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FOREWORD

Niccolò Machiavelli. That name has been turned into an adjective, “Machiavellian,” used and, at times, over-used in discussions of modern politics. This continued contemporary popularity is owed to his authorship of The Prince, one of Italian literary history’s lasting contributions to world history, mixing together “real world” political observations, perceptive appreciation of human character, and counsel for rulers so incisive that it is translatable to other realms of leadership.

Why, we might ask? Why did a short work, written in a politically tumultuous time, prove so lasting that it still speaks to us today? The answer emerges only if we do something lacking in the modern overuse of the term “Machiavellian”: look at The Prince’s context, to the time and place in which it was written, to Machiavelli’s life, and finally to the work itself.

As to the time and place, Machiavelli’s Prince emerged out of one of Western history’s most influential periods, the Italian Renaissance, an epoch that produced artists whose names are instantly recognizable. Not only that, The Prince came into being in Florence, the city that, to contemporaries, seemed a leader in this new cultural movement. Donatello, whose lithe, life-like David inaugurated a new appreciation for the human form in sculpture; Brunelleschi, whose massive Dome atop the Cathedral of Florence created a city-scape like no other; Botticelli, whose Primavera, or “Spring,” combined sensuous delight, mythical allegory, and idealized beauty so brilliantly that it still has the power to strike a viewer with wonder and curiosity; these and other artists associated with Florence (Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo among them) have “entered the landscape,” as it were, having been reproduced in media—from postcards to t-shirts, mousepads to screensavers—too numerous to count. Yet, if we shift our focus to intellectuals from the Italian Renaissance (let’s say from the years 1350–1550), the only prominent name—meaning the only name known at the same level as those artists—is that of Machiavelli. Why is this so?

First, much of Italian Renaissance intellectual life was “skipped” when the modern study of the humanities began to take shape in the early nineteenth century.1 Regnant at the time were certain assumptions regarding language that made much of the intellectual work of the period seem second rate. More specifically, these assumptions surrounded the language in which Machiavelli’s Renaissance predecessors wrote: Latin.

This fact may sound surprising. Although Latin had ceased to be a “native” language (spoken in the home, from parents to children) in the centuries after the Roman Empire fell in 478 A.D., it was still used as the language of the Church. More than this, Latin also served as the language of international diplomacy and, significantly, as the language of education, a fact that grew in importance after universities were founded in the early thirteenth century in Europe. As universities grew, their curricula became standardized and, unsurprisingly, scholars within those institutions, while producing much valuable knowledge, began to hyper-specialize. By the middle of the fourteenth century, to some outside the university environment, the culture within universities seemed too far removed from important ethical concerns. One of Machiavelli’s Renaissance predecessors, Petrarch (1304–74), was an especially ardent critic, and he fused together a few intellectual elements that had lasting power, helping the Renaissance take root in Italy.

The first of these elements was a veneration for Roman antiquity. Petrarch was entranced by the ancient historian Livy, who told the story of Rome’s rise, from its semi-mythical origins and its status as a small town on the Tiber river to a world power. Machiavelli, too, would later be entranced by Livy’s account—one in which self-reliant, hardy Romans fought their own wars (rather than outsourcing them to mercenaries) and established enduring principles of governance (that led to a successful republic in which citizens played a role in governing themselves). As to Petrarch, he saw the ancient Romans not only as models for political life. He also believed that the best of them—and here he had in mind not only Livy, but also Cicero, Seneca, and Virgil, among others—provided a model of how to communicate well in Latin. The Latin in use in his day (in the Church and in universities) did not “match” that of the classical writers Petrarch, and generations of thinkers after him, so admired. Medieval Latin, instead, followed the word order of the living languages of those who used it, whether these languages were French, Italian, Spanish, or others.

So, Petrarch began to dream of another world: one in which the Stoic virtues of the ancient Romans would be joined to a purified Christianity, all the while buttressed by a renewed Latin, one which respected classical precedent but also remained alive and suitable for addressing problems outside the university context. Petrarch’s classicizing energies accelerated an already existing passion in Italy to look toward the ancient past as a model. Though not all thinkers who came after him responded to the Christian part of his program, his respect for ancient Latinity caught fire. Over the next five intellectual generations, Italian thinkers, especially in and around Florence, refined their Latin in writing, researched the ancient world ever more intensely, and, importantly, began to apply some of the lessons learned to the Italian language. This latter factor, work on the Italian language, emerged as meaningful background for Machiavelli. By the second half of the fifteenth century, thinkers were increasingly looking to buttress and refine their own native, living language, Tuscan, so that they might give it the same sense of rules, order, and relative permanence that Latin had been thought to possess.

It was this environment in which Machiavelli came of age: one in which the ancient world was taken as self-evidently important as a source for cultural models, but a moment in which, contemporaneously, one could imagine writing one’s own “classic” works in one’s own native language. Latin continued to dominate at schools and universities; and the ability to read Latin and to write in credibly classical Latin became a marker of an elite education, a credential, as it were, with which one might gain entry into professional realms of moment.

We know very little, however, about what Machiavelli might have hoped for as a child. It is an odd thing, in fact, that Machiavelli left so little imprint on Florence’s generally very robust archival records in his early life. It was only in the twentieth century that one of the key sources for his youth was unearthed: the libro di memoria, or “memory book,” of Machiavelli’s father, the lawyer Bernardo Machiavelli.2 This genre of writing, private and to an extent typical for literate Florentines, represented a kind of hybrid. Less self-reflective than a diary, but more revealing than a simple list, a “memory book” was a place you could record a loan you might have given to an associate, noting the amount and date, and recording later when the loan was repaid. You might also mention more personal matters, as Bernardo did when his son Niccolò was born: just one line, nothing especially revelatory. A few later entries, however, tell of more noteworthy developments. We learn, for instance, that after having young Niccolò educated in basic vernacular reading and writing, along with basic mathematics, Bernardo entrusted his son’s Latin education to Paolo da Ronciglione, a respected teacher who counted several prominent Florentines as his students. This step meant that Machiavelli, at a young age, joined the ranks of Florentines who could link the current excitement for the ancient world with reading about it in Latin. He was, in short, litteratus, a word that indicated not only “literate” the way we understand the concept today—able to read and write—but also to do so in Latin.

Another occurrence in Bernardo’s memory book is worth noting. We learn that Bernardo, this lawyer also interested in the ancient world, made a deal with a local printer, who was bringing out an edition of Livy’s history of the ancient Roman world, known as Ab Urbe Condita, “From the Founding of the City,” a work of signal importance in understanding the history of Ancient Rome. The bargain was that Bernardo would compile an index of all the place names in the work, in return for which he would receive a copy of the printed edition (unbound, in separate quires, as was common). Some entries later in Bernardo’s book, we learn that he had sent an unbound copy of Livy to a binder to have the book bound (perhaps the same copy). Bernardo notes that he sent “my young son Niccolò” to pay the binder with a barrel of wine.3

About Machiavelli’s otherwise unknown youth, in other words, we learn that he grew up in a literate household, with a father so curious about antiquity that he would do detailed work on the text of an ancient historian, Livy, toward the end of acquiring a printed copy of the work. The history of ancient Rome, told through Livy’s eyes, was thus hard-wired into the young Machiavelli. That history became an aspirational model for him, even as it provided a template for the way he viewed the history of his own city, Florence.

If Machiavelli grew up in the Florence that produced Botticelli, amid architectural monuments like the Florentine Duomo, and among people who revered the classical world, he also experienced tumultuous times in a social and political environment that can seem quite alien. Today, if you visit Florence and travel to the museum known as the “Bargello,” you will find on display some of the most brilliant and representative examples of Renaissance sculpture, Donatello’s David among them. The impression with which one leaves is one of concentrated elegance. But if you could go back in time and visit that very same building in Machiavelli’s era, your associations would have been quite different. For that very same building, far from being a museum, was the headquarters of Florence’s chief of police; and it was a place where justice—severe, public, and often deadly—was dispensed.

One such occasion occurred after an event in 1478, one of which Machiavelli, then nine years old, would surely have heard, if he did not witness all or part of what occurred.4

Florence was a “republic” in the fifteenth century, meaning that it had a tradition of citizen participation in governance. True, only men had rights to participate and, among men, only an elite stratum qualified to serve in the republic’s various offices. Yet, if Florence did not manifest the drive toward universal enfranchisement prized as an ideal in the Western world today, its republican traditions set it apart among its fellow city-states in Italy. Its leading citizens prided themselves on the fact that Florence had not succumbed to the rule of a despot, as had other city-states in Italy; and they were pleased at the notion that, unlike Venice—the only other republic among fifteenth-century Italy’s major power players—their own Florentine traditions made room for more than a hereditary elite to participate in governance.

But republics are delicate things. They depend most fundamentally on restraint, which is to say that republics depend on norms as much as they do on rules. They exist because of repeated, collective, inter-generational decisions to share political power, rather than to consolidate it. All of which is why the political ascendancy of the Medici family proved so important as background to Machiavelli. They had become phenomenally wealthy due to their banking and merchant skills, with, by the 1430s, branches of the Medici bank all over Europe, from Naples to Bruges. It was in that decade, in fact, that Cosimo de’ Medici rose to become Florence’s leading citizen, a “first among equals” whom all acknowledged as important but who was, at the same time, able to maintain the fiction that he was just another citizen. Cosimo served as one of Florence’s most important patrons. Much of its Renaissance architecture is owed to his financial support, and his contemporaries acknowledged him as a leading figure in Florence’s cultural pre-eminence.

Another way in which Cosimo and his family gained their prominence was through politics. Florence’s government was run by nine leaders elected to serve two-month terms. Those elections, frequent as they were, could be manipulated in many ways. Without going into unnecessary detail, it is fair to say that, by the middle of the fifteenth century, it was a very rare thing that anyone would be elected who was not in some fashion acceptable to the Medici.

By the time the political ascendancy of Cosimo’s grandson Lorenzo “the Magnificent” de’ Medici rolled around, the tendency of the Medici family to dominate Florentine republican politics had grown. Though still citizens like any other Florentines, the Medici began to cultivate the social habits of signori: “lords” who ruled other Italian city-states that had long ago given up their own versions of republican rule. The Medici began to hold public festivals, jousts, and other ceremonial events—“bread and circuses” types of affairs, all designed to please the people and, importantly, to showcase Medici power.

Yet, there were other powerful families in Florence who had grown wealthy, served as patrons, and played roles in Florentine politics. They feared that the Medici were behaving too much like hereditary rulers, even as they wanted a piece of the pie for themselves. One such family, the Pazzi, went so far as to stage a conspiracy in 1478, the events are still startling to relate.

It occurred at an April 26 Sunday mass in the cathedral of Florence, the magnificent Duomo, a sacred place that also, in its size, prominence, and beauty, served as a symbol of Florentine wealth and power. The Pazzi had, with the connivance of several allies, contrived to assassinate Lorenzo de’ Medici and his brother Giuliano by stabbing them to death. The assault occurred, no less dramatically, as the priest raised the host, the mass’s most solemn moment. Though the attackers failed to kill Lorenzo (who by dint of skillful swordsmanship escaped to the Church’s sacristy), they did succeed in killing Giuliano. Lorenzo was spirited away by his allies to the Medici household (itself a large, imposing structure); and the conspirators, believing that the rest of Florence would be emboldened to throw off Medici “tyranny,” went about the city on foot and on horse attempting to stir up the people.

But they had fatally miscalculated. Contemporaneously, Medici supporters took to the streets, shouting their support for the Medici. In the end, the conspiracy failed, and the punishments that ensued were swift, brutal and, notably, public. To mention just one case, the conspirator who had stabbed Giuliano to death was tracked down in Constantinople (by then in the hands of the Ottoman Turks), where he had gone to hide out. When he was returned to Florence (Bernardo Bandini Baroncelli was his name) he was hanged publicly in the courtyard of the Bargello, still dressed in Turkish attire. A young Leonardo da Vinci sketched him as he hung. Numerous other instances of fatal reprisals occurred as the Medici re-established their power, eager to teach Florence a lesson that this should never, ever happen again. Florence was still, of course, a “republic,” but after the Pazzi conspiracy and its associated unifying effects, it became ever more difficult to defend the idea credibly. Beyond the instability of republics—a theme to which Machiavelli would repeatedly return in his later written work—he saw at a young age that violence, publicly enacted, could serve political purposes with an astonishing efficacy.

Lorenzo de’ Medici died in 1492 and was succeeded in the role of “first citizen” by his hapless son, Piero. At the same time, rumblings of conquest and adventure were heard across Europe and beyond. Voyagers, Christopher Columbus among them, began to make discoveries of worlds hitherto unknown, and newly confident rulers attempted to carve out ever greater swaths of territory for themselves. The modern nation-state was beginning to emerge in outline, an idea whereby a geographically large area was unified under the myths and traditions of an imagined common culture. France was one of these states, led at the time by King Charles VIII, who was concerned to press dynastic claims he believed he possessed in Italy.

All of this—the fact that relatively tiny Florence was now a decadent republic led by an incompetent and the changing shape of European politics—came to head in 1494.5 For it was in that year that Charles VIII marched down from France into Italy, his forces so powerful that he encountered little to no opposition. And it was then, too, that young Piero de’ Medici, in a misguided attempt at diplomacy, essentially surrendered a series of important Tuscan fortresses to Charles VIII and his forces, rather than resist the French king’s incursions into Florentine territory. Machiavelli would later notice and chastise the conduct of Italian leaders in this period—which he and other later thinkers called the “ruin of Italy,” a time when the weakness of Italy’s city-states and their utter incapacity to act together with any common purpose became painfully clear.

In this early period of his life, Machiavelli saw one more powerful development in Florentine politics. It arose directly out of the developments just recounted—out of the decadence of the Medici leadership of the Florentine republic, the consequent degradation of its institutions, and the weakness of Florence (like that of the rest of the Italian city-states) faced with the power of large, sovereign, emerging nation-states. It was a moment that must have seemed almost unbelievable to Machiavelli and his cohort as it unfolded: the political ascendancy in Florence of a Dominican preacher, originally from Ferrara, named Girolamo Savonarola.

Savonarola had visited Florence earlier, in 1482, having been sent there by the Dominican order to teach. When he returned in 1490, as Lorenzo de’ Medici was still Florence’s leading citizen, Savonarola began to spread, through his magnetic, appealing, and learned preaching, a message that combined politics, religion, and the always popular notion that things in the old days were far better than they are now. He said that the Florentines, once a proud republic, had let their traditions of popular governance wane; and though Savonarola was careful about not directly indicting the Medici, the message—that they had more influence than appropriate in a republic—was clear to those predisposed in that direction.

Savonarola claimed the Florentines had become too addicted to luxury, to sensuality, to the Renaissance veneration of the ancient world; that they had estranged themselves from Christianity and that, soon, a “new Cyrus” would come from the north to purify the city. Savonarola’s reference to the ancient Persian king, who had founded one of the greatest empires in history, seemed to be borne out when, the very next year, King Charles VIII came down from France. When that moment coincided with Piero de’ Medici’s failed diplomacy, the stage was set for Savonarola to take the initiative and become active in politics.

He created a political party, a loose but powerful coalition of Florentines. Some shared his apocalyptic religious views, others his pious distaste for Renaissance luxury, and still others were motivated by his call to restore a robust republicanism to Florence. For a time, they claimed the majority, with the result was that, for a time, Florence’s politics were dominated by Savonarola and his followers. On the religious and anti-luxury front, Savonarola did things like hold a “bonfire of the vanities”—a public, ritualistic burning of books, works of art, and other luxuries. He condemned women who dressed too finely, mobilized children to dress in white and process through the city singing hymns, and encouraged Florentines to keep an eye on their fellow citizens, lest they slide into irreligion. As to politics, Savonarola widened the franchise, allowing the semblance of more citizen participation in governance. He went so far as to commission the Salone del Cinquecento, or “Hall of the Five Hundred,” an architectural project carried out in the Palazzo Vecchio, Florence’s central and most important municipal edifice. He thus brought his program to the symbolic center of the city and its political traditions, sending the message that he was making good on all his populist rhetoric.

But republics are funny things. In The Prince, written well after the Savonarola episode, Machiavelli remarks that in them, there is “more vitality, greater hatred, and more desire for vengeance,” a sentiment surely strengthened by having viewed Savonarola’s eventual fate. For although the Friar had succeeded in cementing a majority for a short time, it was never a solid and lasting one. Moreover, given his religious identity, word of his extravagant preaching and direct involvement in politics reached the decadent Pope Alexander VI, who wound up opposing Savonarola. Alexander was openly interested in politics and, more specifically, in the politics of family and kin. Though Pope, he had a son, Cesare Borgia, to whom he would later entrust much of the military adventuring and drive toward territorial expansion he sought. More immediately, he saw clearly that Savonarola was a potential threat. Meanwhile, in Florence, Savonarola’s majority was eroding, his fanatical piety simply unsustainable in sophisticated and cosmopolitan Florence. That political erosion, coupled with the pressure in Rome, led to Savonarola’s conviction for heresy, after a series of dramatic events, trials, and recantations. When all was said and done, Savonarola was hung and then publicly burned in 1498, right outside the Palazzo Vecchio, the very building in which, not so long before, he had created the Hall of the Five Hundred. As ever, symbols were united to politics, each reinforcing the other in the very sort of reciprocal conversation that Machiavelli would later analyze with acuity in The Prince.

The year 1498 marks Machiavelli’s entry onto the public stage. Out of the ashes of Savonarola’s populist experiment arose a new republican government. It was headed by Piero Soderini, who took the position, eventually, of gonfaloniere, the “head flag-bearer,” who supervised the work of the other eight elected government officials. Normally a temporary position, lasting only as long as the two-month tenure of the elected government, it changed in nature under Soderini. In fact, he had himself elected gonfaloniere for life in 1502.

It was this 1498 government that elected Machiavelli to the position of Secretary to two different government committees, one having to do with foreign affairs, the other with matters of war. In this capacity, Machiavelli spent the next fourteen years as an active diplomat. His social rank was not high enough for him to serve as an official ambassador. Still, he went on over forty diplomatic missions as Secretary, observing the dealings of Florence’s foreign allies and enemies and reporting back to the Florentine government in witty Tuscan prose. In these reports, still preserved today, we see Machiavelli making policy recommendations, informing his superiors when a situation was severe enough that the presence of an ambassador was warranted and, perhaps most interestingly, foreshadowing concerns later treated in The Prince.

In one case, for example, Machiavelli found himself in the orbit of Cesare Borgia, Pope Alexander’s son, in 1502. Borgia was then in the middle of his political and military adventures, successful up to that point, as he worked in concert with his father to widen the territory of the Papal States. Cesare’s boldness fascinated Machiavelli. In one of his reports back to Florence, Machiavelli wrote that Cesare possessed an “almost unheard of fortune, and a super-human hope that he has the power to fulfill every one of his desires” (Celenza, 35). And yet, a year later, Cesare’s good fortune ended, when his father died and support for his expansion waned. Cesare perished a short time thereafter.

Later, in the The Prince, Machiavelli comments extensively on Cesare’s life. What is important to highlight for now is the very fact of Machiavelli’s diplomatic experience. It gave him real-world exposure to war, to Italian and European politics, and to the ins and outs of strategic affairs. That experience as an active civil servant provided one-half of the bricks out of which he would build the edifice of The Prince. The other half came from his study of the ancient world. And it was a tragic set of events that led to Machiavelli having the free time necessary to do so.

People came and went in Florentine history, as they do in all epochs. The Medici, for instance, were unceremoniously ejected after young Piero’s disastrous diplomacy. Yet, one of the results of the factionalism that characterized the Florentine republic (indeed, in Machiavelli’s view, that characterized all republics) was that certain members of those factions were never all that far away. The Medici had been building a power base in Rome, in concert with their friends and clients within Florence—old allies who never forgot the Medici and who were just then, in the first decade of the sixteenth century, busy creating the myth of a golden age of politics, culture, and civic pride during the years of Lorenzo the Magnificent. At the same time, in 1511, Pope Julius II formed a multi-state alliance against France. He acquired power and reputation by forcing the French out of Italy, and Florence, having made uneasy alliances with the French during the Soderini regime, had to submit to the Pope’s political desires. One of these was that the Medici be restored to Florence. They returned in September 1512, and the Soderini republic fell. Machiavelli found himself out of a job.

Worse things were in the cards for Machiavelli that autumn. His name was discovered on a list of potential anti-Medici conspirators. The new regime sent a town crier around Florence calling for Machiavelli’s arrest and promising dire consequences for any who failed to disclose his whereabouts, should they be known. Machiavelli was arrested and, given the lack of habeas corpus, held in prison for a few months and tortured, all toward the end of seeing what, if anything, he knew about anti-Medicean sentiment. The truth was that Machiavelli would have preferred to work for the new government, tied to and enthused by politics as he was. But it was not in the cards. What got Machiavelli out of jail was a signal event: the election in March 1513 of Giovanni de’ Medici as Pope Leo X.

For Florentines, that moment signified a major change in their city’s politics. It seemed good to many to have a powerful ally in Rome. Moreover, the Soderini government was old by then, and the return of the Medici had the dual appeal of something new that was, also, rooted in an older Florentine tradition. The return of the Medici, capped off by the election of one of their own as Pope, led to a general change in sentiment and, after Leo’s election, an amnesty being declared. Machiavelli was allowed out of prison, on the condition that he stay out of the city of Florence for a time.

Accordingly, Machiavelli went into a loose house arrest at a family property in the sleepy country-side, in Sant’Andrea in Percussina. A mere fifteen kilometers southwest from Florence’s city center, it was worlds apart from Florence’s hustle and bustle. A friend, Francesco Vettori, who was then serving as ambassador to Rome, wrote a letter to Machiavelli about the thrum of day-to-day activities that attended his Roman ambassadorship. Machiavelli responded from his farm, stressing the lazy days, where he would go out walking on his property, do light reading in the morning, hunt thrushes, and jovially argue with the farm workers. Partly, this famous 1513 Italian letter was a performance, as Machiavelli deliberately and humorously contrasted his slow days with the high-speed world of active diplomacy Vettori had adumbrated. Still, it is a letter full of meaning for anyone wanting to understand The Prince and Machiavelli’s use therein of matters gleaned from studying the ancients. When he returned to his study in the evening, he wrote, a change in attitude occurred:

Once the evening has arrived, I come home and enter my study. In the entryway I take off my daytime clothing, covered with mud and dirt, and I put on garments that are royal, and suitable for a court. Changed into suitable clothes, I step into the ancient courts of ancient men. Received lovingly by them, I nourish myself on that food that alone is mine, for which I was born. There I am unashamed to talk with them and ask them the reasons for their actions, and they, with their humanity, answer me. For four hours I feel no boredom, I forget all worries, I do not fear poverty, and am not dismayed by death. I give myself to them entirely.6

Machiavelli was someone always given to a bit of wry humor. And though it is hard to believe that he really changed into “royal” clothing every evening, the deeper truth behind what he is saying shines through with unadorned sincerity: reading the ancients—for this is what he is talking about—represented something almost sacred for him. He says he is “unashamed” to talk with them, hinting ever so obliquely that, in this realm—that of learning, of reading, and of writing—the social distinctions present in his everyday world ceased to hold much sway. The ancients answer him with their “humanity,” a word that, for Machiavelli, connoted the Latin humanitas. This word in turn reflected more than just a common humanity. It signified also a shared culture of reading, writing, and appreciation of history, as ancient thinkers defined it and as Machiavelli well knew. And his pleasure, mixing a sense of discovery with fulfillment, is plain to see.

He then goes on:

. . . I have jotted down what I have profited from in their conversation, and I have composed a short work De principatibus, where, in so far as I can, I delve in and do some thinking about this subject, discoursing on what a princedom is, what sorts of princedom there are, how they are acquired, how they are maintained, and why they are lost. And if ever any of my musings have pleased you, this one, I think, will not incur your displeasure. And it should be received by a prince and especially by a new prince . . . Filippo Casavecchia has seen it, and he can inform you, at least in part, about the thing itself and about the thoughts I have shared about it with him, even as I continually enlarge and polish it.

The work in question (which Machiavelli refers to in Latin) is, of course, The Prince. What we see here is his first written mention of this momentous work that would become a world classic. In the letter, he refers most likely to the first eleven (of an eventual twenty-six) chapters of The Prince. In that first part Machiavelli offers a taxonomy of principalities, sketching out different types of that form of government. He stresses that he hopes a “new” prince, meaning one who has just come into office, will profit from it; and, though Filippo Casavecchia is a relatively unimportant historical character, Machiavelli’s mentioning of him is important. The reason is that he is openly telling his friend Vettori that The Prince is a work that is being developed in conversation, continually revised, and shared as it was being written.

As to The Prince and along those lines, it is worth mentioning that it was not print-published in Machiavelli’s lifetime. The art of printing with movable type had reached Italy a half century earlier. But it is telling that Machiavelli instead “published” his work only in handwritten copies, to friends and potential allies, for two reasons. First, as his throwaway remark regarding his friend Filippo indicates, it signals that he developed his work in conversation. Note that The Prince’s twenty-six chapters, though interrelated, are all self-contained enough that they could be shared independently. We know that Machiavelli belonged to a literary discussion group (called the Rucellai Gardens, so named after the property where its meetings were held), in which precisely this sort of thing occurred. A member might share a small part of a literary or historical work with which he was occupied; other members would listen and offer critique; and then the presenter could take that input and, once back at his desk, revise with the group’s critiques in mind.

Second, and related, in another letter, Machiavelli states that since he is unsuited for other professions, all he can think about and partake of in a meaningful way is politics. As much as he has gone down in history as a writer on politics, there is no doubt whatsoever that he, in life, would have preferred to be active in government, the way he was during his fourteen-year stint as Florentine secretary. Scholars have tried to tease out whether Machiavelli was more of an advocate for the republican, participatory form of governance, or whether The Prince, with its realistic, often brutal descriptions of how a prince might hold power, represented his “true” intentions.

The truth is that this is not the right question to be asking, given what we know of his character. True, Machiavelli did write another work (to which he alludes in The Prince) concerning republics. Called the Discourses on Livy, it is a masterpiece in which Machiavelli offers a loose sort of commentary on chapters in ancient Roman history as Livy had described it. It is not a work of scholarship on Livy, however. Instead, Machiavelli uses Livy to draw lessons for the present, making the distant past relevant to present circumstances. In both cases, that of The Prince and the Discourses, he is looking at past and present under the optic of stability: what produced governmental stability in the past, what was likely to do so in the present and, vice versa, what sort of practices one would want to avoid. What he was looking for, ultimately, was “good government,” a phenomenon that, in his view and that of many others, could occur both under republics and princedoms. Machiavelli was a Florentine, after all, and like most Florentines he preferred republics. But that does not mean he was outlining systematic constitutional theories. He knew well that there were moments in history when people flourished under one-man rule just as there had been under republics.

So, to return to The Prince, it is best seen as a kind of job application, a general one, really, directed to, as he said in his letter to Vettori, a “prince.” As much as Machiavelli was putting pen to paper to solidify his observations, theories, and recommendations regarding one-man rule, he was also generically advertising his own skill and sagacity as a potential counselor or, he hoped, a governmental employee, such as he might once again become.

To be sure, he does dedicate the book to a member of the Medici family: Lorenzo di Piero de’Medici, the son of that same ill-starred Piero who had given away the farm to the French and gone down in historical memory as a failure. And it is true that there are moments of great eloquence in the dedication. Machiavelli says that he wants to give the dedicatee his greatest possession, which is “the knowledge of the actions of great men, acquired by long experience in contemporary affairs and a continual study of antiquity.” He writes that he had not embellished his work with “swelling of magnificent words,” meaning that he is writing in plain language, highlighting the content, rather than the form. And although he realizes some might say it is inappropriate for a man of “low and humble condition” to discuss affairs of state with a prince, still, “just as those who draw landscapes place themselves below the plain to contemplate the nature of the mountains and of lofty places, and in order to contemplate the plains place themselves on high mountains, even so to understand the nature of the people it needs to be a prince and to understand that of princes it needs to be of the people.” Having come of age in an era when he and others would have seen magnificent Renaissance landscape paintings, Machiavelli can count on his metaphor being understood by all, even as he hints that high and low, political elites and the people, need to keep each other in mind, for a satisfactory view of political life to emerge. Eloquent as the dedication is, little should be made of the dedicatee. Lorenzo di Piero was simply the most opportune person at the time, and in any case, he would die a scant few years later, in 1519. Had there been another prospective prince available in the Florentine or Roman realms, Machiavelli would have been happy to dedicate The Prince to him.

More important are lasting insights, memorable moments, and incisive observations with which The Prince is filled. Every reader will discover his or her own favorites, even as certain themes and moments stand out.

One of these is most certainly the confidence and lapidary clarity with which Machiavelli imbues the work. Take the first chapter, which concerns the various kinds of principalities and how princes come to acquire them. It begins as follows: “All states, all powers, that have held and hold rule over men have been and are either republics or principalities.” We have the first iteration of a taxonomy of forms of governments: republics or principalities. The second chapter begins with Machiavelli stating that, since he has written elsewhere about republics (he is referring to the Discourses), he will leave out discussion of them here and focus only on principalities. Thereafter, over the course of the work’s first eleven chapters, the reader encounters Machiavelli’s discussion of all the different types of principalities. Hereditary principalities, for example, are relatively easy to maintain, provided that the Prince does not “transgress the customs of his ancestors” and deals “prudently with circumstances as they arise” (Ch. 2). Unless this type of prince manifests “extraordinary vices,” it is reasonable to assume that “his subjects will be naturally well disposed toward him.” This insight, that people tend to assume the legitimacy of a system and a rule to which they are accustomed, is one of many instances in The Prince when Machiavelli’s finely honed observational abilities come to the fore.

“New” principalities offer difficulties of greater moment. The problems Machiavelli has in mind are those to which a conquering ruler will be exposed. If on the one hand the place conquered is similar in language and customs, the new prince will have an easier time of it. “To hold them securely it is enough to have destroyed the family of the Prince who was ruling them.” Also, one needs to make sure that “neither their laws nor their taxes are altered.” Early on (the quoted passages occur in chapter 3) the reader gleans Machiavelli’s amoral realism (destroying the original ruling family) alongside his acuity when it comes to people’s expectations regarding their legal and fiscal situations. On the other hand, when the conquered land possesses radically different language and customs, the best recipe for success is that the new prince “should go and reside there.” As an example, Machiavelli mentions the Turkish victory and takeover of Constantinople (present-day Istanbul) of 1453, after which, had the Turkish ruler not “settled there,” he “would not have been able to keep it.” Here, a recent example, historically fresh enough that Machiavelli assumes all his readers will have it in mind, verges seamlessly into a statement of general principle, immediately following that last statement: “Because, if one is on the spot, disorders are seen as they spring up, and one can quickly remedy them; but if one is not at hand, they are heard of only when they are great, and then one can no longer remedy them.” This general principle—that you need to diagnose and fix problems early, before they mature—runs throughout Machiavelli’s work, and it is one among many reasons why The Prince became and has remained a classic, applicable to many fields of endeavor beyond statecraft. It is, in a word, generalizable, representing at its root the need for a leader—any leader, in any endeavor—to be present, attentive to arising troubles, and sufficiently focused to nip problems in the bud.

There are many other such occurrences in The Prince. Maxims and adages like the one just cited emerge as pendants to Machiavelli’s more extended discussions and pearls of a certain type of amoral wisdom, at once hopeful about the possibility of politics and pessimistic, even depressing, regarding the human condition. Cesare Borgia has one of his lieutenants decapitated in the middle of a town square, to shore up his own reputation among the people: “the barbarity of this spectacle caused the people to be at once satisfied and dismayed” (Ch. 7). In telling the story of Cesare Borgia, Machiavelli also highlights a general notion: that a politician can sway the people at large by means of outsized, spectacular, propagandistic actions, actions whose basic amorality stands in second place to their immediate political efficacy.

Noting two historical cases (one ancient, one modern) in which rulers gained power by wicked means, Machiavelli emerges with yet another general principle: “Injuries ought to be done all at one time, so that, being tasted less, they offend less; benefits ought to be given little by little, so that the flavor of them may last longer.” Again, a specific and grounded political recommendation becomes a lesson in leadership: if you need to do several difficult things in any leadership role, it is best to line them up and do them all at once. People will be dissatisfied in any case, and this way their dissatisfaction is concentrated all at one time and will eventually be forgotten. Similarly, it is best to distribute things perceived as generous in a slower, but more regular fashion, so that people will always have a relatively recent positive memory of something you have done. Once more, a sentiment arising out of political discussion becomes a leadership maxim.

In The Prince, Machiavelli is uncompromising about one thing: the military. He writes: “A prince ought to have no other aim or thought, not select anything else for his study, than war and its rules and discipline; for this is the sole art that belongs to him who rules. . . .” Moreover, “it is seen that when princes have thought more of ease than of arms they have lost their states” (Ch. 14). This absolute primacy of the military is constant throughout Machiavelli’s work. It is a telling fact that the only major work he chose to publish in print in his lifetime was a dialogue entitled On the Art of War, in which (as in much of his work), Machiavelli holds up the ancient Romans as the shining example of putting the military first. Later in the same chapter of The Prince, Machiavelli writes that “there is nothing proportionate between the armed and the unarmed,” by which he means that the person who is armed will look with disdain on the unarmed and, by contrast, the unarmed person will look with suspicion on the armed. This notion foregrounds Machiavelli’s view of power: zero sum, based ultimately on the capacity for force and, though in The Prince he is talking about principalities, translatable across all forms of government.
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