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Notes on Machiavelli 

I. Premises of Machiavelli's Political Philosophy  

A. Necessity: men and women are needy.  

1. There are not enough of the good things in life to go around, that is, to satisfy everyone.  

B. Fortune (Prince, ch. 25) 

1. Machiavelli says that many people believe that we should not try to influence things of 

the world because they are determined by fortune or by God  

a) Fortune or chance: the view of many ancient authors, particularly those who 

accept a polytheistic religion 

(1) This is what Plato says 

b) God: parts of the New Testament, such as Matthew, which encourages human 

beings to obey God for the sake of the next world, even if this leads to disaster in 

this world  

(1) Not the Hebrew Bible, which encourages human beings to seek a land 

of milk and honey  

2. Machiavelli initially says that fortune account for half of what occurs. 

a) He silently drops any talk of God, indicating his disbelief 

b) Other indications of Machiavelli's atheism: 

(1) We should not count on “invisible princes.” 

(2) We should not fall down, expecting someone to be pick us up (Prince, 

chapter 24) 

3. But then he says that we can prepare for bad fortune, if we are virtuous 

a) Fortune is a river. 

b) But we can prepare dikes and dams (good laws and good arms). 

4. Virtue, in Machiavelli’s sense, allows us to do so. 

a) It allows us to adjust to the times, to necessity. 

b) Although, if we cannot easily adjust, it is better to be rash than cautious. 

II. Virtue 

A. Imaginary principalities and republics  
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1. Examples  

a) Matthew’s kingdom of God 

b) Plato’s Republic 

2. “The Gap between how people actually behave and how they ought to behave is so great 

that anyone who ignores everyday reality in order to live up to an ideal will soon discover 

he has been taught how to destroy himself (Prince, ch. 15)” 

3. effectual truth 

4. profession 

B. Machiavelli’s new sense of virtue 

1. Skillful self-advancement 

2. Knowing how “not to be good, and to make use of it or not according to necessity (Prince 

ch. 15).” 

3. A prince must continue to profess virtue but not act on 

a) Machiavelli must show us how can we combine virtue in Machiavelli's sense, 

with a reputation for virtue in the old sense. 

C. Examples of the virtues 

1. Liberality comes from being stingy (Prince, ch. 16). 

a) Liberality is an Aristotelian virtue 

b) If a prince is generous, he will run out of funds and thus must eventually take 

from the people in the form of taxes, to reward the great. 

c) Thus a prince can be generous to the people by being stingy.  

d) Although a prince can and should be generous with goods seized from other 

principalities and republics. 

(1) Liberality is made possible by robbery and conquest  

e) One can thus gain a reputation for liberality by being stingy 

2. Mercy or compassion achieved through cruelty well-used (Prince, chs. 7, 17). 

a) Cruelty is Christian virtue 

b) Cruelty well-used keeps the peace. 

c) And is not repeated if all the bad a prince must do is carried out “at one stroke” 
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at the beginning of his rule. 

d) One cannot obtain a reputation for mercy or compassion by being cruel. 

(1) A prince must have a reputation for cruelty to be successful  

(2) But a prince can deflect blame for his cruelty on to others 

(a) Cesare Borgia encouraged people to believe that not he but 

Remirro de Orco was responsible for the cruelty of his rule of the 

Romagna  

(b) By cruelty killing Remirro Borgia accomplished two aims: 

(i) He satisfied the people: his own cruelty expressed the 

repressed desire for (cruel) revenge against Remirro  

(ii) He stupefied the people: they were scared by Borgia’s 

swift and cruel actions against someone like Remirro  

(3) Christian virtue is farther than Aristotelian virtue from Machiavellian 

virtue  

(a) Christians are supposed to be merciful not cruel, so a Prince, 

who must be feared,  can’t have a reputation for mercy for one. 

(b) In practice, however, Christians are often cruel for they are 

lead by their religious beliefs to oppress those who have different 

religious views 

(i) Machiavelli criticizes Ferdinand of Aragon’s “pious 

cruelty” in expelling the Marranos (Jews and Moslems 

who had been forcibly converted to Christianity) from 

Spain 

(ii) Machiavellian practice is likely to be less cruel over 

time, if not at the start of a regime. 

3. It is more important to be feared than loved (Prince, ch. 18) 

D. Examples of new principalities that are acquired through one's own arms and virtue (Prince, 

chapter 6) 

1. New principalities, like all principalities, must be acquired 

a) Examples of these new Princes rose through own efforts, no inheritance 

(1) They acquired their principality with difficulty 

(2) But they hold it with ease 
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2. Great examples suggested which you should follow 

a) Most men walk on paths beaten by others and proceed in their actions by 

imitation 

b) They are unable to either 

(1) stay on paths of others altogether 

(2) or imitate the virtue of those they imitate  

(3) Machiavelli contrast staying on the path of great men” with imitating 

their virtue. Why does he do this?  

(a) Because one of the virtues of Great men is that they do not stay 

on the paths of others but innovate.  

(i) Virtue consists in part in departing from paths others: 

adjusting to times 

(b) So to truly imitate their virtue, one must not follow exactly 

what they do  

3. Examples of those who have acquired a new principality by virtue 

a) Moses 

b) Cyrus 

c) Romulus 

d) Theseus 

4. Moses 

a) Machiavelli says we should not reason about him. 

(1) For he was successful neither by virtue nor fortune but by God's will. 

(This contradicts what he said above.) 

(2) Moses was mere executor of god's will. So we can only admire grace 

which made him deserving of speaking with God. 

(a) How did Moses speak with God? Perhaps by inventing these 

speeches. 

b) Machiavelli proceeds to do reason about Moses. 

(1) This suggests that God has less to do with it than the religious believe. 

c) Cyrus and others all admirable: 
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(1) Cyrus appear no different from Moses, who had so great a teacher. 

(a) if Cyrus didn't have help of god and is no different from Moses, 

does Machiavelli think that Moses had God's help? 

(b) Perhaps Machiavelli is teaching what God taught Moses (see 

below). 

5. People seeking a leader provide an opportunity for a new prince. This means that the 

Prince’s opportunity comes from the suffering of the people.  

a) Does a Prince really have to wait for these opportunities? 

(1) Elsewhere Machiavelli suggests that a Prince create opportunities: he 

can disperse a people.  

6. New Princes must stand by oneself rather than depend upon others. 

a) Nothing is more difficult to handle, more doubtful of success and more 

dangerous to manage than to put oneself at the head of introducing new orders (and 

modes) 

(1) New princes make enemies of those who will lose power, position, and 

wealth when they take over. 

(2) While the defenders of new princes are lukewarm  

(a) Their defenders are fearful: the law on the side of the 

opponents of the new Prince. 

(b) The incredulity of those who do not believe in new things 

unless they come to have firm experience of them.  

b) Armed prophets conquered, unarmed ruined 

(1) when they carry out their deed, do they beg (pray) or use force 

(2) The nature of people variable 

(3) It is easy to persuade them, but difficult to keep them persuaded 

(a) Must make them believe by force 

(b) eg 

(i) Moses, Cyrus, Theseus and Romulus were armed and 

made people observe their constitutions 

(ii) Savonarola was unarmed and failed 

7. These new Princes not only held power, but created long-lived regimes. 
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a) They not only held power, but created new forms of government and new laws 

and, in some cases, a new religion and people. 

b) They were prophets as well as princes. 

c) These are the princes who receive the greatest glory. 

E. Examples of Principalities acquired with neither virtue nor fortune. (Prince, chapter 8) 

1. Thus example of Agathocles. 

a) Machiavelli says that, because of his crimes, he did not receive glory. 

(1) Yet Machiavelli glorifies him. 

b) Machiavelli says that, given his crimes, he cannot be called virtuous. 

(1) Yet he calls him virtuous 

2. What accounts for these seeming contradictions 

a) Due to his crimes, Agathocles cannot be called virtuous in the old sense. But is 

called virtuous (new sense) by Machiavelli (Prince, ch. 8.)  

b) Agathocles is an admirable prince, but was not a prophet. He did not attain the 

greatest heights a Prince can aspire to. 

(1) That is why he is not the most glorious of Princes, not because of his 

crimes.  

F. The Prince and Christianity  (Prince, Chapter 7) 

1. Borgia 

a) Arms of others 

(1) This is a problem.  

(2) Who is the Prince here?  In chapter 11, Borgia is said to be the 

instrument of his Father 

b) But initially said to have done everything right. 

c) And only lost due to the death of his father and his own illness 

d) But then said to have made a mistake 

(1) Allowing an enemy to become Pople 

2. Importance of this example I:  
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a) Initially it seems that fortune makes success impossible 

b) Then we see that virtue could conquer fortune 

c) Machiavelli often shows us problems and then shows us the solution 

(1) brutalization 

3. Importance of this example II:  

a) A further reason to think that Borgia is not really an ideal to follow is that he 

did not rise to power with his own arms, but, rather, was put into power by his 

father, Pope Alexander VI  

b) who is the instigator of action? 

(1) Alexander VI using Borgia for his own purposes, just as Borgia used 

Remirro d'Orca? 

(a) Machiavelli puts these actions in Alexander's name 

(2) why can't Alexander act on his own 

(a) because he is the pope and must appear to disdain this-wordly 

power 

(3) At the same time, Borgia can't become the Pope  

(4) thus the example critique of the baneful influence of Christianity on 

politics 

(a) separation of temporal and "spiritual"  power 

(b) humility of Christianity 

c) Separation of Church and politics 

G. Machiavelli does not expect everyone to adopt his new understanding of virtue. Princes and 

those who aspire to be princes must pretend to follow the traditional (Classical and Christian) 

virtues. 

1. Why are people taken in by the hypocrisy of Princes? Those who are taken are, mostly 

the people, not the great. (See below for this distinction.) 

a) Most people see but do not touch: they do not have direct contact or experience 

of the evil people do (Prince, ch. 18). 

b) “People judge by the outcome.” 

(1) Praise those who are successful (especially if this success benefits 

themselves. 
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(2) People believe that those who succeed are good because 

(a) They believe that God is responsible for their success and 

presume that, because God is good, only good people succeed.  

(b) The psychological stress of believing that our rulers are bad is 

too difficult to bear 

III. Invisible Hand Government 

A. What justifies the immorality that Machiavelli recommends? 

1. The immorality of princes serves the common good. By be willing not to be good, 

princes help the people.  

a) See, the examples of the virtues, above. 

b) Foreign conquest. 

2. Princes must look to the people rather than the great for support because 

a) Keep peace, internally and externally. 

b) Keep taxes low 

B. The Great and the People 

1. The great seek to oppress others. 

a) Because they recognize that those who do not take from others are likely to be 

ruined.  

b) By “the great” Machiavelli refers to both a psychological type and the social 

classes consisting of nobleman and the wealthy, one th one hand, and the low born 

and poor, on the other .  

(1) Some of those who are in these social classes fit the psychological type 

associated with each class.  

(2) But some potential princes have the psychological character of the 

great, but they must work their way up from the lower classes, as did 

Agathocles (Prince, ch. 8.).  

2. The people seek not to be oppressed  

a) They count on the good will of the great, including that of invisible princes. 

(1) Machiavelli implies that  

C. Princes should rely on the people rather than the great because (Prince, ch. 9): 
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1. The great expect recompense from the prince in the form of goods or preferences. But 

princes cannot satisfy the great. 

a) The great always seek more. 

b) Princes run out of goods and can get more by taking from the people. 

2. The people just would like not to be oppressed. 

3. The great, being smaller in number, are more easily replaced. 

D. Thus Machiavelli rejects the traditional, Platonic or Aristotelian, distinction between rulers who 

rule in their own interest and those who rule in the interest of their city or country. 

1. The best rulers rule in their own interest. 

2. By being successful, the best rulers serve their subjects. 

E. Principalities and republics 

1. In Principalities, competition between Princes and those who want to overthrow for the 

support of the people 

2. Similarly in Republics 

a) Advantages 

(1) Flexibility in having Princes who suit the times 

(2) People are armed  

(3) People are involved in politics  

(a) Leads to foreign expansion 

IV. Machiavelli’s aims  

A. Teach princes and potential princes how not to be good  

1. why does one have to learn this? 

a) Have to unlearn lessons of Christianity 

(1) There is no God who will reward and punish us  

b) Would prefer live to be one in which good do well, here or later  

c) Spiritedness has to be directed towards this wordly success 

(1) Spiritedness:  
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(a) want to distinguish ourselves 

(b) want esteem and pride  

(c) want to think things will go well 

(2) Can, often does leads us to be moral creatures 

(a) Not animals, moved by necessity but capable of helping others 

(3) Don’t want to think that we must be concerned with survival and that 

life is difficult  

2. image of rape 

a) would rather not have to rape, but seduce 

(1) this is not possible 

b) who is in charge? 

(1) Most prince’s fail 

(2) Yet in doing so, they benefit the people 

B. Aim of doing so 

1. Make life better for all in this, the only world 

C. Machiavelli as unarmed Prophet 

1. Learns from Christianity 

a) About the possibility of changing the world by changing ideas 

b) The capacity of fraud: importance of hypocrisy 

2. possibility that unarmed prophets can succeed 

a) prophet need not hold power, but, rather must influence the minds of those who 

do hold power 

b) gap between "church" and "state" 

(1) one need not hold power to be a prophet 

(2) one has to inspire others 

D. Machiavelli and Plato, the Bible 

1. why different 
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a) conquer fortune 

(1) systematic knowledge 

(2) capacity for Fraud 

b) A commitment to the ideals of moral virtue is dangerous 

(1) One can never have too much wealth, power, and glory. Although we 

have the capacity to neglect these aims, we must always be concerned with 

them. 

(a) Bad fortune can strike at any moment 

(b) Too many people, both in and out of our own political 

community, are unwilling to accept the restraints of a rational 

political life  

(i) in domestic affairs, conflicts between the rich and poor 

are difficult to manage 

(a) rich, few often cannot resist grasping for more 

(i) thereby alienating the many, poor 

(ii) and starting troubles with foreigners 

(b) the poor, cannot resist 

(i) trying to throw off the restraints of 

political life 

(ii) or seeking to redistribute more from 

the rich then they can justly claim 

(ii) in foreign affairs,  

(a) aggressive, political communities can arise 

that can overpower all their neighbors, even when 

they act together 

(2) To seek to be virtuous at all—in the sense of the Ancient political 

philosophers—leads us to neglect necessity.  

(a) Virtue can be pursued immoderately, especially when it is 

understood to lead not to goods in this world, but in the next 

(i) For, on that view, virtue demands selflessness 

(ii) That end, however, leads us to neglect the this wordly 

goods we need to protect ourselves  
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(a) Wealth, power, and glory 

(iii) And, it encourages those who seek these instrumental 

goods to prey on us 

(b) Although the virtue of the Ancients, does not demand this, it 

is subject to transformation into this more dangerous 

understanding of virtue. 

(i) It encourages us to try to transcend our lower desires  

(a) This idealism can be easily ratcheted up.  

(b) The spirited desire for transcendence can lead 

to more extreme demands for selflessness 

(ii) An ideal polity rests on the acceptance of a civic 

religion. But religious claims can escape from political 

control. 

(a) Religious belief can lead people to seek 

universal principles 

(i) And these religious beliefs might be 

stimulated by philosophic claims to have 

such beliefs or a philosophic desire to 

seek them 

(b) Religious leaders seek power by claiming a 

higher authority than the government. 

(c) The people seek some recompense for their 

troubles in this world in their hopes of a next, 

better life. 

(i) This desire may well be a temptation 

at all times and places 

(ii) But it is especially likely to be rue 

when things go very badly in this worldly 

affairs  
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	(1) Machiavelli implies that



	C. Princes should rely on the people rather than the great because (Prince, ch. 9):
	1. The great expect recompense from the prince in the form of goods or preferences. But princes cannot satisfy the great.
	a) The great always seek more.
	b) Princes run out of goods and can get more by taking from the people.

	2. The people just would like not to be oppressed.
	3. The great, being smaller in number, are more easily replaced.

	D. Thus Machiavelli rejects the traditional, Platonic or Aristotelian, distinction between rulers who rule in their own interest and those who rule in the interest of their city or country.
	1. The best rulers rule in their own interest.
	2. By being successful, the best rulers serve their subjects.

	E. Principalities and republics
	1. In Principalities, competition between Princes and those who want to overthrow for the support of the people
	2. Similarly in Republics
	a) Advantages
	(1) Flexibility in having Princes who suit the times
	(2) People are armed
	(3) People are involved in politics
	(a) Leads to foreign expansion





	IV. Machiavelli’s aims
	A. Teach princes and potential princes how not to be good
	1. why does one have to learn this?
	a) Have to unlearn lessons of Christianity
	(1) There is no God who will reward and punish us

	b) Would prefer live to be one in which good do well, here or later
	c) Spiritedness has to be directed towards this wordly success
	(1) Spiritedness:
	(a) want to distinguish ourselves
	(b) want esteem and pride
	(c) want to think things will go well

	(2) Can, often does leads us to be moral creatures
	(a) Not animals, moved by necessity but capable of helping others

	(3) Don’t want to think that we must be concerned with survival and that life is difficult


	2. image of rape
	a) would rather not have to rape, but seduce
	(1) this is not possible

	b) who is in charge?
	(1) Most prince’s fail
	(2) Yet in doing so, they benefit the people



	B. Aim of doing so
	1. Make life better for all in this, the only world

	C. Machiavelli as unarmed Prophet
	1. Learns from Christianity
	a) About the possibility of changing the world by changing ideas
	b) The capacity of fraud: importance of hypocrisy

	2. possibility that unarmed prophets can succeed
	a) prophet need not hold power, but, rather must influence the minds of those who do hold power
	b) gap between "church" and "state"
	(1) one need not hold power to be a prophet
	(2) one has to inspire others



	D. Machiavelli and Plato, the Bible
	1. why different
	a) conquer fortune
	(1) systematic knowledge
	(2) capacity for Fraud

	b) A commitment to the ideals of moral virtue is dangerous
	(1) One can never have too much wealth, power, and glory. Although we have the capacity to neglect these aims, we must always be concerned with them.
	(a) Bad fortune can strike at any moment
	(b) Too many people, both in and out of our own political community, are unwilling to accept the restraints of a rational political life
	(i) in domestic affairs, conflicts between the rich and poor are difficult to manage
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	(i) thereby alienating the many, poor
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	(b) the poor, cannot resist
	(i) trying to throw off the restraints of political life
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	(ii) in foreign affairs,
	(a) aggressive, political communities can arise that can overpower all their neighbors, even when they act together



	(2) To seek to be virtuous at all—in the sense of the Ancient political philosophers—leads us to neglect necessity.
	(a) Virtue can be pursued immoderately, especially when it is understood to lead not to goods in this world, but in the next
	(i) For, on that view, virtue demands selflessness
	(ii) That end, however, leads us to neglect the this wordly goods we need to protect ourselves
	(a) Wealth, power, and glory

	(iii) And, it encourages those who seek these instrumental goods to prey on us

	(b) Although the virtue of the Ancients, does not demand this, it is subject to transformation into this more dangerous understanding of virtue.
	(i) It encourages us to try to transcend our lower desires
	(a) This idealism can be easily ratcheted up.
	(b) The spirited desire for transcendence can lead to more extreme demands for selflessness

	(ii) An ideal polity rests on the acceptance of a civic religion. But religious claims can escape from political control.
	(a) Religious belief can lead people to seek universal principles
	(i) And these religious beliefs might be stimulated by philosophic claims to have such beliefs or a philosophic desire to seek them

	(b) Religious leaders seek power by claiming a higher authority than the government.
	(c) The people seek some recompense for their troubles in this world in their hopes of a next, better life.
	(i) This desire may well be a temptation at all times and places
	(ii) But it is especially likely to be rue when things go very badly in this worldly affairs









