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Chapter 2

A Forgotten Influence: Xenophon and Machiavelli

“Sedulo curavi, humanas actiones non ridere, non lugere neque detestari, sed intelligere.”

Baruch de Spinoza,

Tractatus Politicus I.4.


Perhaps in a larger degree than any other political author in the last five hundred years, Machiavelli has been subject to a vast number of interpretations. So much has been written that in his book The Myth of the State, published posthumously in 1946, Ernst Cassirer had to place great effort to trace the turbulent historiography of the Florentine author. In his study, Cassirer reminded us of how Machiavelli’s fortune has moved like a pendulum from one end of the interpretative spectrum to the other.
 His writings have suffered all kinds of vicissitudes: from periods of severe condemnation – which began almost immediately after his writings were published – to eras of veneration. 

The first period of censure was initiated in France and continued in England during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
 It began after the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre
 of the Huguenots in France in 1572 was blamed on Caterina de’ Medici. Although she was the mother of Charles IX, Caterina was effectively ruling France at the time. By “usurping” the power of the King and acting in cruel ways, she was perceived as an agent of Italian wicked politics, in no small part because she was a “reader of Machiavelli.”
 Such view soon took root among Protestant countries thanks to Innocent Gentillet’s book Contre Machiavel (1576). This rather strange accusation, however, inspired both Christopher Marlowe and William Shakespeare to use the word “Machiavel” in their plays as the incarnation of political cunning, hypocrisy, cruelty, and crime.
 Given the inmense popularity and influence of their writings, Marlowe and Shakespeare had effectively branded the name of Machiavelli as “evil.”

On the other side of the “interpretative pendulum” was Francis Bacon, who appreciated Machiavelli as a supreme realist and as an author who knew how to avoid utopian fantasies.
 The commendation was continued by Spinoza
 and Rousseau,
 who both saw Machiavelli as one of the most sincere and profound defenders of freedom among all the political writers in history. Despite saying that Machiavelli was covering monstrous’ crimes in his preface to the first edition of Frederick II’s Anti-Machiavel,
 Voltaire found in Machiavelli a perfect ally for his critique of the Christian Church, and both Herder
 and Hegel
 saw him as a product of the ways of thinking and acting of the Renaissance as well as a source of inspiration for their own respective desires to unify their own country. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, when nationalism became a strong driving force in the political and social environs of Europe, Machiavelli’s image had completed a metamorphosis: from devil to deity.
 

In the long process of interpretation to which this Italian author has been subjected, some controversial figures who influenced him have also fallen victim to oblivion. This provides another important example of the hermeneutical barriers that limit our perception of the controversial political philosophers discussed in this dissertation. In the case of Machiavelli, perhaps the most puzzling of these silenced influences is without a doubt the Greek philosopher Xenophon. 

2.1

The Hermeneutical background
Between the Prince and the Discourses, Xenophon is mentioned directly eight times by Machiavelli – more than Plato, Aristotle and Cicero combined – making him the most referenced Classical Greek author in the corpus of his work.
 In spite of his conspicuous presence, which is a sign of the importance given to him by Machiavelli, the interpretative literature on Xenophon is nevertheless curiously sparse. As far as I am aware, not many monographs exist that are exclusively dedicated to the study of Machiavelli’s ancient sources. Among these, very little attention is paid to the influence that Xenophon had on Machiavelli’s thought. One of these books is a brief study, entitled Die antiken Quellen der Staatslehre Machiavellis, which was written in the 19th century by Georg Ellinger,
 a student of Wilhelm Dilthey. The most notable and comprehensive study is Gennaro Sasso’s four volume Machiavelli egli antichi e altri saggi,
 in which Xenophon is mentioned only in a few pages.
 

There are several possible reasons for general scholarly neglect of the relationship between Xenophon and Machiavelli. First, Xenophon has lost the appeal that he had during the early Renaissance as one of the major authors of political thought from the ancient world.
 Second, this lack of interest has deteriorated into what is now a general feeling that he is no more than a second class author
 and hence, not worthy of careful consideration or commentary with regard to his influence on Machiavelli. Leo Strauss asserts in this regard that, “the neglect of the Hiero as well as the Education of Cyrus is no doubt partly due to the fashionable underestimation and contempt of Xenophon’s intellectual power.”
 In addition, as Christopher Nadon points out, “over the past 150 years, perhaps no other author from the classical tradition has been so little studied and so much reviled.”
 In contrast, other ancient authors such as Livy, Cicero, Thucydides and even Homer and Lucretius are the subjects of a considerably larger number of interpretative works in relation to Machiavelli. 

The most widely read biographies of Machiavelli, the classic Vita di Niccolò Machiavelli by Roberto Ridolfi,
 the recent Il Sorriso di Niccolò: Storia di Machiavelli by Maurizio Viroli
 as well as the renowned studies Machiavelli by Herfried Münkler
 and Machiavelli in Hell
 by Sebastian De Grazia have also, unfortunately, contributed to the idea that Xenophon is not an important resource for the understanding of Machiavelli, since these authors never discuss Xenophon. Furthermore, the works of influential interpreters such as Benedetto Croce,
 Friederich Meinecke,
 Federico Chabod
 and Quentin Skinner
 continue to perpetuate this general hermeneutical tendency by also failing to mention the Greek author in relation to the famous Florentine. 

There is, however, an important exception to this general trend. Leo Strauss and his followers have taken seriously Xenophon’s contribution to political philosophy.
 However, it might be worth noting that on those occasions when Strauss or those who comment on Machiavelli’s frequent references to Xenophon from the Straussian point of view – such as Harvey C. Mansfield – the Greek author is not considered with the rigor needed to recognize him as a serious source for Machiavelli’s ideas. Instead, Xenophon is just treated as another author used by Machiavelli to transgress morality and continue his “evil way of political thinking and political acting,”
 as Strauss himself famously concluded.
 

2.2

Xenophon’s Devoted Reader

The historical records tell us that Machiavelli received a well-rounded education for his time in subjects such as rhetoric, grammar and Latin.
 However, his father, a lawyer, never intended Niccolò to become a scholar but to continue the family tradition and become an attorney. It was perhaps for this reason that Niccolò, even though he became acquainted with the classical authors, never learned the Greek language. In spite of some debate with regard to this issue, there is no convincing evidence to conclude that he was capable of reading or translating Greek.
 Yet, Pasquale Villari wrote in his study of the life and times of Machiavelli, “it cannot be doubted that he diligently studied translations of Greek authors and made use of them in his writings”
 – as we now know, he made use of Xenophon in particular.

As a Renaissance Humanist it was not unusual for Machiavelli to be interested in Greek authors without access to the original language. Paul Oskar Kristeller reminds us that in spite of a general interest and, to be more precise, excitement about the works of the ancient Greeks “the knowledge of Greek was comparatively rare even during the Renaissance, whereas Latin remained the common vehicle of learning and instruction, [thus] the general diffusion of Greek literature depended no less on Latin translations than on editions of the original Greek texts.”
 In the specific case of Xenophon, his writings became available in Italy through the translations made by both pupils of the Byzantine scholar Emmanuel Chrysoloras: Leonardo Bruni and Guarino da Verona. But the Greek author became widely used as a result of the first printed edition in Latin by Francesco Filelfo, made public in the year 1476,
 and through later translations made by other Byzantine scholars, such as Basilios Bessarion, who settled in the Italian peninsula after the fall of Constantinople in 1453. All of these available versions allowed Machiavelli, and others at the time, to have access to Xenophon’s complete writings from a young age.

Among Xenophon’s writings, Machiavelli was particularly interested in two of them: The Education of Cyrus, also known as the Cyropaedia (Κύρου παιδεία) and the Hiero or on Tyranny (Ἱέρων ἢ Τυραννικός). The Florentine writer, who was a devoted reader of these two works, adapted in his own way both the literary themes and political insights present in those two books. The Cyropaedia is a fictional narrative and dialogue between Cyrus and his father through which Cyrus is initiated into the art of politics. In conjunction with Xenophon’s Socratic tradition, the Hiero is also a dialogue, but in this instance, between a wise man represented by the lyric poet Simonides of Ceos and a tyrant, Hiero of Syracuse. In this dialogue the tyrant, unhappy with his life, seeks the advice of Simonides who tells him that he will become happy if he focuses his life on his subjects instead of himself. 
2.3

Advice to the Ruler

Machiavelli’s works could be considered the highest and most sophisticated manifestation of the speculum principis or “mirror for princes” (a genre of political treatises intended to provide advice to a prince on the art of successful ruling) during the Renaissance. This was a style used by many authors of his age, but it had already become popular in the Italian peninsula during the previous centuries.

There is a sense in which Machiavelli’s entire corpus seems to be a response to one of the most influential contributions to the genre of the specula: the one made by the early Renaissance humanist Francesco Petrarca.
 One should remember that Machiavelli makes an explicit and important reference to Petrarca in The Prince. In the last chapter of the opusculum,
 entitled “the exhortation to seize Italy and free her from the barbarians,”
 Machiavelli shows his honest desire that one day Petrarca’s words virtù contro a furore,
 from his song Italia Mia, could become a reality in Italy through the appearance of a virtuous prince who is able to unify all the fragmented city-states comprising the Italian territories. 

However, Petrarca inspired Machiavelli for the most part through his famous letter to Francesco da Carrara, entitled Qualis esse debeat qui rem publicam regit (how a ruler should govern his republic),
 which was Petrarca’s own contribution to the genre of the specula. Written in 1373, a year before his death, at the request by the Paduan lord Francesco, the letter made explicit the humanist’s ambition of unifying the Italian peninsula under the rule of a single prince and, most of all, his commitment to revive the ancient Roman political order. This desire to revive the ancient glory of Rome is what led Petrarca to use the works of Cicero, Seneca and the chronicles of Suetonius as the inspirational sources of the letter. 

There is in Machiavelli, however, an important difference with respect to Petrarca’s political sources. Machiavelli began to adapt the use of Greek political discourse in addition to the desire – manifested in most of the specula – to revive the Roman political order. This meant, among other things, that Machiavelli felt more at home with the “effectual politics” of the Greeks and began to adopt the more “realistic” approach to political philosophy followed by some of the Greek writers, but in particular of Xenophon, who unlike Plato had abandoned the search for “imagined republics” in favor of “the effectual truth” 
 of politics.

In the specific case of Xenophon, Machiavelli focused his attention for the most part on the Cyropaedia
 and made only one, but very significant, direct reference to the Hiero in his writings. Xenophon’s description of the dysfunctional psychology of a tyrant, made explicit in a fictional conversation between Simonides and Hiero, helped Machiavelli understand the problems raised by the selfishness that more often than not defines rulers who are alienated from their surroundings. 

Machiavelli began his comments by praising, in the second book of the Discourses,
 the greatness achieved by Athens, after it was liberated from the tyranny of Pisistratus and instituted the democratic reforms by Cleisthenes in the sixth century BCE, as well as the greatness of Rome when it was a republic and not yet ruled by emperors. The Florentine writer reached the conclusion that the reason for such greatness was due to the focus of their political institutions. “It was not the well-being of individuals that made cities great,” Machiavelli wrote, “but the well-being of the community; and it is beyond doubt that it is only in republics that the common good is looked to properly in that all that it promotes is carried out.”
 This is an important sign that, for Machiavelli, the proper search of the good life is conducted in a republic because of the role of the people. In this regard it is not possible to admit, as Eric Voegelin wrote in his review of Strauss’ On Tyranny that, “one sign of a specific influence of the Hiero on Machiavelli is his contemptus vulgi.”

In contrast to the ancient democracies and republics, Machiavelli observed that tyrants did in fact have a contemptus vulgi and their desire to focus on themselves had a destructive effect to the cities they ruled, 

“The opposite happens when one becomes a prince; for what he does in his own interest usually offends the city and what is done in the interest of the city offends him. In this mode as soon as a tyranny arises after a free way of life…a city ceases to make progress and to grow in power and wealth: more often than not what happens is that it declines.”
 

Then comes an important revelation in the text of the Discourses. Who is the source for Machiavelli’s comments on the detrimental nature of tyrants? – none other than Xenophon. It was in the Hiero that Machiavelli learned how tyrants are only interested in satisfying their own desires in a way that is even worse than that of the common people. “In the pleasure of expectation (ἐλπίς), [tyrants] are worse than private men,”
 Xenophon concluded, and hence they are bound to bring harm to the cities they rule because they only serve their selfish desires, which are augmented by their position of power. Therefore, the tyrant’s desires are in direct conflict with the common good of the city. This is the reason why Machiavelli makes a didactic recommendation to all of those who wish to learn about the tyrants’ libido dominandi. In order to “confirm this opinion with infinite reasons,” Machiavelli recommends, “they should read the treatise Xenophon makes on Tyranny.”
 

But there is a subtle way in which Machiavelli developed and differentiated his own political voice from that of the ancient Greek writer. Gennaro Sasso explains the difference in the following way, “in contrast with the classical authors, Machiavelli observed, with particular intensity, the specific thing, the object; and with respect to the psychology of the tyrant, he showed little care. Even though he was a careful reader of Xenophon’s Hiero, the soul of the tyrant, its internal determinations and its qualities did not attract his interest.”
 

Michel Foucault, in his essay entitled La Gouvernementalité, provides a clear insight to the philosophical shift, intuited by Sasso, occurring in the writings of Machiavelli with respect to the classical authors. Although throughout the Middle Ages and the Renaissance there were a multitude of treatises produced with a general theme of “giving advice to rulers (conseils au prince)”, Foucault considered that with Machiavelli there was an important shift to a type of treatise that presented itself as a work on the “arts of government (arts de gouverner).”
 To be more precise, although Machiavelli appreciated the emphasis on the psychological analysis of the Hiero, he preferred to follow – to a certain extent – the different mode of “giving advice” developed in the Cyropaedia. Yet, it is only to a certain extent because the Cyropaedia, although based on history, reads more like a fictional novel than a political treatise, while both the Prince and the Discourses are written in an essay form presenting, not the psychological or moral struggles of the ruler, but the phenomenology of politics based on the teachings of history: the way politics is conducted and produced in its more immediate way. In other words, it seems that both Xenophon and Machiavelli focused their writings on what the ruler should do and not on what the ruler should be.
2.4

In Search of Princely Virtue

Several reasons might exist why Machiavelli felt more inspired by Xenophon’s political works than by those of Plato or Aristotle. But it is quite possible that the most important motive for Machiavelli might have been that Xenophon’s writings did not search or culminate in the elaboration of ideal societies in the abstract, but rather the Cyropaedia favored the real and factual conditions for a ruler to obtain an empire in historically given circumstances. Machiavelli himself tells the reader that his intent in The Prince was “to write something useful to whomever understands it, in a way more fitting to the effectual truth of the thing than to the imagination of it.”
 In the same chapter, he also warned us against those who “have imagined republics and principalities that have never been seen or known to exist in truth; for they are so far from how one lives to how one should live that he who lets go of what is done for what should be done learns his ruin rather than his preservation.”
 In other words, Machiavelli’s intention was to reflect and write on what a ruler should do in actuality given specific circumstances, in order to succeed in the political arena, because he deliberately wanted to undertake the sort of project endeavored by Xenophon.
 

It was in the context of this epistemological consideration that Xenophon’s Cyropaedia appears in the writings of the Florentine author. Machiavelli’s discussion of the Cyropaedia lies at the heart of those chapters in The Prince which examine, side by side, the people who hold virtues that have been traditionally considered worthy of imitation. Chapters XV to XIX of The Prince and several similar sections of the Discourses (3:20-23) evaluate the reasons why rulers in the past were praised or held in contempt for exhibiting characteristics such as being cruel, faithful, avaricious, liberal, parsimonious, etc. Depending on specific historical circumstances, those diverse characteristics have been exhibited, according to Machiavelli, by the greatest leaders of the past: Achilles, the mythical Greek hero of the Trojan War; Alexander, the conqueror of Asia; Gaius Julius Caesar, the roman emperor; Cyrus the Great, founder of the Persian empire and by Scipio the Elder, the general of the Second Punic War who defeated Hannibal.

Machiavelli explained, in the style of Xenophon, that through the study of historical patterns rulers should learn how to follow the example or, to be more precise, how to imitate those who have been praised before them so that their glory will come to exist again in the present. In The Prince, Machiavelli wrote, “above all he should do as some excellent man has done in the past who found someone to imitate who had been praised and glorified before him, whose exploits and actions he always kept before him.”
 But what exactly should a ruler imitate? How does one recognize the reasons why a ruler was “praised” and “glorified” in the past? 

The problem of what should a ruler imitate arised because, as a result of the lasting legacy of Medieval thought, it was commonly held during the Renaissance that virtues meant for the cultivation of the individual soul, namely, Castitas, Temperantia, Caritas, Industria, Patientia, Humanitas and Humilitas,
 should also function as political virtues. But, according to Machiavelli, when those virtues were applied in the political arena they became detrimental for the good of the state and, hence, for the good of the people. Those are the kind of virtues that he considered to be “imagined” when applied in government and, therefore, distant from the way politics actually functions.

In order to learn about the effects of proper political virtues, Machiavelli paid special attention to the political achievements of those who followed the virtues described by Xeonophon in the Cyropaedia. One of those figures was the Roman general Scipio. By doing this Machiavelli was following a widespread trend during the “fifteenth century, in which the Cyropaedia was specially sought after and studied; interest in it likely piqued by its reputation as a favorite of both Scipio and Caesar.”
 With respect to Scipio, as a reader and imitator of Cyrus, Machiavelli commented in The Prince, “and whoever reads the life of Cyrus written by Xenophon will then recognize how much glory that imitation brought to him, and how much in chastity, affability, humanity and liberality Scipio conformed to what had been written of Cyrus by Xenophon.”

Machiavelli saw in Scipio's actions virtues similar to those exhibited by Cyrus – according to Xenophon in the Cyropaedia – virtues which were practiced by Scipio after carefully reading the Greek author. Xenophon spoke of several virtues worthy of imitation such as moderation (σωφροσύνη), continence/self-control (ἐγκράτεια)
 and strength (ἀλκή)
 as well as the desire of a ruler to search for what is noble (καλός) and good (ἀγαθός).
 Machiavelli learned through Xenophon and Scipio’s actions that these virtues, among others as well, have proven to be effective in politics and could be exercised as an alternative to the commonly held Medieval virtues.

Besides suitable and functional political qualities, it is possible to argue that Machiavelli also learned from the Cyropaedia his epistemological approach, that is to say, how to judge the effect of those virtues. Machiavelli observed, for instance, that the acquisition of political knowledge (ἐπιστήμη)
 is actually possible: one can learn to govern others by imitating a great ruler who is worthy of wonder (θαυμάζω) and once one has learned “with what education he was brought up, such that he so excelled in ruling human beings.”

Yet, interestingly enough, in the end Machiavelli will reach the conclusion that using the specific actions of Scipio as an example for later ages will be ultimately detrimental, because he was an extraordinary person and succeeded even using “imagined virtues” instead of only those recommended by Xenophon. The Florentine author reached this conclusion by comparing him to another ruler who was “worthy of wonder:” Hannibal. “Xenophon took great pains”, Machiavelli wrote in regard to the source of Scipio’s inspiration, “to show how many victories, how much honor and fame Cyrus gained by his humanity and affability and by his not having exhibited a single instance of pride, cruelty or luxuriousness, nor of any of the other vices that are apt to stain the life of men. And yet we see that Hannibal, by following the very opposite course, achieved great fame and great victories.”
 Thus, Machiavelli found in the actions of Scipio and Hannibal a paradox. Both rulers achieved victories: one by being affable and the other one by being cruel. In the end, it seemed as if the commonly held virtues of the Medieval era could bring success, but only when they were used by somebody “who was extremely rare not only in his times but also in the entire memory of things known.”

Hence, those virtues, followed by Scipio, do not seem to be worthy of imitation in the political arena by most rulers because only exceptional people could reach success by following them. Machiavelli clarified his point in another passage from The Prince where he praised the generous actions of Cyrus, as described by Xenophon, not because he was generous for his own sake, but because his generosity was based on “spending what is someone else’s for the good of the state.”
 In other words, even though liberality in itself could be considered a “virtue”, being liberal in the political arena could lead to poverty and disarray and, finally, to the contempt of the people due to the mismanagement of the wealth of the state. 

In a passage from a chapter of the Discourses entitled “That One Comes from Base to Great Fortune more through Fraud than through Force,”
 Machiavelli further developed his argument by explaining that Xenophon ultimately did not present Cyrus as someone who became a successful ruler because of his benevolence and honesty. Machiavelli wrote, “Xenophon in his life of Cyrus shows the necessity to deceive, considering that the first expedition that Cyrus carried out against the king of Armenia is full of fraud, and that he makes him seize his kingdom through deception and not through force.”
 In conclusion, as explained before, it was Cyrus’ use of a different set of political virtues that finally led to his achievements.
As argued by Leo Strauss in his essay “Machiavelli and Classical Literature,” this is an instance in which Machiavelli seems to show his “break” from the ancient tradition. In Machiavelli there was no longer, Strauss wrote, a “docile listening of what the ancient writers say.”
 This was the Florentine writer’s way to set forth “wholly new modes and orders,”
 which became “the birth of the greatest of all youth movements: modern philosophy”.
 In other words, Machiavelli’s “break” – according to Strauss – was a shift from the lost authority of the old, signed by the search for what is good and noble, over a preference for what is new and effective. But, while Machiavelli had a preference for what is effective, it is misleading to think that he abandoned the quest for what is good and noble.

* * *


In the first part I have presented some arguments about the consequences of the hermeneutical weight placed upon the works of both Han Fei and Machiavelli. In both cases, there are signs that the impact of pivotal predecessors has been ignored and possibly repressed. However, these key influential figures – Xunzi for Han Fei and Xenophon for Machiavelli – provide us with a unique opportunity to observe and understand in a more sophisticated way the development of their respective political thoughts. 


In the case of Han Fei, analyzing the influence that Xunzi had over his writings provides an opportunity to comprehend the background behind the development of his view of the natural tendencies of people and his own distinctive contribution to the debate on xing (性). Furthermore, Han Fei’s understanding of the natural tendencies of people functions as the ground from where his political project grows, which is also the key to enter into his vision of the enlightened ruler (明主) and his political enterprise considered as a whole. 

With regard to Machiavelli, it is quite possible that without seriously considering Xenophon as a source for his ideas, it would be difficult to appreciate his view on an entirely different set political virtues (now considered “modern”) as well as his epistemological shift from “how to rule one-self” to “how to govern.”


Bearing in mind the background provided in the first section, the following part of the dissertation will attempt to present the definition that both authors had of the virtuous politician. 
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