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Chapter 4

Educating Machiavelli’s Prince

“Una questione che forse non si chiuderà mai: la questione del Machiavelli.”

Benedetto Croce, Quaderni della ‘Critica’ 5.14 (1949).


Taking into account the extent of the negative influence that some interpreters have had over the way the readers approach Machiavelli – as it has been argued in chapter 2 – in this chapter I will continue trying to unearth – so to speak – the Florentine writer from beneath the prejudices that have piled up over his thought. Thus far, I presented some features from ancient philosophy that helped shape the development of Machiavelli's account of the political virtues. In this chapter I will continue this line of thought by trying to unravel what kind of ruler embodies those virtues. In short, who is Machiavelli’s prince?

 Among the many controversial issues considered by Machiavelli in his writings, perhaps one of the most discussed has been the kind of advice that he gave to rulers. Naturally, several questions arise in this regard, in particular, what kind of ideal ruler did Machiavelli have in mind? Who is capable of governing people successfully? What kind of characteristics – or to be more precise –, what kind of virtues should this ruler have? Is the ability to rule not an innate talent? If rulership is not an innate feature, can human beings be educated to become rulers worthy of praise and glory?

4.1

A Critique of Augustinianism

One of the contributing factors to the problematic way in which Machiavelli is traditionally discussed has consisted in treating his ideas as if they existed in an ahistorical vacuum. A consequence of interpreting and, thus, presenting Machiavelli outside of his milieu, is that readers are generally unaware of the Medieval context of his thought. It is crucial to be aware that such a context, however, was obvious to him and his Renaissance audience. As Machiavelli wrote with the readers of his own time in mind, he assumed that the audience could understand him without an elaborate detailing of the Medieval ideas which he was discussing.
 He simply presupposed that a Medieval background was obvious to everyone who went through his pages.
 Such scenery has naturally disappeared from the minds of the contemporary readers of The Prince and the Discourses, but it does not mean that, as we read his works today, those ideas themselves no longer inform Machiavelli’s works.


I would like to suggest that the first step in elaborating a sophisticated picture of the Medieval context of Machiavelli’s writings takes us to Augustine of Hippo. The reason is that perhaps no other Medieval philosopher had more authority on the general subject of politics during the Renaissance than Augustine.
 Kristeller explained in an essay dedicated to Augustine’s role during the Renaissance that, “although it was certain that during the Middle ages Augustine’s influence was always significant, however it assumed a particular importance during the period of the Renaissance”
 becoming a fundamental inspiration for Petrarca, Erasmus, Leonardo Bruni, Coluccio Salutati, Marsilio Ficino and Lorenzo Valla.
Augustine’s presence was, for that matter, a critical influential factor in the intellectual environment of the Renaissance which was struggling to overcome what it saw as the deficiencies of the previous era: an era baptized by Petrarca through a reformulation of a Christian metaphor as the “darkness and night of error before the dawn of the true light.”


Hence, for Machiavelli an author such as Augustine, who came from the “darkness,” was far from being a positive influence for society. Machiavelli used a critical passage in the Discourses to explain the epistemological consequences of the way humanity was conceived in relation to politics on account of the influence of Augustine as well as other Christian Medieval philosophers. The Florentine author was particularly concerned about the way throughout the centuries the ancient – that is to say, Roman – desire for liberty and autonomy was supplanted by weakness and submission due to Medieval conceptions. Moreover, because weakness and submission were considered virtues, they had become two of the model features of the ideal configuration of humanity: all people were taught to aspire to conduct themselves in society according to such a view of humanity. Machiavelli expressed his concern with the following words, 


“If one asks oneself how it comes about that the ancients were more fond of liberty than they are today, I think the answer is that it is due to the same cause that makes men today less bold than they used to be; and this is due, I think, to the difference between our education and that of the ancients.”
 


By “the ancients” and their education, Machiavelli was referring to the Romans at the height of the Republican period. Machiavelli saw a distinct contrast between the importance played by religion on the education of the ancient Romans and of the “Renaissance Romans.” The Catholic Church, having placed the center of Christianity in Rome itself, had nevertheless destroyed what Machiavelli saw as good in the ancient religion. Not only had the rulers of the principalities in Italy failed to grasp the role of religion in politics, but also the Church itself, “through the example of [its] court, have made this land lose all devotion and all religion.”
 The result had been that Italy had grown weak, despite serving as the seat for the Christian leaders. Indeed, they allowed the country to become “the prey of not only powerful barbarians but of whoever assails her.”
 


But, in spite of pointing out the negligence of Christianity, his praise for the ways of the pagan religion provide us with important clues that Machiavelli was not an antireligious thinker – at least not in the way that Voltaire and other figures of the European Enlightenment were. As a matter of fact, Machiavelli saw religion as one of the vital institutions in charge of providing a moral foundation to construct a proper civil society based on the well-being of its constituents. In the Discourses he remembered how “the Romans took more care [of the ancient religion] than in regard to any other order [in the roman republic].”
 Skinner explained the reasons behind Machiavelli’s admiration and desire to revive the ways of the Romans in the following manner, “the secret known to the ancient Romans – and forgotten in the modern world – is that institutions of religion can be made to play a role analogous to that of outstanding individuals in helping to promote civic greatness.”
 


In this regard, for Machiavelli the Roman Church was not only lacking in providing proper leadership, but it was also actually behaving as a destructive force. The Christian worldview was failing to promote the desire for people to become great and change society for the better. This meant that the Church was in actuality destroying Renaissance culture from within.


“Our religion has glorified humble and contemplative men, rather than men of action. It has assigned as man’s highest good humility, abnegation, and contempt for human things, whereas the other identified it with magnanimity, bodily strength, and everything else that make men very bold. And if our religion demands that in you there be strength, what it asks for is strength to suffer rather than strength to do a bold thing.”
 


Someone familiar with the Medieval background of Machiavelli’s writings will have no trouble recognizing the Augustinian element of Christianity that the Florentine writer was criticizing in the passage of the Discourses quoted above. For instance, Kristeller reminds contemporary readers that, “the influence of the De Civitate Dei dominated political and historical literature for many centuries,”
 but in particular after the eleventh. In this sense, it is likely that no philosopher during this time outdid Augustine in providing Christianity with resources to build a deep feeling of contempt for the world – or as Machiavelli called it “contempt for human things.” In addition, it is important to take into account that Augustine became available to Machiavelli not only through the prominent place given to his works in Medieval libraries and the widespread influence of his ideas but also through Petrarca,
 one of Machiavelli’s most important sources of classical materials. Machiavelli may have been trying to emulate his teacher’s rejection of scholastic learning; however, unlike Petrarca, he wished to reorient politics, instead of literature, to the values of classical antiquity.


In particular, one can find in one of Augustine’s most influential books, De Civitate Dei, which was among the first books printed in Italy,
 the core principles that modeled his view of politics – the ones criticized by Machiavelli. In De Civitate Dei, Augustine manifested a profound pessimism for the prospect of this world and, in consequence, he concluded that any attempt to engage in political action was futile.
 His pessimism was strengthened by a robust sense of determinism that took away any hope for humanity to be able to change its current surroundings. “Such is the stupid pride of these men”, Augustine wrote, “who suppose that the supreme good is to be found in this life, and that they are the agents of their own happiness.”
 


Augustine explained furthermore that it is possible to enjoy happiness in the civitas terrena but only through earthly things and appetites. It will be, therefore, a happiness of the body and its appetites, just like the one enjoyed by animals.
 Once more, Augustine’s view stands in direct opposition to Machiavelli, because for the Florentine writer bodily strength and those things that make a society bold are the elements providing the right kind of strength to overcome the evils of this world. For Machiavelli the wrong kind of strength is the strength to suffer or, to use Augustine’s own term, the strength to have patience (patientia) and endure the events that affect us. As Kristeller comments, Augustine developed this notion of patience in no small part from his desire to “recapitulate and to complete the theological speculation of Saint Paul,”
 who in his epistles reminded his followers to prepare themselves to bear the evils of this world.
  


Given that the Roman Empire – the political entity witnessed by Augustine – was conceived and actualized in this world it could never become the true source of happiness. Because it lacked qualities of the eternal, it had to crumble into pieces never to recover. Consequently, patience became an official practice encouraged by the Church following Augustine’s advice, because in reality “we have no hold on a present salvation, but look for salvation in the future, [and] so we look forward to happiness and a happiness won by patience.”
 


The consequence of arguing in favor of values that shaped weak individuals by focusing on transcendence meant that humanity had abandoned the quest for a just society – in part because of the Augustinian influence. If the essence of the present world is seen as hopeless, it is impossible to conceive the possibility of justice on this earth. Machiavelli’s words were very direct in placing the blame on Augustine and others who made the world “became effeminate and disarmed the Heaven.”
 “This undoubtedly is due” the Florentine writer concluded in the same passage, “rather to the vileness of those who have interpreted our religion in terms of idleness, and not in terms of virtù.”
 The Florentine author had harsh words for Augustine because his Christian teachings had resulted in the crushing of the human spirit by interpreting religion in terms of ozio, idleness, quietism or, to use Augustine’s own term, patientia. The results were, for Machiavelli, simply catastrophic, “this mode of life, therefore, appears to have made the world weak, and to have handed it over as a prey to the wicked.”
 


This is the reason why the Florentine author warned his readers not to be confused by the so-called “virtues”. Machiavelli refers to this mistaken attitude in chapter 15 of The Prince as nothing less than infamy (infamia): “if one considers everything well, one will find something that appears to be virtue, which if pursued would be one’s ruin, and something else appears to be vice, which if pursued results in one’s security and well-being.”
 So, only if one considers “everything well” – within the political context – when those individual ideals (or virtues) are followed they lead to ruin in the political arena. Furthermore, he explicitly recommended in chapter 18 of The Prince that a ruler should often act against the principles of Christian morality because, “[a prince] cannot always observe all the things which human beings considered good because, in order to maintain a state, he is often forced to act against good faith, against charity, against humanness, against religion.”


Yet, it is worth noting that for Machiavelli, Christianity itself was not at fault and that it could redeem itself if it changed its ways.
 In Machiavelli’s opinion, the crisis of the Renaissance was not caused because Christianity was a flawed religion but by the way it was misinterpreted and, therefore, misused. First, it was used to make people weak and forget about this world, which allowed the wicked to take over and spread misery instead of happiness. Second, its “false interpretations (false interpretazioni)” led religion away from what could be its true and most powerful message. How can religion go back to the way of Romans? How could it promote virtu? If the leaders of the Church understood how religion can truly make people great, then they would have realized, “how it permits us the exaltation and defense of the fatherland (patria), [and] they would have seen that it also wishes us to love and honor it, and to prepare ourselves to be such that we may defend it.”
 

4.2

Politics and Morals


Machiavelli’s rejection of certain aspects of Medieval Christianity provide us with the first elements needed to understand that for Machiavelli there is not a divorce of politics from morals, but instead that the adoption of certain “morality,” designed for the individual development, actually could have catastrophic results in the political arena. 


With regard to the apparent separation between politics and morals, Benedetto Croce’s interpretation, written during the 1920s, has become so dominant in the secondary literature that it is very difficult to read Machiavelli in any other way but as an amoral philosopher. In his Elementi di Politica, Croce explained his now dominant perception, “it is well known that Machiavelli discovered the necessity and the autonomy of politics, politics which is beyond moral good or evil, which has its own laws against which it is futile to rebel, which cannot be exorcised and banished from the world with holy water.”


However, both Hans Baron
 and Isaiah Berlin
 have made notable efforts to argue against Croce’s powerful and influential words and also against those who have continued his line of interpretation
 – that there is an autonomy in politics which lies outside what is morally good or evil – such as Luigi Russo
 and Federico Chabod
 among others. 


I would like to point out, following Baron and Berlin’s arguments, that there is a meaningful element generally not considered with enough care by those who follow Croce. What Machiavelli seemed to have argued for was not an emancipation of politics from morals (or religion), but for a differentiation between two incompatible ways of life. Thus, the conflict described by Machiavelli was one between two moralities. He wanted his readers to understand that the ideals of Christianity (articulated as we have seen by Augustine) were incommensurable with the social and political development in this world. “For our religion”, Machiavelli wrote in the Discourses, “having taught us the truth and true way of life, leads us to ascribe less esteem to the worldly honor.”
 Therefore, the question posited by Machiavelli to the people of his time was the following, how one could build a satisfactory human community under the weight of a feeling of contempt for this world, the valorization of enduring the suffering on earth and the desire to live while only thinking about the hereafter?

Because Machiavelli’s epistemological stance was based on the verification of ideas with the effectual truth of things (verità effettuale della cosa), he felt that all political ideals should be tested by success recorded in history. He was thus convinced that following a life guided by humility and kindness did not prepare a ruler to deal with the way human beings are, that is, with all our virtues and vices. As Berlin explained, for Machiavelli it is “idle to build for, or discuss the prospects of, beings who can never be on earth. Such talk is beside the point, and only breeds dreams and fatal delusions… to advocate ideal measures suitable only for angels, as previous political writers seem to him too often to have done is visionary and irresponsible and leads to ruin.”
 As a matter of fact, those Christian princes who had led their people by actually following Christian precepts made Machiavelli conclude, based on history and his own experience, that governing in the light of such principles actually leads societies to suffering and destruction. 

Instead, Machiavelli promoted an alternative morality, what could be considered, following Berlin, a desire to imitate the pagan virtues, the antiqua virtus,
 of those who knew how to build great societies worthy of historical notability. That is the reason why Machiavelli wrote, “the old religion did not beatify men unless they were replete with glory;”
 and at the same time lamented that, “hence the gentiles, who held [religion] in high esteem and looked upon it as their highest good, displayed in their actions more ferocity than we do.”
 


Furthermore, Machiavelli wished to make us aware that in this world where “people are born to live and die in an order which is always the same,”
 we should learn not to rely on a single ruler, but in the construction of institutions capable of sustaining themselves through the movement of time. In effect, it was those institutions which led to Rome’s success in the eyes of Machiavelli, “because [religion] led to good order; and good order led to good fortune; and from good fortune arose the happy results of undertakings.”
 


The risk of relying on one person to support a state lies in the repeated historical instance that when a regime loses it ruler, everything constructed by the leader loses its continuity. “Because princes do not live long,” Machiavelli concludes, “it follows that the kingdom does not last long, since it lacks the prince’s virtue; hence, kingdoms which depend on the virtue of one man do not last long.”
 That is the reason why “the security of a republic or a kingdom does not depend on its ruler governing it prudently during his lifetime, but upon his so ordering that, after his death, it may maintain itself in being.”
 In addition, Machiavelli reminds us, through the words of Dante, that great rulers are aware of the limits of their legacy and have a desire for a continuity of the institutions that benefit the state as a whole,

“Rarely down the branches/ does human worth descend; for it is the will/ of the one who gives it, that men may recognize it as a gift.”

4.3

The Political Artist 


Considering that no one ruler can construct a long lasting and prosperous society, it was important for Machiavelli to find out the characteristics of great rulers from the past so new ones could be instructed to follow their wisdom. Yet, following Jacob Burckhardt’s Die Cultur der Renaissance in Italien, one of the most widely read books on the Renaissance, it is frequently assumed that Machiavelli’s ideal prince was Cesare Borgia.
 However, according to Pocock’s suggestion in his book The Machiavellian Moment,
 it is important to reconsider Borgia’s relevance for Machiavelli’s thought and, instead observe other figures commented on by him, because this will help us remove interpretative obstacles and build a clearer path to find out who is a “Machiavellian ruler.” 


First, however, we should be aware of Machiavelli’s own clarification. In his dedication to the Discourses Machiavelli gave an early warning about the subject of his long examination of ancient Rome. He warned the reader about the mistakes made by other writers of praising destructive political virtues in order to satisfy the desires of a particular ruler. “I seem to be departing from the usual practice of authors, which has always been to dedicate their works to some prince, and, blinded by ambition and avarice to praise him for all his virtuous qualities when they ought to have blamed him for all manner of shameful deeds.”
 How did Machiavelli correct this problem present in the political literature of his time? Once again, by making an epistemological shift from thinking about how things should be to focusing on the effectual truth. “To avoid this mistake,” Machiavelli continues, “I have chosen not those who are princes, but those who on account of their innumerable merits, deserve to be.”
 


Who are those who deserve to be Princes? As Machiavelli himself clarified, he is not concerned with those who are Princes, meaning those who occupied already the position due to hereditary privileges or through usurpation, but those who deserve to be. As if inspired by Plato’s allegory of the ship in book VI of the Republic, Machiavelli thought that only those who know how to act as Princes are worthy of being the subject of his analysis and of becoming Princes themselves. In other words, in writing the Discourses he seemed to ask himself the same question posted by Plato in the Republic, 


“shall we, then, appoint these blind souls as our guardians, rather than those who have learned to know the reality of things and who do not fall short of the others in experience and are not second to them in any part of virtue?”


Still, it is commonly believed that if rulers should know how to act in a Machiavellian way they should pursue the unscrupulous principle “the end justifies the means.” Leo Strauss helped solidify this prejudice by arguing that, “contemporary tyranny has its roots in Machiavelli’s thought, in the Machiavellian principle that the good end justifies every means.”
 This line of interpretation is kept alive in recent times by notable followers of the Straussian exegesis – most prominently by Harvey C. Mansfield, who has translated Machiavelli’s Prince, Discourses and Florentine Histories as well as written several books about the Renaissance humanist.
 Mansfield contends, for instance, that for Machiavelli “no moral rules exist, not made by men, which men must abide by.”
 


Yet, it is worth noting that the infamous phrase “the end justifies the means” is nowhere to be found in Machiavelli’s works. In spite of this, some translators have even gone so far as to fabricate its presence in Machiavelli’s pages, giving the appearance to the uninitiated reader that an amoral approach to politics is the essence of the Florentine author’s political philosophy.
 


For other more sophisticated detractors, such as Sheldon Wolin, Machiavelli seems to stand solely for the new modern politician, “the political arriviste.” “The new man”, Wolin elaborates, “was the offspring of an age of restless ambition, of the rapid transformation of institutions and quick shifts in power among the elite groups. He symbolized, in brief, the flux of politics, its impermanency and its endlessly on-going character.”
 But it should be noted that Machiavelli did not place or see himself as an apologist of power. As he explains in the dedication of The Prince, he took the artist, not the Condottieri, as his model in his analysis of politics. The Florentine writer imitated artists because they are able to “sketch landscapes and place themselves down in the plain to consider the nature of mountains and high places, and to consider the nature of low places, they place themselves high atop mountains.”
 In other words, Machiavelli knew when to lower himself down from the high plane of power to understand the needs of people and, in a dialectical fashion, when it was necessary to observe politics from the seat of the ruler. After all, in “painting the landscape” of politics, the political artist needed to learn how to examine the object from all perspectives.

However, Wolin acknowledges that contemporary readers “have become so accustomed to the portrait of Machiavelli as the sardonic confidential clerk that we have missed the pathos of his writings.”
 In effect, Machiavelli clarified his position on many occasions to those who remain unconvinced of the moral end of his politics. Naturally, it was a subject of grave concern. Was it possible to achieve political triumph and prosperity by being and acting evil? If the answer was positive, it meant, that the entire classical tradition, based on educating rulers to search for moral perfection and hence developing the capacity to bring peace and happiness to the community as a whole by their moral quality, was wrong. If such was the case, then it meant that no classical author ever understood the true nature of the political enterprise. 


Concerned by the problem of evil, Machiavelli dedicates in The Prince, an entire chapter to analyzing those who achieve power through wicked means. The title itself is revealing and even has a feeling of denunciation: “Of those who have attained a principality through wickedness.”
 Curiously, instead of filling the pages with copious examples from history – as he usually did – Machiavelli decided to analyzed just two examples, one from ancient times and one from his contemporary Renaissance Italy and indicated – not without certain irony – that only two will suffice for “whoever would find it necessary to imitate them.”
 


The first example, Agathocles of Syracuse,
 seems to be the most important. Agathocles ruled Sicily for over twenty years in the late fourth century BCE and while being defeated by the vastly more powerful Carthaginians on several occasions, Agathocles was able to form a pact with them in spite of great odds against him. His cleverness served him well and, at the end, he was able to avoid complete annihilation. But, the image of his apparent political success did not protect him from the terrible means he unleashed in order to achieve his position. Machiavelli’s assessment of his actions is implacable. With regard to Agathocles, he wrote perhaps some of the most telling words in The Prince, “yet one cannot call it virtue to kill one’s citizens, betray one’s friends, to be without faith, without mercy, without religion; these modes can enable one to acquire empire, but not glory.”
 Furthermore, Machiavelli added an important reflection, “nonetheless, his savage cruelty and inhumanity, together with his infinite wickedness do not permit him to be celebrated among the most excellent men.”
 


These are certainly not the words of an amoralist. One might think that passages like this should be enough to settle the improper perception of an evil Machiavelli. “Machiavelli is not a sadist”, Berlin reminds casual readers, “he does not gloat on the need to employ ruthlessness or fraud for creating or maintaining the kind of society that he admires and recommends.”
“Needless to add,” Hannah Arendt also concluded, “[Machiavelli] did not say and did not mean that men must be taught to be bad.”


Still, Machiavelli’s intentions are not always easy to grasp. There is a very enigmatic passage in chapter XVIII of The Prince, which deserves to be quoted at length,

“I will even venture to say that they damage a prince who possesses them and always observes them, but if he seems to have them they are useful.  I mean that he should seem merciful, faithful, humane, honest, and religious, and actually be so; but yet he should have his spirit so trained that, when it is necessary not to practice these virtues, he can change to the opposite, and do it skillfully.  It is to be understood that a prince, especially a new prince, cannot observe all the things for which men are considered good, because he is often under the necessity to maintain the state, to act against faith, against charity, against humanity, against religion. It is therefore necessary that he have a spirit capable of changing as the winds of fortune and the variations of affairs require, and, as I said above, that he should not depart from what is good, if he can observe it, but should know how to enter into what is bad, when it is necessary.”


Once again, Machiavelli reminds us that there are certain virtues that belong to individual cultivation according to Christian precepts, which have the potential to become destructive in the political arena. There is nothing inherently wrong in being truly merciful, faithful, humane, honest, and religious according to the teachings of the Bible. But Machiavelli also says that a ruler is in charge of a state and responsible for a community. In such position what most people considered good turns harmful. A ruler can observe what is morally right according to Christianity, but there will be times when other so-called “bad” virtues come into play. 


Machiavelli closes chapter XV of The Prince with the following words, “for if one considers everything well, one will find something appears to be virtue, which if pursued would be one’s ruin, and something else appears to be vice, which if pursued results in one’s security and well-being.”
 In the same chapter as well as throughout the book, Machiavelli suggests that the key factor to discern appearance from reality is the notion of necessity. Rulers must understand that necessity will provide them with the subtle signs of how to act and only a very skillful ruler will be able to see them and understand them. 


But the Florentine writer was aware that not everything in politics is ruled by strict determinism. In the end, Machiavelli might have been critical of Christian fatalism, yet he also knew that politics is not governed by chance either. In his perception, rulers are able to control only about half of what occurs, because the other element in play is dictated by fortune. “I judge that it might be true that fortune is an arbiter of half of our actions, but also that she leaves the other half or close to it, for us to govern.”
 Therefore, one must take precautions, as if fortune was a “violent river” because she will demonstrate her power where proper virtue is not in place. In other words, only the one who comprehends fortune and necessity become an artist: a political artist.

It might be worth noting that in addition to Berlin and Arendt, Wolin also considers it a mistake to characterize Machiavelli’s moral theory as founded on “cynicism or amorality.”
 Machiavelli, instead, focused on recognizing the importance of understanding the circumstances and the proper way of acting on them. “The moral pathos resided in a situation,” Wolin elaborates, “not where the end justifies the means, but where the end dictated means of a type which rendered both the wholly good man and wholly evil one superfluous.”
 Thus, according to Wolin, the emphasis of politics in Machiavelli shifted from a stable, fixed and immobile ethical character shaped with a habitual disposition towards good, to a character in harmony with the circumstances.


As a result, Wolin has suggested that Machiavelli’s ruler should be best rendered as a “political actor.” For the ruler “addresses himself not to a single political condition…Circumstances change, the conjunction of political factors follows a shifting pattern, hence the successful political actor cannot afford a consistent and uniform character. He must constantly rediscover his identity in the role cast for him by the changing times.”
 Yet, if one takes into account that during the Renaissance proper government was considered an art, as Burckhardt intuited, then perhaps more than a political actor – a metaphor that lacks a reference to any moral constancy – the Machiavellian ruler should be instead understood as an artist. An artist who must cultivate and understand the conflicting forces within human nature that will help him make his art, that is, politics, reach the highest spheres through the understanding of the fluency of history. After all, one must not forget that Machiavelli referred to the practice of politics using these exact words: “the art of the state (arte dello stato).”


Still it appeared as if “Machiavelli broke with the classical theory” Wolin writes, “which had approached the problems of political action with the question of how men could develop their moral potentialities through a life devoted to political office.”
 But, contrary to Wolin’s assertion, Machiavelli did not abandon the question of how to develop moral character, rather he, as we have seen, proposed an alternative morality. It is, however, a morality that is aware that “a republic and a people are governed differently from a private individual.”
 


Ultimately, the real question for the “political artist” is, therefore, the following: what is more important, the security and well-being of all the inhabitants of a community or the personal development of the one who rules, which leads to saving one’s soul according to Christianity? Machiavelli’s answer, simple and honest, is located in the intimacy of a letter, “I love my country (patria) more than my soul.”
 


The sentiment of Machiavelli’s words was perhaps best explained by Montesquieu in De l'esprit des lois, “virtue, in a republic, is a very simple thing: it is love of the republic…and love of the homeland leads to goodness.”
 This goodness pursued by the Machiavellian political artist is a common good, while the soul belongs only to us as individuals and “no good can be more individual than one’s soul,” Viroli clarifies, “yet love of country makes us subordinate it to the common liberty, that is, to a liberty which is ours as much as anyone else’s.”
 As we will see in the next part, for Machiavelli such common liberty becomes the ultimate goal of the art of government.
* * *


Continuing the ideas elaborated in the first part – based on the unexplored background of Han Fei and Machiavelli – I have tried to revise and develop in the second part their respective ideas of a virtous ruler. In contrast to most interpretations of these authors, I have argued that both had in mind political figures who should hold a set of values that differ from those proposed by the ru and Christians scholars of their lifetime. In contrast to some precepts taught by those schools of thought, Han Fei and Machiavelli’s ruler should be ready to confront reality as it presents itself and, therefore, understand that the road that leads to a better society needs unpopular but necessary measures in order to achieve order and prosperity.    


With regard to Han Fei, his understanding of the fluid natural tendencies of people serves as the ground from where he defines his notion of the enlightened ruler. I have argued that the legalist writer is not an amoralist, but instead his intention was to propose an alternative political leader – one who was more attuned to the vicissitudes of his time than the literati of his time. As we have seen, Han Fei’s enlightened ruler should be a person who understands the changing foundation of humanity. Hence, as political leader, he should reinforce positive actions and motivate those who wish to act according to the laws as well as properly punish those who infringe them. For Han Fei, those rulers, who serve at the most influential political position in society, need to take the position of lawmakers in the sense that they become the providers of moral guidance. In other words, they bear the responsibility of sages in leading society away from selfish pursuits. Through the laws rulers provide subjects with a moral goal, something to strive for which is enacted to benefit society as a whole. That is the basis for a society founded on right – a theme which I will elaborate in the third part.

In the case of Machiavelli, I have argued that based on his reading of ancient writers such as Xenophon, the Florentine writer understood the necessity to revise the political values of his time and propose a revival of a series of antiqua virtus. I have argued that Machiavelli was concerned with the construction of institutions capable of sustaining themselves through the movement of time. So, I have tried to provide an alternative to the commonly held notion that the Machiavellian ruler should pursue the unscrupulous principle “the end justifies the means.” Instead I have tried to show that Machiavelli was fully aware that those who acted in evil ways during past times should be condemned. His ideal ruler, instead, is not only aware of the difference between good and evil, but also knows that the Christian virtues could create chaos and destruction. Hence, the Machiavellian ruler should be instead an artist who must cultivate an alternative set of political virtues and understand the conflicting forces within human nature that will help him reach the highest wisdom of politics through the understanding of the fluidity of history. In the third part I will describe, but also indicate the limits of the society that Machiavelli imagined to be the work of a ruler who mastered his advice.
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