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NICCOLO MACHIAVELLI

was bom in Florence in 1469. In 1498 he received an
appointment 10 the chancellery of the Florentine Re-
public, serving as both an administrator and a diplo-
mat. Machiavelli fraveled fo France and to Germany
and knew political leaders throughout taly, most sig-
nificantly, Cesare Borgia, presumably the model for The
Prince.

Machiavelli's official political life ended fifteen years
later with the returmn to power of the Medici. Following
his dismissal and banishment, he was accused of com-
plicity, imprisoned and tortured. Although exonerated,
he was without position and retired to his meager farm
near San Casciano. It was in this bucolic setting of near
poverty and of days passed in prosaic discourse with
the local peasantry that Machiavelli wrote The Prince
and the Discourses, determined to prove that banish-
ment had made him neither idle nor ineffective. He ad-
dressed The Prince 1o Lorenzo de’Medici, fervently de-
siring fo induce the prince to emulate his creation—the
ruler who would refum Florence to its former glory. The
city-states of Rendissance Italy had fallen info a morass
of inept rulers and foreign domination; it was a time for
desperate measures.

Machiavelii died in 1527, For centuries his reputation
held that he had been inspired by the devil, But the
man who gave his name fo duplicity was in his own
time a lover of liberty, a loya! patriot and ¢ well-inten-
tioned citizen working in behaif of his beloved Florence,
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Introduction

It is a commonplace irony that The Prince—the classic
handbook on power politics—should have owed its birth
to the collapse of its author’s own political career and to
the practical failure of his most cherished military innova-
tion.

Machiavelli’s official entry into politics occurred in 1498
with his appointment as Secretary to the Second Chancery
of the Signoria, a position rather loosely defined, involving
him in military matters as well as domestic and foreign
affairs. In this post he remained until the fall of the Floren-
tine Republic in 1512. Through all his years in office,
despite pronounced reservations about the generally con-
ciliatory policies of his government, he remained loyal to
it and served his superiors with tireless energy. When Pier
Soderini was elected Gonfalonier, or chief magistrate, of
the Republic in 1502, Machiavelli became one of his most
trusted assistants. He was assigned to important missions
both in Italy and abroad. The lengthy reports he submitted
in the performance of these duties bear evidence of his sa-
gacity as an observer, quick and sure in locating the center
of power in any political situation and accurate in assessing
its strength, but somewhat unskilled in the game of man-
to-man diplomacy. They also attest to his passionate con-
cern for the security of his homeland and his readiness to
seek solutions that lay beyond the strict limits of his pro-
fessional competence and authority. He was also ordered
to draw up proposals on some of the vexing issues facing
the Republic. These reveal in capsule form some of the
important jdeas we find in his Jater political writings.

Perhaps his finest hour came in 1509 when, after a fif-
teen-year struggle, the Florentines finally reduced Pisa into
submission. Much of the credit for this feat belongs to
Machiavelli, Though by no means a military man, he ac-
tually directed the land and sea blockade that brought
about Pisa’s capitulation, Moreover, the civilian troops
who had manned the operation had come into being at his
insistence and had been trained under his supervision. On
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Introduction

this occasion his conviction, one which runs like a refrain
through nearly all of his political writings—that a healthy
state must rely solely upon its own citizen forces in war—
bore fruit. It was to do otherwise three years later at Prato,
when Machiavelli's career and the Republic foundered
together.

Perhaps the real cause of this calamitous event goes back
to Soderni’s insistence upon friendship with France as a
cardinal rule of his foreign policy. Costly and difficult as it
often proved, this policy nevertheless served to protect
Florence from the threats of her powerful neighbors so long
as France continued to count in the affairs of the peninsula.
In 1511, however, Pope Julius II (together with Venice,
Spain, and England) organized the Holy League and
launched a campaign to drive the French out of Italy.
During the war that ensued both the Holy League and the
French sought assistance from Florence, but Soderini,
having sent a token force to the French, tried to avoid
serious entanglement. The result was that Florence in-
curred the enmity of both parties and (as Machiavelli
could have predicted) faced the likelthood of being
pounced upon by whichever side emerged the winner. To
avoid this danger, Soderini then labored to arm the Re-
public, relying not upon mercenaries, as had so often been
done before, but upon a citizen militia of the sort that had
proved its merit—so it seemed—in the struggle with Pisa.
Machiavelli, the prime mover of this innovation, had
doubtless inspired Soderini with some of his own confi-
dence in it. Thus when the Holy League—thanks to the
last-minute interventon of the Swiss—triumphed over the
French, the scene of action shifted quickly to the frontiers
of the Republic. Spanish troops, accompanied by Cardinal
de’ Medici, soon appeared and demanded the overthrow
of the government. Assured that the unfledged forces
Machiavelli had recruited could withstand the invader,
Soderini refused to give way. The Spaniards then attacked,
choosing Prato—heavily garrisoned with green recruits—
as their target. After only a short struggle the enemy ef-
fected a breach in the city wall, poured through, over-
whelmed the fleeing defenders, and sacked the town
completely.

This was on August 29, 1512. Two days later Soderini
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esigned and went into exile. The Medici, after an absence
of eighteen years, reassumed control of Florence. Six weeks
after Prato, Machiavelli was dismissed from office and ban-
ished from the city for the term of one year. Thus the scene
was set for The Prince and The Discourses.

But not quite. Early in 1513 Machiavelli was suspected
of complicity in a plot to overthrow the Medici govern-
ment. He was arrested, tortured, and soon after rel
his innocence having been satisfactorily established. The
incident should have destroyed any lingering hope of a
1apid reentry into politics under the new rulers, but The
Prince itself is ample evidence that it had no such effect.

Machiavelli withdrew to the meager farm near San
Casciano which his father had left him, There impending
poverty troubled him, though he had been short of funds
before. But enforced idlenmess in rustic surroundings for
this restless man of forty-three was an entirely new burden.
Throughout his fourteen years of service he had been a
high-level functionary, He had visited some of the key
trouble spots of his day and had represented the Republic
on difficult missions in France, in Germany, in Rome, and
in the petty courts of Italian princelings. He had dealt with
some of the leading figures of his age, the movers and
:lhaclgs of his world. Now, in Polonius’ words, he was re-

uced to

be no assistant for a state
But keep a farm and carters.

How he reacted to this suddenly slackened tempo and
reduced circumstances we know from a letter he wrote to
his friend Francesco Vettori less than a year later. The
mingling of trifling details with serious matters, the shift-
ing of tone, alternating between genial humor and hints of
despair, are typical of Machiavelli'’s familiar letters in
which the salient features of his mind and character stand
out strikingly:

« « . What my life is, I will tell you. I get up at sunrise

and go to a grove of mine which I am having chopped

down. I spend a couple of hours there, checking up on

the work of the previous day and passing the time with
3
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the woodcutters, who are never without some trouble or
other, either among themselves or with the neighbors,
On the subject of this grove, I could tell you a host of
interesting things that have happened involving Frosino
da Panzano and others who wanted some of the wood.
Frosino in particular sent for a few cords of it without
telling me, and when it came to paying he wanted to
hold back ten lire because he claimed 1 owed him that
much as winnings from a ia];me of cricca we played four
years ago at the home of Antonio Guicciardini. I

to raise the devil. I wanted to accuse the carter who had
come for it of theft. But Giovanni Machiavelli came be-
tween us and made us settle. Battista Guicciardini,
Filippo Ginori, Tommaso del Bene, and certain other
citizens each ordered a cord when that ill wind was blow-
ing.* I promised some to all of them and sent a cord to
Tommaso. But it tumed out to be only half a cord
after it reached Florence because he, his wife, his serv-
ants, and children were all there helping to stack it. . . .
Finally, seeing who was making the profit on it, I told
the others that I had no more wood, whereupon they all
made quite a fuss—especially Battista, who ranks this
with the other misfortunes of Prato.**

When I leave the grove, I go to a spring and from
there to my bird snares. I carry a book under my arm—
Dante or Petrarch, or one of the minor poets like
Tibullus, Ovid, or the like. I read about their amorous
l};assions, and their loves call my own to mind, so I de-
ight a while in these thoughts. Then I betake myself to
the inn on the highway. I chat with the people going
ltaﬁl, ask for news from their home towns, leam a few

ings, and note the various tastes and curious notions
of men. Meanwhile lunchtime arrives and, together with
my family, I eat whatever food my poor house and
scanty patrimony afford. Having lunched, I retum to
the-inn. There I generally find the innkeeper, a butcher,
a miller, and two kiln-tenders. In their company I idle
the rest of the day away playing at cricca and ‘tricche-

* That is, when Machiavelli was arrested.

** Battista Guicciardini was Govemnor of Prato when it was
sacked.
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trach—games that give tise to a host of quarrels, cutting
remarks, and insults. Often we fight over a penny and
are heard yelling as far off as San Casciano. Set down
among these lice, this is how I keep the mould from my
brain and find release from Fortune’s malice. I am con-
tent to have her beat me down this way to see if she
won’t become ashamed.

At nightfall I return home and enter my study. There
on the threshold I remove my dirty, mud-spattered
clothes, slip on my regal and courtly robes, and thus
fittingly attired, 1 enter the ancient courts of bygone
men where, having received a friendly welcome, I feed
on the food that is mine alone and that I was born for.
I am not ashamed to speak with them and inquire into
the reasons for their actions; and they answer me in
kindly fashion. And so for four hours I feel no annoy-
ance; I forget all troubles; poverty holds no fears, and
death loses its terrors. I become entirely one of them.
And since Dante says that there can be no knowledge
without retention, I have set down what I have gained
from their conversations and composed a little book,
De Principatibus, in which I probe as deeply as I can

. into the subject, discussing what a pnncipality is,
what kinds there are, how they are won, how they are
maintained, and why they are lost. If ever any trifle of
mine has pleased you, this one should not displease you;
and to a prince—especially a new prince—it ought to be
welcome. Therefore I am addressing it to the Magnifi-
cent Giuliano [de’ Medici]. . . .

I am going to waste. I cannot go on this way for long
without becoming contemptible In my poverty. Besides,
there is my wish that these Medici lords would begin to
use me, even if they were to start by setting me to roll a
stone, for if 1 should then fail to win their confidence I
could only blame myself. Having read this thing, one
will see that I did not sleep or gamble away the ffteen
years I was engaged in the study of statecraft, and any-
one ought to value the services of a2 man who has become
richly experienced at another’s expense, As to my loyalg,
there should be no doubt, for having always kept faith,
I am not about to begin breaking it now. Anyone who
has been faithful and true as I have been for forty-three

5
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years can hardly change his nature, and my poverty is
witness to my l’;ronaty and goodness. . . .

The letter is dated December 10, 1513, and this is the
first mention of The Prince. There is really no need to look
further for Machiavelli’s motive in writing it. Yet this mo-
tive has not always been fully understood. Some critics,
recalling Machiavelli's republican sympathies and his lon
service to Soderini’s government, have attributed the worl
to crass ogportunism and have charged the writer with
hypocrisy. Such a view is, to say the least, an oversimplifica-
tion. It overlooks the spirit of the book and tends to falsify
the 1Eolit:ieal temper of the times. If we assume that Machi-
avelli chose to play the devil’s advocate merely to get a job,
we will miss the warmth of feeling that informs his pa
for underneath the crisp and chilling logic the thought
often glows with indignation, with hope that is wrung
from despair and defies logic. Far from being a brilliant
exercise in opportunism, The Prince is a desperate effort
to find a remedy for the wretched conditions into which
his country had fallen. “I love my country more than my
soul,” Machiavelli wrote, and The Prince reflects this,

To be sure, poverty and idleness weighed on him. But
Po]itics was his life, “the food that is mine alone,” he says,

‘and that I was born for.” For him to be cut off from po-
litical activity was like being deprived of vital air. The de-
gree to which he was possessed by this furor politicus
should be gauged not so much by his large body of wntm%s
on the subject as by the high place political matters held
in his scheme of values. Surely nothing stood higher. And
this helps to explain how he came to his major political

ery.

Machiavelli’s chief contribution to political thought lies
in his freeing political action from moral considerations.
For him, the political imperative was essentially-unrelated
to the ethical imperative. 'This is not to say that he was an
advocate of immorality. There is ample evidence, in fact,
that he held moral views which, by and large, coincided
with those of his contemporaries. But where political the-
orists had traditionally built their ideas upon theological
and ethical foundations, judging institutions and rulers
against a pattern of what ought to be, Machiavelli affirmed
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that religion and morals had no place in the political
arena except insofar as they served political ends. For him,
the value of an institution or a ruler was to be determined
only by practical success, and, at least as far as The Prince
is concerned, success meant the acquisition and preserva-
tion of political power. He regarded the ideas of his prede-
cessors as mere “fancies.” “. . . I depart from the rules
set down by others,” he tells us in Chapter XV. “But since
it is my intention to write something of use . . . , I deem
it best to stick to the practical truth of things rather than
to fancies. Many men have imagined republics and princi-
palities that never really existed at all. Yet the way men
live is so far removed from the way they ought to live that
anyone who abandons what is for what should be pursues
his downfall rather than his preservation.”

To be sure, history is replete with examples of rulers
who, long before Machiavelli appeared, had often acted
without any regard for ethical imperatives. But it remained
for Machiavelli to affirm that such actions were in accord
with the legitimate principles of political conduct. Without
any theoretical sanction, these men had not scrupled to
predicate their actions upon purely political criteria. Machi-
avelli provided the sanction their deeds—and those of sub-
sequent rulers—required by declaring in effect that if
statecraft was to be practiced successfully, conventional
morality had to be set aside and replaced by what later
writers were to call “reasons of state.” Thus he established
a cleavage between political conduct and personal morality
—a cleavage that haunts the conscience of men even to
this day.

The modem reader should guard against the error of
reading The Prince as though its author had been aware of
philosophical and doctrinal systems relating to the state and
society that had no existence in his time. Unless he does
so, he will seek for answers to questions Machiavelli never
considered. Indeed, it is important to remember that
Machiavelli was not a systematic thinker. He was not con-
cemed with the problem of rationalizing a complete and
coherent oliticaf) theory. His aim in The Prince was to
describe the rules of power politics based upon his analysis
of history—an analysis which, whatever its shortcomings,
marked a long step forward in making sense out of the
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welter of conflicting events in his time. It has since helliled
in making sense out of those of subsequent times as well.

One of the most characteristic elements of his thought in
this work is its proximity to action. He was not a scholar,
and he did not have the temperament of one who finds
knowledge an end in itself. Knowledge for him was a
springboard for the deed. He doubtless regarded his analy-
sts of men and events as the basis for a program, a blue-
print which some likely ruler would take up and build
upon. This aim helps to account for the fact that, surpris-
ingly, he does not even pause to define the nature of the
state or to develop what its relation to the society living
under its laws should be. It also helps to account for his
insistence upon logic and his air of scientific objectivity.
He must have believed that he was not presenting the
opinions of a mere expert, but that he had unlocked the
very truth of things and was proclaiming that alone.

The skeptical reader will discover that Machiavelli’s ar-
gument is neither as logical nor as consistent as it appears,
and that the objectivity, though it is not just a pose, i1s not
always real either. He will discover that the work is not
purely a synthesis of keen and original deductions from
fact. It is also a work of imagination. Where the author’s
own logic might have led him to despair for his country,
his imagination stepped in, metaphor in hand, to reverse
the direction of that logic and give life to his hope (a hope
which is not fully revealed until the last chapter). Con-
trary to what some of his critics have said, The Prince is
not the work of a man whose veins ran ice water. Instead,
it is the work of a man who looked out upon the wreckage
of history with anguish in his heart and insisted that a
solution—not one that would emerge in the fullness of
time, but now—could be found. Such a solution would re-
quire desperate measures, strength, courage, skill, and fa-
vorable circumstances—in two words, virty and forfuna.

He must have believed that the man and the moment
were at hand when, not long before his letter to Vettori
in which he announced The Prince, he saw a chance to
return to his proper sphere of action—politics. Mare than
that, he saw a chance to play a leading role in the creation
of a state based upon his own ideas—a state large and
strong enough to be feared by its neighbors and to serve as
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a bulwark against foreign incursions. For he had got wind
that Pope Leo X was planning to carve out a state for one
of his nephews, either Giuliano or Lorenzo de’ Medici.
Thus, p:rr;na s in July, 1513, he set himself to write The
Prince. Working in haste, he probably completed it by the
following December, since Ec stated in the letter to
Vettori quoted above that it only needed to be “fattened
and polished.”

. But The Prince, as we have it, does not show any great
labor of the file, and this, strangely, is one of its virtues.
Free of thetorical flourishes, the style lays bare the mind at
work, a mind impatient of all nuances and shadings of
thought, but poised for irony and quick with sazcasm.
Lively and ductile, it is irresistibly attracted to sharp antith-
eses, aphorisms, and half-concealed images. The pace is
hurried, and indeed at times the writer's pen seems in
danger of losing its battle to keep up with the headlong
rush of ideas as clause follows upon clause. As a conse-
quence, the syntax does not always flow smoothly, and
even the grammar becomes shaky. Yet these are only minor
flaws. Lacking grace, the expression nevertheless remains
lucid, even if we sometimes wish that the diction were
more precise and the pace more restrained. Whenever pos-
sible, the writer adheres to a simple pattern: every argu-
ment unfolds a lesson and comes to rest upon a political
axiom, often new and always, in his view, incontrovertible,
All in all, the style is in accord with the shape and temper
of Machiavelli’s thought.

But there is an appeal to the book that goes beyond the
brilliance of its ideas and the vigor of its style. Time has
dimmed some of the sparkle of its originality, and the mod-
ern reader is obliged to summon his historical imagination
if he is to recapture the sense of shock and novelty which
Machiavelli’s first readers experienced. But time has not
dimmed its direct and uncompromising honesty, its almost
ruthless avoidance of every form of cant. Here there is no
bowing to pious clichés, to pretended sensibilities, or hal-
lowed euphemisms. Seldom has a writer done so little to
ease the way for his ideas. And one may wonder, in fact,
whether those who have reacted to Machiavelli with such
voluble horror have not been more shocked by his candor
than by the character of the ruler he describes.

9



