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Introduction
Life Period: 1469-1527
Most criticised, but ironically, most practiced political thinker

Florence and Italy
Italy once known for its
civilization and culture
had lost its
respectability.
The public leaders were
activated more by
selfish motive than by
public interest.
Public morality was
very low, The Papal
authority in Italy
constituted greatly towards political degradation. Popes were opposed to the unification of
Italy, which was divided into five states viz, the Kingdom of Naples in the south, the Duchy
of Milan in north-west, the aristocratic Republic of Venice in the north-east, and the
Republic of Florence and the Papal state of the centre.

Family background
Machiavelli belonged to an affluent family and was well educated for a public career.
Though the family had formerly enjoyed prestige and financial success, in Niccolò's youth
his father struggled with debt

Career
o He entered the service of the republic of Florence in 1494
o At a young age he attained one of tile higher posts in the government of Florence.
o Later he was sent on a diplomatic missions to several foreign countries where he
acquired first hand experience of political and diplomatic matters. E.g. on diplomatic
missions to France, the Holy See and Germany.
o However, political upheavals in the Florentine Republic and fall of republic in 1512
caused the fall in the career of Machiavelli. He was even put to a year’s imprisonment.
He was released from prison by the influence of his political friends on condition that he
would retire from political life and refrain from all Political activities.
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It was during this period of forced retirement that
he induced his most memorable literary works.
He devoted himself to political analysis, military
theory and the study of history, producing The
Prince in about 1513, The Discourses in about
1516 and The Art of War in about 1520.
Part of his purpose in writing The Prince was to
ingratiate himself with Lorenzo de’ Medici, to
whom it is dedicated; but it was not until 1525
that he was recalled to government service. With
the overthrow of the Medici in 1527, Machiavelli
was again excluded from office.
(Here, ingratiate= bring oneself into favour with someone by flattering or trying to please
them)
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Major Concerns
Machiavelli is not
interested in the religious
and ecclesiastical issues
which have been
characteristics of medieval
political thought.
He is hostile to
Christianity, believing that
a people genuinely
committed to the Christian
virtues of meekness and
submission would not thrive in the cut-throat world of politics. (Here, ecclesiastical=
relating to the Christian Church or its clergy.)
o

Power
He is a republican and a patriot interested in the establishment and maintenance of
a strong state in the face of foreign aggression and domestic upheaval.
Pure realist: Aristotle's political theory was a mixture of idealism and realism with
the due influence of his teacher, Plato. It is not the case of Machiavelli.
From Greek philosophy to Renaissance all philosophers and thinkers dealt with the
objective of the state. They thought that the political power of the state would
be used as a means to achieve further ends. But Machiavelli adopted a quite
different line. To him the power of the state is the end (the objective) of the state.
i.e. Every state must aim at maximizing its power.
The failure of
the state in
this
enterprise will
throw it into
great turmoil.
Consequently,
he confined
his attention
to the means best suited to the acquisition, retention and expansion of power.
For the realist, politics is struggle for power. Machiavelli defines statecraft as

the management of power. Hence, Prince should know the 'art of exercising
power'.
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As we will see in later part of our notes, he believes that man is selfish by nature.
This selfishness manifests itself primarily in the desire for self-preservation and
security; then, when security has been achieved, it becomes a single-minded
devotion to personal power and the glory inseparable from it. Also, power means
freedom: this is one of the main reasons why people value it. Even those who do not
wish to rule others at least wish to have enough power to prevent themselves from
falling too completely under the control of others. The world is divided into

those who dominate and those who strive not to be dominated.

o

Unification of Italy
A time when nation-state was emerging
in Europe. Italy could not be unified
It was vulnerable to external invasions.
It was a highly corrupt society.
Seat of the Roman church which had
become a corrupt institute.
It had a direct impact of the corruption
of church on the people
The church had a vested interest to keep
Italy divided.
Machiavelli attributed all problems of
Italy to the church.
Hence, he recommended the strict

separation b/w church and the
state.

The Catholic Church and the clergy of
Machiavelli’s time wanted to maintain a
shadow of their spiritual power over whole of Italy, which left Italy in a state of
arrested development.
There was no power which appeared great enough to unite the whole of Italian peninsula.
Italians suffered all the degradation and oppression of the worst type of tyranny and the
land became a prey to the French, Spanish and the Germans. And, unlike other European
countries none of the rulers of Italian states was able to consolidate the whole of Italy under
their sway.
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The political situation in Italy was embarrassingly complex and depressing; and Machiavelli
as a patriotic Italian could not help being overwhelmingly moved by that.
•
•

Securing the independence of Italy and restoring prosperity of its cities became a
master passion with him.
The unification of the entire country under one national monarch on the model of
France and Spain was the ideal for Machiavelli which particularly inspired him.
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Influences
Spirit of Renaissance
The Renaissance was a fervent period of European cultural, artistic, political and
economic “rebirth” following the Middle Ages. Generally described as taking place from
the 14th century to the 17th century, the Renaissance promoted the rediscovery of
classical philosophy especially Greek philosophy. The renaissance is revival of reason.
The intellectual awakening injected rational scientific approach in every sphere of
human life, renaissance replaced the faith by reason. Italy was the leader of
Renaissance, the most modern and urbanized country of Europe. But in Italy the wealth,
intellect and artistic achievements were accompanied by moral degradation and political
chaos.

Characteristics of the Renaissance
o A renewed interest in classical antiquity;
o After ancient time mediaeval Europe saw the centrality of religion. Age of
reason comes under eclipse. It became age of religion. These ages are
called as dark ages of European history. During mediaeval time there was
interference of religion in politics which had bad consequences for both
politics as well as religion. Involvement of church in politics led to the
corruption in church and Europe witnessed religious marks.
o A rise in humanist philosophy (a belief in self, human worth, and individual
dignity); and
o Radical changes in ideas about religion, politics, and science.
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o Jacob Burckhardt
remarked that

the core of the Renaissance was the
new man, with prime concern of glory
and fame replacing religious faith and
asceticism with self-realisation and
the joy of living.
Renaissance led to the growth of enlightenment, reformation, scientific revolution,
which led to the industrial revolution, rise of capitalism, secularism and nation states

Laski
commenting on this extraordinary change asserted that

"the entire Renaissance was in the writings of
Machiavelli"

He portrayed the new character of the state by comprehending the intricacies of
statecraft in which decisions reflected the political compulsions rather than ‘religious
precepts’ and ‘what ought to be’

Similarities in Renaissance and Machiavellian Thought

Renaissance

Machiavelli

Humanism

Human Nature: Psychology

Reformation

Opposition to Theocracy

Rise of Nation-State

Biggest Patriot/ Nationalism: Italy

Breakdown of Feudalism

Dislike of Nobility

Rising Capitalist

Middle- class

Spirit of geographical exploration

Imperialist foreign policy

Dunning:
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“Machiavelli stood on the borderline between
the Middle Ages and the Modern Ages. He
ushered in the Modern Age by ridding politics of
the vassalage of religion"

Transitional thinker
•
•
•
•

Belonged to the times when the age of Religion was being taken over by the age
of Science
break from the medieval times
Definitely non-medieval.
Though he is not entirely modern

Cessare Borgia
Whom he admired as someone who knew how to be
tough, but not too tough
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When Cesare conquered the
city of Cesena, he
ordered one of his
mercenaries,
Ramirida Okow, to
bring order to the
region which Ramiro
did through swift
and brutal ways Men were beheaded in
front of their wives and children;
property was ceased; traitors were
castrated.

Cesare then turned onto Okow
himself and had him sliced in half and
placed in public square. just to
remind the town's people who the
true boss was

He later built a theater, and
organized a series of beautiful
festival to keep people from
dwelling on unfortunate
memories.
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Methodology
Psychology over philosophy
His conclusions were reached empirically based on common sense and shrewd political
foresight.

Historical approach
He believed that human nature, and therefore, human problems were almost the same
at all times and places, and so the best way of enlightening the present, according to
him, was possible with the help of the past. Thus, Machiavelli’s methods, like that of
Aristotle, was historical. But, it was more so in appearance than in substance and reality.
He was more concerned with the actual working.

According to Sabine:
"He used history exactly as he used his own
observation to illustrate or support a conclusion
that he had reached without reference to history."
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Books

1. The Prince
The Prince is an essay on how the prince is to control the forces of human nature
to his own advantage. He pressed that Italy needs a strong ruler who will rule
with the iron hand.
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As such it is not an academic treatise or value oriented political philosophy; it
is in real sense realpolitik. This book was banned by the church.
It is a memorandum on the art of government, pragmatic in character and
provides technique of the fundamental principles of statecraft for a
successful ruler-ship. It deals with the machinery of the government which
the successful ruler could make use of.

Machiavelli almost identifies the state with the ruler. These
premises led him to the conclusion that the Prince is the perfect embodiment
of shrewdness and self-control who makes capital alike of his virtues and
vices. This quality of the Prince makes him worthy of successful seizure of
power.

2. The Discourses
The Discourses is a treatise on how these forces can be harnessed in such a way
as to secure unity and public safety.

||CHANAKYA MANDAL PARIWAR||

SWAPNIL MUNGALE

15

Machiavelli | Western Political Thinker

UPSC PSIR Optional Batch Notes

Significance of Machiavelli
o

The father of political realism

Art of using power = management of power = judicious use of law + physical force =
lion + fox.

He laid the foundation of modern political thought – Machiavelli is regarded as the founder
of modern political thought because:
1)He is the first exponent of power-politics.
2)He is the first who put the theory of nation states.
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3)He was the first thinker who separated religion from politics and justified secular state.
4)He is responsible for the growth of modern nationalism.
5)He was the first advocate of autonomy for the state.
6)Put forward the concept of supreme, sovereign state and justified all powerful central
authority.
7)State is an end i.e. survival of the state is the central theme.
8)Gave a great insight for Art of Government and modern diplomacy

•

Dunning called his study as "the study of the art of government rather
than a theory of the state".

o

Maxey:
'"his passion for the practical as against the
theoretical undoubtedly did much to rescue
political thought from the scholastic obscurantism
of the Middle Ages."

o

Cassiddy:
Machiavelli as Scientist- Compared him with Galileo

His writings are often called "Narrowly dated and Narrowly located”
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Previous Year Questions on Machiavelli
Year

Question

2019

✘ No direct question

2018

Critically examine Machiavelli's views on religion and politics . 15 Marks

2015-2017

✘ No direct question

2014

2013
2012

2008-2011
2007

2004-2006
2003

199-2002
2000

1999
1998

Explain how Machiavelli's application of empirical method to human affairs marks
an important stage in the evolution of political science . 20 Marks
✘ No direct question
Draw parallels between Arthashastra tradition and the realist tradition
represented by Machiavelli. 20 Marks
✘ No direct question
Discuss the importance of Machiavelli in the history of political thought . Is it
correct to say that Machiavelli's theory is narrowly local and narrowly dated ?
✘ No direct question
Comment: "Machiavelli's political philosophy was narrowly local and narrowly
dated " (Sabine) 20 Marks
✘ No direct question
Comment: Power is an end in itself and he (Machiavelli ) inquires into means that
are best suited to acquire, retain and expand power, thus separates power from
morality, ethics, religion and metaphysics. 20 Marks
✘ No direct question
Comment: "The Prince must be fox and the lion at the same time. " (Machiavelli)
20 Marks
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Prominent Ideas
Pieces of ADVICE TO THE PRINCE
1. Political Realism
UNDERSTANDING THE WORLD OF POLITICS
•
•
•

He had served in various political offices including as a diplomat
Prince must understand the uniqueness of the field in which he is entering.
Until now political scholars have either treated politics as a part of ethics (by
Plato) or as a part of religion (during medieval times).

Machiavelli

was the first person to suggest that

a. politics has its own autonomy, politics has its own laws.
b. Prince needs to understand the field of politics ‘as it is’
rather than what he ‘ought to be’
c. In politics, one need not learn how to be good but one
requires to know how to be bad.
Understand the contrast b/w Plato and Machiavelli.

Analysis and comments
Beginning of school of realism. Realism has been a dominant school of thought in
International Politics too.
Few traits of behavioralism can also be seen in Machiavellian thought on realism.

2. Views on Human Nature
Universal Egoism
•
•
•

He did not believe in the essential goodness of human nature, he held that all
men are wicked and essentially selfish.
Selfishness and egoism are the chief motive forces of human conduct.
Men aim to keep what they already have and desire to acquire more and there
are no limits to human desires, and all being the same there being a natural
scarcity of things there is everlasting competition and strife.
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“One can make this generalisation about men: that they are
ungrateful, fickle, liars and deceivers; they shun danger and are
greedy for profit; while you treat them well they are yours …
but when you are in danger they turn against you.”

Inflexible Temperaments
An important aspect of this theory is the assumption that human nature is
changeless.
In contrast to the unstable and contingent world of practical affairs, however, stands
the fact that, on the whole, human beings have rigid and inflexible temperaments.
•

•

A man’s character and disposition, Machiavelli observes, and therefore his
mode of procedure, are normally fairly fixed and constant. Indeed, what
might be termed a traditional moral education calls upon one to cultivate
such a fixed and constant disposition (one is not brought up, after all, to be
virtuous only sometimes or when it serves one’s purposes).
But what is the good of having an inflexible mode of procedure in a world
where the necessities under which fortune places one are subject to such
variation?
o Always to act in the same way regardless of the

circumstances in which you find yourself is, Machiavelli
insists, a recipe for disaster.
▪

This is particularly true, of course, if you are a prince –
especially a new prince – trying to survive in the volatile and
merciless world of politics.
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A pessimistic account of human nature

For Machiavelli, being selfish is just a human nature and should not be considered as a
sin. Human nature and human problems were almost the same always
▪

•

So the best way of enlightening the present was possible with the help of the
past i.e., historical.
• However, he suggests that republic is preferable only if people are
virtuous.
• For the Societies which are corrupt, he recommends the rule of the
Prince who rules with the Iron hand.

materialistic nature of man : "Man forgets his loss of father easily than

the loss of his patrimony": suggestion is that to not to touch property and
women of their citizen.
▪ He goes on to Suggest that the wise Prince will go onto execute a man rather
than to confiscate his property.
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Exploitation of understanding of Human Nature by Prince
Machiavelli suggests that there are four passions that govern human behaviour:
love, hatred, fear and contempt.

Prince can exploit the weakness of human nature to his own advantage.
• The weakness of human nature is that man is fearful, he is coward.
▪ Hence prince should ensure that man should remain dependent on
prince and should be convinced that only prince can give him security.
Love and hatred are mutually exclusive: clearly it is not possible
simultaneously to love and hate someone.

Similarly, it is not possible to both fear and despise someone: fear and
contempt are also incompatibles.
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However, love and fear are compatible; so are hatred and contempt, hatred
and fear, and love and contempt.
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“ It is better for a prince to be feared rather than to be
loved”
•

that men love at their own free will, but fear at the will of the prince,
▪ and that a wise prince must rely on
• what is in his power and not on what is in the power of
others,

The passions that the prince will most obviously seek to inspire are the compatibles
of love and fear
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The worst thing that can happen to a ruler in seeking to maintain his power,
Machiavelli suggests, is that he be despised. If people hate and despise their ruler,
they cannot be controlled and they will, indeed, be anxious to act against him.
Any
combination
with contempt,
however, even if
that
combination is
love, is to be
avoided because
it will rob the
ruler of his
power to
coerce: fear and
contempt are
incompatibles. It is not essential to be loved, but it is essential to be feared – and it is
even more essential not to be despised
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Evaluation
•
•
•

partial account of human nature
based on both the principle of ‘moral indifference and the principle of universal
egoism.
deductive in his approach
▪ used history to support his arguments
▪ but he has not gone for the scientific treatment of history
• looked only those instances in history which supported this
assumption
According to Sabine, his pessimistic account of human nature is
because of his experience of Italy of his time. So, Sabine calls
•

Machiavelli as "Narrowly dated and Narrowly located".
He seems to have given more importance to Hard Power rather Soft Power
(In theory of IR, we will see the concepts like Hard, Soft, Smart, Fast, Sharp
power, etc. as discussed by Joseph Nye, John Chipman, etc.)
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3. On Statecraft
Doctrine of ‘raison d'etre’
(Meaning: reason or justification for existence)
It means “Reason of existence of state”. It implies actions and policies promoting
safety and security of the state. Because the state must preserve itself before it
promotes the welfare of its people. For preserving and safeguarding itself all means
adopted by the state are justified by Machiavelli. According to him in politics, one is
guided by the harsh realities of political life which is a struggle for power and
survival.

Machiavelli advised the prince in preserving and safeguarding this type of state all
means adopted by the state are justified. Prince should give priority to power.
Morality and ethics have different spheres. It cannot be mingled with the reason of
the state. To a prince power of state is of supreme importance.
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End justifies the Means
He assumed that state is
highest form of human
association. State is to be
worshipped like a deity
even by sacrificing the
individual. A ruler must
remember that whatever
brings success and power
is virtuous even cunningness, shrewdness is
justified. Politics is the most precarious game. It can
never be played in a decent and orderly manner. The
state has some primary objectives and responsibilities
like protection of life, maintenance of law and order
and looking after wellbeing of its members. Hence state must have adequate means
at its disposal.

Rules of manipulation
He must appeal to the
self-interest of others
Nonviolent forms of
power

giving gifts or granting
favors,

applied over a long period
of time so as to maintain dependency upon the prince.

If possible then Prince should not use force directly i.e., he should apply force through its
subordinate.
•

violence that generates hatred can be used wisely
▪ he urges the Prince to be cold-blooded and unscrupulous (here,
unscrupulous=having or showing no moral principles; not honest or fair)
• i.e., using violence logically to attain his objective.
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"Prince must know well how to act as a beast. He must imitate
the fox and the lion, for the lion cannot protect himself from traps,
and the fox cannot defend himself from wolves."

4. Qualities of the Prince
•
•
•

a cold-blooded man.
Should have control over his temper and passions
Should act with reason.

Combination of Lion and The Fox

Machiavelli advised the prince he should imitate the qualities of fox and lion. The
imitation of the fox (cunningness, foresight) will enable him to visualize his goal and
means to achieve it. The imitation of the lion will give him necessary strength and
force to achieve that goal. A fox might have shrewdness and foresight, but he is
powerless without necessary force of a lion. Similarly a lion without shrewdness and
prudence of a fox would be reckless. Hence a ruler who wants to be very successful
must combine in himself the qualities of both fox and lion. He must possess bravery
of lion and cunningness of fox, physical force is necessary when there is anarchy and
indiscipline. But law and morality is essential to check selfishness of people and to
generate civic virtues.
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Machiavelli’s views have inspired few thinkers like Pareto to give
elitist theory of Power.
In his theory of Circulation of Elites he mentions two kinds of elites:
1.Foxes, 2.Lions
(We will see that theory in detail afterwards while we are learning
‘Power’)

Comparison with Plato's PK
Machiavelli: Prince need not be a philosopher but prince must pose cleverness to
understand the conspiracies around him
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5. Religion and Morality
Machiavelli’s view of morality and politics is, then, very different from the traditional
insistence that the good ruler is necessarily also a good man. According to him,
Moral and religious considerations cannot bind the prince. He is above and outside
the morality. To the Machiavelli of The Prince, politics is simply about getting and
keeping power.

Virtù and Fortuna

He attaches to the word ‘virtue’ a quasi-technical
meaning. Virtue, to Machiavelli – it is the custom
in discussing his view to retain the Italian spelling,
virtù – is not moral virtue; rather, it is a particular
kind of skill or aptitude, combined, of course, with
the will to use it.

We can amplify this idea by examining the
relationship, which Machiavelli sketches in
The Prince, between virtù and fortuna.
There is, he remarks, a considerable extent
to which we are all in the hands of the fickle
goddess Fortuna, and experience teaches us
that there is no necessary connection between the
traditional moral virtues and the incidence of good and ill
fortune. E.g. An honest and skilful merchant may have all
his ships sunk in a storm, and his honesty will not help him. A
diligent and god-fearing farmer may still have all his crops
destroyed in a storm.
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Life does not run in comfortable grooves; unpredictable and
unexpected things happen; we inhabit a morally incoherent world in
which there is no necessary relation between what one deserves
and what one gets. And nowhere is this unpredictability and moral incoherence
more evident than in the political forum. Those who occupy the shifting and unstable
world of politics are pre-eminently in the hands of fortune. For them, there is
certainly no connection between desert and reward. They do not know from one day
to the next what will happen, how loyalties will change, how the balance of force will
alter, and so on.
(This image is of Fortuna: The goddess of
fortune and the personification of luck in
Roman religion)
In a nutshell, then, we can say that, for
Machiavelli, virtù is that quality or
prowess which enables an individual to
encounter the blows of fortune and
overcome them by whatever means are
necessary. He goes onto say that, A man
should cope with her, just as he would
with any wilful and headstrong woman,
by beating her into submission. (This
statement of him shows that he wasn’t a
feminist)
In his encounters with fortune, it will
not do for the prince to be bound by a
rigid moral temperament. He must be
adaptable.
•

•

He must be able to be both man and beast.
o When mercy is appropriate, let him be merciful;
▪ but when it is appropriate for him to be merciless, savage and
terrifying, let him be these things too.
o Let him be honest and truthful where necessary;
▪ but let him lie and break faith if he must.
The prince must do whatever circumstances require, and if those
circumstances require him to disregard traditional moral values and Christian
ways of behaving, then so be it. It is self-defeating to behave in ways that will
increase one’s chances of losing power or to omit to behave in ways that will
increase one’s chances of keeping it.
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Double standard of politics / Theory of Dual Morality
One for the ruler and another for his
subjects. He said morality is not
necessary for the ruler. He is
creator of law and morality hence
price is above the both. A ruler has
primary duty of preserving the
state. For this purpose, he may use
instruments of lie, conspiracy,
killings and massacre etc. Because
absolute morality is neither possible nor
desirable in politics. He insisted that morality is essential for people. Only moral
citizens willingly obey laws of the state and sacrifice their lives for their nation. It
cultivates civic sense and patriotic spirit. Thus, Machiavelli prescribes double
standard of morality.

Is he Amoral ? / Principle of Moral Indifference
In the words of Sabine:
"The purpose of politics is to preserve and

increase political power itself, and the standard
by which he judges it is its success in doing this.
He often discusses the advantage of immorality
skilfully used to gain a ruler's ends, and it is this
which is mainly responsible for his evil repute.
But for the most part he is not so much
immoral as non-moral."
Everything he (The Prince) does is done because circumstances require it; he does
nothing merely because his character or moral principle dictate it. His indifference
towards morality, therefore, can be explained in terms of political expediency. We
might, therefore, most easily describe the prince as amoral. He is neither good
nor bad, neither wicked nor the reverse. He has no moral character in the traditional
sense of the term.

Evaluation of his views on Morality:
Many contemporaries and subsequent critics say that he is a teacher of evil. By the
early seventeenth century, Machiavelli’s name had become a synonym for tyranny
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and perfidy. But it is easy enough to see that Machiavelli does not counsel
wickedness and that his prince is not a wicked man. Machiavelli is quite ready to
concede that, from the point of view of ordinary morality, necessity requires political
actors to do deplorable things. This may be regrettable, but the fact remains

that the prince who cannot alter his mode of procedure to suit
changing circumstances will not be a prince for long. This is a fact of life
and there is no point, Machiavelli thinks, in wringing one’s hands about it.

Secularism
He can use religion to realize his ends. Religion cannot influence politics and the
church cannot control the state. In fact, sovereign state enjoys absolute power over
all individuals and institutions. As state is most necessary of all institutions, it stands
on a wholly different footing and therefore be judged by different standards. State
power is the end and religion is its organ and instrument. Nothing is unearthly in the
state. State came into being to satisfy material interests of the people. He divorced

politics from theology and government from religion. He did not view the
state as having a moral end and purpose but gave importance to man’s worldly life.
He said politics is an independent activity with its own principles and laws.

Allen Gilbert: "The Machiavellian state is, to begin with, in a
complete sense, an entirely secular state."
Separate politics from religion
Before Machiavelli medieval political philosophers believed that the religion was
the basis of the state. But Machiavelli emancipated the state completely from the control
of the church. He denied medieval philosophy of
religion. He repudiates the theory of Aquinas
that man needs the guidance of the

divine law.
He believed that politics is an independent activity
with its own principles and laws. Moral and religions
considerations cannot bind the prince, state is above and
outside the religion.
Still, Machiavelli does not ignore religion and morality.
In the opening chapter of the “Discourses‟ he says princes
who want to maintain themselves should respect all
religions and preserve the purity of all religions. He said religion is
useful only as an organ of the state. He gave only an instrumental
value to the religion.
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He advised the ruler that religion play
important role in the life of a
community. According to him religion is
necessary for unity and integrity of the
people within the state. Common
religion creates a sense of unity among
people. Religious rites, beliefs establish
social harmony. It also cultivate civic
sense and patriotic spirit. Decline of
respect for religion among the people is
a sign of ruin for the state.

Evaluation of his views on morality,
religion
It is often said that Machiavelli is the first
political theorist to give serious
attention to the idea of raison d'etre. This
may be so, but it is not the whole story.
Machiavelli admires the combination of practical qualities that he calls virtù, even
where no particular raison d'etre is at stake. He does so because, at heart, he is
fascinated not so much by outcomes as by the phenomenon of power itself. One
cannot help forming the impression that, for Machiavelli, the ends to which power is
applied are of secondary importance. He admires Cesare Borgia – an individual
who, by all ordinary standards, is a cruel and vicious tyrant – for his effectiveness,
not his moral character.
Even though we have thinkers like :
a.

Plato who do not make any separation between ethics and politics and
similarly,

b.

Gandhi, who considers politics without religion is like death trap

Still, we cannot ignore Machiavelli’s thoughts. He could be appreciated for
establishing that the nation and national interest is superior than any particular
religion. That’s why he is called as ‘greatest of all patriots’

||CHANAKYA MANDAL PARIWAR||

SWAPNIL MUNGALE

35

Machiavelli | Western Political Thinker

UPSC PSIR Optional Batch Notes

6. On use of Force
statecraft is a 'management of power'.
Either people discipline themselves or they
should be made disciplined by the use of
force.
Use of force => not the first option =>
Judicious use of force and deceit (Here,
deceit= the action or practice of
deceiving someone by concealing or
misrepresenting the truth)
Use of power engenders resistance, (here
engender=cause or give rise to)
As man is slave of his own selfish passions
(rather than reason), by manipulating the
passions of others that they can be made to
do what one wants them to do.
Force must be used as the last option.
Power has to be used quickly and mercilessly as the feeling of revenge is very powerful/

"the injury ... we do to a man must be such that we need not
fear his vengeance. "
He recommended constant military preparedness for the preservation of the state.
Prince should organize a strong army to meet any internal and external threat to his
power.

Own Army vs Mercenary
First person to suggest that prince should have an army of nationals
Strong and regular army was must for a state for its own defence. The state try to
build up its own independent, regular and faithful army. Such an army should consist
of its own citizens and be prepared not only to defend its national borders but also
to expand. The citizens must be trained for army service and there should be
compulsory military training for all able persons.
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Side by side with
Machiavelli’s dislike of the
nobility stands his hatred
of mercenary soldiers as
they may prove the main
cause of lawlessness and
disorder and ultimate
destruction of the stability
of the state.
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7. Other Advices
Common Man or Nobility
Prince should prefer common man over nobility, as common man is not a threat to
the Prince. Common man only expects security of his life and possessions. But
nobility should not be trusted because they have ambition to come into power. He
also considered them as a reason for lack of unification of Italy. He went to call them
as ‘Parasite Class’

Winning popularity of his people
Prince should try to win popularity,
goodwill and affection of his people.
He should pose as the patron of art,
commerce, agriculture. He should keep
his subjects materially contented by
not putting a tax on them.
The prince should not interfere in age
old customs and traditions of his
people because by nature people are
conservative.
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He should not have craving for wealth
and women of his own subjects. He
should keep a watchful eye on his
dissidents.

Foreign Policy
Machiavelli's suggestion for

imperialist foreign
policy
The sole aim of the prince is
to be an expert in managing
and organizing a war.
Because it is the only way of
increasing power. Power is
the only reason of the state.
Thus, Machiavelli justified
utility of war.

Doctrine of
Aggrandisement
In both ‘Prince’ and
Discourses’ Machiavelli
insists on the necessity of extending the territory of the state. According to him
either a state must expand or perish. Moreover, war between states,
Machiavelli thinks, can never be avoided, only postponed; the prince who does not
realise this is heading for disaster. If there are neighbouring powers capable of
challenging the power of the prince, war is inevitable, because neither side can rest
secure until the threat from the other is removed. So it is always best to attack if
one has the advantage or to destroy the other’s advantage by diplomacy if not war.
His idea of the extension of the dominion of state did not mean the blending of two
or more social or political Organisations, but the subjection of a number of stales
under the rule of a single prince or commonwealth.
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Extension of dominion was easier one’s own country, where there was no difficulty
of language or of an institution to overcome in the assimilation of conquered people

Council of wise men

A prince must have council of wise men
and not of flatterers
Powerful government and internal unity
were essential for any state. Prince
must choose wise men in his
council and should give them full
liberty to speak the truth to him. He
must ask them about everything and
hear their opinion and afterwards
deliberate by himself in his own way.
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Ordered state
In “The Prince” Machiavelli advocated absolutism and an effective government. This
advocacy of absolutism was due to the fact that he had witnessed anarchy,
lawlessness, corruption and misrule that prevailed in Italy of his times. He had
witnessed how king Charles VIII of France had captured Florence without being
offered resistance. Therefore, Machiavelli advocated a well organised, ordered and
militarily strong state. Without a strong state, any country had no hope of survival in
international politics. He believed that an ordered state was the only security against
forces of external aggression and internal chaos.

Criticism of his advices:
o Absolutism and narrow nationalism
Machiavelli suggested power politics is the Means and authoritarian absolute state is the
End. This thought of Machiavelli leads to absolutism and narrow nationalism. Power politics
cannot be End, it will lead to autocracy and war.

o Ignored individualism
Machiavelli ignored individualism i.e. individual liberty, equality, justice etc. He sacrificed
individual at the alter of the state.

o One sided views of human nature
In view of Machiavelli men are universally bad. This is really a very one sided view of human
nature. He ignores the fact that much of civilization is based on the social and co-operative
instincts of men

o Morality and idealism became less important
Materialism is the product of Renaissance and politics. Power and wealth are its central
concepts. Morality and idealism became less important.

o Selective use of history
Machiavelli supports his view on the basis of examples in history. However, Machiavelli goes
for selective use of history. He has overlooked those examples which contradict his
understanding. He presented only those examples which support only his point of view.
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On Republic (In Discourses)
advocated republicanism.
•

glimpse of modern nation-state whose stability rests upon its
capacity to generate mass support
• people should have a meaningful share in government
•
Machiavelli, thus, emerged as the scholar of emerging
bourgeois class (middle class)
• Like the church, Machiavelli held that nobility was also
responsible for lack of unity in Italy.
•

According to Machiavelli, "Wherever necessary =

monarchy, wherever possible = republic but in no
situation aristocracy."
absolute monarch for the societies where people are corrupt and
republicanism where people are virtuous.
Even JS Mill had later suggested that democracy cannot be introduced

anywhere randomly. There are few essential pre-requisites for its
introduction.

Republic for Machiavelli:
A "liberal" and "democratic" government, constrained by the rule of law and
undergirded by deeply held social and religious values that encourage civic virtue and
love of country. (Here, undergirded= provide support or a firm basis for)
•
•

There should be a state religion for the inculcation and maintenance of civic virtue.
There should be a citizen army, both to defend the republic and to extend its
possessions by wars of aggression.
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On Liberty:
the right of a people to live their day-to-day lives in relative
freedom
▪

•

and to engage in the selection of their
leadership without coercion or constraint.
•
all are able to feel secure in their
honour, property and person. The laws must
be clear and made known
• the citizens must know with a high degree of
certainty what they can and cannot do with impunity
• General economic prosperity should be encouraged
▪
Not only does he advocate what for its time was an extensive
level of popular political participation but, in regard to political
liberty, he argues that
• the conflict between different groups professing
different ideals will actually strengthen the state.
Machiavelli understood that political conflict, so long as it is

not allowed to degenerate into violence, contributes to
the strength and health of a republic and trains the
citizenry in civic virtue.
▪

Contemporary political scientists call this condition of group conflict

pluralism,
•

something that is now seen as the sine qua non of a free society.
(Here sine qua non = "Without (something), (something else) won't be
possible".)
• The merits of republicanism are the collective wisdom used in making
laws and people take the responsibilities.
However, weakness of republicanism is slow decision-making. Thus, for Aristotle,
the polity is the best practicable form of govt. and for the Machiavelli, such system is
an ideal state. He frankly asserted that duty towards one's own country overrides all
other duties and scruples.
(Here, scruple= hesitate or be reluctant to do something that one thinks may be
wrong)
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On Equality:
▪
▪
▪

Republican government must be based upon an extensive equality, not only
political equality, but social equality as well.
Due recognition must be given to the merits of citizens, and advancement in
the service of the state should be open to those who seek honour and glory.
Due recognition must be given to the merits of citizens, and advancement in
the service of the state should be open to those who seek honour and glory.

His Justification of Republicanism
In a monarchy, one man has supreme power. One man is in a position to stifle –
and, if he is to survive, must stifle – the manly impulses of all those subject to him.
In a republic, every individual is a prince: every individual is able to develop and
deploy his own virtù in defence of his security, freedom and property, thereby
producing a kind of collective or public virtù that conduces to the welfare and safety of
all. In a monarchy, Machiavelli says, only one man is free; in a republic, all are free. This
collective virtù does not arise out of friendship or altruism. Men co-operate because
they know that collective wisdom and effort is, on the whole, better than that of any
individual. Each man co-operates with others so far as is necessary to secure his own
good, while at the same time competing with others for the things that men value –
glory, honour, riches. A republic furnishes everyone with both the benefits of cooperation and the opportunity to develop virtù by striving with others to assert himself
in an open forum.

Republics will be more stable than monarchies, more able to defend
themselves and more successful at extending their territories by war, not because they
somehow submerge or counteract human self-assertiveness, but because they give it
freer range and so produce sturdy, indomitable, self-reliant individuals.
▪

▪
▪

while Machiavelli understood that his "Roman ideal" in no way corresponded to the
actual conditions of Renaissance Italy, it was his hope that the great political leader
might create the conditions for it.
It was his hope that the rules of power politics he teaches in The Prince might
provide the great leader with a way of "transcending" mere power politics.
Machiavelli prefers authority to power (‘The Discourses’ )
o Power – it lasts only so long as the prince survives or till he is able to
maintain his position.
o Authority - transcends the life or effectiveness of the prince because it is a
moral predisposition on the part of the people of obey the law regardless of
who is ruling and thus Machiavelli advises to create the conditions for
authority.
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“The welfare … of a republic or a kingdom does not consist in
having a prince who governs it wisely during his lifetime, but in
having one who will give it such laws that it will maintain itself
even after his death

Use of Religion
•

Fear, a mechanism of power, is effective only so long as
the prince is effective, but religion inculcates a
moral predisposition to obey the law and to
support the social order that transcends the
life or effectiveness of the prince.
•

Religion, in other words, is the
primary basis of authority for
Machiavelli.
•

•

It is for this reason that
he accords an even higher
status to founders of
religions than to founders
of states.
Thus, Machiavelli was a democrat and a libertarian who believed the state should

be bound by authority, based upon rule of law, undergirded by
religious institutions, supported by an equality of citizenship, and ruled
by those with a conception of the public good.
Is his idea of Republic is in discontinuation of his thoughts on Monarchy ?

Sabine remarks:
“His judgement was swayed by two
admirations-for the resourceful despot and for
the free, self-governing people-which were not
consistent. lie patched the two together, rather
precariously, as the theories respectively of
founding a state and of preserving it after it is
founded. In modern terms it might be said that he had one theory
for revolution and another ,for government.”
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Critical Evaluation and Comments on
Machiavelli
Comparison between Kautilya and Machiavelli
Comparison by :
o Political scholars like Jaszi and Winternitz
o

Pt. Nehru, in his book, "Discovery of India"
called Kautilya as the Indian Machiavelli.

Henry Kissinger in his book,
"World order" has mentioned that
"Arthashastra" is a combination of
ideas of Machiavelli and Clausewitz
o

Max Weber held that Kautilya is more Machiavellian than
Machiavelli is, i.e., Machiavelli's prince is harmless in comparison to Kautilya's
king.

Similarities
o Both have similar concernso Kautilya was also concerned with
o the malgovernance during his time which made the subcontinent
vulnerable to foreign invasions.
o Machiavelli concerned
o with the degrading condition in Italy.
o looking for a political entrepreneur who can establish order and security.
o have the pessimistic view of human nature and suggest the policy of force.
o Use of Force=> Dandniti
o Both support imperialist foreign policy and suggest prince create
opportunities for the material well-being of his subjects.
o Both permit the use of religion for political purpose.

Differences:
o Kautilya representing Indian tradition never allows the king to go above the
"Dharma" whereas Machiavelli's prince is above the religion.
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o Machiavelli's prince does not need directions from the church fathers whereas
Kautilya's king is not free from the guidance of Brahmans.
o Prince in Machiavelli sets the standard of morality in statecraft but the king in
Kautilya should act as per Dharmashastra.

Narrowly Dated and Located / "Machiavelli as a
thinker is a child of his time."
In the words of Harold Laski, Machiavelli was truly the child of Renaissance. The spirit of
inquiry let renaissance intellectuals to question the existing way of life-based on religion.
The core philosophy of renaissance was humanism. If we look at the political works before
Machiavelli such works were not free from the influence of religion. It was for the first time;
in the works of Machiavelli we see the political theory based on human nature.
Machiavelli was known as the father of European secularism. At the same time, we see the
beginning of scientific revolution and rise of capitalism. Machiavelli's description of selfseeking and materialistic man reflects the tendencies of his times. Machiavelli emerges as
the advocate of emerging bourgeoisie class. His political theories were not developed in a
systematic manner; they were mainly in the form of remarks upon situations.

"Machiavelli was narrowly dated and located"

– Sabine

Sabine has questioned the universalism and transcendentalism
It is true that Machiavelli was too much influenced by Italy of his time and was deductive
but still it is wrong to reject the universal and transcendental values of Machiavelli's
thought. If Machiavelli is partially correct, it means he is not entirely wrong.
He is a source of inspiration for leaders like "Mao Zedong" (Chinese leader from the
communist party) and theorist and scholars like Morgenthau, who is known as the father
of the school of realism in International relations and one of the major influences on U.S
foreign policy. We can even see the influence of Machiavelli on behavioral political
scientists. Many scholars like Pareto, Hans Morgenthau, Gramsci are influenced by
him. We can't undermine the importance of Machiavelli as a thinker and with Machiavelli
begins the age of hard-core realism.

Should Machiavelli be treated as the first modern
thinker?
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Contested

Olschki: 1976: Called Machiavelli as First Modern Political Thinker
For many scholars, Hobbes should be treated as the first modern thinker.
Machiavelli belonged to the time when all features of modern age have not come into
existence.
He is critique of feudalism and supporter of nation state. But he could not give the complete
theory of working of modern nation state. Hence, it is better to consider Machiavelli as nonmedieval and a-modern.

“It is necessary for the prince to ‘learn how not to be
good’ while appearing to be the opposite”.
The first part of the statement ‘learn how not to be good’ is an encapsulation of the various
rules of power politics. The prince should seem to be all mercy, faith, integrity, humanity,
and religion. For men in general judge more by the eyes than by the hands,

for everyone can see but very few have to feel. Everybody sees what you appear
to be, few feel what you are, and those few will not dare to oppose themselves to the many,
who have the majesty of the state to defend them; and in the actions of men, and especially
of princes, from which there is no appeal, the end justifies the means.
Since Machiavelli is considered as a hard-core realist and in history also medieval thinkers
even failed to emphasize on the necessity to learn injustice. According to Machiavelli, the
prince must learn to play the beast – that he must actually learn how to be unjust.
In the second part of the statement, ‘the prince must appear to be good’ implies that what
matters in politics is not the reality of any moral purpose, but only the appearance of one.
Here, The Prince is the reverse image of the Republic of Plato. For Machiavelli, what counts
in politics is the appearance of justice. In reducing politics to appearances, Machiavelli
clearly returns to sophistic political principles. For the ability to successfully acquire and
maintain power, an ability that requires appearing just while behaving unjustly, Machiavelli,
like the early Sophists, calls virtue! Plato, on the other hand, had devoted his life to
demonstrating that what the Sophists called virtue is in reality evil. There is an intimate
connection between epistemology and political theory. If, like Plato, one accepts the
existence of an objective moral order that people can know and incorporate into their lives,
then clearly Machiavelli's prince is evil. But if, like Machiavelli, one does not accept the
notion of such an order, there is nothing to "know" in the Platonic sense.
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What is knowable is nothing more than what we would now call the "real empirical world,"
what Plato had described as the cave world of appearances. In Platonic terms we could say
that Machiavelli's virtuous prince is one who grasps that he is in the cave, that there is no
leaving it, and that knowledge must be confined merely to using and manipulating those
shadows and illusions that bind human beings and their societies together. Indeed, in
Machiavelli’s political universe there is no form, no natural law, no teleology operating in
the affairs of human beings. There is nothing but the empirical reality of politics.
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Overall Assessment
Machiavelli’s political theories were not developed in a systematic manner, they were
mainly in the form of remarks upon particular situations. In the wards of Sabine:

"The character of Machiavelli and the true meaning of
his philosophy have been one of the enigmas of modern
history. In each of these views, incompatible as they are,
there is probably an element of truth. What is
emphatically not true is that any one of them gives a
complete picture either of Machiavelli or his thoughts."

Skinner
''Once we restore Machiavelli to the world in which his ideas were
initially formed, we can begin to appreciate the extraordinary
originality of his attack on the prevailing moral assumptions of his age.
And once we grasp the implications of his own moral outlook, we can
readily see why his name is still so invoked whenever the issues of
political power and leadership are discussed"

Prince:
practical techniques of gaining and maintaining political power, techniques stripped off all
moral (or immoral) considerations.

The Discourses
speaks of authority, civic virtue, liberty, and equality, these terms no longer possess ethical
meaning in the classical sense
They are as ethically neutral as the rules of power politics discussed in the Prince
Machiavelli, ‘justice’ is an illusion of an ethical order that creates authority in a republic, not
the reality.
Machiavelli seems to have a very imperfect notion of what would be necessary to create
and maintain the modern state.
He fails to outline the structure of such a state:
o the new role of citizenship in the modern state,
o mechanisms of representation,
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o the limits of the central power or conversely,
o the rights and liberties of the subjects,
o issues that would inform the whole debate over the nation-state in the centuries to
come.
Such a limited view is not shared by Thomas Hobbes, a political thinker of the first rank who
completes what Machiavelli began. Hobbes not only rejects the classical and medieval
tradition of political discourse, he does so with the insights of modem science, insights that
were not available to Machiavelli. In the name of science, and with the awesome power of
the modem nation-state, Hobbes proposes to abolish the notion of fortune altogether. He
proposes to put politics, no less than the other aspects of people 's lives, fully under human
control for the first time in human history.
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