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3 Break with Medieval Political Theory
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Turning away from the religious orientation of the Middle Ages, Renaissance
thinkers discussed the human condition in secular terms and opened up pos-
sibilities for thinking about moral and political problems in new ways. Thus,
Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-1527), a Florentine statesman and political theo-
rist, broke with medieval political theory. Medieval political thin%{ers held th?.t
the ruler derived power from God and had a religious obligation t.U I‘ult': in
accordance with God'’s precepts. Machiavelli, though, ascribed no divine origin
to kingship, nor did he ateribute events to the mysterious will of .Govd; and he
explicitly rejected the principle that kings should adhere to C.hrlstlan moral
teachings. For Machiavelli, the state was a purely human creation. Sugjcessful
kings or princes, he asserted, should be concerned onl{/ with preserving arfd
strengthening the state’s power and must ignore questl()n.s .of good and evil,
morality and immorality. Machiavelli did not assert chat t.'el{gxon was supernat-
ural in origin and rejected the prevailing belief that Christian morality should
guide political life. For him, religion’s value derived from ().ther factors: a ruler
could utilize religion to unite his subjects and to foster obedience to law.

Niccoldo Machiavelli
THE PRINCE

In contrast to medieval thinkers, Machiavelli did not seck to construct an i(}eal
Christian community but to discover how politics was really conducfed. In .Ijbe
Prince, written in 1513 and published posthumously in 1532, he studied politics
in the cold light of reason, as the following passage illustrates.

It now remains to be seen what are the methods
and rules for a prince as regards his subjeces and
friends. And as I know that many have writ-
ten of this, I fear that my writing about it may
be deemed presumpeuous, differing as I do,
especially in this matcer, from the opinions of
others. But my intention being to write some-
thing of use to those who understand, it appears
to me more proper to go to the real cruch of
the maccer than o its imagination; and many
have imagined republics and principalicies
which have never been seen or known to exist in
reality; for how we live is so far removed from
how we ought to live, that he who abandons

rather learn to bring about his own ruin than

his preservation.

Machiavelli removed ethics from political
thinking. A successful ruler, he contended,
is indifferent to moral and religious consid-
erations. But will not the prince be punished
on the Day of Judgment for violating Chri'slian
teachings? In startling contrast to medieval
theorists, Machiavelli simply ignored the ques-
tion. The action of a prince, he said, should be
governed solely by necessity.

A man who wishes to make a profession of good-

among so many who are noc good. Therefore i¢
is necessary for a prince, who wishes to maintain
himself, to learn how not to be good, and to use
this knowledge and not use i, according to the
necessity of the case.

Leaving on one side, then, those things
which concern only an imaginary prince, and
speaking of those thae are real, I stace that all
men, and especially princes, who are placed at
a greater heighe, are reputed for certain quali-
ties which bring chem ecicher praise or blame.
Thus one is considered liberal, another . . .
miserly; ... one a free giver, another rapacious;
one cruel, anocher merciful; one a breaker of
his word, another trustworthy; one effeminate
and pusillanimous, another fierce and high-
spirited; one humane, another haughey; one
lascivious, another chaste; one frank, another
astute; one hard, another casy; one serious, an-
other frivolous; one religious, another an un-
believer, and so on. I know that every one will
admic that ic would be highly praiseworthy in a
prince to possess all the above-named qualities
that are reputed good, bur as they cannot all be
possessed or observed, human conditions not
permitting of it, it is necessary that he should
be prudent enough ro avoid the scandal of those
vices which would lose him the stace, and guard
himself if possible against those which will not
lose it {for] him, but if not able to, he can in-
dulge chem with less scruple. And yet he muse
not mind incurring the scandal of cthose vices,
without which it would be difficule to save the
state, for if one considers well, it will be found
thar some things which seem virtues would,
it followed, lead to one’s ruin, and some oth-
ers which appear vices resule in one's greater
security and wellbeing. . .

-+« say chac every prince must desire o be
considered merciful and not cruel, He must,
however, take care not (o misuse this merciful-
ness. Cesare Borgia was considered cruel, bur
his cruelty had broughe order to the Romagna,’

'Cesare Boroia (1474 15nm0 .

Chapter 1 The Rise of Moderiiy 11

united it, and reduced it to peace and feale

If this is considered well, e will be soen (b
he was really much more mercify] than he
Florentine people, who, to avoid the e
of cruelty, allowed Pistoia? 1o be desiroved

A prince, therefore, must not mind in ring the
charge of crueley for che purpose of keeping fi
subjects united and faithful; for, with a very o
examples, he will be more merciful tha, thow
who, from excess of tenderness, allow oo
to arise, from whence spring bloodshed il
rapine; for these as a rule injure the wiol Com

munity, while the executions carricd o1 b the
prince injure only individuals. . .

Machiavelli’s rigorous investigation of puoli
tics led him to view human nature fron: (i
standpoint of its limitations and impurfec-
tions. The astute prince, he said, roc ognizey
that human beings are by nature eliiogy,
cowardly, and dishonest, and regulates hiv
political strategy accordingly.

From this ariscs the question whether it i 1 (10
to be loved more chan feared, or feared rore (o
loved. The reply is, that one ought to b Lo
teared and loved, but as it is difficult for the fwa
to go together, it is much safer co he fearcd oy,
loved, if one of the two has to be wanting. Fo
it may be said of men in general that they e
ungrateful, voluble, dissemblers, anxions (o v, i
danger, and covetous of gain; as long as you hery
che chem, chey are entirely yours; they offer vony
their blood, their goods, their life, and their il

dren, as I have before said, when the BOCeSS Ty i
remote; but when ic approaches, they revole A
the prince who has relied solely on their word..
without making other preparations, is i

Alexander VI (1492-1503). With his fachers aed o
attempted to carve out for himself an independen docn
in north-central Ttaly, with Romagna as ies heare o b
cruelty, violence, and treachery, he succeeded ui e o0
his ambition, but ulcimately his principaliry collapsed
Romagna was eventually incorporated into che Papal Stace
under Pope Julius I (1503151 3).



12 Part One Early Modern Euvope

for the friendship which is gained by purchase
and not through grandeur and nobility of spirit
is bought but not secured, and at a pinch is not
to be expended in your service. And men have
less scruple in offending one who makes him-
self loved than one who makes himself feared,;
for love is held by a chain of obligation which,
men being selfish, is broken whenever it serves
their purpose; but fear is maintained by @ dread
of punishment which never fails.

Seill, a prince should make himself feared in
such a way that if he does not gain love, he at
any rate avoids hatred; for fear and the absence

of hatred may well go together, and will be

always atcained by one who abstains from
interfering with the property of his citizens and
subjects or wich their women. And when he is
obliged to take the life of any one, let him do so
when there is a proper justification and manifest
reason for it; but above all he must abstain from
taking the property of others, for men forger
more easily the death of their father than che loss
of their patrimony. Then also pretexts for seizing
Pl'(?l)(‘i‘l)' are never \Vll”[illg, (H]Ll one \«Vh() bL'(L[i[lS
to live by rapine will always find some reason
for taking the goods of others, whereas causes for
taking life are rarer and more fleeting.

But when the prince is with his army and has
a large number of soldiers under his control, then
it is extremely necessary that he should not mind
being chought cruel; for without this reputation
he could not keep an army united or disposed
to any duty. Among the noteworthy actions of
Hannibal® is numbered chis, that although he
had an enormous army, composed of men of all
nations and fighting in foreign countries, there
never arose any dissension either among them
or against the prince, either in ;;Hml fortune or
in bad. This could not be due to anything but
his inhuman crueley, which together with his
infinice other virtues, made him always vener-

ated and terrible in the sight of his soldiers, and

Hannibal (247-182 B.¢.) was a brilliant Carthaginian
general whose military victories almost destroyed Roman
nower He was finallv defeared ar the battle of Zama in

without it his other virtues would not have suf-
ficed to produce that effect. Thoughtless writers
admire on che one hand his actions, and on the

other blame the principal cause of them. ...

Again in marked contrast to the teachings of
Christian (and ancient) moralists, Machiavelli
said that the successful prince will use any
means to achieve and sustain political power.
If the end is desirable, all means are justified.

How laudable it is for a prince to keep good
faith and live with integrity, and not with
astuceness, every one knows. Still the experi-
ence of our times shows those princes to have
done great things who have had licele regard for
good faith, and have been able by astuteness to
confuse men’s brains, and who have ultimately
overcome those who have made loyaley their
foundation.

You must know, then, that there are two
methods of fighting, the one by law, the other
by force: che firse mechod is that of men, che
second of beasts: but as the first mechod is often
insufficient, one must have recourse to the sec-
ond. It is therefore necessary for a prince to know
well how to use both the beast and the man. ...

A prince being thus obliged to know well how
o act as a beast must imitate the fox and the lion,
for the lion cannot protect himself from traps,
and the fox cannot defend himself from wolves.
One must therefore be a fox to recognise traps,
and a lion to frighten wolves. Those that wish to
be only lions do not understand this. Therefore,
a prudent ruler oughe not to keep faich when
by so doing it would be against his interest, and
when the reasons which made him bind himself
o longer exist. If men were all good, this precept
would not be a good one; but as they are bad, and
would not observe their faich with you, so you
are not bound to keep faith with them. Nor have
legitimate grounds ever failed a prince who
wished to show [plausible] excuse for the non-
fulfilment of his promise. Of this one could furnish

an infinite number of modern examples, and show

many promises rendered worthless, by the faith-
lessness of princes, and those that have been best
able to imitace the fox have succeeded best. Buc
it is necessary to be able to disguise this character
well, and to be a great feigner and dissembler; and
men are so simple and so ready to obey present
necessities, that one who deceives will always find
those who allow themselves to be deceived. ‘. .

- Thus icis well to seem merciful, faichful,
humane, sincere, religious, and also to be so: but
you must have the mind so disposed that when
it is needful o be ocherwise you may be able to
change to the opposite qualities. And it must be
understood that a prince, and especially a new
prince, cannot observe all those things which are
considered good in men, being often obliged, in
order to maincain the state, to act uguink;; faith,
against charity, against humanity, and against
religion. And, therefore, he must have a mind
disposed to adapt itself according to the wind,
and as the variations of forcune dicrate, and, ;1§
I said before, not deviate from what is good, if
possible, but be able to do evil if constrained.

A prince must take great care that nothing
goes out of his mouch which is not full of th:
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1t ways was Niccolo Machiavelli's advice to princes a break fy
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above-named five qualities, and, to sce and Lo

ricy, humanity, and religion. And nothing i
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him, he should seem to be all merc y, faith, e

necessary than to seem to have this fast

{
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tor men in general judge more by the cyes (ha
by the hands, for every one can see, but vory fon

have to feel. Everybody sees what you ap et

to be, few feel what you are, and those few il
not dare to oppose themselves to the niny, wh
have the majesty of the state to defend them: o
in the actions of men, and especially of preinces
from which chere is no appeal, the Un! justific

the means. Let a prince therefore aim ar o

ing and maintaining the state, and (he meane

will always be judged honourable and praised

every one, for the vulgar is always calien b

appearances and che issue of the event: aod o

world consists only of the vulgar, and the few o]

are not vulgar are isolated when the many have o

rallying point in the prince. A certain princ

the present time, whom it is well not 1o 0

never does anyching but preach peace and ooodd

faich, but he is really a great enemy o both, an

either of them, had he observed them, would Iy

lost him stace or reputation on many occasion
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heologian, Luther had no intention of foundin

ducated in the tradition of the New Devotion, 2 movement he

crman Augustinian

curope. e



