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Machiavelli (1469-1527) .

It is said that many persons past and present who hold Machiavelli to be evil and believe his book 
“The Prince” to be the work of the devil have never even read it. Our session looked at copies by two 
translators and discussed several portions having relevance both to his times and to events in recent 
history.

The current use by Putin of force and threats in an effort to regain territory and to force Ukrainians 
into subjectivity is the application of a Machiavellian principle, but whether it will succeed depends 
on the appropriateness and strength of counter-measures and factors which Putin may have misjudged
or are beyond his control; “The Prince” provides examples of such factors affecting past winners and 
losers. Machiavelli said that the use of force should be opposed by force of equal or greater power and
that ‘princes’ should not wait until their state is attacked but should anticipate threats and prepare well
beforehand – appeasement never works, he said, it only strengthens the opponent’s position.

The elimination of powerful rivals and potentially dangerous subordinates was practiced by Hitler and
Stalin prior to and during World War 2, and their subjects were kept under control by fear, force, 
empty promises and lies.

To prevent any return to Czarist control following the Russian revolution the Bolsheviks murdered the
whole of the Romanov family members – another Machiavellian principle that leaders might employ 
in certain circumstances.

We learned that whilst he had determined that the end justifies the means and that these means may 
include all manner of evils if the preferred more humane approaches are ineffective, the ‘end’ 
Machiavelli always had in mind was the attainment of a state where the people lived in peace and 
benefited under the rule of a benevolent leader. 

We found in our discussions that there is much to be gained from reading “The Prince”. Among other 
facets of gaining and holding onto power, in it Machiavelli touches on the qualities, good and bad, of 
men; on the restrictive and controlling influence of religion; he defines and assesses the worth of three
kinds of intelligence in leaders; he touches on ‘free will’; he discusses the relative virtues of 
monarchies and republics and the conditions under which either might be preferred.

As usual, time ran short, leaving much for private study.

Keith Ashfold  -  Convenor.

Session 14 is next Tuesday, September 27 – watch for pre-notes now in preparation. 
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