability
properly to imitate the ancients, and thus to realize that according
to Machiavelli the decisive reason for the failure to imitate the
ancients properly is precisely Christianity, i.e., a phenomenon
which he apparently regarded only as a secondary reason.® Apart
from this, Machiavelli speaks frequently about pagan Rome without
contrasting pagan Rome with Christianity or modernity; even in
those cases, we are not permitted to forget his general thesis that
the present religion has led the world into weakness. While “the
present religion has led the world into weakness,” “the world
triumphed” under the pagan emperors from Nerva to Marcus
Aurelius as distinguished not only from the later emperors but
from the earlier ones as well: the world did not triumph in the
reign of Augustus, during which Jesus was born; that reign, so
far from being “the fullness of time” and thoroughly just, was a
period of utter corruption; Augustus has the primary responsibility
for the Roman people becoming unarmed.® Nor can one say that
Christianity compensated for the weakness into which it led the
world by making the world more God-fearing: “there was never
for centuries so great fear of God as there was in that republic,”
i.e, the Roman republic. It is true that if “that religion had been
maintained in the princes of the Christian republic in accordance
with what the giver of the same had ordained, the Christian states
and republics would be more united and much more happy than
they are”; but this does not mean that, given this condition, the
Christian states and republics would equal the Roman republic in
union, happiness and virtue. Whereas the Roman Church is the
greatest enemy of the well-being of Italy, the pagan auguries were
the cause of “the well-being of the Roman Republic.”?

In the central statement on the essence of Christianity Machia-
velli speaks, not indeed of Christianity nor yet of “the present
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religion,” but of “our religion.” That statement contains the only
density of “we’s” in the sense of “we Christians” which occurs in
the Discourses® Machiavelli again expresses a belief. Yet whereas
the first statement had opened with one Credo, the second statement
opens with two Credos and ends with one Credo. While he now
speaks with unique frequency of “we Christians,” he does not
express what “we (Christians)” believe but only what he himself
believes.? He now raises the question of why the peoples were
greater lovers of freedom in ancient times than in the present,
and he answers it by expressing the belief that the cause is the same
as the cause that men are now less strong than they were in ancient
times; that cause, he believes, is the difference between “our”
education and ancient education, which difference is founded on
the difference between “our” religion and the ancient religion. Up
to this point he merely restates, although with greater force and
clarity, what he had already said in the first statement. He goes on
to explain why, or by virtue of what, Christianity has led the
world into weakness. By showing the truth and the true way,
Christianity has lowered the esteem for “the honor of the world,”
whereas the pagans regarded that honor as the highest good and
were therefore more ferocious or less weak in their actions. Machia-
velli seems to say that awareness of the truth and the true way
is destructive of the strength of the world. Does he mean to say
that the strength-giving esteem for worldly honor is based on
error or delusion, and therewith that his own political teaching
which favors the strength of the world is based on the open
rejection of the truth and the true way? Yet he is undoubtedly
concerned with teaching the truth and the true way. To quote
the strongest statement regarding truth which he ever makes, “It
is truer than every other truth that where men are not soldiers
this is due to a fault of the prince.”’® He admits then that there
is a truth which is truer than the truth of Christianity. In accordance
with this, he traces the religious establishment of pagan Rome to
heavenly inspiration. The truth of Christianity then depends on
whether Christianity is in agreement and sympathy with the most
perfect truth mentioned. That most perfect truth upholds the
demand for the strength of the world. Hence if Christianity has
led the world into weakness, it cannot be true. There is essential
harmony between truth and worldly strength: “all those modes
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and those opinions deviating from the truth arise from the weakness
of him who is lord.”** What has been said about the truth, applies
to the true way. The true way—the way shown by experience to
be true—is the way of a warlike republic like the Roman.'? When
Machiavelli says that Christianity has shown the truth and the
true way, he lets us see that he is aware of the claim of Christianity
and that he has come to grips with that claim. What characterizes
Christianity according to him is not its alleged truth but its lower-
ing the esteem for worldly glory or, as he says in the sequel, its
regarding humility, abjectness and contempt for things human as
the highest good. The ancient religion, he had originally said,
regarded worldly honor as the highest good. He now says that the
ancient religion regarded greatness of mind, strength of the body
and all other things which are apt to make men very strong, as
the highest good. He thus suggests a corresponding improvement
of his statement concerning the highest good as understood by
Christianity: the highest good is God who assumed humility and
weakness and thus consecrated humility and weakness. “Hence
our religion . . . demands that you be fit to suffer rather than to
do something strong.” The unarmed heaven demands an unarmed
earth, an unarmed emperor and an unarmed heart.® The belief in
the Passion fosters passivity or the life of humility or contemplation
rather than the active life. “This mode of life then appears to have
rendered the world weak and given it up in prey to criminal men
who can manage the world with safety seeing that the large
majority, in order to enter Paradise, think more of bearing their
beatings than of avenging them.” After having traced the present
weakness of the world to its ground, Machiavelli says that the
present effeminacy of the world is due not to Christianity but to
a false interpretation of Christianity: since Christianity permits the
exaltation and defense of the fatherland, it demands that Christians
be strong. He concludes the statement by saying that the decline
of love of freedom is due, as he believes, less to Christianity than
to the destruction by the Roman empire of all republics. Yet in
making these amazingly bold retractions, he does not retract what
he had said about the superiority of worldly glory to humility,
about the ground of the preference generally given to humility,
and about the weakness and servility prevailing in the Christian
world.’* And in saying that Christianity “permits” the defense
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and even the exaltation of the fatherland, he is not oblivious of the
fact that Christianity subordinates the earthly fatherland to the
heavenly fatherland and thus subordinates the power temporal
to the power spiritual.®®

The third statement occurs in the first chapter of the Third
Book. Machiavelli there discusses the need for periodic renovations
of republics, sects, and kingdoms. He illustrates the renovation of
sects “by the example of our religion” which had been renewed
and thus preserved by the new orders of St. Francis and St. Dom-
inic. Through poverty and the example of the life of Christ
they restored Christianity in the minds of men from which it had
already vanished. Their new modes and orders prevented the
immorality of the prelates and of the heads of religion from ruining
the religion. “They give the peoples to understand that it is evil
to speak evil of evil and it is good to live in obedience to them
and, if they err, to let God chastise them; and thus they do the
worst they can for they do not fear that punishment which they
do not see and in which they do not believe.” Shortly afterwards,
when he speaks no longer of sects, Machiavelli shows that the
neglect of law enforcement, of human punishment, leads to the
consequence that either the evils will be eventually corrected with
non-legal violence or else that society will perish. In the last
statement, Machiavelli finds the root of the prevailing weakness in
the prohibition against speaking evil of evil or, more generally
and more clearly, in the prohibition or counsel against resisting
evil. Non-resistance to evil would secure for ever the undisturbed
rule of evil men. Resistance to evil is natural to man as well as to
any other living being. The counsel against resisting evil can
therefore lead only to evasion of that counsel.'s

Machiavelli himself has indicated the difficulty to which his
thesis is exposed. In the only chapter explicitly devoted to criminal
rulers, he explicitly contrasts a single ancient and a single modern
example. The ancient criminal Agathocles ruled “securely for a
long time in his fatherland,” whereas the modern criminal Liverotto
was destroyed one year after he had come to power. Yet Liverotto
was destroyed by Cesare Borgia, and one might say that Cesare
himself was a criminal ruler. Still, Cesare was not as successful
as the criminal pagan emperor Severus who succeeded in being
“revered by everyone.” Machiavelli probably meant that since
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Cesare was only the tool of his father, Pope Alexander VI, the
destruction of the criminal Liverotto was the work of another
modern criminal ruler who, at any rate by virtue of his sacred
office, was revered, not to say worshipped, by everyone. If one
objected that the pagan emperors received even divine honors,
Machiavelli would perhaps reply that the worship of the pagan
emperors did not preclude the assassination of many of them. He
certainly shows in both books at considerable length how insecurely
those pagan emperors lived who lacked virtue.l?

To overcome easily the obvious difficulty to which Machiavelli’s
thesis is exposed, one merely has to assume that that thesis expresses
in an exaggerated manner what he seriously means: not the world has
been rendered weak by Christianity but Italy has been rendered weak
by the Roman Church. He frequently praises the strength shown
by Christian nations like the French, the Germans, and the Swiss.
Besides, he can maintain his thesis regarding the weakness of the
moderns only by being almost silent about the modern conquest
of the ocean.® Furthermore, he cannot deny that in two of the
three branches of the army the moderns are superior to the ancients.
If we had not learned something about Machiavelli’s art, we might
have the presumption to say that it is almost pitiful to see how
he struggles to minimize the significance of artillery and cavalry
in order to save the superiority of the ancient Romans. In the
chapter on artillery he tries to show that if artillery had been
known to the Romans as well as to their enemies, the Romans would
nevertheless have succeeded in acquiring their empire; he does
not come to grips with the fact that the inventors of the legion were
unaware of artillery, a source of considerable strength especially
with regard to the reduction of fortresses. In the chapter on cavalry
he tries to show that the Romans were right in regarding infantry,
and not cavalry, as the queen of battles; he is silent there about
the superiority of modern cavalry to Roman cavalry and the superi-
ority of cavalry to infantry in terrain of a certain kind, e.g. in some
Parts of Asia; he merely alludes to these facts by his examples, not all
of which are apt or appear in the proper places.® One cannot do
justice to Machiavelli’s argument if one does not remember the
following points: he did not deny the possibility of progress beyond
the Romans; his discussion of infantry, artillery and cavalry in the
three central chapters of the central Book of the Discourses does
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not merely deal with the three inseparable parts of a modern
army in the literal sense; his argument proceeds on more than
one level. However highly he regarded the French, the Germans
and the Swiss, he left no doubt about their inferiority to the
Romans. The French know nothing of politics; a French king has
acted against the greatest truth by disarming his peoples; while
less corrupt than Italy, France is more corrupt than Germany.
Machiavelli especially praises the German cities. Yet these cities
control only small territories and they are subject to the German
emperor though he has reputation rather than force. They cannot
be compared to the Swiss who are not only, like the German cities,
free to the highest degree but besides armed to the highest degree.
The Swiss can be compared to the ancient Tuscans. But they cannot
be compared to the ancient Romans. The modes and orders of
ancient Rome, as distinguished from those of ancient Tuscany or
modern Switzerland, enable a state to acquire a large empire. When
Machiavelli speaks of the weakness of the modern world, he thinks
in the first place of the fact that after the destruction of the Roman
empire, no lasting and ecumenical empire emerged. As builders
of empires, the Muslims appeared to him to come closer to the
Romans than did the Christians. He seems to have been struck
by the contrast between the Crusades and the conquest of the
East by the Romans and by Alexander the Great.?® The two
classical empires owed their being directly or indirectly to classical
republics and the superiority of the latter to the monarchic East.
When Machiavelli speaks of the weakness of the modern world,
he has chiefly in mind the weakness of the modern republics. In
classical antiquity as long as it was incorrupt, the West was pre-
dominantly republican, whereas the modern West, the Christian
republic, is predominantly monarchic. Machiavelli thinks of Athens
and Sparta, of Rome and the republic which bred Hannibal, and
even of Tyre which withstood Alexander “after he had already
conquered the whole Orient.” He does not think of Jerusalem.2

It was impossible to analyze the outer layer of what Machiavelli
means by the weakness of the world without at the same time
indicating what he means by making Christianity responsible fof
that weakness. Christianity stems from the servile East which is
habitually subject to princes who are destroyers of countries and-
squanderers of everything reminiscent of civilization. It stems more
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particularly from a weak Eastern nation which had a very defective
polity. Machiavelli expects the readers who have been trained by
him, to read the Bible “judiciously”; he limits himself to giving
a few indications. Regarding the exodus from Egypt, he suggests
that the Jews were unwilling to live any longer as slaves in Egypt,
a well-ordered, fertile, most pleasant country of great military
power, and therefore had to flee from Egypt; they were not strong
enough to conquer Palestine but had to accommodate themselves to
some extent to the natives whom they were unable to dislodge.
By leading the Jews out of Egypt, Moses “redeemed his land” and
“ennobled his fatherland.” The inappropriateness or ambiguity of
the term “fatherland” in this context draws our attention to the
long periods of oppression or exile in which the Jewish people only
longed for the land that had belonged to their fathers and was
promised to them, rather than possessed it; this longing fore-
shadows the Christians’ longing for the heavenly fatherland or the
Christian dualism of the heavenly and the earthly fatherland; the
true Christian is an exile on earth who lives in faith and hope and
who arouses these passions in others. Machiavelli explicitly con-
trasts the greatest Jewish king, David, with his successors who were
“weak princes.” He tacitly contrasts the succession of the two
virtuous princes, Philip who “from a little king became a prince
of Greece” and Alexander the Great, with the succession of David
who “vanquished and beat all his neighbors” and Solomon. The
former succession, Machiavelli notes, culminated in the conquest
of the world; the latter succession, as he refrains from saying,
culminated in the building of the temple in Jerusalem. Certainly
David’s successors were “little kings.”” Machiavelli gives us no
reason for believing that he excepted the kings of Israel and Judah
from his verdict about “the oriental princes” who in his eyes were
barbarians. He says of David that he “was undoubtedly a man most
excellent in arms, in learning, in judgment” whereas he says of
Savonarola that “his writings show the learning, the prudence and
the virtue of his spirit or mind” and that “his life, his learning and
the subject which he took up were sufficient to make men believe
in him”: whereas David had arms, and even his own arms, Savonarola
was unarmed; whereas one must live in a certain manner in order to
find belief, one does not need prudence and judgment for that
Purpose; whereas the writings of Savonarola do not show the
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excellent character of his learning nor of his judgment, the life of
David was not such as to make him worthy to be believed, for
“one comes from a low to a high position through fraud rather
than through force.” Regarding the defective character of the
Biblical polity, it suffices to compare the Biblical modes and orders
with the Roman modes and orders praised by Machiavelli. To
mention only one example, one must compare the legal and the
trans-legal context of Moses’ severities with that of the severities
of his Roman parallels, Manlius and Papirius. Thanks to their
institutions and their spirit, the Romans could lawfully prevent,
or at any rate lawfully disapprove of, severities of their dictators
which they regarded as excessive, to say nothing of the fact that
their dictators had extremely short tenures of office. There is an
immediate connection between this difference and the presence
or absence of proper safeguards for distinguishing between accusa-
tions and calumnies.?2

It is particularly necessary to compare the status of priests and
augurs in the Roman polity with that of priests and prophets in the
Biblical polity. In Machiavelli’s presentation the Roman polity as
the model is characterized by the unqualified supremacy of political
authority proper as distinguished from any religious authority. He
indicates his reason for that preference by saying that good arms
are the necessary and sufficient condition for good laws. Priests
and prophets are not as such warriors. The natures, the habits,
the training, the function, and the tastes of the two types of men
differ radically. Machiavelli shows the difference between the
ways of life of the ruler-warrior and the priest most forcefully
by presenting his Castruccio as confronted with a choice between
them; the reader is reminded of young Heracles at the crossroads
who has to choose between pleasure or vice and virtue. If the
fundamental alternative is that of rule of priests or rule of armed
men, then we understand why Machiavelli suggested that the
truth “where men are not soldiers, this is due to a fault of the
prince” is the greatest truth. Priests as priests cannot defend their
subjects against people who are not frightened by maledictions
or appearances. Ecclesiastical principalities may be secure and
happy; they are not powerful and respected because they are not
armed. They are, or tend to become, a kind of Capua in which
even ancient Romans would forget the fatherland.?® In his judg-
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ment on the rule or supremacy of priests Machiavelli merely fol-
lows the classical tradition. Plato’s rule of philosophers is meant to
replace the Egyptian rule of priests. According to Aristotle, priestly
functions ought to be assigned to distinguished citizens who are
too old in body or mind to fulfill political functions proper. The
concern with divine things is in one sense the first concern of
the city but in a more important sense it comes after the arts, arms
and wealth, to say nothing of the deliberative-judicial function.2*
Machiavelli would have been the first to admit that there may be
warlike and armed prophets and priests. As regards armed priests,
he points out that it was Pope Alexander VI through whose ef-
forts the Church became armed; the first armed Pontiff conspicu-
ously lacked goodness. The chief reason why Machiavelli opposed
the direct or indirect rule of priests was that he regarded it as
essentially tyrannical and even, in principle, more tyrannical than
any other regime. Commands which are alleged to be derived from
divine authority or given by virtue of divine authority are in no
way subject to approval by the citizen body however wise and
virtuous. Priestly government cannot be responsible to the citizen
body however excellent. Hence, ecclesiastical principalities more
than any others can be acquired and maintained without virtue. If
a government is based on divine authority, resistance is in principle
impossible; the rulers have nothing to fear. On the other hand,
if a government is based on arms and if the citizen body is armed
and virtuous, misgovernment can easily be prevented.?®

By saying that Christianity has rendered the world weak Ma-
chiavelli does not deny that Christianity wields very great power.
We must try to show how he could have accounted on the basis
of his principles for the victory of Christianity. According to him,
Christianity acquired its power through a particular constellation
of circumstances, or “the quality of the times.” Rome had de-
stroyed freedom and the spirit of freedom in the only part of the
world in which freedom ever existed. Rome itself had become
corrupt. The Romans had lost their political virtue. Roman men
and especially Roman women became fascinated by foreign cults.
Christianity originated among people who completely lacked po-
litical power and therefore could afford to have a simple belief in
morality. The severe morality preached and practiced by the early
Christians created respect and awe especially in those subjects of
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the Roman empire who equally lacked political power. By de-
manding humility, Christianity appealed to the humble and gave
them strength. It thus was enabled to inherit the Roman empire
and whatever remained of the classical arts and sciences. In this
shape it confronted and over-awed the young and vigorous if rude
nations which conquered the Roman empire. It succeeded in put-
ting its stamp on those nations so deeply that the Roman modes
and orders have not yet been restored, not to say surpassed.
Machiavelli appears to judge Christianity with exclusive regard
to an end which is not specifically religious, namely, political hap-
piness, ie. strength and freedom combined. He is so confident of
the propriety of such judgment that he can indicate that, by
making the Italians thoroughly irreligious, the Roman Church has
harmed Italy less than by keeping Italy divided.2® He begs the
decisive question unless one would say that a divinely established
order is of necessity good also with a view to political happiness or
that according to the Bible itself its political arrangements are
perfect and not essentially punitive. To enter a deeper layer of
Machiavelli’s argument, we start from the observation that he
applies almost the same expression to both Philip of Macedon and
Ferdinand of Aragon.?” It looks as though he had known or fore-
seen that, just as Philip was succeeded by Alexander the Great,
Ferdinand was or would be succeeded by Charles V, the ruler of
an empire on which the sun never sets. We must then consider how
in his opinion the strength compatible with the Biblical teaching
differs from the strength of the ancient Romans. Whereas Philip
used most cruel means which were inimical not only to the Chris-
tian way of life but to the humane one as well, Ferdinand always
used religion as a cloak, and turning to pious cruelty, hunted the
Marranos from his kingdom and deprived it of them. “A certain
present-day prince, whom it is not good to name, never preaches
anything but peace and faith and is the greatest enemy of the one
and of the other, and one as well as the other if he had observed
them, would many times have taken from him either his reputation
or his state.” Through using both pious cruelty and faithlessness
Ferdinand became out of a weak king the first king of the Chris-
tians in fame and in glory. His fame and glory is then not com-
parable to that of the good Roman emperors under whom the
world was filled with peace and justice, not to say with peace and
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faith, and whose times were the golden times when everyone could
hold and defend every opinion he wished. Ferdinand is a good ex-
ample of a fox; he is not, like the criminal Roman emperor Severus,
a good example of both a fox and a lion. The outstanding con-
temporary Christian prince is inferior in goodness to the good
Roman emperors and inferior in badness to the bad Roman em-

erors: he does not “know how to be altogether bad or altogether
good.”?® Through his arrangement of subject matter and his choice
of examples in the Prince as well as through the “repetition” in the
Discourses, Machiavelli suggests that the moderns are not inferior
to the ancients in faithlessness, are inferior to them in cruelty,?®
and are superior to them in pious cruelty. Ferdinand’s expulsion of
the Marranos was “a rare example” but hardly “a grand enterprise.”
It was an act of pious cruelty; Machiavelli does not say that it
was an act of cruelty well used.2® He has much to say in favor of
cruelty. Certainly a new prince cannot avoid acquiring a reputation
for cruelty.®® The most important remarks on cruelty occur in
the Tacitean subsection of the Discourses. Hannibal’s cruelty, not
to say inhuman cruelty, was justified by the fact that he was the
captain of an army which consisted of men of many races. Could
it be that the government of an ethnically heterogeneous mixed
body, of a society embracing members of many nations, not to say
all nations, requires a degree of severity which would not be needed
for the good government of a homogeneous society? Certainly
only a being “born of man” can be expected to have those feelings
of humanity which lead to revulsion against tyranny. According
to Machiavelli, even in a homogeneous society like the early Roman
republic, cruelty or extreme severity of leading citizens is most
useful or desirable. It makes a man thought to be a lover of nothing
except the fatherland or the common good, or to be thoroughly
just, and to be completely indifferent to his or others’ private
good.?2 The Biblical expression for love of the common good is
love of the neighbor whom one is commanded to love as oneself.
According to the Biblical teaching, love of the neighbor is in-
separable from love of God whom one is commanded to love with
all his heart, with all his soul, and with all his might. From Machia-
velli’s point of view, the Biblical teaching regarding man’s destiny
appeared to lead to a more than Manlian severity, to pious cruelty,
as a duty. We must try to understand what he meant by indicating
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that the Biblical God is a tyrant3® The Biblical command is re-
vealed; its acceptance is based not on reason but on authority;
authority will not be accepted in the long run and by many people
if it cannot use compulsion “in order to keep firm those who al-
ready believe and in order to make the unbelievers believe”; for
not only actions but beliefs are demanded. To demand belief is
to stamp as criminal or sinful thoughts of a certain kind which
man cannot help thinking precisely because of the unevident char-
acter of what man is commanded to believe; it means to induce
men to confess with their tongues what they do not believe in
their hearts; it is destructive of generosity. The Biblical command
is very difficult to fulfill, and it is a most true rule that when diffi-
cult things are commanded, harshness, and not sweetness, is
needed in order to bring about obedience.®* The Biblical command
cannot be fulfilled: all men are sinners; the universality of this
proposition proves that all men are necessarily sinners; this neces-
sity must derive from a disproportion between the command and
man’s nature or original constitution. Man is so placed that he is
capable of deserving infinite punishment but not infinite reward;
while he is punished as a matter of right, his reward is entirely
a matter of grace. The Biblical command given to man out of love
for man implies as command that man can rebel against God or
hate God or that man can be an enemy of God. Disobedience to
God and estrangement from God is in itself absolute misery. Those
who neither adhere to God nor rebel against God may deserve in-
finite contempt; those guilty of rebellion deserve infinite pity
because they cannot have understood what they did. Yet that re-
bellion is in addition a crime which must be punished. Punishment
must fit the crime. Eternal and infinite punishment—punishment
which excludes the possibility of repentance or forgiveness—is
needed. The punishment meted out or threatened by God becomes
the model for man’s punitive justice. The God of Love is neces-
sarily an angry God who “revengeth and is furious” and “re-
serveth wrath for his enemies,” a consuming fire, who has created
Hell before he created man, and the fire of Hell is reflected in the
fire with which the enemies of God are burned at the stake by
faithful men.35 Machiavelli tacitly rejects the very notion of divine
punishment. Whereas according to his understanding of the Chris-
tian teaching one should obey evil rulers and let God chastise them,
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he prefers to follow provisionally the golden sentence of the his-
torian Tacitus according to which one should obey evil rulers;
shortly afterward, he quotes two verses in which it is said that few
tyrants “descend to the son-in-law of Ceres without murder and
wounds”:3¢ Pluto is not the Devil, Hades is not Hell, to say nothing
of the fact that it is fit for poets to use “poetic fables.” Machiavelli
teaches that man’s nature is not bad, originally or as a consequence
of sin; men are often corrupt; yet this corruption can be counter-
acted only by “the virtue of a man who is alive at that time”; cor-
rupt men can only be restrained by a practically regal power and
this means of course by the power of a human king; any other way
of attempting to make them good would be either a most cruel
enterprise or else altogether impossible.3” On the basis of the Biblical
teaching, love of God becomes fervent zeal for the glory of God;
it becomes a passion which in Machiavelli’s eyes is not distinguish-
able from the passion of partisanship or fanatical loyalty to a
leader whose cause is not identical with the common good of a par-
ticular state. From this Machiavelli can understand why Christian
nations as Christians can rear good soldiers. Whereas the ancient
Romans were good and faithful soldiers because they fought for
their own glory, Christians may be good and faithful soldiers
because they fight for the glory of God.3®

When Machiavelli teaches that Christianity has rendered the
world weak by commanding men not to glory jn their virtue and
power, he means also that Christianity has lowéred the stature of
man by rejecting the seeking of one’s own honor and one’s own
glory as such. The distrust of the concern with one’s own honor
and glory goes hand in hand with the distrust of one’s own virtue:
one ought to put one’s trust less in flesh and blood, in men’s will,
and ultimately in one’s own arms, virtue and prudence than in
prayer and in God. If one were to follow the Bible, one could
not count Moses among those new princes who acquired their
power by their own arms and their own virtue. One would have
to say that he deserves admiration “only with regard to that grace
which made him worthy to speak with God.” God desires that
the glory be given to him while he leaves us “part of that glory
which belongs to us,” whereas the leading Romans who trusted
in their own arms and courage desired that “the glory should
belong wholly” to the victorious consuls. According to Machia-
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velli, man will not reach his highest stature if he himself does not
demand the highest from himself without relying on support
from powers outside of him, and if he cannot find his satisfaction
in his achievement as his own achievement. Not trust in God and
self-denial but self-reliance and self-love is the root of human
strength and greatness. Trust in one’s own virtue enables one to
have trust in the virtue of other men.3? Consciousness of excellence
on the part of excellent men must take the place of consciousness
of guilt or sin. That man is mortal does not mean that he should
regard himself as dust and ashes; it means in the case of the best
men that they seek immortal glory. The truth in the assertion that
all men are sinners is that all men however excellent are imperfect.
No one can possess all perfections. A man’s excellence will neces-
sarily be accompanied by specific shortcomings, for the various
kinds of excellence cannot co-exist in the same individual, at least
not on their highest level. Certain excellences are denied to men
by the very nature which enables and compels them to acquire
other excellences. To say nothing of the fact that the nature of
man, of human society, nay of fame and infamy itself implies that
the large majority of men will be neither famous nor infamous.
Machiavelli goes further. Man is by nature compelled to sin. Sub-
jects are compelled to be disloyal to a prince who, without any
fault of his own, is unable to protect them. “Our nature does not
consent” to any man remaining on “the true way,” “the way of
the mean.” Some men are compelled by their natures to be cruel
or arrogant or irascible so that their efforts to be gentle or humble
or meek are tantamount to attempts to change their natures, and
the results will be indistinguishable from more or less successful
dissimulation. For instance, Pope Julius II was incapable of pro-
ceeding with humility and meekness and compelled by his nature
to proceed with ferocity and fury.?® Machiavelli is willing to
compare his admired Roman nobility to small birds of prey whose
natural greed makes them unaware of the big bird which is about
to swoop upon them; he is then willing to grant even more than
was meant by the saying that the virtues of the Romans were
resplendent vices; yet this does not prevent him from holding up
as models the qualities and achievements of the Roman nobility,
although those very achievements prepared the ruin of the Roman
nobility and of the Roman republic by the big bird Caesar. For
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such is the nature of human life that actions prompted by un-
Christian and even inhuman passions can redound to the lasting,
although never perpetual, benefits of society and even of Christian-
ity, nay, may be required by the needs of society or of the Church;
to expect perpetual benefits is unreasonable since no mixed body
can be perpetual. The sins which ruin states are military rather
than moral sins. On the other hand, faith, goodness, humility and
patience may be the road to ruin, as everyone understanding any-
thing of the things of the world will admit. There is no pious
work which may not be the origin of tyranny and therefore in
fact be cruel. Pious bequests for the benefit of the poor and the
sick will lead sooner or later to the accumulation of very great
wealth in the hands of pious administrators; this wealth is bound
to have its natural effects on the administrators and the people who
look up to them, regardless of the quality of their intentions. De-
spite the necessary connection between good and evil, or virtues
and vices, a crude and simple political virtue can be instilled into
the minds of the citizens and can be made dominant in a city.
Corruption in the politically relevant sense is destructive of this
kind of virtue. But corruption thus understood is caused, not by
sin but by temptations which the large majority of men cannot
possibly resist; those temptations are caused by such things as
intercourse with foreigners and gross inequality. Given the in-
stability of human things, states cannot choose the true way or
the right mean which consists in keeping what one has and in not
taking away from others what belongs to them; one is forced to
choose one of the extremes: either to allow the others to take
away from one what one has or else to take away from others
what belongs to them; honor, worldly honor, dictates the choice
of the latter. Yet it is not always and not fundamentally honor
which dictates that choice. Should Heaven be so kind to men that
they should never be compelled to go to war, they would become
effeminate or else engage in civil strife. Thanks to Heaven’s defi-
cient kindness, nations sometimes wage war because the alternative
is to perish through famine. This kind of war is much more cruel
than the one caused by love of honor and glory because in wars
of survival the survival of every member is at stake.#* The warriors
fight for the very life of their neighbors, their fathers, their chil-
dren and their womenfolk. In this case, the fulfillment of the divine
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command to multiply reduces large multitudes to the necessity of
massacring large multitudes or else of committing the sin of sui-
cide. Since the attacked nation is in the same danger as the attacking
one, the war is just on both sides. One cannot say that this difficulty
is limited to states; it suffices to think of the two shipwrecked
men on a raft. It is hard to say that the famine is a punishment
for sin. For a punishment for sin which compels men to sin still
more, or at any rate to behave with the utmost savagery, does not
appear to be wise. It is then ultimately the nature of man and of
man’s situation which accounts for the necessity to sin.

Once one realizes the power of that necessity which is the
natural necessity to sin, and therewith the inseparable connection
between sinning and everything noble and high, one will cease to
deplore that necessity or to wish it away. Nor will one disingenu-
ously conceal it from oneself, for instance by presenting acts of
savagery or of astuteness prompted by necessity or even by the
desire for honor or glory as acts of love or piety. Knowing that
all men seek wealth or honor, one will be certain that the desire
for distinction and all its noble and base companions affect even
those who are reputed to be saints. One will recognize the desire
for dominion in what presents itself as charity and one will recog-
nize in religion a kind of ‘“the arts of peace” not morally different
from the art of war. Gratitude is the root or support of all pro-
found obligation. By his virtue and merits Scipio had deserved
the gratitude of all Romans. Yet by his very virtue and merits
he had become a menace to Roman freedom. It was Cato, the
reputed saint, who stood up for Rome’s freedom and was not
ashamed to act, or to appear to act, ungratefully. Tutored by
Machiavelli, we must assume that Cato’s good conscience in acting
as he did is indistinguishable from his envy of Scipio’s fame.*?
Awareness of the necessity mentioned will secure “knowers of the
world” who are fortunate enough to be born with the right kind
of temper, against both pride or arrogance and humility or ab-
jectness. The most excellent men will have a proper estimate of
their worth and of the conduct becoming to them, and they will
not be shaken in their opinion and their conduct by the whims of
fortune. They will live in an even temper without hope and with-
out fear or trembling. They may have regrets but they will feel
no need for repentance or redemption, unless it be the redemption
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of their fatherland from foreign or tyrannical domination. Imi-
tating nature, they will be filled with both gravity and levity but
they will be free from fanaticism. They will not expect to find
perfection or immortality anywhere except in works of art. They
will regard as the virtue opposite to pride or arrogance, not humil-
ity, but humanity or generosity.#3

This is the place to survey Machiavelli’s teaching regarding the
conscience. He does not often speak of the conscience. In the
Florentine Histories, which are almost as long as the Prince and
the Discourses taken together, there occur five mentions of the
conscience; four mentions occur in speeches by Machiavelli’s char-
acters; the fifth and last mention occurs in Machiavelli’s description
of Piero de’Medici who was inferior in virtue of the mind and of
the body to his father Cosimo and his son Lorenzo.4 In the Dis-
courses, he speaks of the conscience on four occasions. Baglioni
did not abstain from killing or otherwise hurting the Pope and all
cardinals “for reasons of either goodness or conscience, for into
the breast of a criminal man who kept his sister, who had killed his
cousins and nephews in order to reign, no pious or compassionate
respect could descend.” Machiavelli clearly distinguishes here be-
tween “goodness” and ‘“conscience” as two different sources of
restraint. We are inclined to believe that whereas Baglioni’s lack
of goodness or compassion showed itself in his murders, his lack
of conscience or piety showed itself in his incest. When Machia-
velli speaks later on of a sin similar to incest, namely, sodomy—
he does this shortly after having referred to the ius gemtium
which, to say the least, reminds one of the natural law—he says of
a youth who refused to comply with the desire of a man merely
that that youth was “averse to things of this kind”; the crime of
the older man consisted in using force in order to satisfy his de-
sire.*> The second mention of conscience likewise occurs within
a Christian context. Machiavelli compares or contrasts two similar
cases which show “the goodness and religion” of the common
people in incorrupt cities; one example is Roman, the other is
Christian; only in the Christian example does he mention the con-
science. When the German cities levy a property tax, each citizen
takes an oath that he will pay the proper amount and then throws
into a public chest the sum of money which “according to con-
science he believes he ought to pay; of this payment no one is
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witness except him who pays.”4¢ By virtue of the conscience, a
man judges by himself and in solitude as to what he ought to do.
But the conscience also pronounces a man’s own and solitary judg-
ment on whether he did what he ought to have done. The con-
science of a man is the witness within him; this witness is in many
cases the only witness to what he does and, so to speak, in all cases
the only witness to what he believes. The goodness and religion
of the Christians is connected with the belief that everything a
man does or believes is witnessed not only by the man himself but
by God as well. As one would expect, Machiavelli is silent about
God’s witnessing or the relation between the conscience and God.
We are led to wonder what Machiavelli thought about the status
of the conscience: Does it belong to man’s natural constitution or
to the natural constitution of men of a certain type or is it the
work of society, if not of societies of a certain kind? With a view
to what does the conscience decide on what a man ought to do?
What is the relevance of a man’s condemnation by his conscience?
To answer these questions, one would have to summarize Machia-
velli’s analysis of morality. At present we note that he does not
speak of pangs of conscience whereas he speaks of the pangs of
ingratitude suffered or injustice suffered. He does this while show-
ing that the vice of ingratitude is the effect of a natural necessity.4?
If man is compelled to sin, there is no reason why he should have
a bad conscience for sinning. If human goodness and the conscience
belong to two different orders, there may be badness undisturbed
by conscience. This conclusion is confirmed by Machiavelli’s nu-
merous and detailed stories of famous and otherwise contented
criminals. The satisfaction of a good conscience is not in all cases
as gratifying as the sweetness of triumph or of revenge. 