Machiavelli  (1469-1527)

 Fifteenth and Sixteenth Century Florence, home to Michelangelo, Leonardo, Botticelli, Brunelleschi, to name a few, could certainly claim to be at the center of the High Italian Renaissance. It was also a focal point of the tempest that was Italian politics. Niccolo Machiavelli, who had both literary and political aspirations, was desperate to breathe the rarefied air of both these worlds. And for a while he did. 

Niccolo (as he liked to be known – after-all his friend Leonardo da Vinci was simply “Leonardo”) was born into a Florentine family of good reputation that had recently fallen on financial hard times. Still Machiavelli received an excellent classical education from his father: grammar, Latin, history etc.  In 1494 the Medici family that had been ruling Florence for over 60 years was deposed thanks to the invasion of Italy by the French King Charles VIII. Florence returned to being a republic and probably through family connections Machiavelli found a modest job with the government as a clerk. Machiavelli must have impressed his superiors for by 1498 he was promoted to First Secretary – something akin to our modern Secretary of State. This was primarily a diplomatic post that required Machiavelli to navigate the treacherous seas of the Italian politics of his day, something he did with a great deal of skill. His principal job was the safety of Florence. Italy was being fought over by the French, The Pope, The Spanish, and the Holy Roman Emperor. Florence had no real military and had to rely on mercenaries which were expensive to maintain and usually not reliable. There was no way they could hope to preserve their independence militarily against any of the aforementioned forces. They had to use diplomacy.  It was Machiavelli’s job to use any diplomatic means possible to prevent any planned annexation of Florence. This rarely meant doing anything in a straightforward manner. In dealing the powerful (and usually violent) rulers of Europe Machiavelli had to get knee deep in practical politics, often deceiving people regarding his true intentions, bluffing about alliances, double dealing and the like. The personal, professional and political danger was very real. But Machiavelli kept his head (literally) and was a major factor in maintaining Florence’s independence.

However when the Medici returned to power in 1512 not only did Machiavelli find himself unemployed, but also imprisoned and tortured as a suspect in a plot against the Medici. He was due to be executed, but was spared by the general amnesty granted at the election of Giovanni de Medici as Pope Leo X in 1513. Machiavelli returned to his family estate and set about writing The Prince.

The publication of the work five years after his death forever connected Machiavelli’s name to treachery and the advocacy of immorality for the sake of power, an understandable but probably unfair assessment.  We can only speculate as to why Machiavelli wrote The Prince.  Taken at face value it was likely meant to be something of a job application. The book is dedicated to the Medici and Machiavelli had a friend deliver it to them, perhaps hoping that they would be impressed with his abilities and rehire him. If that was his intent it came to nothing – there is no evidence that anyone in the family ever read the book. Copies of the book did circulate privately and some found their way into the hands of the powerful – perhaps used to good effect, but again Machiavelli did not benefit. Machiavelli did receive some literary notoriety and was given a minor diplomatic post late in life, but nothing close to his former position.

Although many view The Prince in a negative light it is possible that Machiavelli actually had a patriotic motive – seeing the work as a handbook a powerful ruler might use to rid Italy of foreign influence and then unite the country. There were many such handbooks in circulation during the Renaissance but The Prince is different for several reasons. In many ways it is a modern work. There are no allusions to past writers on political thought - e.g. Plato, except obliquely and derisively (a utopian point of view will only lead a potential ruler to ruin). Machiavelli relies on history, experience, and logic to justify his conclusions. The style is straightforward, using stark language. Machiavelli makes no value judgments, and he insists his work is grounded in practical reality. That stark insistence that a ruler must be practical to the point of foregoing morality is what continues to shock Machiavelli’s readers. But it is perhaps the clearest indication that Machiavelli is in earnest. Why pull any punches?  He had direct experience of the cesspool that was the politics of his day and knew the successful ruler could only appear to have clean hands.

The focus of The Prince is power – how to get it and how to hold it. Since Machiavelli sees human nature as fundamentally corrupt the key to getting power and holding it is force. Diplomacy and other tools, like positive PR with the populace, are useful if they are backed up with the threat of force. Therefore the successful prince must always be concerned with military matters and ideally maintain his own troops that are loyal to him. The citizen soldier is always best because they have a vested interested in defending the principality. To take power the prince must take into account the type of state he wants to acquire. The hereditary principality is the easiest – you must only wipe out the family line of the current prince and take care not disrupt the lives of the populace with too many changes. If there is anything particularly nasty that needs to be done get it over with a. s. a. p.  If you don’t keep reminding people that you are a bad guy and don’t mess with their live in other ways, they will go about their business. Again readers are still shocked at Machiavelli’s matter of fact approach to all this and his negative assessment of human nature. His reply is that he is dealing with reality not what ought to be. If a prince tries to rule by focusing on how things ought to be rather on the way they are he will lose. 

A mixed principality – a state built out of smaller states or territories - is more complicated. The aforementioned rules still apply but there are additional considerations. You must either live there, so that people can get a first-hand experience of you and see that you mean business, or send colonists that displace the rich powerful in the area so that they are no longer a threat. You also must make sure that factions are equal so that they keep fighting each other and leave you alone. Any foreign power is a threat and must be kept out of the picture. Machiavelli points to current events in Italy to prove his point. The French failed to observe these rules in their Italian campaign and failed. Cesare Borgia observed these rules and conquered a large portion of Italy. He failed to maintain his state because of the election of Pope Julius II – a devoted enemy, something he was unable to prevent because of his near fatal illness. (Fortune and time cannot be relied on – they will ultimately betray you.) Again readers are often shocked at this since Borgia was noted for his cruelty, something Machiavelli seems to admire because these cruelties were ‘well used’ – they helped Borgia maintain his power.

Machiavelli directly treats the idea of ‘Christian Virtue’ such as honesty generosity love etc. and notes that these are for display only. You should appear to have these virtues – it is good PR. But you must be able to discard them and actually be accomplished at their opposites if that is what it takes to maintain your power. So rather than practicing honesty, the successful prince must be a successful liar. It is far better to be feared than loved.

