




PART TWO:

MODERN POLITICAL THEORY

CHAPTER V

MACHIAVELLI

IS MACHIAVELLI MODERN?
Niccolo Machiavelli (1469‑1527) is generally reck​oned to be the first truly modern political theorist. With this generalization, however, there are certain qualifications that one should keep in mind. Machia​velli lived in an era conscious of itself as different in attitude and character from the "Medieval" era.  But the origin of that consciousness, important though it was for the further growth and development of the Renaissance, preceded Machiavelli's own work by in more than one hundred fifty years. In order to identi​fy the modern characteristic of Machiavelli's political theory, something must be briefly said about the uniquely modern characteristics of the Renaissance itself.

Ephraim Emerton defined the Renaissance as "the new birth throughout the regions of Latin civilization of an interest in classical study, no longer merely as a means to the end of a better understanding of the Christian writers or as a preparation to become a clergyman but as a means of personal culture."1 conveyed in this definition is a sense of curiosity, of individual self‑assertion, in opposition to the medieval virtues of self‑denial and renunciation of the world.  In literature this is visible in the new use of the ver​nacular for the expression of personal and national feeling, whereas the common tongue had previously been discredited as a medium for the expression of serious ideas. Though the creators of Gothic architecture are anonymous, Petrarch (1304‑1374) declared fame to be the proper object of human desire2 and revised the traditional Christian valuation of history. Where heretofore Christ was the focus of history, now Petrarch saw the conversion of Rome to Christianity as the dark age and the period of pre‑Christian Rome as an age of light and glory.3 At the same time, vows which Christian nobles were inclined to make, imposing onerous tasks upon themselves and their clients for the glory of God, faded from the scene .4 Literary reflections on death, which previously had singularly pious functions, now came to express a secular emotion only.5 In addition, the rise of numerology, magic and astrology, pseudo‑sciences which promised knowledge and control of divine forces, tended to replace religions piety. 6The Renaissance also represented major changes in people's moral and worldly attitudes. "By the mid‑fifteenth century the family man, the magistrate, the soldier, might hold up his head. The monk no longer monopolized virtue. The stock sermon topic, whether a merchant or a soldier was more certain of damnation, lost its sting, though it continued to be preached."7 Along with the elevation of secular pursuits, there occurred a change in the nature of documentation. Thus, writes Denys Hay, "after the early years of the fifteenth century the monastic chronicle dried up, even in France and England; elsewhere it had become parochial long before. "8 In place of chronicles, the historical record is to be found in the writings of lay administrators and the records of diplomatic agents. In turn, the nobility developed what in effect was its own civil service composed of lay, as opposed to clerical, secretaries.9

While all these currents in the Latin world as a whole must be accounted for in any consideration of the historical context within which Machiavelli lived and worked, in an important essay on Machiavelli, Eric Voegelin reasoned that the Italian background itself must be considered. Our interpretation of Machiavelli is derived from Eric Voegelin’s essay, "Machiavelli's Prince: Background and Formation," that appeared in the Review of Politics, Vol. 13, No. 2  (April, 

1951 ).

Machiavelli's Prince (1512‑13), his Discourses on the First Ten Books of Titus Livius (1516‑17) and his History of Florence (1520‑25) did not merely crop us as singular and unique "modern" political works. The idea of a political commentary based on a commentary of Livy's History of Rome from its Foundations was itself characteristic of the historiography then current. Renaissance humanists habitually used Livy as their model, a choice in keeping with the general identification of the Renaissance as a revival of classical writings. In turn, this focusing of Italian historiography on the history of Rome had the effect of removing uniquely Christian elements from considerations of Italian culture. The rigidly secular character of Machiavelli's works is partly in keeping with the Renaissance imitation of the Roman model. 10  An example of this secularization is Coluccio Salutati's dispassionate discussion of tyranny in his De Tyranno (1400). Salutati (1331‑1406) begins with a definition of a tyrant as one who does not rule according to law; proceeds to a consideration of the justification of tyrannicide in which he argues that examples of tyrannicide do not prove that it is right, only that it is frequent; l 1 and concludes, after an assessment of wholly pragmatic considerations, that no one ought to rise up against his lord "even though the lord be acting as a tyrant!"12 Salutati's discourse is replete with illustrations from Roman history, but he focuses chiefly on the murder of Caesar. He favors Caesar, holding that he was not a tyrant and that all who fought in the civil war were at heart seeking to destroy the Republic because it had lived beyond its historical usefulness. Salutati concluded that "the murderers of Caesar slew, not a tyrant but the father of his country." 13 Writing a generation before Salutati, Bartolus of Sassoferrato (d. 1357), author of "Tractatus De Turannia," similarly reflects the realistic mode in observing that it is not possible for a government to be devoted wholly to the common good. 14

To answer the question we posed above, in the light of the historical background, we should admit that Machiavelli was "modern," but so also were his predecessors of more than one hundred fifty years.  Herbert Butterfield concluded, "His mentality is essentially that of his time and circle . . . ."15  We shall attempt to specify further the modernity of Machiavelli's thought in order to assess the validity of this judgment.

RULES OF THE POLITICAL PROCESS

Coluccio Salutati's "Letters in Defence of Liberal Studies" contain a poignant passage in which he attempts to justify the reading of Virgil. While admitting that truth may be more readily obtained in Scripture, nevertheless he argues, one can find examples of "virtuous and honorable conduct" in the ancient writings. 16 The acquisition of useful knowledge by a reading of the history of the past was a chief justification for a classical education, which in turn deeply affected Renaissance culture. The give and take of contemporary argument, for example, was often illustrated, if not illuminated by classical examples. After the arrest of Savonarola it was debated whether he should be forced to reveal the names of his fellow conspirators. One person present warned against such a move because "Caesar, after his victory over Pompey, had refused to look at Pompey's correspondence." 17 Machiavelli followed this historical method, but with an added zest that caused Francesco Guicciardini (1483‑1540) to question its validity. Guicciardini wrote in number six of his Ricordi:

It is a great mistake to speak of the affairs of the world without distinction and absolutely, and, so to say, by rule, as every case is different end exceptional because of the variety of circumstances which cannot be judged by the same measure. Such distinctions and exceptions are not written in books but must be revealed by discernment. 18

Not unlike the modern political behaviorists' search for the "homologous processes" of "systems," Machiavelli fastened upon rules of the political process which he offered for the perusal of both the practitioner and student of politics. These rules were arrived at inductively from a collation of historical examples taken from Greek, Roman, and recent Italian history. A few rules were what could be called regime rules, that is, rules of behavior for specific types of regimes. He declares:

A republic should take good care not to give any administrative post of importance to anyone to whom some notable wrong had been done. 19

Three ways of retaining possession of acquired states include:

. . .demolish them;. . .go there in person to live;. . .let them live by their own laws.20

Again, for republics, he stipulates:

A well‑ordered republic. . .should. . .make it open to anyone to gain favour by his services to the public, but should prevent him from gaining it by his services to private individuals.21

But for the most part, Machiavelli attempted to formulate laws of the political process or, when directed to the political participant, rules of political behavior. We use the term "behavior" and not the term "action" because the rules Machiavelli recommended were limited not by justice and right, but by the requirements for acquiring and retaining power. The following rules are representative:

. . .never should one risk the whole of one's fortune on the success of but a part of one's forces.22

. . .one should not declare one's intentions, but should seek to get what one desires anyhow.23

. . .where the gentry are numerous, no one who proposes to set up a republic can succeed unless he first gets rid of the lot. . . , 24

. . .a prince who wishes to do great things must learn to practice deceit. 25

A prince. . . who wants to guard against conspiracies, should fear those on whom he had conferred excessive favours more than those to whom he has done excessive injury.26

. . .the masses ought never to be allowed to take up arms except under definite instructions and conditions.27

Machiavelli believed these rules to be true and tested guides of political behavior for all time, not merely prudential maxims ever‑changing with circumstances. That is not to say that the prince should be oblivious to changing events. "Prudence," Machiavelli wrote, "consists in knowing how to recognize the nature of the difficulties and how to choose the least bad as good. "28 His purpose seems to have been to recommend prudence while ever‑cautious of that substrate of pursuit of power within the flux of events which for him constituted political reality. The pursuit of power was to be guided by the rules of the process cut off from questions of right action.

This definition of prudence reveals much about the nature of Machiavelli's political science. It is not concerned with making citizens virtuous, but in maintaining or acquiring power. Nor does it seek to discover standards of right action, but rather the rules by which the pursuit and maintenance of power are regulated. A uniquely modern aspect of Machiavelli's thought lies in his expressed belief that such rules could be discerned. Rules of the political process, once discovered, can displace the Classical emphasis on prudence as a principal political virtue. The personal knowledge of action within moral limits of the prudent man is rejected by Machiavelli and replaced by the man whose virtue is not the moral virtue of prudence, but the skill of the politician disposed to act in accord with impersonal laws of power politics.

In this context, a famous passage from Book Three of the Discourses can be understood.

Prudent men are wont to say‑and this not rashly or without good ground‑that he who would foresee what has to be, should reflect on what has been, for everything that happens in the world at any time has a genuine resemblance to what happened in ancient times. This is due to the fact that the agents who bring such things about are men, and that men have, and always have had, the same passions, whence it necessarily comes about that the same efforts are produced.29

For Machiavelli, political affairs were predictable since the human condition remained constant in time. "Men are born and live and die in an order which remains ever the same. "30 But from Machiavelli's perspective, men are chiefly ruled by their passions, the chief of which is ambition; therefore, a good law is one which does not seek to make men virtuous, but which keeps ambition in check.31 As a rule, he writes, only necessity drives men to the good.32 Whereas the Classical view of the end for government was to make people virtuous, to adjust the laws so that the conflict between political and human virtue is resolved which is to seek the common good, Machiavelli saw that the essence of government "consists in nothing else but so controlling subjects that they shall neither be able to, nor have cause to, do you harm . . . ."33

Political science conceved on this lower appetitive level brought within the purview of the study of politics subjects which previously would have been condemned as unsuitable. Machiavelli, of course, was aware of the moral unsuitability, by conventional standards, of many of the things which he advised political practitioners to do. But that was not the issue. At issue was what was required by the impersonal rules of the political process, even if they required acts of injustice, violence, cruelty, and deceit. A prince, Machiavelli wrote, "must not separate himself from the good, if he is able, but he must know to take up evil, should it become necessary.'°34

Machiavelli expressed this conflict by reference to the fox and the lion, metaphors for the bestial aspect of man, the appetites which are ruled only by force. The force alone of the lion is not enough, but must be guided by the cleverness of the fox.

And so, a wise ruler cannot, nor should he, keep his word when doing so would be to his disadvantage and when the reasons that led him to make promises no longer exist. And if all men were good, this principle would not be good; but since men are a contemptible lot, and would not keep their promises to you, you too need not keep yours to them.35 

The only limit he placed upon the use of violence was whether it was used well or badly. Machiavelli, for example, recommended violence if done all at once, and not strung out over a long period of time. If strung out, opposition would build up which would weaken one's power.36  He condoned violence if used either to preserve the state or to found one,37 and he attempted to establish his argument by observing, "He who reads the Bible with discernment will see that, in order that Moses might set about making laws and institutions, he had to kill a very great number of men who, out of envy and nothing else, were opposed to his plans."38

Advocating such political behavior, Machiavelli does not surprise us by acknowledging something good in civil discord. Out of this seeming paradox, he was to formulate a notion which increasingly has become accepted as the epitome of modern political science. James Madison in The Federalist, Number 10, argued a view quite similar to Machiavelli's when he said that an extended republic will survive because of faction and not despite it. The benefits of discord or faction were first appreciated by Machiavelli. The disturbances between the rich and poor, the patricians and plebeians in ancient Rome, he said, were actually of benefit to the republic since they led to legislation conducive to liberty.39 The public riots which marked the risings of the plebs against the Senate expressed the lively ambitions of the Roman people, released energy which could have been destructive, and which was soon channeled into the conquest of the Empire.

REALIST OR SECULAR CHILIAST?

The picture which Machiavelli had of himself, that of the supreme realist, one

who single‑mindedly extrudes "illusions" from politics and seeks to acquire the rules by which politics is actually practiced, would not have been acceptable to his contemporary, Francesco Guicciardini, who criticized Machiavelli's tendency to employ violent remedies. "For violent remedies, though they make one safe from one aspect, yet from another, particularly in the case of a prince who is not relying on his own forces, involve all kinds of weaknesses.” 40   In short, Machiavelli's advice was not practicable. The authority of Guicciardini is not as sure a test of his lack of realism, however, as Machiavelli's call for a prince to unify Italy. This theme was not originated by Machiavelli, nor was it uniformly the aspiration of Italians of his educational level, for the simple reason that it was not a feasible possibility. The Church and the European national monarchies stood in the way of its realization. 

But to Machiavelli the unification of Italy was a possible reality. In the important "Exhortation" of The Prince (Chap. 26), Machiavelli observes that "so many things are concurring to favor a new prince that I know of no other time more appropriate than this. "`I1 It is crucial for an assessment of Machiavelli that we note his choice of the words "redeemer" and "redemption" to express this judgment. "This opportunity, then, must not be allowed to pass by, in order that Italy, after so long a time, may behold its redeemer." "Look how she prays God that He may send someone to redeem her from these barbarous cruelties and outrages; look at her ever ready and willing to follow a banner, if only there were some person to raise it. There is no one in sight, at present, in whom she can have more hope than in your illustrious house, that with its fortune and ingenuity, favored by God and by the Church, of which it is now prince, could make itself head of this redemption. "42 "Redemption" and "redeemer" are, of course, religious terms, and in Catholic theology express the salvation of man by God, salvation which is not in this world, but with God after death. Clearly, Machiavelli's choice indicates a view of salvation which is in this world. Not without some merit, perhaps, J.R. Hale has observed that Machiavelli was "nearer in temperament to Savonarola. . .,"43 whose predictions of the liberation of Florence and the imminence of the millennium were heard by Machiavelli, then a resident of Florence. Machiavelli's exhortation for a redeemer to unify Italy is structurally similar to Savonarola's prophecies with the exception that the salvation whirl‑, Machiavelli seeks is completely secular. 44

Throughout the Discourses and The Prince, Machiavelli discussed the problems of founding a regime. The act of founding a regime requires the action of one person45 simply because the deed to be done is momentous and requires the artistry of a single man, rather than the confusion of a committee. Such persons who found states are admirable men who by analogy perform works which are not unlike that of Moses, who founded Israel at the command of God. Cyrus too was such a founder, leaving the reader of The Prince with the inference that the unifier of Italy must be a new Cyrus and a new Moses.46 Perhaps Machiavelli intended to harness the chiliastic expectations of the followers of Savonarola who also saw the imminence of a "new Cyrus." In this respect, it should be noted that when the Florentine republic was restored in 1527, the restoration was accomplished by a coalition of practitioners of power politics and followers of Savonarola. Those who saw only God's divine will at work in the affairs of man, thus rejecting reason, forged a political alliance with those who also rejected reason, seeing only force in politics.47 Writing fourteen years earlier, Machiavelli fortuitously saw the possibility of such a coalition, expanded its objectives, and provided a political theory for its realization. In the Discourses he observes:

Nor in fact was there ever a legislator who, in introducing extraordinary laws to a people, did not have recourse to God, for otherwise they would not have been accepted, since many benefits of which a prudent man is aware, are not so evident to reason that he can convince others of them. Hence wise men, in order to escape this difficulty, have recourse to God.48

This passage explains, we believe, his discussion, in the Discourses and The Prince, of the consequences when fortune or virtu predominate. An aspiring prince must have one or the other, if not fortune, then the virtu to wait for the moment to act and best utilize the advantages of the moment; if not virtu, and only fortune, nothing can prevail against him. Significantly, the unifier of Italy has both fortune and virtu. For that reason, Machiavelli's little book Life of Castruccio Castracani (1520) in which the conjunction of fortune and virtu is fully embodied and elaborated, has interpretive value. Machiavelli writes, "No one was bolder in facing danger, none more prudent in extricating himself. He was accustomed to say that men ought to attempt everything and fear nothing; that God is a lover of strong men, because one always sees that the weak are chastised by the strong. "49

Chastisement in the eyes of the prophets is perceived as the will of God, who has sent punishment to men for their sins. These Scriptural allusions are sustained by Machiavelli in the "Exhortation" of the Prince:

. . .we have witnessed extraordinary happenings without precedent brought about by God: the sea has opened; a cloud has cleared your path; the rock has poured water; it has rained manna here; everything has run in favor of your greatness. The rest you must do yourself. God does not want to do everything, so as not to take from us our free will and a part of that glory that belongs to us. 50

Several commentators have remarked upon these grandiose proportions of Machiavelli's law‑giver. Bernard Crick saw his conception of the man of virtu to be actually a "demi‑god. "51 Felix Gilbert observed that Machiavelli "endowed the lawgiver with powers more divine than human. "52 How should we take this new conception of the political leader?

With the differentiation of physis by Ionian natural philosophers, the experience of transcendent divine reality, beyond nature, not intracosmic, led to the creation of the science of the life of the ordered soul of Classical political science. With Machiavelli a similar revolution occurs. The immanentization of Christian salvation in metastatic faith, leads to the creation of modern political theory as the science of the bestial in man. This revolution excluded the possibility of a politics of action within moral limits and thus released the impetus in Western man to save himself in this life, limited only by a limitless libido. As we shall see in Chapter Nine, this spirit is also visible in the view of man the "operator" of Machiavelli's contemporaries, the Renaissance Hermetists. He also advocated a type of political magic, if by magic we mean the willingness of the magician to believe that his illusions are real. In this sense the political magician attempts to manipulate reality and to subjugate it to the pretensions of his speculative consciousness. We believe that Machiavelli's expectation of the imminent unification of Italy under the banner of a strongman, perhaps even himself, is a corollary of his view of the political man who realized himself by acting within a world absent of ethical limitations. Both aspirations are illusions sustainable only by the will of a magician disposed to believe that the knowledge of moral limitations upon human actions can be excluded from the field of political action. That Machiavelli possessed such a magician's will is clear from much of his political writings.

To answer the question, therefore, with which we began our considerations, "Is Machiavelli modern?" we conclude that the most modern aspect of his thought is the secularization of the millennial chiliasm of Savonarola, with these ensuing consequences: the social action of the strong leader is construed as the work of God; the millennium is now the unified national state of Italy; the Christian virtue of humility is replaced by the strength of the military leader; the prophets by Machiavelli; and salvation is entirely encompassed in the terrestrial success of the new elect of God, the Italian  people.  That, we believe, is what being “modern” means.
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