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1

Introduction

Novel 84 of the Novellino, the most important collection of short 
stories before Boccaccio’s Decameron, narrates the encounter between 
the condottiere Ezzelino III da Romano and the Holy Roman Emperor 
Frederick II:

It is recorded how one day being with the Emperor on horseback with all 
their followers, the two of them made a challenge which had the finer sword. 
The Emperor drew his sword from its sheath, and it was magnificently orna-
mented with gold and precious stones. Then said Messer Azzolino: it is very 
fine, but mine is finer by far. And he drew it forth. Then six hundred knights 
who were with him all drew forth theirs. When the Emperor saw the swords, 
he said that Azzolino’s was the finer.1

In the harsh conflict opposing the Guelphs and Ghibellines – a conflict 
of utter importance for the late medieval and early modern history of 
Italy and Europe – the feudal lord Ezzelino sends the Emperor a clear 
message: honours, reputation, nobility, beauty ultimately rest on force. 
Gold is not important, good soldiers are, because good soldiers will find 
gold, not the contrary.

This anecdote, in all its simplicity, well summarises a concept that 
will guide our reading of Machiavelli in this book, namely the concept 
of ‘realism’. Machiavelli has been blamed, since his death, for his pessi-
mism, his amoralism and his influence in corrupting minds and causing 
people to deviate from a straight, ethical and honest concept of politics 
towards a corrupted and immoral concept of selfishness at the expense 
of others. Notwithstanding a parallel movement that, since the six-
teenth century, has tried to re-establish a true picture of Machiavelli’s 
thought, ‘Machiavellian’ still represents, in ordinary language, the 
wicked character, treacherous and unfaithful, who does not accept the 
shared common rules of politics, the outsider, the traitor, Evil.

In this book, I will not try to defend Machiavelli from these 
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 accusations. Many have done this already, much better than I could. 
Moreover, I think that focusing on Machiavelli’s realism contributes 
to changing the focus of the question in the right direction: what is at 
stake, in Machiavelli’s thought, is not so much the alternative between 
morality and immorality, but rather the conception of reality that influ-
ences what we think about men, society, politics. Rulers knew well 
enough how to be immoral long before the publication of Machiavelli’s 
The Prince. Machiavelli has not taught them anything they did not 
know already. Or, if he has, he learnt it from the political reality he 
observed, both in his own time and in the past.

Realism, in this sense, means talking about men as they are, rather 
than as they ought to be, because any wish to transform evil into good-
ness would be a matter for alchemy rather than for political thought. 
This does not mean, for Machiavelli, that an objective, natural dimen-
sion of humanity rigidly determines men’s action in history. It means, 
rather, that history unfolds for causes, and these causes depend on both 
the natural dimension and the social and political dimension of human 
action, strictly intertwined. Rather than preaching a better world, the 
political theorist should understand those causes, explain their influ-
ence and action, and suggest how to play a role within the world – a 
world where the causal necessity has to be understood not as a static 
and rigid series of chained events, but rather as a dynamic and fluid 
field of occasions and forces acting upon each other.

Although this is a book on the history of political thought, then, it 
can and should also be read through the lens of political theory. In fact, 
Machiavelli is not only one of the most important political thinkers of 
the early modern European tradition – the inventor of political science, 
as it is often said. Machiavelli is the first author who poses the problem 
of politics in a new form, a form which is still the one that concerns us 
today, no matter how much of his thought or how many of his prob-
lems are still directly or indirectly relevant for us (and many of them 
are). Moreover, through his work, he shows a revolutionary approach 
to the interpretation and comprehension of the relationship between 
the knowledge of history and theory itself.

Theory, on the one hand, can make sense for Machiavelli only if, 
from the abstract heaven of ideas, it is brought down to the earth of 
the actual dimension of human life and of men, existing and living in a 
particular time and place. There is no advancement of learning if there 
is not a solid comprehension of history, of how similar circumstances 
can or can not produce similar outcomes, of how rules – however fluid 
and elusive this concept can be in Machiavelli – always have excep-
tions, whose comprehension, though, does not destroy the rule itself, 
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but rather enriches our own understanding of it. Historiography, on 
the other hand, is not a neutral reading of facts, an impartial narration 
of how things did happen, an unbiased accumulation of erudite and 
uncritical knowledge. The knowledge of history can be effective, for 
Machiavelli, only when it is guided by a partisan and critical curios-
ity, when it is driven by questions that concretely affect people’s lives. 
Politics is, for Machiavelli, at the confluence of these two conceptions 
of historiography and theory.

Politics is also, in this sense, a challenge against the claim that 
authors, theories, thoughts should be studied within their disciplinary 
boundaries. Machiavelli represents one of the most powerful antidotes 
against this blind and harmful conception of knowledge, largely based 
on outdated and untopical ideas about learning and teaching. There is 
no theory, for Machiavelli, without a comprehension of history, and 
there is no knowledge of history, for him, without theory. He learned 
this from his ancient sources; we can learn this from the modernity of 
his thought.

The old question of whether Machiavelli is a political ‘scientist’ or 
merely a politician – a question itself driven by disciplinary concerns 
rather than by a serious approach to the author’s thought – is thus 
wiped out. If one means by ‘scientific approach’ an attitude concerned 
with a comprehension that constitutes the basis for action, the build-
ing of intellectual ‘tools’ to understand and act within reality, then of 
course Machiavelli is a political scientist and not only a politician. If 
one means, on the contrary, an analytical attitude, constrained within a 
formal language, rigid categories, a specific set of problems and ‘techni-
cal’ issues, then of course he is not a scientist.

A meaningful and respectful approach to his work, however, will pre-
cisely reveal that, for Machiavelli, there is no true knowledge without 
politics, and no politics without a deep study of history. I am not 
proposing a sceptical solution, trying to satisfy scholars who support 
both positions. In fact, both kinds of scholars will probably find my 
reading of Machiavelli partial. This is precisely what I have learnt from 
Machiavelli: every reading is always partial. No observer can claim to 
be neutral and outside the field of problems that Machiavelli points out. 
On the contrary, we are necessarily within this field, both part of the 
problem and the solution, in the same way that Machiavelli was trying 
to elaborate, within the early modern crisis of Italy and Europe, both 
the comprehension of the crisis and its solution.

The partiality of my reading also influences my methodology and, in 
particular, the use of secondary sources. Within a (supposedly) neutral 
introductory work, the reader would expect to find an  exhaustive 
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 illustration of at least the main historiographical interpretative schools. 
At the risk of deceiving this potential reader, interested in a good 
handbook’s chapter or in a Wikipedia-like essay with a more solid 
background, I have decided not to take this approach. The partiality 
of my reading of Machiavelli also produces a partiality in the engage-
ment with secondary sources. The major schools and secondary sources 
that I have referred to are of course in the background, and are men-
tioned whenever it is necessary for the comprehension of the aspects of 
Machiavelli’s philosophy that I consider pivotal. However, they are not 
necessarily in the foreground, if they do not also consider these themes 
as pivotal.

One of the most important cases in this sense is the very influential 
‘Cambridge School’.2 Mainly concerned with the rhetorical nature 
of Machiavelli’s work, for example, this school has not extensively 
focused on Machiavelli’s treatment of social struggle and political 
conflict – a theme that deserves, in my view, the highest attention. For 
this reason, my engagement with the Cambridge School is not central 
in this introductory work. More broadly, and to put it in other words, 
in this book I will not discuss topics merely because they have been 
discussed by the major and most influential interpreters of Machiavelli, 
but I will discuss these scholars’ interpretations whenever they touch on 
the themes that I consider crucial to the understanding of Machiavelli.

The suggestion I can give to the reader of this book, especially to 
students, is to move to a direct reading of Machiavelli’s text as soon as 
possible. As Italo Calvino points out in a text that cannot be too highly 
recommended, ‘no book that talks about a book says more than the 
book in question’.3 This should be what schools and universities ‘ought’ 
to help us understand. Calvino’s is a harsh truth for those who teach in 
universities and therefore must publish in order to survive as teachers 
and researchers. I thankfully remember introductory reading and sec-
ondary sources that helped me by throwing light on extremely difficult 
pages of, for example, authors such as Aristotle and Spinoza, Descartes 
and Hegel. It is a truth nevertheless: like all of them, Machiavelli still 
freshly speaks for himself.4

This also points to a question I am very keen on: the imperative 
of listening to the author’s voice. An introductory work, such as the 
present one, should never be a substitute for direct engagement with 
the author’s text itself. Such an engagement is a necessity, not an 
option, if the reader wants to really grasp an author’s spirit. Hence, I 
make extensive use of direct quotations from Machiavelli’s text and, 
in the last part, from his interpreters’ works. Modern readers might 
find Machiavelli’s prose difficult. Let me reassure them straight away: 
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Machiavelli’s text is indeed difficult. Rewriting his prose for the sake of 
our understanding would not contribute to making it easier. It would 
only contribute to making it more ‘homogenised’, namely closer to 
our language, our culture, our understanding of politics and history. It 
would be an illusion: it is precisely in the distance between our language 
and culture and his language and culture that we can find useful tools 
for the comprehension of both.

Modern anglophone readers, moreover, might find Machiavelli’s 
prose difficult because of the extremely difficult enterprise of transla-
tion. Let me reassure them as well straight away: Italian readers too 
find Machiavelli’s prose difficult nowadays.5 Machiavelli stretches 
categories, and does violence to old concepts, words and expressions, 
in order to build his own new theory of politics. Rather than Latin, he 
decides to employ the Italian vernacular, a language still young in his 
own days, and hence more malleable, but also more ambiguous and 
sometimes enigmatic. My preference, therefore, is for those translations 
that are closer to the literal sense of Machiavelli’s language. Again, this 
choice probably makes the reading more difficult, but avoids the illu-
sion of clarity, whose undesirable effect would be only an illusion of 
comprehension. When necessary, I slightly modify the existing transla-
tions, and when useful for the understanding of a passage, I also discuss 
the reason for this modification. By doing so, I hope to contribute to 
a better understanding of Machiavelli’s thought. Most of all, I hope to 
contribute to familiarising the reader with his theories, concepts and 
language.

In this book I have tried to point out those themes, arguments and 
thoughts that seem to me to be the backbone of Machiavelli’s political 
theory. In Chapter 1, I briefly describe Machiavelli’s environment, as 
well as his cultural, political and religious background. Machiavelli’s 
work stands out as an original intellectual enterprise, and yet this 
enterprise can be better understood when it is framed in its historical 
context. I will suggest that the dramatic historical events following 
Lorenzo de’ Medici’s death in 1492 and the French invasion of Italy 
in 1494 ignite an epochal shift of consciousness as regards men, their 
role in the world, their possibility of action, and the very meaning of 
history. I will also suggest, though, that such an epochal shift happens 
at the heart of a much longer historical process that had already started 
transforming and shaping men’s consciousness: humanism and the 
Renaissance. My aim is to show to the reader that this long histori-
cal process and these dramatic and sudden events together explain the 
exceptional nature of the Florentine milieu, within which Machiavelli 
develops his revolutionary thought.



6 The Political Philosophy of Niccolò Machiavelli

Such a milieu is not only geographical, i.e. Florence and Tuscany, 
one of the main cradles of European civilisation. It is also political, in 
the sense that the 1494 crisis opens up the possibility of experimenting 
with a more radical form of democracy and popular participation in 
Florence’s government. I will discuss the role that Machiavelli plays 
in this exceptional historical period, and how his first-hand political 
experience forms the basis of his major works, written after he loses his 
office, following the fall of the Republic or, as he says, post res perditas.

I have decided to explore Machiavelli’s thought through his major 
works: the Discourses on Livy, The Prince, the Florentine Histories and 
the Art of War, without forgetting to mention other works that con-
tribute to the understanding of his political thought. They are respec-
tively analysed in Chapters 3 to 6. Devoting a chapter to each of his 
books allows for the preservation of the works’ unity and coherence. 
In each of his books Machiavelli is urged by a different political situ-
ation to analyse politics, history and their connection. Yet in no way 
do I intend to suggest, as many scholars have done, that Machiavelli’s 
position changes following the changing political circumstances. On the 
contrary, he repeatedly confirms his political stance, reworking it in dif-
ferent contexts and with different methodologies. In order to grasp the 
theoretical basis of Machiavelli’s political thought and its consistency, 
I have decided to introduce the major works by devoting Chapter 2 to 
his philosophical ideas, ideas that underlie all his production.

The history of Machiavelli’s political thought is also the history of its 
appropriation, its uses and misuses, the history of its faithful interpret-
ers and its denigrators. It is a history that goes along the very genealogy 
of modern European political thought and philosophy. In the last two 
chapters of this book I will briefly reconstruct this history, through 
the major interpretations of Machiavelli’s thought from the sixteenth 
through to the twentieth century. I will show how the most important 
political philosophers of Western history engage with Machiavelli’s 
thought and heritage. My aim is not to summarise their political philos-
ophy in its entirety. It is rather to follow them on the specific interpreta-
tions and illustrate the responses that they feel compelled to give to the 
challenge represented by Machiavelli’s theory. As had been the case for 
Aristotle, or Plato, or a few other groundbreaking thinkers, Western 
political thought would not be the same again after Machiavelli.

Machiavelli is also a literary author. His poetical work is generally 
considered of limited importance. One will easily find in his poetical 
works many of the great themes that characterise his historical and 
political works as well as, more generally, his philosophy and, of 
course, his own biographical experience: Capitoli, devoted to fortuna, 



 Introduction 7

ambition, occasion (written before 1512), poems on the historical 
period, like the two Decennali (1504 and 1514), and poems on the cor-
ruption of the present world, like the unfinished L’Asino (The Golden 
Ass, written probably around 1512). After the fall of the Republic and 
the political exile in San Casciano he also wrote a novella, La favola 
di Belfagor Arcidiavolo (Belfagor, 1518), and also a theoretical text on 
language (or at least an early version of it, composed around 1521 and 
eventually modified by other authors), the Discourse or Dialogue on 
Our Language, and some of the funniest and most ironical letters to 
some of his closest friends, like Guicciardini and Vettori. Machiavelli’s 
masterpiece, however, is undoubtedly the comedy La Mandragola (The 
Mandrake, 1518), one of the funniest and most daring comedies of the 
whole early modern European theatre.

La Mandragola speaks about love, sex, cheating, treachery, men’s 
naivety and men’s guile. Like many other literary works, one can read it 
as a metaphor or even as an allegorical rewriting of Machiavelli’s politi-
cal thesis, developed in his major works. I do not think that this is the 
right approach, though. This metaphorical approach will compromise 
the appreciation of the real artistic value of these works. Furthermore, 
the literary works’ content, even if read with allegorical lenses, will not 
add anything to the comprehension of Machiavelli’s political thought 
and philosophy. Even if one wants to consider Machiavelli’s poetry, 
comedies and novellas a rewriting of his political theory, they are no 
more than a rewriting. Hence, I prefer to leave them out of this intro-
ductory work, which is devoted to Machiavelli’s political, historical 
and philosophical ideas. This also means recognising that Machiavelli’s 
mind is wide and open enough to focus, in different moments of his 
life and in different personal circumstances, on different intellectual 
outcomes. The author is the same, while the intent varies. Rather 
than exploring Machiavelli’s whole production, I will guide the reader 
through his political, historical and military works, leaving aside his 
literary works.

Some of the themes analysed in this book have already been pointed 
out by other scholars; some of them have been repeatedly and consist-
ently underestimated by the existing literature, especially by mainstream 
scholars. I try, in this case, to throw a different light on Machiavelli, 
and to present his work for what I think it is: a revolutionary founda-
tion of modern political thought.
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1. The Storm

1 4 9 4

In the twelfth canto of the Orlando Furioso (Mad Orlando), one 
of the masterpieces of Italian and European literature, published in 
1516, Ludovico Ariosto describes the hero’s search for Angelica in the 
enchanted palace of the sorcerer Atlantes. It is a palace apparently rich 
but in fact completely empty, where lost people frantically look for 
something they can not find:

[Orlando] jumped from his horse and stormed through into the living quar-
ters. He dashed hither and thither, never stopping until he had looked into 
every room, every gallery [. . .]. While vainly pursuing his quest hither and 
thither, full of care and anxiety, he came across [. . .] other knights who 
were also searching high and low, pursuing a quest as fruitless as his own. 
They all complained about the malicious invisible lord of the palace [. . .] 
and none of them could tear themselves away from this cage – some there 
were, the victims of his deception, who had been there for whole weeks and 
months.1

The castle of Atlantes, one of the Furioso’s most powerful metaphors, 
perfectly describes the state of deep crisis, uncertainty and confusion 
that characterises Ariosto’s and Machiavelli’s time, during the dramatic 
evolution and redefinition of the whole European political scenario of 
the late fifteenth and early sixteenth century in Italy.

The year 1494 can be easily defined as the ‘beginning of the end’.2 
When Charles VIII, king of France, entered Italy with his powerful 
army and his revolutionary artillery, all the principalities and republics 
of the peninsula knelt before him. A reaction against the French ava-
lanche would be soon organised, and the king would have to escape 
Italy, risking his own life at the battle of Fornovo sul Taro in 1495. 
An unprecedented event, though, had happened. Italy, the cradle of 
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civilisation, had been invaded by a foreign army, and had revealed all 
its powerlessness. It would become the prey and the stake of the conflict 
among the rising European countries for the following decades. This is 
the tragic scenario that Machiavelli experienced in the early years of his 
life and diplomatic activity.

The causes of this crisis, though, were profound and rooted in the 
pluri-secular and peculiar evolution of Italian societies and institu-
tions, both on the internal front and on the foreign dimension.3 The 
conflicts that shook the peninsula between the fifteenth and the six-
teenth centuries were at the same time Italian and European. The fall of 
Constantinople in 1453, for example, had reshaped the balance in the 
Mediterranean Sea and dramatically reduced the power of the Republic 
of Venice, largely based on trade and commerce with the East.4 The 
powerful oligarchy, ruling the Republic since the closure (Serrata) of 
the Great Council, the ruling assembly of the city, in 1297, had progres-
sively focused on hegemony and expansion over the northeast of Italy, 
rapidly coming into conflict with the neighbouring state of Milan. The 
ephemeral success of this internal expansion testifies to a crisis of the 
older economic system rather than a growth of the Venetian influence 
over Italy.

The peace of Lodi, signed in 1454, established a long-lasting situa-
tion of balance among the main Italian regional states: Milan, Venice, 
Florence, the Papal State, the kingdom of Naples. Francesco Sforza, 
the powerful condottiere who became Duke of Milan, and Lorenzo 
de’ Medici, the humanist poet and leader of the most powerful family 
of Florence, assumed the role of guarantors of the treaty and opened 
up a period of peace and prosperity for the whole peninsula. Instead 
of fighting each other, with a few exceptions, the princes and rulers 
could devote all their energies to building the architectural, artistic and 
cultural treasures of the late Renaissance.5 However, this period of 
peace also contributed to negligence in cultivating the art of war and 
the culture of defending one’s own country against the enemy. During 
this period of flourishing of the liberal arts, and decline of the martial 
arts, several enemies were growing more and more powerful outside the 
boundaries of Italy.

The rise of the great European nation-states, then, was the cause 
of the collapse of the Italian political and military world of the early 
sixteenth century, but it was also its consequence. France, Spain and 
the Empire fought their conflict in Italy and over Italy because they 
found themselves more powerful than any Italian state at the time. 
But they also became more powerful as a consequence of the bitter 
conflict of these decades, which reshaped their institutions, apparatuses 
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and foreign policy agendas for the following decades. The Habsburgs’ 
dream of connecting the papal territory with the Spanish domain in 
South Italy, via the conquest of Milan, was opposed by France, the 
only European power able to resist this project. The question would 
be settled only when Charles V, a few decades later, renounced this 
project and definitively separated the German Empire and the Kingdom 
of Spain, giving birth to the European political landscape of the balance 
– and the conflict – among the European countries that would last for 
several centuries afterward: the Europe of the nations was born in the 
fire of the Italian wars of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.

The ‘discovery’ of America by Columbus, the achievement of the 
Reconquista by Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile, and the 
death of Lorenzo de’ Medici in Florence mark 1492 as a crucial year 
in the history of Europe. The death of Lorenzo seems a fact of minor 
importance compared to the two other events, which would have 
dramatic effects on a global scale. It should not, however, be underes-
timated, because it represents the breaking point of the fragile balance 
of power that had presided over the Italian – and therefore European 
– situation of peace for about forty years.

This event also helps connect the internal history of Florence with 
the Italian and international situation which would be the theatre of 
Machiavelli’s diplomatic career. Precisely when a strong and capable 
prince was needed to face the storm that was about to break over Italy, 
the pillar of the Italian balance died, revealing the dramatic effects of 
the power vacuum that marked the Italian situation.6 In this vacuum, 
several forces appealed to the king of France, Charles VIII, inviting him 
to descend on Italy and restore peace and order, which meant, in fact, 
to reinforce their own political power against that of their enemies: 
Cardinal Giuliano della Rovere against the Borgia pope, Alexander 
VI, the usurper Ludovico il Moro against the legitimate heir to the 
Milan throne, Gian Galeazzo Sforza, and against the alliance between 
Florence and Naples. In such a divided country, Charles VIII fully 
conquered Italy in a few months, ‘with chalk’, as it was commonly 
said. Machiavelli himself named the ‘chalk’, with which Charles’s 
representatives marked the doors of the Florentine houses suitable to 
accommodate the 18,000 soldiers coming from all over Europe while 
they were marching toward Naples.

After the death of Lorenzo, Piero de’ Medici became leader of the 
family and of the whole patronage system through which the Medici 
had been able to control all the institutional key roles, and therefore 
rule Florence as a de facto principality, without changing the formal 
republican status of the city. Piero, however, did not have Lorenzo’s 
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skills and did not enjoy the same reputation that was unambiguously 
accorded to the ‘Magnifico’. Tensions rose fast among all the social 
strata of the Republic against the Medici regime, and especially among 
the aristocratic families who saw their power being eroded by the 
Medicean system.7 When Charles VIII entered Italy, he was seen as the 
liberator who would finally restore justice against Piero’s regime.

The tension among the aristocratic families, and between them and 
the people, though, made it difficult to unify a common front against 
the Medici. Whereas the main aristocratic families aimed at restoring 
a true oligarchic system, possibly with the Medici as primi inter pares, 
the lower strata of the population pushed for the restoration of a more 
egalitarian regime, and a government based on the rule of the popolo. 
However, when the inept Piero de’ Medici, who felt the collapse of his 
power to be imminent, rushed to welcome Charles VIII and surrendered 
the Florentine fortresses to the invader without consulting anyone in 
the city, the reaction against him was strong and the regime was over-
thrown. The Republic was finally set free from the Medici regime.

The French entered the city with their threatening army, and the 
people of Florence generally welcomed them, but not at all costs: when 
Charles demanded the restoration of the exiled Piero de’ Medici, the 
city fiercely refused. The resistance has been made famous by the speech 
of Piero Capponi, who responded to the king’s threat with his famous 
words, ‘If you blow your trumpets, we’ll ring our bells.’8 Charles left 
the city with his army after a few days, and the Florentine Republic was 
finally born.

C U L T U R A L  A N D  P O L I T I C A L  B A C K G R O U N D

The role of secretary of the chancery, within the institutional apparatus 
of the Republic, was extremely important. The secretaryship was not 
a political position in itself, but rather a diplomatic and, we would say 
today, administrative role.9 Two chanceries dealt with both the internal 
and foreign affairs, often providing continuity to a volatile and instable 
system with short tenure even for the most important offices in the gov-
ernment. The men in the Signoria and the other governmental bodies 
changed continuously, thus making the secretaries of the chancery 
the only persons to have a real awareness of the internal and foreign 
policies.

In 1498, Machiavelli was appointed secretary of the second chan-
cery of the Republic of Florence, the city where he was born in 
1469 and where he would die in 1527. He was appointed four years 
after the expulsion of the Medici, and immediately after the fall of 
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Girolamo Savonarola, the Dominican friar who de facto ruled over 
Florence between 1494 and 1498. Machiavelli was not involved with 
Savonarola’s regime. This fact certainly contributed to his election. It 
would have not been sufficient, however, for appointment to one of the 
key institutional roles of the new regime. Someone in charge must have 
actively wanted Machiavelli in office. The person who played an active 
role in promoting Machiavelli’s candidature was Marcello Virgilio 
Adriani, secretary of the first chancery, who succeeded Bartolomeo 
Scala in 1498. The historian Paolo Giovio suggests that Adriani had 
been not only Machiavelli’s mentor, but also his teacher.10 Adriani thus 
represents the link between Machiavelli and the humanist world and 
culture.

A humanist and classical education was a traditional characteristic of 
the Republic’s chancellors and secretaries. Coluccio Salutati, Leonardo 
Bruni and Poggio Bracciolini had covered this role in the past, and were 
widely recognised and remembered as pillars of the Florentine civic and 
cultural life.11 Humanist secretaries, moreover, played a fundamentally 
important role in shaping the political memory of the city. Political 
humanism was a fundamental ingredient of the republican spirit and 
the civic life of Florence, especially in the ideological conflict opposing 
the city to the Italian principalities.

Political humanism was indeed an active force against traditional 
powers and institutions. Humanism was a wide and multiform inter-
national movement, which grew in both republics and princely courts. 
Especially in Florence, though, the humanists were able to build a 
powerful defence of the republican spirit by using cultural, historical 
and ideological tools. Grounding their arguments on Latin and Greek 
political thought, men like Salutati, Bruni and Bracciolini celebrated 
Florence and its freedom as the heir of republican Rome. At the end of 
the thirteenth and the beginning of the fourteenth centuries, the floren-
tina libertas was opposed to the Visconti’s absolutism in the ideological 
fight accompanying the actual war between Florence and Milan.

Holding the office of secretary of the chancery, Machiavelli natu-
rally followed in the footsteps of these illustrious predecessors. More 
indirectly, though, his cultural and political role was strongly con-
nected not only to Florentine civic humanism, but also to the criti-
cal philological humanism that, in a different political environment, 
had challenged power itself in the name of culture, reason and truth. 
Lorenzo Valla, who had had a great impact on Erasmus of Rotterdam, 
had elaborated a critical spirit that challenged the concept of authority 
itself, through a direct attack against scholasticism and the authority of  
Aristotle.12
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In his De falso credita et ementita Constantini Donatione declamatio 
(On the Donation of Constantine, 1440) Valla proved, on the basis of 
a new philological analysis, that the donation with which the emperor 
Constantine supposedly granted the Pope of Rome authority over the 
Western Roman Empire could not have been written in the fourth 
century, and unambiguously revealed that it had been forged in a later 
era.13 Valla’s method and spirit, though, proved something even more 
important to generations of humanists, namely that culture can not 
and should not blindly serve power. A political and ideological engage-
ment became for him a necessity that also resonates in many pages of 
Machiavelli and the radical republicans defending freedom against 
authority.

Machiavelli’s political work is based largely on a radical use of his 
classical sources, politically bended toward a defence of a popular 
republic and freedom. The ancients are not for him authorities, but 
rather teachers of freedom and critical thought. This humanism was a 
threat: when the bones of Titus Livius were believed to have been found 
in Padua, a monk crushed the skull, fearing that the people would have 
been moved against religion.14 Machiavelli himself would write that 
‘whoever reads of the modes taken by Saint Gregory and by the other 
heads of the Christian religion will see with how much obstinacy they 
persecuted all the ancient memories, burning the works of the poets and 
the historians, ruining images, and spoiling every other thing that might 
convey some sign of antiquity’.15

Another political actor who played an extremely important role in 
the cultural and political environment of Machiavelli’s early years of 
activity was Girolamo Savonarola.16 A Dominican friar from Ferrara, 
Savonarola had been called to preach in the convent of San Marco in 
Florence by Lorenzo de’ Medici, following the suggestion of the phi-
losopher Giovanni Pico della Mirandola. San Marco’s convent had tra-
ditionally had strong ties with the Medici family. Savonarola’s sermons 
were strongly critical of the style of life of the Florentines. He chastised 
Florentine culture for not being sincerely Christian. Over the years, his 
preaching became increasingly driven by prophetic and apocalyptic 
tones. It was also driven by a profound and sincere attention to the 
needs of the poor, and he was quickly identified as a defender of the 
lowest strata of the population.17

During the 1494 crisis due to the passage of Charles VIII through 
Florence, and the threat of an open conflict with the powerful French 
army, Savonarola played a primary role of mediation, taking part twice 
in a delegation to the king.18 His successful role boosted his participa-
tion in the active political life of the city following the exile of Piero 
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de’ Medici. From that moment on, he acted as the real leader of the 
republican regime, until his fall, condemnation and execution in 1498. 
The friar’s fall was due to the pressure of the internal aristocratic oppo-
sition, and the external threat of Pope Alexander VI, who had excom-
municated him the year before.

Friar Savonarola contributed to the rediscovery of the republican 
spirit, formally maintained, but actually crushed under the Medici yoke 
for several decades. His main achievement, which also played a fun-
damental role in Machiavelli’s political position, was the reopening of 
the Consiglio Grande (Great Council). The Consiglio was an inclusive 
governing body, in which about three thousand citizens sat, including 
many of the middle and lower classes, with real and concrete powers 
over political and financial issues. A new large room had to be built 
to host this new body, and it quickly became the symbol of the new 
popular regime.

Savonarola grounded his influence largely on his personal charisma, 
deriving from an inflaming and inspiring prophetical spirit. Masses 
of citizens regularly attended his preaching and enjoyed the peculiar 
mix of denunciation of the irreligiosity and immorality of his enemies, 
within and outside the city, and his political arguments in favour of a 
popular regime.19 The young Machiavelli himself often listened to these 
sermons, which undeniably had a strong influence on him, especially 
in terms of the political role of religion, and of a clear understanding 
of the influence that a prophetic stance could have on the people – a 
stance, though, that, coming from an ‘unarmed prophet’, would soon 
reveal the weakness of the friar and, in the time of crisis, would not be 
enough to save him.

Savonarola’s political thought was based on an eclectic, and some-
times consciously confusing, mix of traditional positions.20 If he is 
clearly inspired by a Thomist view concerning the primacy of a princely 
government, he often refers to Venice as a possible model of republican 
regime. If he openly endorses the people and the poor in his sermons, he 
is definitely inspired by a Platonic idea of the philosopher-king, without 
dismissing, at the same time, the idea of a mixed government along the 
line of political Aristotelianism.

This latter element is particularly important as it would offer 
Machiavelli a perspective on what seems to be revolutionary in the 
friar’s politics, but is in fact in continuity with a more traditional 
Aristotelian and Thomist inclination toward the common good and 
the preference for a non-conflictual political life. Machiavelli would 
harshly criticise this stance in his later writings, but, most of all, would 
not support or be involved in the friar’s regime. This anti-conflictual 



18 The Political Philosophy of Niccolò Machiavelli

position is consistent, in Savonarola, with his celebration of the 
myth of Venice as a stable, peaceful and powerful republic, a myth 
that would be dismissed by Machiavelli in the early chapters of the  
Discourses.

Savonarola’s regime would not last long. The Republic did not die 
with him, though, because the aristocratic families were not able to 
reach a stable compromise on how to administer power and, most of 
all, on the position to assume toward the Medici family, still in exile, 
but now actively working against the Republic. In this troubled and 
unstable political environment, Machiavelli was nominated secretary 
of the second chancery.

T H E  Y E A R S  O F  T H E  C H A N C E R Y

During the early years of his tenure, the Republic was engaged mostly 
in reconquering Pisa, strategically important for the commerce and 
therefore the economy of the city, and lost with the passage of Charles 
VIII. Machiavelli’s early experiences were therefore at the siege of Pisa, 
where he witnessed the repeated defeat of the mercenary armies paid by 
the Republic. This experience would have a profound influence on him, 
and would make him aware of the importance of developing a militia 
composed of citizens rather than of mercenaries. This would be one of 
his main concerns during his tenure, and would leave powerful traces 
in all his major writings, from the Discourses, through The Prince and 
the Art of War, to the Florentine Histories.

Machiavelli also began in these years the long and intense series 
of international diplomatic missions that deeply shaped his political 
awareness and formed the backbone of his ‘experience with modern 
things’.21 Whenever he could, Machiavelli brought with him his 
beloved classics, Caesar and Plutarch, Livy and Tacitus. Their reading 
was always intertwined with the great events that were changing the 
face of Italy and Europe, and in which he was consciously taking part. 
He was proud of both his origin and his culture, but also aware of the 
weakness of Florence’s position in the new political scene. When Cesare 
Borgia, the son of Alexander VI, began conquering the Romagna and 
seemed to direct his forces against Florence itself, Machiavelli was at 
the French court, and he was well aware that France’s friendship was 
the only protection Florence could count on. On the one hand, he made 
this clear in the secret letters he regularly sent to his magistrates. On 
the other, he responded to the arrogance of France and the powerful 
cardinal Georges d’Amboise. He would proudly remember one of their 
dialogues in the last months of 1500,
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when Valentino (for so Cesare Borgia, son of Pope Alexander, was called 
by the people) was occupying Romagna. For when the cardinal of Rouen 
said to me that the Italians do not understand wars, I replied to him that the 
French do not understand the state, because if they understood they would 
not have let the Church come to such greatness.22

In 1502, Machiavelli met for the first time the man who would have 
a great impact on his idea of a new prince, Cesare Borgia. Cesare had 
started, with the pope’s support, a successful military campaign to build 
a large and powerful state in central Italy. He had of course worried 
all the existing states, especially Florence, which was so close to the 
Romagna, where the Borgias’ enterprise had started. Like a thunder-
storm, the new condottiere struck quickly and powerfully. When he 
conquered Urbino, Machiavelli was immediately sent to him. This was 
the beginning of a relationship of fascination and repugnance at the 
same time. Repugnance, because the duke represented a terrible threat 
to the already weak position of Florence in the Italian political scenario. 
Fascination, because the Duke embodied precisely those qualities that 
Machiavelli thought a powerful and virtuous prince should embody, in 
order to resist the adversities of the present times. The letters received 
in Florence were signed by Francesco Soderini, bishop of Volterra, 
who accompanied Machiavelli in this difficult mission. However, as 
Machiavelli’s biographer Roberto Ridolfi underlines, the language and 
spirit of Cesare’s portrait, sketched for example in the letter of 26 June 
1502, largely stem from Machiavelli’s pen:

The lord is very splendid and magnificent, and is so courageous in arms 
that even the greatest undertaking appears small to him, and both for the 
acquisition of glory and for more territory he never rests nor recognizes wea-
riness nor danger. In battle he arrives at a place before one can even realize 
that his men have been moved; he has hired the best soldiers in Italy. All of 
which make him victorious and formidable together with his perpetual good 
fortune.23

Later in the year, an attempt was made in Florence to overcome 
the instability due to the neverending quarrels between the aristocracy 
and the people, as well as among the aristocratic families themselves. 
The institutional reform implemented seems a move toward a more 
authoritarian regime: the standard-bearer, or gonfaloniere, formerly 
elected for a short period of time, was turned into a lifelong office. 
The reform was not implemented without resistance, as the idea of 
having a single person in office for life was clearly modelled on the 
doge of the Republic of Venice, and was seen by some as a threat to 
the collegial administration of power. However, the fight was strong 
between the pro-Medicean families, more or less secretly working for 
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the reintegration of the powerful family into the city, and the piagnoni, 
the  advocates of a more popular politics, following the pattern of the 
former Savonarolian regime. The stalemate allowed Piero Soderini, 
member of one of the most prominent aristocratic families, to be elected 
first gonfaloniere a vita. His regime would last ten years, until the fall of 
the Republic and the reintegration of the Medici.

This event was of capital importance, because Machiavelli and 
Soderini would collaborate on some of the most delicate issues of 
Florentine politics. Elected with the favour of the aristocratic families, 
Soderini unexpectedly turned his back on them and promoted a gov-
ernment in favour of the people, supporting the role of the Consiglio 
Grande, instead of diminishing its importance as the aristocracy 
desired. Machiavelli and Soderini were linked by a sincere friendship. 
Although the secretary would not spare the standard-bearer some criti-
cism for his hesitant attitude in his actions, Machiavelli would become 
one of the key figures and one of the main supporters of the Soderini  
regime.

Between Soderini’s election in 1502 and his fall in 1512, when 
the Medici finally regained the city and crushed republican freedom, 
Machiavelli carried out difficult missions in the Italian territories, as 
well as in France and Germany. Following Cesare Borgia, he saw the 
cold violence with which the duke effectively controlled his territories, 
tamed his ministries and reshaped the conventional means of politics.

In 1506 Machiavelli was finally able to see his project of a civic 
militia voted on and approved by the Consiglio Grande. Machiavelli 
had been working on this project for several years, tirelessly looking 
for the support of key figures in the Florentine administration, includ-
ing Piero Soderini. He also worked to build an argument to respond to 
those – the aristocrats – who were afraid of a national militia and, for 
this reason, preferred to pay – with public money – unfaithful and inef-
fective mercenaries rather than giving arms to the people of Florence.24

He personally took care of the enrolment of the new infantry in the 
Florentine domain. He acquired military experience and, most of all, 
the awareness that military practice and political theory must go hand 
in hand. In support of his project, he writes to the Florentine authori-
ties, that

everyone knows that anyone who speaks of empire, kingdom, principate, 
[or] republic – anyone who speaks of men who command, beginning at the 
top and going all the way down to the captain of a brigantine – speaks of 
justice and arms. You have very little justice, and of arms, none at all; and 
the way to reacquire both is simply to order up an army by means of a public 
decision and a good order, and then maintain it. Don’t be fooled by the past 
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one hundred years when you lived differently and you preserved yourselves, 
because if you carefully consider the difference between your present times 
and those of the past, you will see that your freedom cannot possibly be 
preserved in the same way.25

Machiavelli’s effort was rewarded when, in 1509, the Florentine army 
finally achieved the mission and Pisa was retaken – a small event in 
European history, but a great success for Florence and a huge personal 
achievement for Machiavelli.

In these years, Machiavelli experienced politics in one of the most 
critical scenarios of the early modern period. In 1512 the Republic fell. 
Machiavelli was undoubtedly recognised as one of the key men of the 
Soderini regime, and therefore marginalised. He was also accused of 
having prepared an anti-Medicean plot, organised by Agostino Capponi 
and Pietro Paolo Boscoli. Tortured, Machiavelli would not confess. Still 
he would be kept out of office, and never seriously employed again in 
active politics. In this time of forced idleness, though, he would write 
his masterpieces, that now keep alive his memory, as well as that of his 
enemies.






