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Unmasking the Prince:
An Earnest Analysis of Machiavellian Deception

“Machiavelli was a proper man and a good citizen; but, being attached to the court of the Medici,

he could not help veiling his love of liberty in the midst of his country’s oppression”-- Jean

Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract

Much of the literature on Niccolò Machiavelli sees him either as a “weak” republican,

one who gives only a conditional endorsement of republicanism, but otherwise admires princes,

or as a “strong” republican, who is principally concerned with returning Florence to its

republican roots. Mary Dietz (1986) argues in favor of the latter position, by reading The Prince

as a work of republican deception intended to bring about the fall of the Medici, through the

inclusion of intentionally poor strategic advice, which, if taken as sincere by the works’

dedicatee, would jeopardize Medici’s grip on power, and hasten the return of Florence to its

republican roots.

Following Dietz, I argue that Machiavelli is indeed a strong republican, one who is

deeply concerned with returning Florence to freedom, and who is not above utilizing deception

to achieve that goal. However, in contrast to Dietz, I argue Machiavelli is far more conflicted on

his political advocacy, and, consequently, he is best thought of as an ardent but fearful and wary

republican. I argue that his Discourses is best read not so much as a wholehearted endorsement

of republican principles, but as a uniquely intimate look at Machiavelli’s struggle with his

political advocacy. Briefly stated, I read The Discourses not merely as Machiavelli explaining his

actions in writing The Prince, as Dietz suggests, but as him explaining why he didn’t go further.

Why, in a word, would such an ardent republican such as Machiavelli be content with living in
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the shadow of the Medici, with only faint hope that his words will lead the Medici into an

ambush?

My article proceeds as follows. I begin by following Dietz in providing an overview of

the debate on Machiavelli’s republicanism, arguing in favor of what I term the “strong republican

thesis.” I then move on to argue that Machiavelli’s Discourses on Livy, as a treatise presented to

only his close friends, not only gives scholars a unique insight into Machiavelli’s sincerely held

republicanism, but also into his own self-perception as a political actor. Moving beyond Dietz’s

immediate analysis, I argue that Machiavelli was rather more conflicted on his political activism,

and sought not only to explain his strategy to his compatriots, but also to excuse it. To preview

my conclusion, I see Machiavelli creating his Discourses with one audience in mind, but two

voices, so to speak; the first voice justifies and explains his subversive actions-- the other

justifies and explains his relative inaction, and perhaps even, his ultimate failure in returning

Florence to its freedom.

Background

Niccolò Machiavelli is perhaps best known for authoring two very different works of

political theory-- The Prince, which consists primarily of advice directed towards rulers of

autocratic regimes, and the Discourses on Livy, a significantly longer treatise that is typically

seen to be supportive of republicanism. It is therefore perhaps not surprising that among the most

persistent questions faced by scholars of Machiavelli is how one might reconcile these

apparently contradictory works. Mary Dietz argues that the literature can be divided into two

schools of thought: the first, which I call the “weak republican thesis,” sees him as a rather cold
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and calculating political strategist, one who has resigned himself to endorse the realpolitik

conception of politics, if for no other reason than fear of reprisal. This view is perhaps most

vividly expressed in Leo Strauss’s Thoughts on Machiavelli, which insists that the Italian

diplomat is little more than a “teacher of evil,” one who maintains a striking indifference to the

moralistic distinction between goodness and wickedness. The second view, which I accordingly

term the “strong republican thesis,” sees Machiavelli as an earnest, albeit somewhat mischievous

activist for democratization, who laced his work with the tools needed to tear down an autocratic

regime. Rousseau is perhaps the most famous advocate of this latter view, arguing that The

Prince is essentially a guide, intended to be read by the people, on how to expose the methods of

the princes (Social Contract, p.116) .

Echoing Rousseau, Dietz reads The Prince not as a genuine and earnest guide for

effective autocratic governance, but rather as an act of political deception, in which Machiavelli

“offers Lorenzo advice on security, with the intention of delivering him into republican hands”

(Dietz, 788).  Dietz goes on to recall a wide range of historical as well as textual evidence to

support her interpretation, which, for the sake of brevity, I do not recount here. Indeed, I regard

her thesis more as a simplifying assumption than as a claim to be defended, precisely because of

its controversial nature. As Machiavelli himself takes care to note “[engaging in conspiracies]

should never be communicated unless necessary and in the deed ... everyone should guard

himself from writing as from a reef” (D, p.225). Evidently, then, we should not expect to uncover

any smoking gun within Machiavelli’s writings to inculcate him in a conspiracy against the

Medici, and, consequently, any direct attempt to do so is in all likelihood a fool’s errand. Still, we

might uncover more than first meets the eye through a careful reading of his Discourses through
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Dietz’s lens, and perhaps shed light on Machiavelli’s own struggle with his unique and

precarious position in Florence.

One more point bears mentioning before I proceed further. Interpretive readings of any

literary work rarely, if ever, gain universal acceptance, and this is particularly true for readers of

Machiavelli. As the diplomat himself notes in an oft-quoted letter, “for some time I have never

said what I believed, and never believed what I said, and if I do sometimes happen to say what I

think, I always hide it among so many lies that it is hard to uncover” (Machiavelli, Letters

p.200). The difficulty, stated in simple terms, is that any speculative interpretation is bound to

regard some of an author’s words as sincere, and others as deceptive, but unanimous agreement

will rarely be found as to which is which. This problem might be particularly concerning for my

present purpose, as I am relying almost solely on Machiavelli’s direct writings for my argument.

That said, I do not regard this interpretive problem as insurmountable-- it merely suggests that

we must work to try to confront Machiavelli at his most earnest and least suspicious, such that

we might catch him slipping up just as he reaches down to adjust his mask.

To that end, Machiavelli’s Discourses on Livy are perhaps the closest the statesman gets

to laying out his normative philosophical commitments, and consequently, one might expect it to

be least deceptive of his works. Unlike The Prince, The Discourses is quite explicitly addressed

not to a prince, but rather to “those who for their infinite good parts deserve to be [princes]” (D,

p.3). Specifically, Machiavelli wrote his treatise to Zanobi Buondelmonti and Cosimo Rucellai,

the former of whom would go on to organize a plot to assassinate Cardinal Guilio de Medici

(Dietz 1986, p.791). Indeed, The Discourses were only published posthumously, and were likely

never intended for public reading prior to his death. Further, personal accounts of the book’s

reception recall that Francesco Guicciardini, another close friend of Machiavelli, was rather
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disturbed by the book’s content, suggesting that if nothing more, Machiavelli’s friends did not

think he was holding back (Guicciardini 1965). It is therefore not hard to see why Machiavelli

would choose to be somewhat less guarded in writing his Discourses than he would have been

producing his other works.

Unfortunately for readers of Machiavelli, his Discourses are nothing if not resistant to

straightforward summaries and interpretations. Regardless, there are certain persistent themes

scattered throughout his work, three of which relate most directly to my purposes: Machiavelli’s

hope for republicanism; his dissatisfaction with current day Florence; and, perhaps most

importantly, his keen awareness of his unique position as an advisor to the Medici family.  Taken

together, these themes paint a picture not of a cynical political Realist, but of a strong, yet

understandably weary republican activist.

Machiavelli’s Republicanism

Up to this point I have taken Machiavelli's support for republicanism for granted, though

it is by no means self-evident, given that we are speaking of the author of The Prince. It may

therefore be useful to briefly recall some of Machiavelli’s most clearly republican arguments

from his Discourses, which occur rather sporadically throughout the book, though are most

concentrated towards the end of Book I and in Book II.

The first clear endorsement of republican ideals occurs in chapter 29 of Book I, in a

section dealing with vices, specifically ingratitude, and its consequences. Machiavelli writes that

“since this vice of ingratitude is used through avarice or through suspicion, one will see that

peoples never make use of it through avarice, and very much less through suspicion than
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princes” (D, p.67).  Continuing this direct comparison between a people and a prince, the title of

chapter 58 of Book I frankly asserts that “the multitude is wiser and more constant than a prince”

(D, p.115).  Moving forward a couple pages, we see what is perhaps Machiavelli’s clearest

endorsement of democratic thought, with the statement “the cruelties of the multitude are against

whoever they fear will seize the common good; those of a prince are against whoever he fears

will seize his own good” (D, p.119).  Further, Machiavelli goes on to consider the positive

externalities of republicanism, arguing “I believe that in cases in which there is urgent danger,

some stability will be found more in republics than in princes…. Republics are far more

observant of accords than are princes” (D, p.120).

While Book II is concerned largely with military strategy, and as such has few if any

direct mentions of “the people,” nor direct references to the people’s desire for freedom, one can

still see Machiavelli’s republican spirit shine through. In chapter 18, for instance, there exists an

uncanny parallel between Machiavelli’s treatment of the Roman infantry and his previous

comments on “the people.” He notes that “ordered infantry cannot be overcome without very

great difficulty, unless by other infantry” (D, p.170), a position curiously reminiscent of

Machiavelli’s emphasis on the importance of a people’s virtue in achieving a well-ordered city.

Indeed, Machiavelli’s primary objection to reliance on horses is much the same as his objection

against relying on fortresses in a later chapter (D, p.184). As Dietz put it “a fortezza symbolized

the antithesis of republicanism, signaling the demise of popular government” (Dietz, p.788), in

much the same manner as a horse puts one above his compatriots.

Machiavelli is somewhat clearer on his thoughts on republicanism in Book III, noting, for

instance, that the “prolongation of commands made Rome servile” (D, p.269), a prolongation,

one might add, that is the antithesis of a well-ordered republic. To make the point somewhat
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more explicit, a “prolongation” implies a normatively undesirable adherence to old and outdated

modes of conduct, which may be avoided by institutionalized republicanism. Lastly, and perhaps

most clearly of all, Machiavelli proclaims that “in the election of magistrates peoples judge

according to the truest marks … [and] they err less than princes” (D, p.290).

In sum, then, Machiavelli does not merely have republican tendencies-- he rather seems

quite convinced of the benefits of republicanism on numerous, conceptually distinct grounds.

The people, argues Machiavelli, are less ingrateful, wiser, less cruel, more observant of accords,

and err less than princes-- a position only moderately removed from an outright ringing

endorsement of democracy. Indeed, Machiavelli argues republicanism is preferable not only due

to its immediate domestic outcomes, but also due to its positive externalities abroad. (D, p.120)

Machiavelli’s republicanism takes on a distinctly consequentialist tone, in that he supports giving

the people a voice because they are “more virtuous” and “wiser” than the prince, not because the

people are democratic creatures, as more contemporary democratic theorists might suggest. This

latter point further underscores Machiavelli’s commitment to republican principles—the people’s

interest in politics is not a mere reflection of their nature, but is rather suggestive of a desirable

alternative to the rash and imprudent decisions of an all-powerful prince. As something of an

aside, I regard the rather disconnected prose with which Machiavelli addresses the merits of

republics as more normatively convincing than more contemporary moral arguments in favor of

republicanism-- though I suspect I am not alone in holding this view. It is not so much that

Machiavelli is too weary of rebpulican rule to cite freedom’s psychological or moral benefits,

quite on the contrary, he is so confident of his empirical arguments in favor of republicanism that

he feels no need to supplement them with considerations of justice, notwithstanding occasional

references to people’s desire for freedom.
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If my reading is correct, it would be downright baffling if a republican as fervent as

Machiavelli was able to simply ignore the normative conclusions of his apparently empirical

work, and run headlong into the prince’s arms. Fear might indeed induce a man to ignore his

principles, but the suggestion that fear alone might lead someone like Machiavelli to act so

contrary to his beliefs as to help the Medici stay in power, in my mind, strains credulity. But lest

we reject this explanation out of hand, it might be wise to consider Machiavelli’s own writings

on his employer, to better ascertain whether he was as hostile to the Medici as I believe him to

be.

Machiavelli and The Medici Family

There exist two broad sources of information from which we might glean Machiavelli’s

attitudes towards his employer-- historical accounts and his direct writings. Mary Dietz builds

her case primarily off the former source, and consequently, I choose to emphasize the latter, so as

to avoid unnecessary redundancy. Indeed, I regard her historical analysis as quite sufficient on its

own terms, though it is somewhat light on textual evidence from Machiavelli’s writings.

Although Machiavelli fills his Discourses with complaints of Florence and its

governance, he rarely mentions the Medici family directly. An illustrative example can be found

in chapter 38 of book I-- here Machiavelli levies quite general complaints against the

Florentines, arguing, for instance, that they wrongfully rejected a pact, and consequently were

made to understand “that they were mad and did not understand worldly things” (D, p.83).

Other, similar examples can be found in his consideration of military policy throughout Book II,

such as his proclamation that “holding one’s own fatherland a fortress is harmful” (D, p. 188).
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Further, in chapter 16 of Book III, Machiavelli complains that “these republics and princes of

ours” act “contrary” to the “most healthy administration of things” (D, p.254). The broad point, I

hope, is sufficiently clear-- Machiavelli was profoundly dissatisfied with the administration of

his homeland, and levied a host of arguments against the status quo, although he, perhaps wisely,

avoided making his objection to autocracy too clear.

Still, this general statement tells us little about Machiavelli’s views on his own prince.

While Medici’s name appears somewhat frequently in the book, most references appear rather

innocuous, serving as little more than historical examples. A counter case can be found in

chapter 27 of book II, where Machiavelli recalls the immediate history of his city, writing, “In

1512 a Spanish army came into the Florentine dominion to put the Medici back in Florence and

tax the city. [Later] they tried for an accord, which the people of Florence, having become proud,

did not accept, whence arose… the ruin of that state” (D, p.194).  Interestingly, Machiavelli does

not make it clear if Florence’s misfortune should be blamed on the Medici for “taxing” the city,

or on the pride of the Florentines who refused the accord. But textual evidence from elsewhere in

his work provides evidence in favor of the former interpretation, as Machiavelli noted that “the

sins of peoples arise from princes” (D, p. 277).

Machiavelli directly cites Lorenzo de’ Medici, the previous de-facto ruler of Florence, in

his Discourses, in a somewhat cryptic passage in Book III. He writes “the words of the historian

are these: ‘Timasitheus filled the multitude, which is always like the ruler, with religion.’ And

Lorenzo de’ Medici, in confirmation of this judgment, says: ‘And that which the lord does, many

do later; for all eyes are turned to the lord’” (D, p.278).  Here the term “lord” appears to take on a

double meaning-- Medici seems to be using it in the Christian sense, while Machiavelli implies

he is rather more concerned with worldly lords, i.e. princes. This passage is further noteworthy in
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that it marks a rather clear shift in Machiavelli’s tone, away from the epistemologically

disconnected prose that he is famous for to a more direct confrontation with his own unique and

precarious position in the house of the Medici. Machiavelli does not merely beckon his reader to

turn his eyes to the lord-- he leads by example by confronting his lord himself, and, perhaps

more shockingly, confronting his own resentful and fearful relationship to his lord.

He writes, in what I believe to be a self-referential tone, “a citizen who wishes to do any

good work in his republic by his authority, it is necessary first to eliminate envy” (D, p.278).

Continuing, Machiavelli explains, “this envy is eliminated in two modes: either through some

strong and difficult accident in which each ... puts aside every ambition … [or it] is eliminated

when...those who have been your competitors ... die” (D, p.279).  Reading between the lines

somewhat, Machiavelli is essentially delivering a threat to his employer, stating, in effect, that

Florence is not big enough for the two of them. Either one of them will capitulate to the other,

and resign himself to a position of subservience, or one of them will die. And, as Machiavelli

takes care to remind his reader in an earlier chapter, “ambition is so powerful in human breasts

that it never abandons them at whatever rank they rise to. The cause is that nature has created

men so that they are able to desire everything and are unable to attain everything” (D, p.78).

Taken together, the former option of reconciliation between Machiavelli and Lorenzo seems

implausible at best, if not outright impossible, at least insofar as both men are not subject to such

a “strong accident” that one of them loses their humanity.

The aforementioned points are rather consistent with Dietz’s analysis-- they suggest, if

nothing more, that Machiavelli was keenly aware of his precarious position under the Medici’s

rule, and was doubtful of the prospect of lasting reconciliation or peace. Indeed, one might

regard this fact as a necessary but not sufficient condition for Machiavelli’s involvement in any
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conspiratorial act against his prince, whether that act should come in the form of poor

administrative advice, as Dietz argues, or in an outright assassination attempt. That being said,

these passages by Machiavelli provide only the outline of his struggle with his position in

Florence. Put simply, Machiavelli is rather clear that his envious nature will incline him towards

seditious acts against his prince, but he is less clear on whether he has succumbed to this envious

nature, or if other considerations weigh more heavily on him.

But before I delve deeper into the more self-referential sections of Machiavelli’s

Discourses, it might prove useful to return briefly to his dedicatory letter, in order to get a better

sense of what we might be looking for in later chapters. Importantly, Machiavelli notes “neither

you nor others can desire more of me, you cannot complain if I have not given you more,” when

seemingly excusing any shortcomings of his work, to his dedicatees (D, p.3).  On its face, this

might not strike the reader as an inappropriate, even if overly humble disclaimer, but it does

seem rather curious if one subscribes to Dietz’s reading of Machiavelli. That is, if Machiavelli

was indeed a scheming revolutionary speaking to other revolutionaries, one might reasonably

expect that all three men would owe far more to one another than to simply share a sincere

knowledge of “worldly things.” Indeed, if both Machiavelli and Zanobi Buondelmonti were

ardent republican revolutionaries, one might imagine the latter getting somewhat indignant at the

proposition that all he can desire from the former is an honest account of political science. To

make the point somewhat more comically, an exasperated Buondelmonti might well have sighed

and muttered “well you could give me Medici’s head on a pike” after reading Machiavelli’s

dedication.

I suspect that Machiavelli would be cognizant of this retort, a view that implies he did not

think himself able to fill the boots of a true revolutionary. Put differently, I read Machiavelli as
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essentially saying “if you truly understood worldly affairs, as I do, you would know that I am

doing as much as I can to further our cause”-- a position not inconsistent with Dietz’s thesis,

though perhaps somewhat at odds with the exaggerated notion of a ideologically committed

Machiavelli that her thesis might be seen to imply. If my reading is correct, the task at hand

ought to be to uncover why, in Machiavelli’s mind, he was unable or unwilling to do more to

further his ideological cause, and to that end, I must confront his notorious chapters on

conspiracies and seditions, and their broader context within Book III of The Discourses.

Machiavelli and Conspiracy

Machiavelli begins Book III of his Discourses with a rather innocuous proposition-- that

one should draw a republic back to its beginning if one wishes it to live long (D, p.209).

Applying this argument to the Florentine people, who were previously a republican people with a

history of distrust of the nobility, one might interpret Machiavelli’s opening statement as another

call to returning Florence to its republican roots. But I believe the argument can be taken

somewhat further.  In chapter 9 of Book I, which bears striking resemblance to chapter 1 of Book

III, Machiavelli argues that, if one wishes to order a republic anew outside of its ancient roots, “it

is necessary to be alone” (D, p.28).  Taken together, Machiavelli sees only two routes to

renewing Florence-- either he or someone as wise as him gets full control over the city, or, if one

cannot “be alone,” the city must be returned to its ancient roots. How, then, are we to return a

city to its ancient roots? Machiavelli’s answer: publicly execute some “excessive and notable”

men, and make sure that “ten years at most pass from one to another of such executions” (D, p.

210-11).  In either case, then, the ultimate prescription is the same-- to kill Lorenzo de’ Medici.
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The real question, therefore, is not whether Medici’s death is necessary to return Florence to

freedom-- that much is clear. The real question for Machiavelli is rather how to go about it, or

perhaps more precisely, whether Machiavelli is the one who must go about it, or whether the

people of the city may do the act themselves, as occurred in Machiavelli’s cited example of

Rome and the rule of ten.

Continuing with this theme, Machiavelli takes note that one “should never allow an evil

to run loose out of respect for a good, when that good could easily be crushed by that end” (D,

p.215). A few sentences later, Machiavelli makes perhaps his most direct statement of his

precarious position yet. He asserts that “a prince does not live secure in a principality while those

who have been despoiled of it are living,” since “old injuries are never suppressed by new

benefits” (D, p.215).  On their own, these statements are not particularly puzzling-- Machiavelli

is merely speaking frankly of the nature of his unique political position.  But these statements

become immensely puzzling when paired with Machiavelli’s introductory note, which states in

no uncertain terms that all Machiavelli’s friends can desire from him is knowledge, not action.

What, then, is holding Machiavelli back, while his own arguments seem to inevitably push him

towards subversion?

The answers, I believe, lay in his chapter “On Conspiracies.” The first, and perhaps most

obvious of these is simply that conspiracies are almost certain to fail. To quote Machiavelli

``many of them [conspiracies] are attempted, and very few have the desired end” (D, p.218).

Continuing, Machiavelli warns, “the dangers that are borne in conspiracies are great, since they

are borne at all times” (D, p.220).  Even putting this issue aside, not all men appear worthy to

take part in conspiracies in Machiavelli's mind. He puts the matter rather frankly, writing “all

conspiracies are made by great men or those very familiar to the prince” (D, p.221). Indeed, men
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who see themselves as weak “guard themselves against doing it [the conspiracy], and when they

are fed up with a prince, they attend to cursing him and wait for those who have greater quality

than they to avenge them” (D, p.221.) One interpretation, then, is that Machiavelli is simply too

humble to think himself capable of carrying out an assassination. The less generous

interpretation is that he is simply too scared to do it, but would rather hide his fear with humility.

Further, in the final pages of his work, Machiavelli notes that “a good citizen ought to forget

private injuries for love of his fatherland” (D, p.307), suggesting that he might also be

discouraged from taking up arms due to moral considerations.

Machiavelli appears keenly aware that his arguments lead him to accept the death of the

ruling prince of Florence as a necessary condition for his city’s liberation, but he himself is not

willing to carry out the gruesome deed. He appears to be stuck at a crossroads-- he must either

hide his true feelings towards his employers and, by extension, deny the most radical

implications of his arguments, or he must risk everything for only a small change of success.

Machiavelli himself states this problem quite clearly, albeit in a sufficiently disconnected prose

as to not implicate himself too much, writing “it is true some say that with princes one should not

wish to stand so close that their ruin includes you, nor so far that you would not be in time to rise

above their ruin when they are being ruined.”  And “such a middle way would be the truest if it

could be observed” (D, p.213). Machiavelli then proclaims that such a “middle way” is

impossible, despite sketching out precisely what this “middle way” would entail. Namely, one

who wishes to take this route must “play crazy, like Brutus, and make oneself very much mad,

praising speaking, seeing, doing things against your intent to please the prince” (D, p.214).  In

other words, one who wishes to take this middle route must behave exactly as Machiavelli
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behaves, by simultaneously attempting to gain his prince’s favor, and sowing the seeds of his

demise.

Machiavelli returns to this theme in chapter 35 of Book III, writing frankly “what dangers

are borne in making oneself head in counseling a thing” (D, p.290). He explains, in rather stark

terms, that “those who counsel a republic and those who counsel a prince are placed in these

straits: if they do not counsel without hesitation...they fail in their office; if they do counsel them,

they enter into danger of life and state” (D, p.291). In other words, Machiavelli believes himself

to be in something of a lose-lose situation-- if he gave no advice to his Prince, things would

likely not turn out great for him, but if he does counsel his Prince, he will fall victim to “infamy

or danger.” But Machiavelli hints at a potential solution, writing “I do not see any other way for

it but to take things moderately” (D, p.291).  He then proceeds to lay out how one is to act

“moderately,” but I suspect he is being somewhat less than sincere in doing so. It may be quite

noteworthy that in a previous chapter, Machiavelli’s solution to standing too close to the prince

was to find the “middle way,” rather than to act “moderately” (D, p.214).  If we were to treat

these terms as interchangeable, with “moderation” meaning nothing else than the middle ground

between two extremes, Machiavelli’s advice in Chapter 35 acquires a new implication. To put the

point simply, what is the “middle way” between giving a prince no advice whatsoever, and

giving a prince strong, and accurate advice? I believe that to be giving a prince strong, but

incorrect advice, as Dietz argues, while simultaneously giving his fellow republican compatriots

correct advice on how one ought to dismantle autocracy.

If we believe that he was sincere in writing “But I believe [the middle way] to be

impossible” (D, p.214), Machiavelli might have opted to not undermine his prince, as adherents

to the weak republican thesis might argue. If, however, we interpret this seemingly casual remark
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as a somewhat sloppy attempt to cover up his real intentions, Machiavelli may indeed be the

strong but weary republican activist I believe him to be.

Somewhat disappointingly, at least from a stylistic perspective, Machiavelli concludes his

Discourses rather inconclusively, so to speak. The final chapters of Book III do not contain any

grand visions of the future, nor do they contain a clarificatory remark on the nature of the

preceding chapters. In a sense, however, such a non-conclusion is to be expected, if my analysis

of Machiavelli’s intentions behind writing his Discourses is valid. That is, if Machiavelli was

indeed both urging his compatriots to conspire against the ruling family of his day, and also

excusing his relative inaction, while also knowing full well that his words may lead to his own

demise, his own web of mixed messages cannot, from his standpoint, be directly and explicitly

unified in a concluding remark. To put the matter somewhat more explicitly, Machiavelli’s

political project, as I understand it, precludes the possibility of clear and direct conclusion,

without the entire work being rendered self-contradictory.

Discussion

Although much of my thinking on Machiavelli is heavily colored by Dietz’s argument,

strictly speaking, her argument that Machiavelli wrote The Prince as an act of deception does not

have to be correct for my broader analysis to be valid. That is, my ultimate claim is that

Machiavelli lays out his own struggle with his precarious position in the house of the Medici, by

giving the reader both arguments in favor and against assassination/subversion, in order to both

protect and excuse himself, and encourage others to do that which he could not. Whether he

actually did attempt to subvert his prince, we will likely never know for sure, but I believe it is
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rather clear that the thought was frequently on Machiavelli’s mind. Indeed, I believe the primary

contribution of my article is to re-orientate the perception of Machiavelli away from that of an

ever-confident, perhaps even psychopathically disconnected thinker, to a deeply uncertain and

weary, if committed, republican. Machiavelli might be famous for his epistemologically

disconnected prose, but that by no means implies that he thought himself disconnected from the

political affairs of his day. Quite on the contrary, I believe Machiavelli was exceedingly

concerned with his position in the house of the Medici, and intentionally masked his purposes

and core beliefs under the guise of mere empirical, and one might add, observer-neutral,

scholarship.

As a concluding remark, I think it is quite appropriate that Dietz builds off an analogy of

Machiavelli as a scheming fox (1986, p.796).  I think that is exactly right, perhaps even more so

than Dietz believed it to be: a fox is not merely sly and scheming, a fox is also skittish, careful

and eternally weary. Indeed, a fox is a rather harmless predator in most cases. Unless, of course,

one makes the unfortunate mistake of cornering it, in which case it, like Machiavelli, can be

every bit as vicious and bloodthirsty as any wolf.
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