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  Prologue




  Arte dello Stato – The Machiavelli Paradox




  THERE CONTINUES TO be enormous interest in Machiavelli and his works, but it is not entirely clear why this is

  so.1 The Prince is often described as a great book that changed the world, yet while it is doubtless secure in its inclusion in a canon of

  such books, it has been so variously and contradictorily interpreted that any change in the world it may have brought about is likely to have been through a kind of horrible inadvertence that would

  have amused, though perhaps not surprised, Machiavelli.




  Indeed, there remain a number of controverted questions about even the most basic of Machiavelli’s views. Was he a forthright totalitarian or a human rights-respecting republican? Was he a

  Christian or a pagan? Did he give priority to the lawgiver or the war fighter? Was he essentially an ethical writer or an unabashed amoralist? Was he the first political scientist, attempting to do

  for statecraft what Galileo sought to do for cosmology, or was he a committed sceptic where prediction is concerned? Was he a Renaissance humanist or a neoclassical realist? Did he believe that the

  affairs of mankind were determined or that there was a decisive role for individual free will?




  There are passages in Machiavelli’s works that would appear to support each of these antinomies, and there are some writers who have concluded that his ideas were simply incoherent, while

  others have decided that they were written in the code of satire or of some gnosticism even more oblique. In the course of this book, my own views on each of these questions will become evident,

  and though I have tried to marshal evidence for my interpretive conclusions, I would be surprised if many of the facts or passages to which I draw attention, while perhaps new

  to some general readers, were not familiar to the large collegium of Machiavelli scholars. I hope, rather, that my particular perspective – that of a constitutional lawyer and historian of

  diplomacy and strategy – has offered a means of putting these excerpts, events and surmises into a persuasive and sensible pattern; and that the concepts I have elaborated in previous books

  and introduce again here provide a structured and useful way to understand the complex and sometimes apparently contradictory body of Machiavelli’s work.




  My book is a commentary, which Harvey Mansfield – one of the most gifted scholars of Machiavelli – has trenchantly defined: ‘A commentary,’ he writes, ‘attempts to

  bring forth and interpret the author’s intent, and so supposes that he has one, that it is worth finding, and that it is not manifest on the surface.’2 My principal objective is to empower the reader, so that she can read The Prince armed with analyses that I have provided, and come to the conclusions that she judges

  to be right as to Machiavelli’s purposes. In that sense, this book shares with The Prince itself a desire to put aside many orthodoxies that appeal to persons interested in the

  affairs of state but which, if actually applied, would undermine their power to understand and practise statecraft – a power that Machiavelli tirelessly sought to enhance. I believe that once

  Machiavelli is read in the way that I suggest – as the clear-sighted prophet of a new constitutional order with its basis in the union of strategy and law – his works can be very

  helpful indeed to the diplomat and the statesman. Furthermore, because he saw something on the historical horizon – the emergence of the modern state and its fundamental ethical qualities

  – that is still relevant to us and will be so long as we have states, he will remain influential. Finally, because we are entering an era not unlike Machiavelli’s own in which a new

  constitutional order is emerging, his work will become the subject of even greater contemporary interest.3 The morphology of

  the state was first depicted by Machiavelli with his description of the princely state, a constitutional order that would evolve, successively, into the kingly states, territorial states, imperial

  state-nations, and eventually the industrial nation states within which we now live. This achievement is clearer now than it has ever been, just as it is now clearer that he was grievously

  misunderstood by his feudal contemporaries.




  Five particular ideas have structured the understanding of The Prince since it was posthumously published in 1532, and it is these basic background assumptions that have given rise to

  those longstanding scholarly problems that remain so notably prominent in the study of Machiavelli’s work and which are themselves artifacts of the Machiavelli Paradox.4 That paradox is: how can a man’s body of work mark him out as one of the most – perhaps the most – influential political philosophers since

  Aristotle when there is such profound disagreement over what he was actually saying?




  The first of these background understandings is that The Prince is a ‘mirror book’ – that is, it is exemplary of a genre going back to classical times in which the

  writer advises a prince or official at court how to behave. Cicero’s De officiis provides a model for this genre, but so too do a number of other influential examples.2 The Prince is obviously a radical departure from books of this kind because it does not advise a ruler to adopt the classical virtues and indeed urges that,

  in some contexts, the ruler should depart from such a practice. The observation that The Prince is a kind of perverse mirror book is the basis for the claim that a

  Machiavellian prince is one who disdains classical or Christian virtues – a claim that has provoked much controversy. But both the claim and the controversy, though derived from this

  background understanding, are not identical with it. Critics may differ as to whether Machiavelli is writing his mirror book to serve as a warning or as a guide, but they agree that it falls into

  the category of mirror books either way.




  The second basic understanding is that The Prince is a work that seeks to serve autocracy and therefore appears to be incompatible with the republican ideas Machiavelli expressed in his

  Discourses on the First Ten Books of Livy (hereinafter the Discourses). This observation has given rise to the following questions: was Machiavelli lying about his true

  preferences when he wrote The Prince? Did his views change as he became older? Is the corpus of Machiavelli’s work inconsistent, or is it perhaps coded in some way to hide his true

  preferences because they were likely to offend his political patrons?




  The third fundamental notion is that The Prince represents Machiavelli’s solution to the problem of destiny and fate. The Prince counterposes two ideas –

  fortuna and virtù. It answers the question whether or not a prince can control his fate by suggesting that he can, mainly through the sufficient exercise of

  virtù. The metaphor for this struggle between fortuna and virtù given by Machiavelli is that of a mighty river, the currents and tides of fortune, that is

  banked and directed by levies, the product of human ingenuity and enterprise. The principal example of a leader of such virtù in The Prince is the violent, Nietzschean

  figure of Cesare Borgia, of whom Machiavelli appears to be a star-struck fan. But this observation, too, has given rise to some difficult questions. Because Cesare Borgia ultimately fell and did

  not master so much as suffer his fate; because Machiavelli suggests with respect to other contemporary figures – Pope Julius II and the Florentine gonfaloniere Piero Soderini among

  them – that it is the temper and character of the times that determine success; and because he concludes that no man’s nature is so flexible that it can invariably

  adapt to the change in the times – for these reasons it would appear that virtù is not sufficient to determine destiny. To account for this contradiction, it has often been

  suggested that perhaps Machiavelli came to the latter, more despairing view late in life when he found himself far from power and no longer able to influence events.




  Fourth, it is well known that The Prince was originally dedicated to Giuliano de’ Medici, ruler of Florence, and it has long been assumed – an assumption for which there is

  good evidence5 – that it was prompted by the possibility that Giuliano, who was acquainted with Machiavelli and whom Machiavelli admired, might

  restore him to his role as secretary to the Florentine chancery. This is why some writers describe The Prince as an ‘employment application’. But this interpretation raises the

  problem of the actual dedication to Giuliano’s successor Lorenzo, who was not favourably disposed to Machiavelli and of whom there is no evidence that he in fact ever read the work or even

  received it. Moreover, Machiavelli’s grandiloquent conclusion to The Prince, his exhortation to liberate Italy, seems absurdly out of place when proffered to the incompetent and

  syphilitic Lorenzo.




  Finally, it is often claimed that in The Prince Machiavelli separates politics from ethics. For many humanists, it is suggested, the correct political choice is the proper ethical

  choice; the good is the true and vice versa. For Machiavelli, by contrast, the prince must sometimes make choices that do violence to the very values that Machiavelli accepts as virtuous –

  values that differ little from those of Renaissance humanists. This raises the following questions (among others): is The Prince the beginning of political science, because it separates

  fact from value? Is Machiavelli ‘a teacher of evil’, who initiates the modern era’s detachment of political activity from any governing moral rules?




  It is my view that each of these fundamental, structuring ideas about The Prince is mistaken, and thus that the problems they create for scholarship are largely pseudo-problems, or at

  least greatly exaggerated ones. By this argument I mean to resolve the Machiavelli Paradox with a single, consistent and comprehensive reading. I realize this is a radical and

  even hubristic conclusion by one who is not a Renaissance scholar, much less a specialist in the secondary literature of Machiavelli scholarship. How will I sustain such bold claims?




  I will argue that the missing element in our reading of The Prince and its companion masterpiece, the Discourses, is their constitutionalism. Machiavelli stood at the cusp of a

  change in the constitutional order from a feudal order to that of the first modern state, the princely state of the sixteenth century. He was almost alone in recognizing this, and his writings must

  be read accordingly. This can be confusing because sometimes the same word – lo stato (‘the state’), for example – must be read in different ways, depending on

  whether Machiavelli is referring to the estate of the prince, his status, or the novel idea of a princely state – a new constitutional order; and doubtless this is in part responsible for the

  initial misunderstanding of his work by his contemporaries. Reading Machiavelli in the light of its constitutional purposes, and their relation to the developing strategic scene that emerged in

  Italy in the late fifteenth century, reframes each of these five background assumptions.




  In the present book, I will take up Machiavelli’s ethics and morality; his ideas of how a state should, as a practical matter, be governed; his understanding of the historical processes of

  state formation; and his own personal experiences as these reflected the changing constitutional order. I will claim that The Prince is not principally a mirror book at all but basically a

  constitutional tract, with consequences for his moral precepts that were widely misrepresented; that Machiavelli is, and always was, committed to the constitution of republican government endorsed

  in the Discourses, which the precepts of The Prince do not repudiate or contradict; that his theories of fortuna and virtù can only be reconciled by

  understanding them within this constitutional context and in light of his extensive diplomatic and strategic experience, which continued until almost the end of his life; and that the writing of The Prince, like other crucial initiatives in Machiavelli’s life, and indeed the structure of the book itself and its puzzling consummation, were

  consequences of the strategic opportunities offered to Italian rulers when this change in the constitutional order from feudalism to the princely state presented itself to them –

  opportunities that Machiavelli saw at first hand and desperately tried to illuminate for the political leaders of his day.




  This is the Machiavelli of constitutional and strategic studies, whose great treatise on these subjects and their relation to each other has been unappreciated as such. This Machiavelli is the

  true source of his importance, and so my criticism and commentary will be directed at him, and neither at the necromancer of evil portrayed by some of his critics, nor at the benign liberal

  humanist depicted by others. It is not that the conventional scholarship is plainly wrong – it is not – but that, without this constitutional dimension, it is radically incomplete and

  therefore misleading.




  What follows this Prologue, therefore, is that understanding of Machiavelli’s great works which finds resonances and harmonies in my studies of the relationship between history, strategy

  and law. This is my Machiavelli, the constitutionalist. I hope that I will be pardoned for this personal perspective; as Isaiah Berlin once observed with respect to Machiavelli’s critics,

  ‘where more than twenty interpretations hold the field, the addition of one more cannot be deemed an impertinence.’




  





  The Unholy Necromancer and his Koran for Courtiers




  

    

      Thomas MORE: Master Rich is newly converted to the doctrines of Machiavelli.




      Richard RICH: Oh no.




      Duke of NORFOLK: Oh, the Italian. Nasty book, from what I hear.




      More’s daughter, MARGARET: Very practical, Your Grace.




      Robert Bolt, A Man for All Seasons, Act 1


    


  




  ‘THE END JUSTIFIES the means’ is perhaps the most famous statement Machiavelli never made. As a number of

  scholars have pointed out, this phrase is actually ‘a gross mistranslation’ of a key passage in The Prince:1 e nelle

  azioni di tutti li uomini, e massime de’ principi, dove non è iudizio da reclamare, si guarda al fine.3 The much-quoted fragment –

  si guarda al fine – can be translated as ‘one must consider the outcome’, but in context it really refers to the consequences of his acts for the stature of the prince

  – that is, to the blame or praise he earns – not to the relationship between means and ends generally.2




  It should not surprise us that readers often prefer to take their learning from another person’s critique of a classic, which will marshal many sources besides the one under consideration

  and thus provide the reader with the makings of a plausible erudition, while saving him the chore of studying the text unaided. There is an unfortunate history of books that

  bowdlerize Machiavelli’s words, beginning not long after the initial publication of the Discourses in 1531 and The Prince in 1532. In 1576 a Huguenot essayist, Innocent

  Gentillet,3 published a book in French, Discours sur les moyens de bien gouverner et maintenir en bonne paix un royaume ou autre

  principauté: Contre Nicolas Machiavel florentin, in which he offered fifty maxims allegedly derived from the Discourses and The Prince, each maxim followed by an

  acerbic discussion. These ripostes attacked what Gentillet apparently believed to be Machiavelli’s position on the use of courtiers (three maxims); the role of religion in establishing a

  state (ten maxims); and the appropriate rules for a prince in governing (thirty-seven maxims). Gentillet savaged as odious and pernicious the maxims he himself had translated. He appears to have

  believed that a Florentine love of deceit, added to a lust for violence, had entered French life with the person of Catherine de’ Medici – the daughter of the Medici duke to whom

  The Prince is dedicated and the persecutor of the Protestant Huguenots – who had instructed her court in the ways of Italian politics by indoctrinating them with Machiavelli’s

  ideas. Thus began the poisonous portrait – the embodiment of state treachery, evil and violence – whose legacy we have inherited. Gentillet’s maxims do constitute a sort of mirror

  book, as they strip Machiavelli’s work of its constitutional elements entirely.




  The next year, 1577, Gentillet’s book was translated into Latin, Commentariorum de regno aut quovis principatu recte & tranquille administrando, libri tres: Adversus Nicolaum

  Machiavellum Florentinum, by another Huguenot refugee, with an accompanying preface warning the English against Machiavellian ideas, which he claimed had been responsible for the oppression of

  Protestants in France, including the notorious St Bartholomew’s Day massacre. Then, in 1602, the first English edition of Gentillet appeared, A Discourse upon the Meanes of Wel Governing

  and Maintaining in Good Peace, a Kingdome, or Other Principalitie: Against Nicholas Machiavell the Florentine, which was actually a translation of the Latin

  version.4




  Although the Discourses and The Prince, Machiavelli’s two principal works, were not published in English until 1636 and 1640 respectively, it has been decisively shown to

  be a mistake to assume, as was once generally the case, that Machiavelli was unknown to Elizabethans except through Gentillet. There were various editions in Italian, French and Latin in English

  libraries, though these were relatively rare. We have, for example, the memorandum of the Lord Chancellor of England, Stephen Gardiner, who in 1553–5 advised Philip II of Spain, Queen

  Mary’s husband, how to manage the English. Gardiner’s manuscript simply adopts large passages from the Discourses and The Prince (some 3,000 words). Because he does so

  without attribution, we might infer that persons in the Renaissance English court were generally familiar with the original works.




  We do know from letters and diaries that during this period people in England read Machiavelli, however, and we know that a reading knowledge of Italian was available to many people. Italian was

  widely taught at the Henrician court, Elizabeth I spoke it, and it was considered an essential accomplishment of an English courtier. The poet Thomas Wyatt was familiar, for example, with Luigi

  Alamanni’s poetry and translated an epistolary satire of the Florentine poet (Alamanni was a close friend of Machiavelli and a member of the Orti Oricellari, and it was to him that

  Machiavelli had dedicated a short book). But for a similar reason – the court’s ease with and access to French works – it would be a mistake to assume that because

  Patericke’s English edition of Gentillet did not appear until 1602, Gentillet’s damning portrait of Machiavelli was unknown to Elizabethan readers. Quite the contrary, we can see as

  early as 1578 the pervasive influence of Gentillet in England. The best example is the Cambridge scholar Gabriel Harvey,4 ‘who found the false version more fertile than the true one . . . who knew the original well and as a scholar should have respected it, yet who submerged the scholar in

  the pamphleteer and used Gentillet’s text because of its more lurid possibilities in drama and invective’.5




  That same year, John Stockwood delivered and published ‘A Sermon preached at Paule’s Crosse’. In it, Stockwood claimed to be horrified by




  

    

      

        the most wicked assertion of the vnpure Atheist Machiavel, who shameth not in most vngodly manner to teach that princes need make no accounte of godlynesse and true

        religion . . . This poyson and a greate deale more suche filth blusheth not this malaperte and pelting Town-clerk of Florence to spew out, teaching Princes not to make accounte of religion,

        or godlynesse: and yet must this vile beaste in many courtes of other nations be the only Court booke, nay the Alcoram and God of courtiers, whose diuellish precepts they put in dayly use,

        learning to be godlesse. The Lord graunte he take no place among our courtiers.


      


    


  




  This last complaint – that Machiavelli had written a Koran for courtiers6 – comes verbatim from Gentillet.7




  Even scholars who had taken the trouble to acquaint themselves with Machiavelli’s original text nevertheless have often found Gentillet’s misrepresentations irresistible. As late as

  1603, Sir Richard Barckley was still repeating the slur about a ‘Courtier’s Koran’.




  There were notable exceptions, including the great figures of Alberico Gentili and Francis Bacon.8 Lord Clarendon saw what was happening and

  wrote in the middle of the seventeenth century that ‘Machiavel was in the right, with those who take what he says from the report of other men . . .’9 Generally, however, it was Gentillet’s distorted and maimed account that captured the imagination because his impressions offered the enduring mould of

  infamy.10 Sometime around 1590, an actor stepped onto a London stage and delivered the prologue to Marlowe’s

  The Jew of Malta. The actor invoked the spirit of Machiavelli, who claims not to have died in 1527 but to have possessed the soul of the French Catholic leader, the Duc de Guise, who had

  brutally suppressed Protestants in the recent French wars of religion and, following his death by assassination, has now flown to England:




  

    

      

        Albeit the world think Machiavel is dead,




        Yet was his soul but flown beyond the Alps;




        And now the Guise is dead, is come from France




        To view this land, and frolic with his friends.




        To some perhaps my name is odious;




        But such as love me, guard me from their tongues,




        And let them know that I am Machiavel.11


      


    


  




  Soon, in Henry VI, Part 1, Shakespeare was referring to ‘that notorious Machiavel’, and in Henry VI, Part 3 he has Gloucester claim:5




  

    

      

        I can add colours to the chameleon,




        Change shapes with Proteus for advantages,




        And set the murderous Machiavel to school.12


      


    


  




  This adoption of the image of Machiavelli’s prince as a glamorous embodiment of evil reaches its apogee in Milton’s portrait of Satan in Paradise Lost.13 The Prince of Darkness is a riveting portrayal of what Milton believes is flawed in The Prince – virtù without Christian

  virtue – while at the same time presenting Hell as a lawless principality dependent on the whim of a single leader, an idea that actually resonates with

  Machiavelli’s claims in the Discourses that republics are to be favoured because of their stability and moderation. Still, it is the diabolical depiction that has given us the notion

  ‘Machiavellian’ for manoeuvres that reflect a Mephistophelean preference for guile and cruelty.6




  While there are passages in The Prince that, standing alone, apparently advocate a ruthless perspective towards politics, we shall see in the ensuing chapters that to be properly

  understood these passages must be integrated into the whole of Machiavelli’s work and related to his diplomatic experiences, the constitutional context within which he was writing, and the

  historic strategic events that occurred in Italy during his lifetime.




  Still, this insistent question remains: what was it about Machiavelli that brought him to the attention of the world in such a diabolical light – a light that has continued to play upon

  his enigmatic features and doubtless accounts, in part, for his fascination?7 They say the devil always has the best lines, and there is much epigrammatic

  writing in Machiavelli that would ensure his fame, especially if his thoughts were unsettling and provocative. But there are other factors besides clever wordplay that account for the shock and

  discomfort produced by Machiavelli’s work.




  Each of the following elements set the stage for a shattering reversal of the expectations of Machiavelli’s readers. As we shall see, there was a profound change in

  the constitutional order of Europe as feudalism gave way to the first princely states, the nature of which change Machiavelli was the most prescient observer and the most skilled analyst but which

  very few others appreciated. Moreover, the wholesomely didactic genre into which Gentillet’s amputations appeared to fit – the mirror book for feudal princes – is outrageously

  upended by the content of The Prince, which advocates a wholesale rejection of the advice given to princes in this genre at least as far back as Cicero, and indeed even of the purposes of

  advice itself. Furthermore, it must be conceded that standing alone – stripped of its companion volume on republics, the Discourses – The Prince invites

  misunderstanding and exaggeration, partly because of its brevity and curtailed scope. Finally, Machiavelli’s struggle to reconcile men’s fates with their talents and their luck led him

  to a unique resolution that rejected both the humanist and the Christian assumptions of the period, and while this foreshadowed by centuries the notion of the collective virtuosity of groups, it

  mystified his contemporaries.8 In the present book, I will take up each of these striking reversals of expectation. Each aggressively challenged the

  assumptions of Machiavelli’s day and perhaps even disabled his initial readers from seeing him rightly. The awful pity is that some readers today still suffer from those original

  misimpressions. I hope to show how he ought to be remembered – as one of the great constitutional theorists.




  Niccolò Machiavelli was, like his most important precursor Thucydides, a philosophically inclined writer who drew on human experience as he had known it in the

  service of the state in order to understand and help others understand the nature of political action. Thucydides, who had served the Athenian city state as a leading general, was interested in the

  classical state as a collective historical entity – its mores, its illusions and its sustaining self-concepts. Correspondingly, Machiavelli, who had served extensively as a Florentine

  diplomat and senior bureaucrat, was interested in the ethical consequences of the newly emerging neoclassical state – principally, the requirements of a new ethos of individual action when a

  person acts on behalf of the state.




  Thucydides gave us the intellectual discipline of historical studies; it is from him we have inherited those elements of dispassion, the marshalling of evidence, and the refusal to accept

  supernatural intervention as the decisive factor of human affairs that characterize the historian. There is a remarkably similar legacy in Machiavelli’s work that counsels us to avoid wishful

  thinking, free ourselves of hypocrisy when we assess our own acts, and realistically appreciate the varieties of qualities essential to successful statesmanship. But unlike Thucydides’

  bequest, Machiavelli’s has not given us a unified discipline. It has instead brought forth a Rorschach kaleidoscope of conflicting interpretations that is of dubious practical value. This is

  the paradox of Machiavelli.




  Machiavelli was in fact the poet-philosopher of the princely state, the author of the very idea and requisites of the neoclassical modern state. This is his most important legacy, not the means

  and manoeuvres which he futilely recommended to his uncomprehending contemporaries that they might achieve the establishment of such a state. He was a Christian adversary of the Renaissance Church,

  it is true, but he is neither an ecclesiastical reformer with theological motives like Luther nor a prophet unarmed like Savonarola. He was the most significant figure since Thucydides to recognize

  and illustrate the fundamental, mutually affecting relationship between law and war that determines the character of the state. He anticipated by five centuries the

  description of political argument as requiring, inevitably and irreducibly, the recursion to the human conscience9 to resolve political disputes. Though

  he did not describe it as such, he was an advocate of the ‘duty of consequentialism’ that arises from the responsibility of a leader to a democratic republic. Finally, there is in

  The Prince and in the Discourses – which works taken together we might simply call The State – an implicit assertion of the condition of social scarcity, the

  idea that we can never serve all our values to the fullest at the same time.14 The recognition of this fact of social and political life led

  Machiavelli to his concept of the cycling of policies and personalities he describes in his works, as we struggle over time to preserve the values we have undermined and are forced to abandon the

  values we have served.




  





  
Book I




  Ordini – The Important Structure of The Prince




  THE OVERALL ARCHITECTURE of The Prince belies the assumption that it is merely a mirror book, and instead

  conclusively establishes that it is principally a treatise on the constitutional order. But what difference does this make? Why is it so important whether The Prince is simply a mirror

  book? Because it was the misunderstanding of his purpose that permitted – no, forcefully invited – contemporary reaction to Machiavelli as a fiend. Expecting a mirror book, his readers

  were given a mirror instead.




  




  





  
Chapter 1




  The Emergence of the Modern State




  THE MOST SIGNIFICANT terms the student of The Prince must master are virtù and fortuna;

  chapter 7 of the present work is devoted to an analysis of these terms and their significance for Machiavelli’s work. But there is another concept – ordini – that is also

  crucial, because it was the potential emergence of the ordini of the modern state that provoked Machiavelli’s visionary insights.1

  Because the notions of virtù and fortuna dominate The Prince, while the idea of ordini is the most significant term in the Discourses,

  ordini has generally been neglected as a concept that is critical for our understanding of The Prince.2




  Ordini refers to the institutional and constitutional structures and ethical assumptions associated with, but not limited to, the basic laws of the state.3 Perhaps its closest English equivalent is the term ‘constitutional order’. Today, most of the states of the developed world are industrial nation states, the

  constitutional order that dominated the twentieth century and which arose in the late nineteenth century in the United States and Germany. But the first modern states, which arose in the early

  sixteenth century, were not nation states but princely states.




  At the end of the fifteenth century, the constitutional order of medieval society was not divided into separate states, with each prince a sovereign within his own territory and no persons or

  territories remaining outside the domain of princes. Quite the contrary, a complex system of overlapping duties and entities prevailed. Vertical power was horizontally

  limited: for example, while a prince could demand military service from the feudal vassals who were obligated to him, and while some of these lesser lords owned land to which peasants were

  attached, the prince had no direct authority over his vassals’ peasants. Moreover, medieval Christendom was regulated by the universal, overarching Church that spanned all societies and which

  by the fifteenth century had supreme jurisdiction over wills and marriages in all sectors. Finally, an urban stratum of medieval society comprising artisans, merchants and townspeople of various

  functions was in many aspects of life independent of both the clergy and the nobility. A great number of these townspeople were Jews, who, though often operating under severe civil restrictions,

  were largely autonomous. Some cities were self-governing; some were under princely patronage.




  The princes of this constitutional order did not rule territorially, in the sense of having a fixed settlement and identification with that locality and its people. Nor were they the princes of

  states: rather, they governed scattered realms, each with a rudimentary household apparatus that was impermanent and fixed only to the person of the prince. As Adam Watson, a distinguished diplomat

  and international relations theorist, once observed: ‘Medieval Christendom was not yet a society of politically distinct states. But first in Italy, and then throughout the area, the complex

  horizontal structure of feudal society crystallized into a vertical pattern of territorial states, each with increasing authority inside defined geographic borders.’4




  Throughout the first half of the fifteenth century, Ottoman Turks threatened Christian Constantinople. This increasing peril drove a population of talented people westwards to Italy, many of

  them educated in the classical traditions of which Constantinople had been the repository. When the city finally fell in 1453, its defeat was engineered by the introduction of a military technology

  that also ultimately doomed the city realms of Italy and that would summon forth the modern state.




  The huge iron cannon of the Ottoman commander Mehmet II that eventually battered into rubble the hitherto impregnable walls of Constantinople were too unwieldy for

  anything but lengthy, fixed sieges. But when French engineers used the techniques for founding church bells to make lighter-weight bronze cannon, they brought about a revolution in warfare. These

  were the cannon that Charles VIII brought with him when he invaded the Italian peninsula in 1494.




  In 1498 the Venetian Senate declared that ‘the wars of the present time are influenced more by the force of bombards than by men at arms’. Machiavelli, writing in 1519, reflected

  that after 1494 ‘the impetus of the artillery is such that there is no wall so thick that it will not collapse in a few days’.5 Suddenly

  the high walls, turrets, towers, and moats that ringed the city centre were rendered obsolete. The wealthy but weak cities of Italy needed much greater revenues in order to tear down their now

  vulnerable high stone curtains and to replace them with lower walls, further out from their city centres, on which they could place their own artillery to keep besieging forces at bay. They needed

  larger and more reliable military forces than the hastily recruited and unreliable condottieri on whom they had depended. They needed alliances and treaties that would outlast the persons

  of their signatories, the perishability of which had been an unfortunate feature of medieval jurisprudence. They needed ambassadors who could stay for extended periods at foreign courts and manage

  alliance relations and report intelligence, and indeed the first permanent legations date from this period.6 They needed an administrative apparatus

  that could raise and spend these revenues and that could maintain the complex logistics of peninsular warfare. In short, they needed states. Thus, the modern state originated in the transition from

  the rule of princes to that of princely states that necessity wrought on the Italian peninsula at the end of the fifteenth century.7




  All the significant legal characteristics of the state in international law – embodied in formal terms such as legitimacy, personality, continuity,

  integrity and, most importantly, sovereignty – date from the moment at which these human traits, the constituents of human identity, were transposed to the state itself. This occurred when

  princes, to whom these legal characteristics had formerly been attached, required the service of a permanent bureaucracy in order to manage the demands of a suddenly more threatening strategic

  competition.8




  Besides the immigration from Constantinople, there were several other factors that made Italy the birthplace of the new constitutional order that succeeded the feudal realms of Europe. The

  peninsula was dominated by five cities: Rome, Naples, Florence, Milan and Venice. These realms were well defined and contiguous, as opposed to the often disparate and contended dynastic

  inheritances of princes. Also, the cities were wealthy – Florence had an annual income greater than that of the king of England and the revenue of Venice and its terra firma at the

  middle of the fifteenth century was 60 per cent higher than that of France – in a world that had recently come to a money economy.9 These cities

  could afford a bureaucracy and could profit by it. Moreover, the wealth of these cities was coveted by others – and by each other – yet their populations were too small to create

  effective forces, requiring them to rely for defence on mercenaries or foreign forces lent to them. From 1494 Italy became the prize for which Spain, France and the Holy Roman Empire contended.

  Spain had been consolidated with the marriage of Ferdinand and Isabella which united Castile and Aragon; France had been united after the defeat of the English and the Burgundians. Now, all eyes in

  Europe were focused on the security of these rich, fragile Italian city realms as they faced the new and menacing technology that would render vulnerable the sheltering walls and trenches that had

  protected them from predators. Men of letters and artists were urged to design countermeasures to the artillery that invaded Italy. Leonardo’s notebooks of this period contain sketches for a

  machine gun, a primitive tank and a steam-powered cannon. Michelangelo repeatedly submitted drawings of fortifications that he thought would withstand bombardment by the new

  technologies of warfare.




  Finally – and as we shall see, perhaps most importantly – excepting the Venetian Republic, the leadership in each of these cities faced a crisis of legitimacy.




  The European medieval landscape had been roughly split into two parts. To the west were realms where dynastic power had devolved on princes who were hemmed in by customary law, the autonomy of

  their vassals and nobles, and the local rights of towns. These were domains where the principle of dynastic legitimacy was sound, but the power of the prince was circumscribed; once liberated by

  the constitutional innovations of the princely state, these realms would surpass that constitutional order and create a new one, the kingly state of the seventeenth century.




  In the east and in central Europe, princes were subject to the dual universality of the pope and the Holy Roman Emperor, both elected rulers representing complex, competing interests. As cities

  in Italy and princely realms in the Netherlands and parts of Germany began to assert their independence and to accumulate wealth and power, they found themselves subject to assaults on their

  legitimacy because their assertions of independence were endorsed neither by the papacy nor by the Holy Roman Empire. As Adam Watson put it, ‘The most conspicuous Italians, from the Medici,

  the Sforzas and the Borgias down to dozens of smaller rulers, had power without legitimacy. The Western kings had legitimacy without much power.’10




  The defining characteristic of an ordino, of a constitutional order, is its basis for legitimacy. The constitutional order of the industrial nation state, within which we currently

  live, promised: give us power and we will improve the material well-being of the nation. The constitutional order of feudalism conferred legitimacy by dynastic descent: give us power, it

  proclaimed, because our father (or uncle) had it. But what would confer legitimacy on the novel constitutional order of princely states in Italy whose rulers were ‘new’ princes

  – persons with attenuated dynastic claims (if any) who had come to power through recent events of their own making?11




  Consider the situation of the leaders of the principal cities. In Milan the ruling dynastic line had ended in 1447. One candidate for the succession was Francesco Sforza, a condottiere

  and the husband of the last male heir’s illegitimate daughter. The Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick III, claimed the duchy of Milan as forfeit to the empire, there being no rightful dynastic

  claimant; the kings of France and Spain also pressed dynastic claims to the duchy.




  Florence was said to be a republic but was effectively ruled by the Medici. Cosimo de’ Medici had returned from exile in triumph in 1434 to dominate the Signoria, an oligarchical governing

  body. Through his command of credit and capital, Cosimo was able to rule Florence without any dynastic claim to authority; indeed, much of his success depended upon his maintaining the fiction that

  he was but one citizen among many. But because the Medici rule thus depended upon ever fresh proofs of competence and patronage, it was always vulnerable to the disenchantment of the public.




  In Rome the papacy was held by a Catalonian family, the Borgias. Pope Alexander VI behaved in every way like a Renaissance prince, delegating authority to his children and using the powers of

  the papacy – including excommunication and the interdict – in order to further the expansion of his family’s power. Yet he did not have the dynastic imprimatur of a prince and

  could not assure the succession of his illegitimate progeny.




  Naples was in the possession of the Spanish king after a century of disputed successions, recurrent revolutions, turmoil and anarchy. The city’s location provided a base to Spain from

  which further adventures might be launched while its instability presented a temptation to France to assert its claims to the Neapolitan realm. It also provided an example to the other cities of

  Italy of what might happen to them if the great kings outside the peninsula were to invade.




  To these problems of legitimacy Machiavelli proposed an answer. This was the creation of the neoclassical10 state itself,

  which would enable the Italian cities to reorganize themselves strategically and which would shore up the stature of the leaders that brought about this reorganization. As Machiavelli put it:




  

    

      

        It is hardly surprising that none have been able to do what it is hoped will be done by your illustrious House, nor that in so many revolutions in Italy and in so many

        manoeuvres of war it always appears that the faculty of military ability seems to have become extinct. Our previous methods of warfare have become outmoded and no one has yet been able to

        create new ones. Nothing could bring so much honour to a rising man as discovering such new laws and new orders.12


      


    


  




  The ‘new laws and new orders’ he proposed amounted to a reification by which the princely state was objectified and separated from the person of the prince. This meant that, while

  the prince who successfully defended the state would achieve legitimacy for himself, the state itself would be immortal, guaranteeing a process of legitimacy for itself that was not dependent on

  any particular dynastic line.




  These insights, however, led directly to a fatal misapprehension of Machiavelli’s work. His counsel to new princes – the rules and methods he counselled them to employ – was

  misread by feudal commentators and Renaissance humanists alike as brutal and uncivilized advice to princes of the status quo. For the same reason, Machiavelli’s separation of a prince’s

  personal morality from his duty to protect the state baffled and horrified critics with its separation of Christian ethics from political action.




  I will argue in the coming chapters that Machiavelli’s practical advice for establishing, maintaining and defending a princely state, while often counterintuitive and refreshingly direct,

  was in fact novel only to the extent that the constitutional order itself was novel; those aspects of Renaissance statecraft that appeared most sinister actually had ample

  historical precedents (and contemporary examples, for that matter). Machiavelli’s statecraft does not constitute his original contribution to statesmanship; indeed, his preferred method is to

  give examples from his own diplomatic experiences and from antiquity, illustrating his advice. His originality lies in the constitutionalism his advice is meant to serve, and to sever the two

  – to focus on the craft while ignoring its purposes – leads to a number of misapprehensions.




  Despite many claims to the contrary, Machiavelli did not separate ethics from political action, nor did he deride Christian virtues. As we shall see, his depiction of the two faces of princely

  leadership – the personal and the institutional – was essentially ethical in nature. Bifurcated and no longer coterminous, as had been the case with feudal leaders, these two faces

  turned towards different spheres of action and responsibility. When Machiavelli writes that he loves Florence more than he loves his own soul, he is not suggesting trading one for the other, but

  showing that – as was not the case with feudal princes – he could distinguish between governing and living.




  The Prince is a profoundly constitutional book, foreshadowing the changing constitutional order in Europe and the emergence of the first modern states. That is why it is devoted to the

  situation of a ‘new’ prince who must find a source of legitimacy. While that fitted the situation of the Medici, Borgias, Sforzas and other leaders who did not have a dynastic claim to

  power, Machiavelli’s solution – the princely state – was about much more than simply finding a source of legitimacy for any particular powerful family or city oligarchy. The

  princely state is, by definition, a ‘new order of things’. The necessity for such a state is what links all parts of The Prince – the nature of various principalities,

  the crucial role of the army, the behaviour and tactics of the prince, and above all the creation of the new state of Italy itself – and links The Prince to the Discourses.

  ‘Therefore,’ Machiavelli wrote, ‘so that Italy may at last find its redeemer, this opportunity must not be permitted to pass by.’13




  After 1494 Machiavelli devised the following proposals:




  

    

      (1) Florence should rely on a conscripted militia instead of mercenaries; the love of gain would inevitably corrupt the condottieri who would avoid decisive battles to

      preserve their forces, betray their employers to a higher bidder, and seize power when it became advantageous.




      (2) The ‘new’ prince must create institutions that would evoke loyalty from his subjects which in other countries was underwritten by the feudal structure of

      vassalage.




      (3) Because legal and strategic organizations were interdependent, strong and dependable arms were needed to protect the integrity of the principality, especially its laws, and

      a strict adherence to law was required to ensure the loyalty of the ‘new’ prince’s subjects.




      (4) Permanent embassies and sophisticated sources of intelligence must be maintained in order to enable successful diplomacy.




      (5) An enduring governmental structure must be created that would outlive the vagaries and temperament of any particular prince and on which the prince and his successors could

      rely.


    


  




  All of these recommendations were impelled by one conclusion: rulers must cease to be merely princes and must develop princely states or be crushed by the more powerful realms of Spain, France

  and the Holy Roman Empire.




  Alexander VI, his son Cesare Borgia, Julius II, Leo X and Clement VII did not appreciate this; they saw matters through feudal eyes, perceiving only the necessity to establish the legitimacy of

  their familial claims to power. Machiavelli, however, understood that this new order was needed by these very leaders above all, and that the emergence of the constitutional order of the princely

  state could lead to a future for Italy that would allow it to repel the predation of greater, but as yet unreformed, powers. For if a princely state could be created in the

  heart of Italy, linking Rome and the nominally papal vicarages of the Romagna to Florence and its possessions, a formidable strategic entity would have been brought into being. This is why The

  Prince ends with the exhortation to the Medici to seize the moment to accomplish this. The true purpose of The Prince is not, as is so often remarked, simply to recommend Machiavelli

  to a potential employer, but to use that figure to realize Machiavelli’s vision for Italy.




  Machiavelli himself realized how difficult his project would be. In perhaps the most crucial passage in The Prince, he writes: ‘One always ought to remember that there is nothing

  more difficult to undertake, nor more dangerous to administer, nor more unlikely to succeed, than to introduce a new political order.’14




  





  
Chapter 2




  Can a Statesman Get into Heaven?




  IN 1962 THE editors of Esquire magazine published What Every Young Man Should

  Know. Illustrated with sophisticated cartoons and featuring essays on subjects such as Ivy League clothing, the correct form for an invitation, tactics of seduction, and advice on how to

  choose a college and evade the draft, this book provides a window into East Coast American manners, circa the late 1950s. Books for privileged youths stand within a long line of manuals with titles

  such as De regimine principum (‘On princely rule’) or often, Specula principum (‘Mirrors for princes’), of which The Prince, as we have seen, is

  considered to be an example. Often such books were addressed to a king or prince who had recently succeeded to power, but this genre also embraced texts that generally instructed rulers what to

  imitate or avoid. Their authors included Aristotle and, most definitively, Cicero, whose book De officiis (‘On duties’) became the model for Renaissance humanists. Xenophon,

  who wrote Cyropaedia, Thomas Aquinas, who wrote On Princely Rule, and Erasmus, who wrote Education of a Christian Prince, all contributed to this literature.1 What a princely reader could expect from these books was advice on how to behave properly. In the medieval era that meant chiefly how to develop the virtues of a

  Christian ruler, but there was much in common with the classical examples of this genre, especially the cultivation of the noblest nature of rulers and the expression of universally admired

  virtues.




  There is not much of that in the twenty-six chapters of The Prince. Chapters 1 to 11 concern the various kinds of principalities: hereditary, newly established,

  mixed (where established principalities annex territory in order to enlarge a pre-existing principality), civil (where the leader is chosen by the people or by the nobility) and ecclesiastical.

  Were these chapters published alone as a treatise, no one would doubt that the essay was constitutional in nature. Chapters 12 and 13 deal with the armed forces of a principality.




  Only chapters 14 to 23 address a prince of this new order. These are the chapters that discuss the training, behaviour and reputation of the prince in a way that might be thought analogous to

  the advice of classical mirror books, though even these chapters are strictly limited to the prince’s deportment as a political head of state who must establish his legitimacy and maintain

  it. It is these chapters whose recommendations are a studied antithesis of the ‘mirror of princes’ literature that preceded The Prince; they are the ones that both inflamed

  Machiavelli’s critics and entranced his more demonically inclined readers, who chose to ignore completely the significance of the earlier chapters.




  Finally, chapters 24 to 26 take up the future of Italy in light of the emergence of this new constitutional order and address the possibility of creating a unified state in the heart of the

  peninsula. These culminating chapters make clear that the book we know as The Prince has a radical constitutional purpose, scarcely comprehended by the genre of mannerist essays

  on propriety for Renaissance dukes and their courts.




  In De officiis,2 Cicero writes that a ruler must avoid wrongdoing ‘either through force or through deceit; and deceit seems to belong

  to a little fox, force to a lion. Both of them seem most alien to a human being; but deceit deserves a greater hatred.’3 By contrast, in one of

  the most celebrated passages in The Prince,4 Machiavelli writes:




  

    

      

        Everyone knows how praiseworthy it is for a prince to keep his word, to live with integrity and not by craft. And yet, one must observe from recent

        experience that those princes who have actually accomplished great things are those who cared little for keeping faith and knew how to manipulate men with cunning; indeed they have surpassed

        those who relied on sincerity. Therefore, note that there are two ways of fighting: one in accordance with the laws, the other with violence. The first is appropriate to mankind, the second

        to beasts. But because the first way is in many cases insufficient, it is necessary to have recourse to the second . . . Because therefore a prince must sometimes practise the ways of beasts,

        he should choose from among them the fox and the lion, for while the lion cannot defend himself from traps, the fox cannot protect himself from wolves. It is therefore necessary to be a fox

        in order to recognize traps, and a lion in order to frighten wolves: those who rely only on the ways of the lion do not appreciate this. A wise ruler, therefore, cannot and should not keep

        his word when such a strict observance would be to his disadvantage and when the reasons that moved him to make that promise no longer pertain.5
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