“How we live is so far removed from how we ought to live”:
Machiavelli’s contemporaneity

Jozef Matula: Niccolo Machiavelli
— talian  Renaissance political
philosopher and statesman, secretary
of the Florentine republic- is a well-
known figure in FEuropean intel-
lectual history. Niccolo Machiavelli
displays the vital mind of the man
who wrote the first work of modern
political science, The Prince (Il
Principe). His most famous work
brought him a reputation as an
immoral cynic, an intriguer or an
unscrupulous  schemer. To  be
“Machiavellian” meant “following
the methods recommended by
Machiavelli in preferring expediency
to morality;, practicing duplicity in
statecraft or in general conduct;
astute, cunning, intriguing” (Oxford
English Dictionary). Is Machiavelli’s
Prince the archetype of manipu-
lativeness, callousness, and indiffe-
rence to morality, and as Bertrand
Russell said “a handbook for
gangsters”?

Georgios Steiris: The relation-
ship between ethics and politics was
a major issue among ancient and
medieval thinkers. Apart from the
ancient Greeks and the Romans,
numerous authors from the Sassanid,
the Chinese, the Mughal, the
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Byzantine and the Arabic milieu
articulated their views on the heated
subject of the relationship between
ethics and politics. Although the
predominant view was that the em-
peror, the prince or the political agent
in general should be a virtuous
person, and that his rulership should
be defined by a set of traditional
virtues, the discussion about immo-
rality or amorality in politics was
always there, — even as a counter
exemplar. In Thucydides, Plato,
Aristotle, Polybius and Plutarch the
discussion of political evil is vividly
present. If you read these texts
inversely, you are in a field similar to
that of Machiavelli’s. The reading of
Machiavelli’s Prince as the archetype
of evil, of manipulativeness, callous-
ness and indifference to morality, is
an old one, albeit not the only one.
Namely, Francis Bacon, Rene
Descartes, Baruch Spinoza, Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, among others,
perceived Machiavelli’s ideas in a
more or less positive way, and
praised the usefulness of his per-
spective. Machiavelli’s work is defi-
nitely not “a handbook of gangsters”.
It is a break point in the history of
political thought, since within the
long tradition of Mirrors of Princes
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Machiavelli operated like Oscar
Wilde with his Picture of Dorian
Gray. Machiavelli’s prince looks at
the mirror and sees his true face, as
well as to what extent active engage-
ment in politics transforms his self.

J. M.: How would you describe
Machiavelli’s impact on the history
of political thought?

G. S.: In the fifteenth chapter of
the Prince Machiavelli gives us the
impression that he was fully aware of
the novelty of his political thought. In
spite of the fact that some modern
scholars attempted to diminish his
novelty, and presented him as a
continuator of 15" century humanist
politics, the reception of his work
proves that people were shocked by
his proposal. The impact of his
thought is deep and highly influ-
ential. First of all, the publication of
his works brought forth the discus-
sion about the role and the limits of
virtues in everyday politics. More-
over, he opened a frank discussion
that lasts. Later thinkers and politi-
cians attempted to interpret his texts
in various ways, feeding the scholarly
discussion and the public debate.
Machiavelli facilitated later thinkers
by giving them the opportunity to
openly discuss the arcana imperii.
Rousseau proposed that Machiavelli,
while pretending to have given
valuable lessons to kings, he in fact
educated the people. As a result, the
Prince is the book of the democrats.
For my part, I think that, despite
Machiavelli’s real intentions, his
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ideas disclosed the real nature of
politics. Furthermore, Machiavelli
triggered a wide discussion among
experts about the relation of ethics
and politics and the limitations of it.

J. M.: What do you feel is the
most significant aspect of this work
(Il Principe)?

G. S.: The most significant aspect
of The Prince is the shift toward
political empiricism. He states that
“It remains now to see what ought to
be the rules of conduct for a prince
towards subjects and friends. And as
I know that many have written on
this point, I expect I shall be consi-
dered presumptuous in mentioning it
again, especially as in discussing it |
shall depart from the methods of
other people. But, it being my
intention to write a thing which shall
be useful to him who apprehends it, it
appears to me more appropriate to
follow up the real truth of the matter
than the imagination of it; for many
have pictured republics and prin-
cipalities which in fact have never
been known or seen, because how
one lives is so far distant from how
one ought to live, that he who
neglects what is done for what ought
to be done, sooner effects his ruin
than his preservation; for a man who
wishes to act entirely up to his
professions of virtue soon meets with
what destroys him among so much
that is evil”. Machiavelli was ada-
mant that the political discourse
should focus on the question of how
politics is conducted and not how it
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should be conducted. According to
him, the failure of empires and
republics was due to the fact that
previous political thinkers attempted
to answer the wrong question. By
neglecting experience, they failed,
since the bond between “ought” and
“is” is quite fragile’.

J. M.:  Machiavelli’s works are
sometimes said to have contributed to
the negative connotations of the
words politician and politics. What
do you think of this opinion?

G. S.: I think it is an exag-
geration. The bad reputation of
politics and politicians is an ancient
story. Aristophanes, in his comedies,
heavily criticized the politicians.
Later, Roman comedy writers fol-
lowed in his footsteps. Even Augustine
launched a fervent attack on earthly
politics. 1 would rather say that
Machiavelli contributed to the op-
posite: he showed to people that the
political actors could not act diffe-
rently, if they wanted to succeed and
benefit the citizens and the state. The
politician should dirty his hands, so
as to feed the people. You cannot
make a cake without dirtying your
hands. As a result, Machiavelli de-
fends the politicians against common
claims and beliefs.

J. M.: What do you think
Machiavelli would make of contem-
porary politics?

G. S.: I think that Machiavelli
would have been disappointed by the

fact that in our days there is a lack of
leadership, while political actors, as
well as legislation prove the depen-
dence of politics on ethics, which is
the main cause of inefficiency in the
public sphere. In addition, the foun-
dation of politics upon ethics restrains
liberty, which was Machiavelli’s
constitutive ideal. 1 think that
Machiavelli would be very anxious
about the very survival of the so-
called Western World, because,
according to him, it is almost impos-
sible to repulse states that do not
respect the traditional Western set of
rules and virtues by following these
rules and virtues. If you want to
survive, you have to reply in the
same way or to impose on those your
own rules and virtues.

J. M.: Many people talk about
Machiavelli’s philosophy as a nega-
tive approach to authority or leader-
ship. What do you think about the so-
called “amorality” of Machiavelli’s
Prince?

G. S.: I could agree with the term
“amoral”, which is more accurate
than the term “immoral”. Namely,
Machiavelli, in certain parts of his
writings, held that the politician,
when the situation gets tough, should
not care about the set of typical
virtues, as it was known and esta-
blished in the pre-modern world.
Following these virtues would be a
drag, and would prevent the safe-
guarding of his stato, as well as the
welfare of the state. We would say
that he was an early positivist,
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because he supported the separation
of ethics and politics, breaking a
tradition of centuries. However, he
was not a radical positivist. He
admitted that “it is necessary for a
prince wishing to hold his own to
know how to do wrong, and to make
use of it or not according to neces-
sity.... And I know that everyone
will confess that it would be most
praiseworthy in a prince to exhibit all
the above qualities that are consi-
dered good”. Being virtuous is neces-
sary for a politician in ordinary si-
tuations, but not in extraordinary
ones.

J. M.: How was Machiavelli
received and interpreted by Greek

thinkers from the 17th century
onwards?
G. S.: According to my

knowledge, the first Greek thinker
who referred to Machiavelli was the
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Patriarch Kallinikos I (+1726). In
his Narratio brevis Machiavelli and
his followers are listed among the
evil doers and disciples of Satan.
Later Neocles Kazazes (1878),
professor of Law at the National and
Kapodistrian University of Athens,
commented on the Florentine’s
views. Kazazes, while acknow-
ledging Machiavelli’s amorality,
thought of Machiavelli as a great
patriot, whose main concern was the
safeguarding of his patria. Kazazes
suggested to his audience to read the
Prince as a political, not an ethical,
treatise. The first and foremost duty
of the politician is to safeguard and
promote the interest of his homeland,
despite the cost. In the 20" century
the most perspicacious treatise on
Machiavelli  was  written by
Panagiotes Kondyles, who largely
reproduced Meinecke’s views on the
Florentine political thinker.



»Cum traim este atiat de departe de cum ar trebui sa traim”:
contemporaneitatea lui Machiavelli

Jozef Matula: Niccolo
Machiavelli — filozof politic si om de
stat renascentist italian, secretar al
Republicii florentine- este o figura
bine-cunoscuta in istoria intelectuala
europeand.  Niccolo  Machiavelli
etaleaza mintea vitala a celui care a
scris prima lucrare de stiintd politica
modernd, Principele (Il Principe).
Cea mai faimoasa lucrare a sa i-a
adus reputatia de cinic imoral, de in-
trigant sau de intrigant fara scrupule.
A fi ,,machiavelic” insemna “a urma
metodele recomandate de Machiavelli
de a prefera oportunitatea in detri-
mentul moralitatii; a practica dupli-
citatea in arta statului sau in com-
portamentul general; viclean, siret, in-
trigant” (Oxford English Dictionary).
Este Printul lui Machiavelli arhetipul
indiferentei fata de moralitate si, asa
cum spunea Bertrand Russell, “un
manual pentru gangsteri”?

Georgios Steiris: Relatia dintre
eticd si politica a fost o problema
majora 1n randul ganditorilor antici si
medievali. In afard de grecii antici si
de romani, numerosi autori din me-
diul sasanid, chinez, mogul, bizantin
si arab si-au articulat opiniile pe tema
fierbinte a relatiei dintre eticd si
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politicd. Desi opinia predominanta
era aceea ca impdratul, printul sau
agentul politic In general ar trebui sa
fie o persoand virtuoasd, iar guver-
narea sa ar trebui sa fie definita de un
set de virtuti traditionale, discutia
despre imoralitate sau amoralitate in
politica a fost mereu prezentd, —
inclusiv ca un contraexemplu. La
Tucidide, Platon, Aristotel, Polibiu si
Plutarh, discutia despre raul politic
este prezentd in mod viu. Daca cititi
aceste texte in sens invers, va aflati
intr-un domeniu similar cu cel al lui
Machiavelli. Lectura Printului lui
Machiavelli ca arhetip al raului, al
indiferentei fatd de moralitate, este
una veche, desi nu este singura. Si
anume, Francis Bacon, Rene
Descartes, Baruch Spinoza, Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, printre altii, au
perceput ideile lui Machiavelli ntr-
un mod mai mult sau mai putin po-
zitiv si au laudat utilitatea perspec-
tivei sale. Opera lui Machiavelli nu
este cu sigurantd “un manual al
gangsterilor”. Ea reprezintd un punct
de rupturd in istoria gandirii politice,
intrucat in cadrul lungii traditii a
oglinzilor printilor Machiavelli a
operat precum Oscar Wilde cu al sau
Tablou al lui Dorian Gray. Printul lui
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Machiavelli se uitd in oglinda si isi
vede adevdrata fatd, precum si in ce
masura implicarea activa in politica i
transforma sinele.

J. M.: Cum afi descrie impactul
lui Machiavelli asupra istoriei gan-
dirii politice?

G. S.: In cel de-al cincispre-
zecelea capitol al  Principelui,
Machiavelli ne dd impresia ca era pe
deplin constient de noutatea gandirii
sale politice. In ciuda faptului ca unii
cercetatori moderni au iIncercat sa-i
diminueze noutatea si l-au prezentat
ca pe un continuator al politicii uma-
niste din secolul al XV-lea, recep-
tarea operei sale dovedeste ca
oamenii au fost socati de propunerea
sa. Impactul gandirii sale este
profund si extrem de influent. In
primul rand, publicarea operelor sale
a scos la iveald discutia despre rolul
si limitele virtutilor in politica de zi
cu zi. Mai mult, el a deschis o discu-
tie sincera care dureaza. Ganditorii si
politicienii de mai tarziu au incercat
sa interpreteze textele sale in diverse
moduri, alimentdnd discutia acade-
mica si dezbaterea publica. Machiavelli
i-a facilitat pe ganditorii de mai
tarziu, oferindu-le posibilitatea de a
discuta deschis despre arcana imperii.
Rousseau a propus ca Machiavelli, desi
pretindea ca a dat lectii valoroase
regilor, de fapt a educat poporul. Ca
urmare, Principele este cartea demo-
cratilor. In ceea ce mi priveste, cred
ca, in ciuda intentiilor reale ale lui
Machiavelli, ideile sale au dezvaluit
adevdrata naturd a politicii. Mai mult,
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Machiavelli a declansat o ampla
discutie intre experti cu privire la
relatia dintre eticd si politicd si la
limitele acesteia.

J. M.: Care credeti ca este cel
mai semnificativ aspect al acestei
lucrari (Il Principe)?

G. S.: Cel mai semnificativ aspect
al operei Principele este trecerea spre
empirismul politic. El afirma ca
»,Rdmane acum sia vedem care ar
trebui sd fie regulile de conduita ale
unui principe fatd de supusi si
prieteni. Si cum stiu cd multi au scris
despre acest punct, ma astept sa fiu
considerat prezumtios dacd il men-
tionez din nou, mai ales ci, discu-
tandu-l, ma voi indeparta de meto-
dele altora. Dar, fiind intentia mea de
a scrie un lucru care sa fie util celui
care il va intelege, mi se pare mai
potrivit sa urmaresc adevarul real al
problemei decat imaginatia ei; pentru
ca multi au imaginat republici si
principate care, de fapt, nu au fost
niciodatd cunoscute sau vazute,
pentru cd modul in care traieste
cineva este atit de departe de modul
in care ar trebui sa traiasca, incat cel
care neglijeaza ceea ce se face pentru
ceea ce ar trebui facut, 1si provoaca
mai curand ruina decat conservarea;
pentru cd un om care doreste sa
actioneze in Intregime conform cu
profesiile sale de virtute intilneste
curand ceea ce 1l distruge printre
atatea lucruri rele”. Machiavelli a fost
ferm convins ca discursul politic ar
trebui sa se concentreze pe problema
modului in care se desfasoara politica
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si nu pe cea a modului in care ar
trebui sa se desfisoare. In opinia sa,
esecul imperiilor si al republicilor s-a
datorat faptului ca ganditorii politici
anteriori au incercat sa raspunda la o
intrebare gresitd. Neglijand experi-
enta, acestia au esuat, deoarece lega-
tura dintre ,ar trebui” si ,.este” este
destul de fragila”.

J. M.: Se spune uneori cd operele
lui  Machiavelli au contribuit la
conotatiile negative ale cuvintelor
politician si politica. Ce parere avefi
despre aceastd opinie?

G. S.: Cred ca este o exagerare.
Reputatia proastd a politicii si a
politicienilor este o poveste veche.
Aristofan, in comediile sale, i-a
criticat puternic pe politicieni. Mai
tarziu, scriitorii de comedii romane i-
au célcat pe urme. Chiar si Augustin
a lansat un atac fervent la adresa
politicii paméntesti. As spune mai
degraba ca Machiavelli a contribuit la
contrariul: le-a ardtat oamenilor ci
actorii politici nu puteau actiona
altfel, daca doreau sd aiba succes si
sa fie 1n beneficiul cetatenilor si al
statului. Politicianul trebuie sa-si
murdireascd mainile, pentru a hrani
poporul. Nu poti face o prajiturd fara
sa-ti murdéresti mainile. Drept urmare,
Machiavelli 1i apard pe politicieni de
pretentiile si credintele comune.

J. M.: Ce parere credeti ca ar
avea Machiavelli fata de politica
contemporana?

G. S.: Cred ca Machiavelli ar fi
fost dezamégit de faptul ca in zilele

noastre existd o lipsa de leadership,
in timp ce actorii politici, precum si
legislatia dovedesc dependenta poli-
ticii de eticd, care este principala
cauza a ineficientei in sfera publica.
In plus, intemeierea politicii pe etica
restringe libertatea, care era idealul
constitutiv al lui Machiavelli. Cred ca
Machiavelli ar fi foarte ingrijorat de
insdsi supravietuirea asa-numitei lumi
occidentale, deoarece, potrivit lui,
este aproape imposibil s respingi
statele care nu respectd setul tradi-
tional de reguli si virtuti occidentale,
urménd aceste reguli si virtuti. Daca
vrei sd supravietuiesti, trebuie sa
raspunzi in acelasi mod sau si le
impui acestora propriile reguli si
virtuti.

J. M.: Multi oameni vorbesc
despre filozofia lui Machiavelli ca
despre o abordare negativa a auto-
ritatii sau a conducerii. Ce parere
aveti despre asa-numita ,,amorali-
tate” din Principele lui Machiavelli?

G. S.: As putea fi de acord cu
termenul ,,amoral”, care este mai
precis decat termenul ,,imoral”. Si
anume, Machiavelli, in anumite parti
ale scrierilor sale, sustinea ca poli-
ticianul, atunci cand situatia devine
dificila, nu ar trebui sa se preocupe
de setul de virtuti tipice, asa cum era
cunoscut si stabilit in lumea premo-
derna. Urmarea acestor virtuti ar fi o
corvoada si ar impiedica salvgardarea
statului sdu, precum si bundstarea
statului. Am putea spune ca a fost un
pozitivist timpuriu, pentru cd a
sustinut separarea eticii de politica,

147



POLIS

rupand o traditie de secole. Cu toate
acestea, nu a fost un pozitivist radi-
cal. El a admis ca ,,este necesar ca un
principe care doreste sd se mentina sa
stie cum sa facd rau si si se folo-
seascd sau nu de acest rau in functie
de necesitate.... Si stiu ca toata lumea
va marturisi cd ar fi foarte laudabil ca
un principe sa prezinte toate calitatile
de mai sus, considerate bune”. A fi
virtuos este necesar pentru un po-
litician in situatiile obisnuite, dar nu
si 1n cele extraordinare.

J. M.: Cum a fost receptat si
interpretat  Machiavelli de catre
ganditorii greci incepdnd cu secolul
al XVIl-lea?

G. S.: Dupd cunostintele mele,
primul ganditor grec care s-a referit
la Machiavelli a fost patriarhul
Kallinikos al Ill-lea (+1726). In lu-
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crarea sa Narratio brevis,
Machiavelli si adeptii sai sunt enu-
merati printre facatorii de rele si
discipolii lui Satana. Mai tarziu,
Neocles Kazazes (1878), profesor de
drept la Universitatea Nationala si
Kapodistriand din Atena, a comentat
opiniile florentinului. Kazazes, desi re-
cunostea amoralitatea lui Machiavelli,
il considera pe Machiavelli un mare
patriot, a carui principald preocupare
era salvgardarea patriei sale. Kazazes
a sugerat publicului sdu sa citeasca
Principele ca pe un tratat politic, nu
etic. Prima si cea mai importantd
datorie a politicianului este de a
proteja si promova interesele patriei
sale, in ciuda costurilor. In secolul al
XX-lea, cel mai perspicace tratat
despre Machiavelli a fost scris de
Panagiotes Kondyles, care a reprodus
in mare parte opiniile Iui Meinecke
despre ganditorul politic florentin.
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