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Introduction

Anyone who picks up Machiavelli’s The Prince holds in his
hands the most famous book on politics ever written. Its
closest rival might be Plato’s Republic, but that book dis-~
cusses politics in the context of things above politics, and
politics turns out to have a limited and subordinatc place. In
The Prince Machiavelli also discusses politics in relation to
things outside politics, as we shall see, but his conclusion is
very different. Politics according to him is not limited by
things above it, and things normally taken to be outside
politics—the “‘givens” in any political situation—turn out
to be much more under the control of politics than politi-
cians, peoples, and philosophers have hitherto assumed.
Machiavelli’s The Prince, then, is the most famous book on
politics when politics is thought to be carried on for its own
sake, unlimited by anything above it. The renown of The
Prince is precisely to have been the first and the best book to
argue that politics has and should have its own rules and
should not accept rules of any kind or from any source
where the object is not to win or prevail over others. The
Prince is briefer and pithier than Machiavelli’s other major
work, Discourses on Livy, for The Prince is addressed to
Lorenzo de’ Medici, a prince like the busy executive of our
day who has little time for reading. So The Prince with its
political advice to an active politician that politics should
not be limited by anything not political, is by far more
famous than the Discourses on Livy.

We cannot, however, agree that The Prince is the most
famous book on politics without immediately correcting
this to say that it is the most infamous. It is famous for its
infamy, for recommending the kind of politics that ever
since has been called Machiavellian. The cssence of this
politics is that “you can get away with murder - that no
divine sanction, or degradation of soul, or twinge of con-
science will come to punish you. If you succeed. you will
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not even have to face the infamy of murder, because when
“men acquire who can acquire, they will be praised or not
blamed” (Chapter 3). Those criminals who are infamous
have merely been on the losing side. Machiavelli and Mach-
iavellian politics are famous or infamous for their willing-
ness to brave infamy. )

Yet 1t must be reported that the prevailing view
among scholars of Machiavelli is that he was not an evil man
who taught evil doctrines, and that he does not deserve his
infamy. With a view to his preference for republics over
principalities (more evident in the Discourses on Livy than in
The Prince, but not absent in the latter), they cannot believe
he was an apologist for tyranny; or, impressed by the sud-
den burst of Italian patriotism in the last chapter of The
Prince, they forgive him for the sardonic observations
which are not fully consistent with this generous feeling but
are thought to give it a certain piquancy (this is the opinion
of an earlier generation of scholars); or, on the basis of
Machiavelli's saying in Chapter 15 that we should take our
bearings from ‘“what is done” rather than from “what
should be done,” they conclude that he was a forerunner of
modern political science, which is not an evil thing because
it merely tells us what happens without passing judgment.
In sum, the prevailing view of the scholars offers excuses
for Machiavelli: he was a republican, a patriot, or a scientist.
and therefore, in explicit contradiction to the reaction of
most people to Machiavelli as soon as they hear of his doc-
trines, Machiavelli was not ‘“Machiavellian.*’

The reader can form his own judgment of these ex-
cuses for Machiavelli. I do not recommend them, chiefly
because they make Machiavelli less interesting. They trans-
form him into a herald of the future who had the luck to
sound the tunes we hear so often today—democracy, na-
tionalism or self-detecrmination, and science. Instead of
challenging our favorite beliefs and forcing us to think,
Machiavelli is enlisted into a chorus of self-congratulation.
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There 1s, of course, evidence for the excuses supplied on
behalf of Machiavelli, and that evidence consists of the ex-
cuses offered by Machiavelli himself. If someone were to
accuse him of being an apologist for tyranny, he can indeed
point to a passage in the Discourses on Livy (II 2) where he
says (rather carefully) that the common good is not ob-
served unless in republics; but if someone else were to ac-
cuse him of supporting republicanism, he could point to the
same chapter, where he says that the hardest slavery of all is
to be conquered by a republic. And, while he shows his
Italian patriotism in Chapter 26 of The Prince by exhorting
someone to seize Italy in order to free it from the barbarians,
he also shows his fairmindedness by advising a French king
in Chapter 3 how he might better invade Italy the next time.
Lastly, it is true that he sometimes merely reports the evil
that he sees, while (unnecessarily) deploring it; but at other
times he urges us to share in that evil and he virtwously
condemns half-hearted immoralists. Although he was an
exceedingly bold writer who seems to have deliberately
courted an evil reputation, he was nonetheless not so bold as
to fail to provide excuses, or prudent reservations, for his
boldest statements. Since 1 have spoken at length on this
point in another place, and will not hesitate to mention the
work of Leo Strauss, it 1s not necessary to explain it further
here. ’

What is at issue in the question of whether Machiavelli
was “Machiavellian™? To see that a matter of the highest
importance is involved wc must not rest satisfied with ei-
ther scholarly excuses or moral frowns. For the matter at
issue is the character of the rules by which we reward
human beings with fame or condemn them with infamy,
the very status of morality. Machiavelli does not make it -
clear at first that this grave question is his subject. In the
Dedicatory Letter he approaches Lorenzo de’ Medici with
hat in one hand and The Prince in the other. Since, he says,
one must be a prince to know the nature of peoples and a
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man of the people to know the nature of princes, he seems
to offer Lorenzo the knowledge of princes he does not have
but needs. In accordance with this half-serious promise,
Machiavelli speaks about the kinds of principalities in the
first part of The Prince (Chapters 1—11) and, as we learn of
the necessity of conquest, about the kinds of armies in the
second part (Chapters 12—14). But at the same time (to
make a long story short), we learn that the prince must or
may lay his foundations on the people (Chapter 9) and that
while his only object should be the art of war, he must in
time of peace pay attention to moral qualities in such man-
ner as to be able to use them in time of war (Chapter 14,
end).

Thus are we prepared for Machiavelli’s clarion call in
Chapter 15, where he proclaims that he ‘“‘departs from the
orders of others” and says why. For moral qualities are
qualities “‘held good” by the people; so, if the prince must
conquer, and wants, like the Medici, to lay his foundation
on the people, who are the keepers of morality, then a new
morality consistent with the necessity of conquest must be
found, and the prince has to be taught anew about the
nature of peoples by Machiavelli. In departing from the
orders of others, it appears more fitting to Machiavelli “to
go directly to the effectual truth of the thing than to the
imagination of it.” Many have imagined republics and prin-
cipalities, but one cannot “let go of what is done for what
should be done,” because 2 man who “‘makes a profession
of good in all regards” comes to ruin among so many who
are not good. The prince must learn to be able not to be
good, and use this ability or not according to necessity.

This concise statement is most efficacious. It contains a
fundamental assault on all morality and political science,
both Christian and classical, as understood in Machiavelli’s
time. Morality had meant not only doing the right action,
but also doing it for the right reason or for the love of God.
Thus, to be good was thought to require “‘a profession of
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good” in which the motive for doing good was explained;
otherwise, morality would go no deeper than outward con-
formity to law, or even to superior force, and could not be
distinguished from it. But professions of good could not
accompany moral actions in isolation from each other; they
would have to be elaborated so that moral actions would be
consistent with each other and the life of a moral person
would form a whole. Such elaboration requires an effort of
imagination, since the consistency we see tells us only of the
presence of outward conformity, and the elaboration ex-
tends over a society, because it is difficult to live a moral life
by oneself; hence morality requires the construction of an
imagined republic or principality, such as Plato’s Republic
or St. Augustine’s City of God.

When Machiavelli denies that imagined republics and
principalities “‘exist in truth,” and declares that the truth in
these or all matters is the effectual truth, he says that no
moral rules exist, not made by men, which men must
abide by. The rules or laws that exist are those made by
governments or other powers acting under necessity, and
they must be obeyed out of the same necessity. Whatever
1s necessary may be called just and reasonable, but justice is
no more reasonable than what a person’s prudence tells
him he must acquire for himself, or must submit to, be-
cause men cannot afford justice in any sense that tran-
scends their own preservation. Machiavelli did not
attempt (as did Hobbes) to formulate a new definition of
justice based on self-preservation. Instead, he showed
what he meant by not including justice among the eleven .
pairs of moral qualities that he lists in Chapter 15. He does
mention justice in Chapter 21 as a calculation of what a
weaker party might expect from a prince whom it has sup-
ported in war, but even this little is contradicted by what
Machiavelli says about keeping faith in Chapter 18 and
-about betraying one’s old supporters in Chapter 20. He
also brings up justice as something identical with necessity
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in Chapter 26. But, what is most striking, he never men-
tions—not in The Prince, or in any of his works—natural
Justice or natural law, the two conceptions of justice in the
classical and medieval tradition that had been handed
down to his time and that could be found in the writings
on this subject of all his contemporaries. The grave issue
raised by the dispute whether Machiavelli was truly
“Machiavellian™ is this: does justice exist by nature or by
God, or is it the convenience of the prince (government)?
“So let a prince win and maintain a state: the means will
always be judged honorable, and will be praised by every-
one” (Chapter 18). Reputation, then, is outward confor-
mity to successful human force and has no reference to
moral rules that the government might find inconvenient.

If there is no natural justice, perhaps Machiavelli can
teach the prince how to rule in its absence—but with a view
to the fact that men “profess” it. It does not follow of
necessity that because no natural justice exists, princes ‘can
rule successfully without it. Governments might be as un-
successful in making and keeping conquests as in living up
to natural justice; indeed, the traditional proponents of nat-
ural justice, when less confident of their own cause, had
pointed to the uncertainty of gain, to the happy inconstancy
of fortune, as an argument against determined wickedness.
But Machiavelli thinks it possible to “learn” to be able not
to be good. For each of the difficulties of gaining and keep-
ing, even and especially for the fickleness of fortune, he has
a “remedy,” to use his frequent expression. Since nature or
God does not support human justice, men are in need of a
remedy; and the remedy is the prince, especially the new
prince. Why must the new prince be preferred?

In the heading to the first chapter of The Prince we see
that the kinds of principalities are to be discussed together
with the ways in which they are acquired, and then in the
chapter itself we find more than this, that principalities are
classified into kinds by the ways in which they are acquired.
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“Acquisition,”” an economic term, is Machiavelli’s word
for “‘conquest’’; and acquisition determines the classifica-
tions of governments, not their ends or structures, as Plato
and Aristotle had thought. How 1s acquisition related to the
problem of justice?

Justice requires a modest complement of external
goods, the equipment of virtue in Aristotle’s phrase, to
keep the wolf from the door and to provide for moral per-
sons a certain decent distance from necessities in the face of
which morality might falter or even fail. For how can one
distribute justly without something to distribute? But,
then, where is one to get this modest complement? The easy
way is by inheritance. In Chapter 2, Machiavelli considers
hereditary principalities, in which a person falls heir to eve-
rything he needs, especially the political power to protect
what he has. The hereditary prince, the man who has every-
thing, is called the “natural prince,” as if to suggest that our
grandest and most comprehensive inheritance is what we
get from nature. But when the hereditary prince looks upon
his inheritance—and when we, generalizing from his case,
add up everything we inherit—is it adequate?

The difficulty with hereditary principalities is indi-
cated at the end of Chapter 2, where Machiavelli admits that
hereditary princes will have to change but claims that
change will not be disruptive becausc it can be gradual and
continuous. He compares cach prince’s own construction
to building a house that is added on to a row of houses: you
may not inherit all you nced, but you inherit a firm support
and an easy start in what you must acquire. But clearly a
row of houses so built over gencrations presupposes that
the first house was built without existing support and with-
out an easy start. Inheritance presupposes an original ac-
quisition made without a previous inheritance. And in the
original acquisition, full attention to the niceties of justice
may unfortunately not be possible. One may congratulate
an American citizen for all the advantages to which he is

X111



born; but what of the nasty necessities that prepared this
inheritance—the British expelled, Indians . defrauded,
blacks enslaved?

Machiavelli informs us in the third chapter, according-
ly, that *“truly it is a very natural and ordinary thing to
desire to acquire.” In the space of a few pages, “natural’ has
shifted in meaning from hereditary to acquisitive. Or can
we be consoled by reference to Machiavelli’s republican-
1sm, not so prominent in The Prince, with the thought that
acquisitiveness may be natural to princes but is not natural
to republics? But in Chapter 3 Machiavelli praises the suc-
cessful acquisitiveness of the “Romans,” that is, the Roman
republic, by comparison to the imprudence of the king of
France. At the time Machiavelli is referring to, the Romans
were not weak and vulnerable as they were at their incep-
tion; they had grown powerful and were still expanding.
Even when they had enough empire to provide an inheri-
tance for their citizens, they went on acquiring. Was this
reasonable? It was, because the haves of this world cannot |
quictly inherit what is coming to them; lest they be treated
now as they once treated others, they must keep an cye on
the have-nots. To keep a step ahead of the have-nots the
haves must think and behave like have-nots. They cerrainly
cannot afford justice to the have-nots, nor can they waste
time or money on sympathy.

In the Dedicatory Letter Machiavelli presents himself
to Lorenzo as a have-not, “'from a low and mean state™": and
one thing he lacks besides honorable employment. we
learn, is a unified fatherland. [taly is weak and divided.
Then should we say that acquisitiveness is justified for Ital-
1ans of Machiavelli’s time, including him? As we have
noted, Machiavelli does not seem to accept this justutication
because, still in Chapter 3, he advises a French king how to
correct the errors he had made in his invasion of ltaly.
Besides, was Machiavelli's fatherland Italy or was 1t Flor-
ence? In Chapter 15 he refers to “our language, ™ meaning
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Tuscan, and in Chapter 20 to “our ancients,’’ meaning Flo-
rentines. But does it matter whether Machiavelli was essen-
tially an Italian or a Florentine patriot? Anyone’s fatherland
is defined by an original acquisition, a conquest, and hence
is always subject to redefinition of the same kind. To be
devoted to one’s native country at the expense of foreigners
is no more justified than to be devoted to one’s city at the
expense of fellow countrymen, or to one’s family at the
expense of fellow city-dwellers, or, to adapt a Machiavelli-
an remark in Chapter 17, to one’s patrimony at the expense
of one’s father. So to “unify” one’s fatherland means to
treat 1t as a conquered territory—conquered by a king or
republic from within; and Machiavelli’s advice to the
French king on how to hold his conquests in Italy was also
advice to Lorenzo on how to unify Italy. It appears that, in
acquiring, the new prince acquires for himself.

What are the qualities of the new prince? What must he
do? First, as we have seen, he should rise from private or
unprivileged status; he should not have an inheritance, or if
he has, he should not rely on it. He should owe nothing to
anyone or anything, for having debts of gratitude would
make him dependent on others, in the widest sense depen-
dent on fortune. It might seem that the new prince depends
at lcast on the character of the country he conquers, and
Machiavelli says at the end of Chapter 4 that Alexander had
no trouble in holding Asia because it had been accustomed
to the government of one lord. But then in Chapter s he
shows how this limitation can be overcome. A prince who
conquers a city usced to living in freedom need not respect its
inherited liberties; he can and should destroy such cities or
else rule them personally. Fortune supplies the prince with
nothing more than opportunity, as when Moses found the
people of Israel enslaved by the Egyptians, Romulus found
himself ¢xposed at birth, Cyrus found the Persians discon-
tented with the empire of the Mcdes, and Theseus found the
Athcnians dispersed (Chapter 6). These famous founders
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had the virtue to recognize the opportunity that fortune
offered to them—opportunity for them, harsh necessity to
their peoples. Instead of dispersing the inhabitants of a free
city (Chapter ), the prince is lucky enough to find them
dispersed (Chapter 6). This suggests that the prince could
go so far as to make his own opportunity by creating a
situation of necessity in which no one’s inherited goods
remain to him and everything is owed to you, the new
prince. When a new prince comes to power, should he be
grateful to those who helped him ger power and rely on
them? Indeed not. A new prince has “lukewarm defenders”
in his friends and allies, because they expect benefits from
him; as we have seen, it is much better to conciliate his
former enemies who feared losing everything (compare
Chapters 6 and 20).

Thus, the new prince has virtue that enables him to
overcome his dependence on inheritance in the widest
sense, including custom, nature, and fortune, and that
shows him how to arrange it that others depend on him and
his virtue (Chapters 9, 24). But if virtue is to do all this, it
must have a new meaning. Instead of cooperating with
nature or God, as in the various classical and Christian con-
ceptions, virtue must be taught to be acquisitive on its own.
Machiavelli teaches the new meaning of virtue by showing
us both the new and the old meanings. in a famous passage
on the successful criminal Agathocles in Chapter 8, he says
“one cannot call it virtue to kill one’s fellow citizens, betray
one’s friends, to be without faith, without mercy, without
religion.” Yet in the very next sentence Machiavelli pro-
ceeds to speak of “‘the virtue of Agathocles.”

The prince, we have seen in Chapter 15, must “learn
to be able not to be good, and to use this and not use it
according to necessity.” Machiavelli supplies this know-
ledge in Chapters 16 to 18. First, with superb calm, he
delivers home-truths concerning the moral virtue of liber-
ality. It is no use being liberal (or generous) unless it is
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noticed, so that you are “held liberal” or get a name for
liberality. But a prince cannot be held liberal by being liber-
al, because he would have to be liberal to a few by burden-
ing the many with taxes; the many would be offended, the
prince would have to retrench, and he would soon get a
name for stinginess. The right way to get a reputation for
hiberality 1s to begin by not caring about having a reputation
for stinginess. When the people see that the prince gets the
Job done without burdening them, they will in time consid-
er him liberal to them and stingy only to the few to whom
he gives nothing. In the event, “‘liberality’’ comes to mean
taking little rather than giving much.

As regards cruelty and mercy, in Chapter 8 Ma-
chiavelli made a distinction between cruelties well used and
badly used; well-used cruelties are done once, for self-de-
fense, and not continued but turned to the bencfit of one’s
subjects, and badly used ones continue and increase. In
Chapter 17, however, he does not mention this distinction
but rather speaks only of using mercy badly. Mcrcy is badly
used when, like the Florentine people in a certain instance,
one seeks to avoid a reputation for cruelty and thus allows
disorders to continue which might be stopped with a very
few examples of cruelty. Disorders harm everybody; ex-
ecutions harm only the few or the one who is executed. As
the prince may gain a name for liberality by taking little, so
he may be held merciful by not being cruel too often.

Machiavelli’s new prince arranges the obligation of his
subjects to himself in 2 manner rather like that of the Chris-
tian God, in the eye of whom all are guilty by original sin;
hence God’s mercy appears less as the granting of benefits
than as the remission of punishment. With this thought in
mind, the reader will not be surprised that Machiavelli goes
on to discuss whether it is better for the prince to be loved or
feared. It would be best to be both loved and feared, but,
when necessity forces a choice, it is better to be feared,
because men love at their convenience but they fear at the
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convenience of the prince. Friends may fail you, but the
dread of punishment will never forsake you. If the prince
avoids making himself hated, which he can do by abstain-
ing from the property of others, ‘“‘because men forget the
death of a father more quickly than the loss of a patrimo-
ny,” he will again have subjects obligated to him for what he
does not do to them rather than for benefits he provides.

[tis laudable for a prince to keep faith, Machiavelli says
in Chapter 18, but princes who have done great things have
done them by deceit and betrayal. The prince must learn
how to use the beast in man, or rather the beasts; for man is
an animal who can be many animals, and he must know
how to be a fox as well as a lion. Men will not keep faith
with you; how can you keep i1t with them? Politics, Ma-
chiavelli seems to say, as much as consists in breaking
promises, for circumstances change and new necessities
arise that make it impossible to hold to one’s word. The
only question is, can one get away with breaking one’s
promises? Machiavelli’s answer is a confident yes. He
broadens the discussion, speaking of five moral qualities,
especially religion; he says that men judge by appearances
and that when one judges by appearances, *‘one looks to the
end.” The end is the outcome or the effect, and if a prince
wins and maintains a state, the means will always be judged
honorable. Since Machiavelli has just emphasized the
prince’s need to appear religious, we may compare the peo-
ple’s attitude toward a successful prince with their belief in
divine providence. As people assume that the outcome of
events in the world is determined by God’s providence, so
they conclude that the means chosen by God cannot have
been unworthy. Machiavelli’s thought here is both a subtle
attack on the notion of divine providence and a subtle ap-
preciation of it, insofar as the prince can appropriate it to his
own use.

It is not easy to state exactly what virtue is, according
to Machiavelli. Clearly he does not leave virtue as it was in
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the classical or Christian tradition, nor does he imitate any
other writer of his time. Virtue in his new meaning seems to
be a prudent or well-taught combination of vice and virtue
in the old meaning. Virtue for him is not a mean between
two extremes of vice, as 1s moral virtue for Aristotle. As we
have seen, in Chapter 15 eleven virtues (the same number as
Aristotle’s, though not all of them the same virtues) are
paired with eleven vices. From this we might conclude that
virtue does not shine of itself, as when it is done for its own
sake. Rather, virtue is as it takes effect, its truth is its cf-
fectual truth; and it 1s effectual only when it is seen in con-
trast to its opposite. Liberality, mercy, and love are impres-
sive only when one expects stinginess (or rapacity), cruelty,
and fear. This contrast makes virtue apparent and enables
the prince to gain a reputation for virtue. If this is so, then
the new meaning Machiavelli gives to virtue, a meaning
which makes use of vice, must not entirely replace but
somehow continue to cocxist with the old meaning, ac-
cording to which virtue is shocked by vice.

A third quality of the new prince is that he must make
his own foundations. Although to be acquisitive means to
be acquisitive for oneself, the prince cannot do everything
with his own hands: he necds help from others. But in
seeking help he must take account of the “two diverse hu-
mors”’ to be found in every city—the people, who desire
not to be commanded or oppressed by the great, and the
great, who desire to command and oppress the people
(Chapter 9). Of these two humors, the prince should
choose the people. The people are easier to satisfy, too inert
to move against him, and too numerous to kill, whereas the
great regard themsclves as his equals, are ready and able to
conspire against him, and are replaceable.

The prince, then, should ally with the people against
the aristocracy; but how should he get their support? Ma-
chiavelli gives an example in the conduct of Cesare Borgia,
whom he praises for the foundations he laid (Chapter 7).
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When Cesare had conquered the province of Romagna, he
mstalled “Remirro de Orco’ (actually a Spaniard, Don Re-
miro de Lorqua) to carry out a purge of the unruly lords
there. Then, because Cesare thought Remirro’s authority
might be excessive, and his exercise of it might become
hateful—in short, because Remirro had served his pur-
pose—he purged the purger and one day had Remirro dis-
played in the piazza at Cesena in two pieces. This spectacle
left the people “‘at the same time satisfied and stupefied”;
and Cesare set up a more constitutional government in Ro-
magna. The lesson: constitutional government is possible
but only after an unconstitutional beginning.

In Chapter 9 Machiavelli discusses the “‘civil prin-
cipality,” which is gained through the favor of the people,
and gives as example Nabis, “prince” of the Spartans,
whom he calls a tyrant in the Discourses on Livy because of
the crimes Nabis committed against his rivals. In Chapter 8
Machiavelli considers the principality that is attained
through crimes, and cites Agathocles and Oliverotto, both
of whom were very popular despite their crimes. As one
ponders these two chapters, it becomes more and more
difficult to find a difference between gaining a principality
through crimes and through the favor of the people. Surely
Cesare Borgia, Agathocles, and Nabis seemed to have fol-
lowed the same policy of pleasing the people by cutting up
the great. Finally, in Chapter 19, Machiavelli reveals that
the prince need not have the support of the people after all.
Even if he is hated by the people (since in fact he cannot fail
to be hated by someone), he can, like the Roman emperor
Severus, make his foundation with his soldiers (sée also
Chapter 20). Severus had such virtue, Machiavelli says,
with an unobstrusive comparison to Cesare Borgia in
Chapter 7, that he “stupefied” the people and *“‘satisticd”
the soldiers.

Fourth, the new prince has his own arms, and does not
rely on mercenary or auxiliary armies. Machiavelli omits a

XX



