














THIRD FisHERMAN. Master, I marvel how the
fishes live i1n the sea.

FirsT FIsHERMAN. Why, as men do a-land ; the
great ones eat up the little ones.

Pericles, Prince of Tyre
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8 THE MACHIAVELLIANS

By the latter half of the twelfth century, the Emperor ruled
over most of the Germanic arcas and the Kingdom of the Two
Sicilies, which included most of southern Italy. The major
expansive aim of the Empire was to secure control of the cgties
of northern Italy, the richest and most prosperous states of all
Europe. The object of the Papacy and of the cities themselves,
or at least of the burghers of the cities, was to block the advance
of the Empire. The Papacy set out to destroy the Hohenstaufen
family, which led the Empire, and which the Popes rightly
understood to be the core of the Ghibelline faction. After a
century of struggle, this was done ; the hold of the Empire
on the Kingdom of the Sicilies was broken by the Guelph,
Charles of Anjou; and the last of the Hohenstaufen family,
the romantic youth Conradin, was slaughtered after his defeat
by Charles in the battle of Tagliacozzo—in 1268, three years
after the birth of Dante. The struggle, however, continued,
and the Empire still kept its dreams fixed on the Italian cities.

e - B

Now Florence, Dante’s own seething, rich, dynamic city, the
leader of Tuscany and one of the chief states of the late medieval
world, became a great and uncompromising bulwark of the
Guelph faction. Machiavelli, in his History of Florence, describes
how internal conflicts within Florence broadened to join the
international Guelph-Ghibelline division. In the course of a
private quarrel, a group headed by the Uberti family assassinated
a member of the Buondelmonti family. ‘‘ This Murder divided
the whole City, part of it siding with the Buondelmonti, and
part with the Uberti; and both the Families being powerful
in Houses, Castles, and Men, the quarrel continued many years
before either could be ejected ; yet though the animosity could
not be extinguished by a firm and stable peace, yet things were
palliated and composed sometimes for the present, by certain
Truces and Cessations, by which means (according to the
variety of accidents) they were sometimes at quiet, and some-
times together by the Ears. In this Condition Florence con-
tinued till the Reign of Frederic 11 [of Hohenstaufen, Emperor
from 1215-1250] who being King of Naples, and desirous to
strengthen himself against the Church; to corroborate his
interest 1n Tuscany, joined himself to the Uberti and theitr
party, by whose assistance the Buondelmonti were driven out
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MACHIAVELLI’S CONCEPTION OF HISTORY 49

so on the other side, when she intends any great destruction,
she has her Instruments ready to push on the wheel, and assist
to her designs ; and if there be any man capable of obstructing
them in the least, she either rids him out of the way, or deprives
him of all authority, and leaves him without any faculty to do
good.” (Discourses, Book II, Chap. 29.)

This conception of Fortune fits in closely with the idea, which
we have already noted, that the ruler-type of political man is
one who knows how to accommodate to the times. Fortune
cannot be overcome, but advantage may be taken of her.

“Yet this I shall assert again (and by the occurrences in all
History there is nothing more true) that men may second their
fortune, not resist it ; and follow the order of her designs, but
by no means defeat them : Neverthcless men are not wholly
to abandon themselves, because they know not her end; for
her ways being unknown and irregular, may possibly be at last
for our good ; so that we are always to hope the best, and that
hope is to preserve us in whatcver trouble or distresses we shall
fall.”’ (Discourses, Book 1I, Chap. 29.)

Beyond such accommodation (‘‘ opportunism,” we might
nowadays call it), men and states will make the most of fortune
when they display wirt#, when they are firm, bold, quick in
decision, not irresolute, cowardly, and timid.

““In all consultations, it is best to come immediately to the
point in question, and bring things to a result, without too
tedious a hesitation and suspense . . . and it is a fault peculiar
to all weak and improvident Princes and Governments to be
slow and tedious, as well as uncertain in their Councils,

which is as dangerous as the other . . . (Discourses, Book II,
Chap. 15.)

4. Machiavelli believes that religion is essential to the well-
being of a state. In discussing religion, as in discussing human
nature, Machiavelli confines himself to political function. He
Is not engaged in theological dispute, nor inquiring whether
religion, or some particular religion, is true or false, but trying
to estimate the role that religious belief and ritual perform in
politics. He is analyzing, we might say in a general sense,
" myth,” and myth he finds to be politically indispensable.

" Though Rome should have been founded by Romulus, and
owe him (as his Daughter) for her Birth, and Education ; yet
the Heavens foresecing that the Constitutions of Romulus would
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are the calls for a ** unity ” that is a mask for the suppression of
all opposition, how fatally lying or wrong are all beliefs that
liberty is the peculiar attribute of any single individual or
group—prince or democrat, nobles or pcople or * multitude.”

Only out of the continuing clash of opposing groups can liberty
flow.

“All caties . . . do some time or other alter their govern-
ment, yet not (as many think) by means of Liberty and Sub-
jection ; but by occasion of servitude, and licentiousncss : for
only the name of Liberty 1s pretended by popular persons, such
as are the instruments of licentiousness ; and servitude is sought
for by those that are Noble, neither of them both desiring to
be restrained either by Laws or anything else.” (History of
Florence, Book 1V.)

“I cannot in silence pass over the tumults and commotions
which happened in Rome betwixt the death of the Tarquins,
and the creation of those Tribunes. Nor can I forbear saying
something against the opinion of many who will needs have
Rome to have been a tumultuous Republic, so full of mutiny
and confusion, that had not its good fortune and valour supplied
for its defects, 1t would have been inferior to any other common-
wealth whatsoever . . . I say, those who object against the
tumults betwixt the Nobles and the People, do in my opinion
condemn those very things which were the first occasion of
its freedom, regarding the noise and clamours which do usually
follow such commotions, more than the good effects they do
commonly produce, not considering that in all commonwealths
there are two opposite humours, one of the people, the other
of the Noblesse ; and that all Laws which are madec in favour
of liberty, proceed from the diferences betwixt them . . .”
(D1scourses, Book I, Chap. 4.)

This balancing clash of opposed interests will the more surcly
preserve liberty when the state guards against too great inequality
in privilege and wealth.

““The other reason [for the integrity and justice of certain
states] is, because those commonwealths who have preserved
their liberties, and kept themselves incorrupt, do not suffer any
of their citizens to live high . . . but they live all in an equality
and parity.” (Discourses, Book I, Chap. 55.)

Liberty, then—not the rhetorical liberty of an impossible and
misconceived Utopia, but such concrete liberty as is, when they
are fortunate, within the grasp of real men, with their real
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