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1
Niccolò Machiavelli and the Pop u lar 
Politics of Expertise

A prince who is not wise on his own cannot be well advised.

—Machiavelli, The Prince

The few always act in the interest of the few.

—Machiavelli, Discourses on Livy

The chairman of the U.S. President’s Council on Bioethics, Edmund Pel-
legrino, distinguishes two forms of politicized science: the fi rst he associ-
ates with the Aristotelian pursuit of the good life, the second with the 
Machiavellian pursuit of self- interest. Politics of “the Machiavellian vari-
ety,” he writes, aims to promote “the selfi sh interests of groups or indi-
viduals or to prevent open discussion of opposing viewpoints.” It employs 
“free assertion, seductive one- sided argument, partial or distorted evi-
dence, bombast.”1 Posed in these terms, Machiavellian politics clearly 
threatens both science and democracy. Leading science studies scholar 
Bruno Latour has repeatedly adopted a similar if somewhat more nu-
anced reading of Machiavelli, enlisting the Florentine in support of a 
view of science as strategic alliance building. As I explain in chapter 7, 
Latour portrays the establishment of scientifi c facts as a matter of enroll-
ing supporters for scientifi c claims. For Latour, Machiavelli stands for 
the clever pursuit of epistemic power in an ever- changing world, where 
social values and scientifi c facts must be continually reestablished.2

This chapter offers a different reading of Machiavelli, more conducive 
to a demo cratic theory of science than either Pellegrino’s or Latour’s. Ma-
chiavelli not only embraces the contingency and fl ux of modern politics. 
He also highlights the importance of stable institutions that help citizens 
cope with shifting events. Moreover, he helps establish the basic concep-
tual framework for the modern idea of repre sen ta tion as correspondence 
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in science, even as he suggests some key elements of a republican form of 
repre sen ta tion in politics. My account thus departs from the many recent 
studies that emphasize Machiavelli’s republicanism and discount his con-
tributions to the basic worldview of modern science.3 Conversely, my 
reading also differs from the many interpretations that neglect Machia-
velli’s republicanism and associate him with a disenchanted modern 
scientifi c worldview characterized by the egoistic pursuit of power, 
where government is merely “the technique of management.”4 By as-
suming that Machiavelli must be read as either a republican or a scien-
tist, each of these established readings begs the question. They assume 
the very opposition between science and politics that Machiavelli helped 
create. This chapter shows, in contrast, that some of Machiavelli’s basic 
convictions— realism, instrumentalism, voluntarism, the rule of law, and 
faith in the competence of ordinary citizens— set the stage for both modern 
science and modern republicanism. More precisely, Machiavelli articulates 
distinct norms and purposes for science advisors and po liti cal actors— thus 
hinting at the institutional differentiation of modern society— and he also 
offers an account of how and why science should serve politics rather than 
the other way around. Machiavelli cannot be captured within a single in-
terpretive principle— republicanism or scientism— because he is doing two 
things at once: inventing a modern rhetoric of expertise, and showing how 
to use expertise in a way that goes beyond short- term success and enhances 
the power and security of a principality or republic. Finally, this chapter 
identifi es echoes of Machiavelli’s thought in both liberal theories of repre-
sentative government and more participatory forms of representative 
democracy.

Machiavelli’s Rhetoric of Expertise

Machiavelli wrote both within and against the speculum principis or 
mirror- for- princes literature, a genre of texts that advised princes how to 
govern. Beginning in the early medieval period, hundreds of such texts 
discussed the same basic themes: the relation of kings to their counselors; 
how to avoid fl atterers; whether a king is above the law; the king’s duties 
to his subjects; whether it is better to be feared or loved; and the merits 
of a native militia as compared to mercenary troops. Authors writing in 
this genre made fl exible use of anecdotes and platitudes taken from an-
cient texts to provide both advice and propaganda for the rulers they 
served.5 During the fi fteenth century, accompanied by a new apprecia-
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tion for the historically specifi c circumstances of ancient texts, elements 
of the mirror- for- princes genre came together in various strands of Re-
nais sance humanism.6

In comparison to other authors in the mirror- for- princes genre, com-
mentators have usually seen Machiavelli’s originality in his “realistic” 
doctrine of politics.7 Whereas most other advisors told princes how to be 
virtuous, Machiavelli showed them how to retain power. Although Ma-
chiavelli certainly advocates po liti cal realism over idealism, his realism is 
itself an ideal, requiring appropriate doses of bold imagination, and Ma-
chiavelli’s defense of his ideal is no less rhetorical than the most elaborate 
prose of his contemporaries.8

Drawing on established rhetorical conventions, Machiavelli opens The 
Prince with a few passages designed to awaken the interest and sympathy 
of his fi rst intended reader, Lorenzo de’ Medici, to whom the book is 
dedicated.9 The Medici ruled Florence during most of the fi fteenth cen-
tury but had been forced into exile during the revival of the Republic, 
which lasted from 1494 until the Medici regained power in 1512. Ma-
chiavelli served in the Second Chancery of the Florentine Republic from 
1498 to 1512, often engaged in diplomatic missions in which he was able 
to observe and converse with the leading po liti cal fi gures of the age. 
When the Medici returned to power, Machiavelli was arrested and tor-
tured on suspicion of having conspired against them. Machiavelli wrote 
The Prince in the fall of 1513, while living outside Florence, involun-
tarily exiled from politics and hoping to acquire a position in the new 
government.

This background, as well as Machiavelli’s lack of noble status, made it 
especially important for Machiavelli to ingratiate himself with his audi-
ence. He thus opens The Prince by drawing a parallel between his book 
and other immediately useful or status- conferring gifts commonly given 
to princes: “horses, arms, and vestments of gold cloth, precious stones, 
and similar ornaments suited to their greatness.” He goes on to explain 
that he has condensed “knowledge of the deeds of great men” acquired 
through “long experience in modern affairs and a continuous study of 
antiquity” into “a little book.” In a manner similar to the seventeenth- 
century experimental scientists discussed in the next chapter, Machiavelli 
locates the value of his gift in the way it transforms work into knowl-
edge. Like a scientifi c proposition based on a series of laboratory experi-
ments, Machiavelli’s book allows the prince to understand “in a very 
short time” everything that Machiavelli has learned “in so many years 
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and with so many hardships and dangers.”10 By thus emphasizing the 
practical usefulness of his advice, Machiavelli also echoes the long tradi-
tion of the mirror- for- princes literature.

Machiavelli departs from the tradition, however, in his emphasis on 
the time- saving effi ciency provided by his text.11 Whereas other humanist 
advice books had usually confi ned themselves to offering a series of max-
ims, commonplaces, and proverbs that the reader could draw upon in 
making decisions, Machiavelli offers a fi nished product of condensed 
knowledge. The reader will not need to engage in further deliberations, 
using the text as an aid, for the work has already been done. As Michael 
Oakeshott emphasizes, Machiavelli writes especially for the new prince 
of his day who needs a cheat- sheet to compensate for lack of experi-
ence.12 In this respect, the rationalist politics to which Machiavelli con-
tributes favors upstarts and newcomers over veterans of public affairs— a 
dynamic apparent in the United States today with the symbiotic rise of 
campaign con sul tants and celebrity politicians at the expense of estab-
lished po liti cal parties.

Machiavelli also differs from other humanist authors, and suggests the 
rhetoric of modern science, when he denounces the same rhetorical tech-
niques that he uses to such great effect. Immediately following the pas-
sages quoted previously, Machiavelli writes that he has “neither decorated 
nor fi lled this work with elaborate sentences, with rich and magnifi cent 
words, or with any other form of rhetorical or unnecessary ornamenta-
tion . . .  for I wished that nothing should set my work apart or make it 
pleasing except the variety and gravity of its contents.”13 Whereas previ-
ous authors in the mirror- for- princes genre had explicitly used rhetoric 
and persuasion to tell princes how and why they should try to be virtu-
ous, Machiavelli  here suggests that advice based on normative ideals will 
weaken the prince. Only realistic and descriptive advice will strengthen 
him. Good advice, Machiavelli suggests, is about what is, not what ought 
to be. It is not surprising that passages such as this remind today’s read-
ers of the modern scientifi c ethos, and I will discuss similar passages in 
the writings of seventeenth- century experimental scientists. But there is 
more going on  here than a simple endorsement of scientifi c objectivity.

In these passages, as Robert Hariman has argued, Machiavelli draws a 
distinction between the language of his text and its content, between 
rhetoric and knowledge.14 In saying that he will use plain language and 
not fl atter the prince or beautify things, Machiavelli is distinguishing his 
approach from the fl owery rhetoric common in the mirror- for- princes 



Niccolò Machiavelli and the Pop u lar Politics of Expertise   27

genre. But rather than avoiding all convention and rhetoric, Machiavelli 
is creating a new rhetorical convention in which the author is absent 
from the text and the text is in de pen dent of social conventions. Machia-
velli’s text reveals only its subject matter, not the author. The author is of 
course not entirely absent, but he positions himself as a transparent me-
dium between the reader and the subject matter. Machiavelli is not ac-
tively representing the world; he is creating repre sen ta tions of the world. 
He is not speaking; the facts are speaking through him. Like the carefully 
worded laboratory reports discussed in the next chapter, Machiavelli 
employs a rhetoric of humility to retreat behind the method by which he 
induces his subject matter to speak.

This emphasis on method appears most clearly when Machiavelli ex-
presses his hope that someone of such “low and inferior social condi-
tion” as himself will not be thought presumptuous for daring to “examine 
and lay down rules” for princes. His objective social location, Machia-
velli suggests, rather than anything par tic u lar to him as an individual, 
gives him the capacity to produce true and useful knowledge about poli-
tics: “Just as those who paint landscapes place themselves in a low posi-
tion on the plain in order to consider the nature of the mountains and the 
heights, and place themselves high on top of mountains in order to study 
the plains, in like manner, to know the nature of the people well one must 
be a prince, and to know the nature of princes well one must be of the 
people.”15 Machiavelli  here justifi es his daring to speak to those of higher 
station by equating his social location with an epistemological location, 
thus objectifying what he had said previously about his personal qualifi -
cations and experience. He associates his capacity to provide useful 
knowledge not with personal virtue or effort or intellectual capacity but 
with the adoption of a par tic u lar perspective. Moreover, he explicitly 
presents himself not as an author who creates a new written work but as 
an observer who rec ords preexisting phenomena.16 And by highlighting 
his “low and inferior social condition,” Machiavelli suggests that the per-
spective of observer is open to nearly everyone. Machiavelli thus presents 
his book as a distinctly public form of knowledge, a legitimation strategy 
that later becomes central to modern science.

At the same time, however, as he also gives an account of the prince’s 
perspective, Machiavelli suggests that he not only observes the prince 
from below but alternates between one perspective and the other.17 In this 
respect, Machiavelli’s epistemological humility not only legitimates his 
claim to knowledge but also threatens to delegitimate po liti cal  authority. 
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If anyone can acquire knowledge of princely affairs, the prince may have 
trouble maintaining authority over his subjects.18 In this respect, the 
epistemic authority of Machiavelli’s po liti cal science, like that of scien-
tifi c experts today, has the potential to either underwrite or undermine 
po liti cal authority.

Machiavelli’s rhetoric of humility is even more pronounced in the pref-
ace to the autograph manuscript of his Discourses on Livy. He writes, 
“Even if my feeble intellect, my meager experience in current affairs, and 
my weak knowledge of ancient ones render this effort of mine defective 
and of little use, it may at least open the way for someone who with more 
ability, more eloquence, and more judgment will be able to carry out this 
plan of mine.”19 In this passage and many others, the author retreats not 
only behind his own individual text but also behind a historically progres-
sive social enterprise of knowledge production. Regardless of Machiavel-
li’s individual success, he hopes to “open the way” for others. This notion 
later plays a key role in the public legitimation of modern science.

In addition to removing himself from his text, Machiavelli also re-
moves the text from society. This is most apparent in his well- known 
December 10, 1513, letter to Francesco Vettori, in which Machiavelli 
describes daily life at his country villa outside Florence. He has been ban-
ished from politics and is reluctantly engaged in mundane pursuits, he 
writes, tending to his property and socializing with the locals.

When eve ning comes, I return to my home, and I go into my study; and on the 
threshold, I take off my everyday clothes, which are covered with mud and mire 
and I put on regal and curial robes; and dressed in a more appropriate manner 
I enter into the ancient courts of ancient men and am welcomed by them kindly, 
and there I taste the food that alone is mine, and for which I was born; and there 
I am not ashamed to speak to them, to ask them the reasons for their actions; and 
they, in their humanity, answer me; and for four hours I feel no boredom, I di-
miss every affl iction, I no longer fear poverty nor do I tremble at the thought of 
death: I become completely part of them.20

This often- quoted passage is usually read as a romantic statement of the 
humanist commitment to intellectual inquiry and the cross- generational 
“conversation” of po liti cal theory.21 It also suggests an epistemology in 
which acquiring knowledge requires a departure from both the domestic 
concerns of the home (Machiavelli works in his study, not at the kitchen 
table), and the social world of everyday conventions. Machiavelli  here 
faces the same problem of speaking to superiors with which he opens 
The Prince. In the letter to Vettori, Machiavelli adopts the conventions 
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he rejects in the dedicatory letter of The Prince, and he dresses himself in 
a manner appropriate to “the ancient courts of ancient men.” But in both 
texts Machiavelli asserts a divide between language and politics.22 In the 
letter, when entering his study Machiavelli moves from day to night, 
from public life to (a male version of) private life, from the poverty and 
fear of death he shares with others to the individual solace of an ephem-
eral “food that alone is mine.” By thus removing himself from society, 
Machiavelli acquires an outsider’s perspective, analogous to observing 
the prince from the plains. Whereas other authors in the mirror- for- 
princes genre explicitly identifi ed themselves with social and rhetorical 
conventions familiar to their readers, Machiavelli creates a rhetoric of 
distance. As I discuss in detail later, this sort of distance is a basic precon-
dition for modern theories of repre sen ta tion.

In addition to these challenges to the mirror- for- princes genre and the 
prevailing conception of po liti cal advice, Machiavelli also suggests a new 
understanding of the advisor’s subject matter: po liti cal power. Machia-
velli is often credited with discovering the primacy of power in politics. 
This may be true, but as Hariman points out, more signifi cant is that 
Machiavelli also helps establish the very notion that power is an object of 
discovery, an entity existing outside of human conventions, a thing that 
one can have.23 In terms of a distinction developed by Hannah Arendt, 
Machiavelli conceives power as force, a mea sur able capacity to compel 
obedience; other authors in the mirror- for- princes genre view power in a 
manner similar to Arendt’s notion of power as a potential for action that 
arises from the shared life of a community.24 They conceive power as 
manifest in social relations, embedded in a cultural context and exercised 
primarily through persuasive speech. When they seek to assert power over 
those they advise, they reproduce this conception of power by explicitly 
relying on artful persuasion, past authorities, and shared ideals. For 
these authors, citing previous authorities is not only a rhetorical tech-
nique but also the enactment of an epistemology grounded in shared 
language and history. Machiavelli’s Prince, in contrast, directly cites only 
two other authors: Virgil in chapter 17 and Petrarch in chapter 26.25 In-
deed, despite adhering in many respects to established rhetorical conven-
tions, Machiavelli announces that his study of power will avoid artifi ce, 
reject authorities, and defy conventions. He thus defi nes power as exter-
nal to language and convention, and he thereby also redefi nes language 
and convention as impotent to guide power— without the aid, that is, of 
expert advice.
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Although Machiavelli’s redefi nition of power as an object of study de-
pends on the author removing himself from his text, it also makes Ma-
chiavelli himself indispensable to the wise exercise and control of power 
so conceived. By separating language and power, Machiavelli insinuates 
himself as a necessary mediator between the language of the classical 
texts he interprets and the power of the prince. This is the rhetorical 
stance of the modern expert, whose knowledge is deemed indispensable 
to politics, not least because everyone assumes po liti cal actors have 
power but lack knowledge. In this respect, Machiavelli’s Prince not only 
depicts a world that requires princes to assert themselves; it is also the 
author’s own self- assertion against the conventions of the genre. Ma-
chiavelli presents himself as the person who can link together what his 
text breaks apart: text and context, knowledge and convention, science 
and politics.26

Paradoxically, the separation of knowledge and convention makes 
knowledge more useful for controlling the world of convention. This 
idea appears most clearly in chapter 15 of The Prince, where Machiavelli 
again writes (again with false humility) that he fears being considered 
presumptuous for the way he departs from convention. He then contin-
ues, “But since my intention is to write something useful for anyone who 
understands it, it seemed more suitable for me to search after the effec-
tual truth of the matter rather than its imagined one. Many writers have 
imagined republics and principalities that have never been seen nor 
known to exist in reality.”27 Put simply, knowledge of reality is useful, 
and imagination is useless. Machiavelli famously goes on to argue that 
when the security of the state is at risk, useful knowledge may confl ict 
with conventional morality. “For there is such a distance between how 
one lives and how one ought to live, that anyone who abandons what is 
done for what ought to be done achieves his downfall rather than his 
preservation.”28 Machiavelli thus again draws a divide between truth and 
utility on the one hand, and convention on the other. True knowledge is 
useful, and useful knowledge is true, and both may defy convention. This 
does not mean that social conventions should be ignored, for both 
princes and experts must strive to remain relevant to the conventional 
world, but linking knowledge and power requires a willingness to reject 
convention.29 In this respect, as I show in the next chapter, Machiavelli’s 
rhetoric reappears in the modern expert’s ambiguous relationship to com-
mon sense.
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Contingency, Expertise, and Visual Politics

If Machiavelli’s division between knowledge and convention helps estab-
lish the power of the modern expert, his view of politics as inevitably 
shaped by unpredictable events challenges that power. Through their 
engagement with the classical texts of ancient Greece and Rome, fi fteenth-
 century humanists had developed a new historical consciousness, a sense 
that their time was different from the past. Machiavelli refl ects this his-
torical sensibility when he emphasizes the precariousness of any effort to 
apply knowledge to politics. In this respect, he offers some hints for cop-
ing with the dilemmas created by the conception of expertise that Ma-
chiavelli himself did so much to create. If Machiavelli’s epistemology 
asserts an external standpoint from which to control po liti cal affairs, his 
po liti cal theory offers conceptual resources for demo cratizing that stand-
point, such that ordinary citizens play a role in the constitution of po liti-
cal advice.

In contrast to the early humanist reliance on ancient works of philoso-
phy, Machiavelli focuses on the works of Livy and other ancient histo-
rians. He derives his generalizations from history and from his own 
experience, rather than from abstract principles. In the preface to the 
Discourses, Machiavelli laments that whereas sculptors, jurists, and doc-
tors use past examples to develop rules for current practice, in po liti cal 
affairs past examples of virtuous conduct “are praised with astonishment 
rather than imitated.”30 He asserts that “all the sciences require experi-
ence in order to master them completely,” leading to his recommenda-
tion that commanders of armies should learn to hunt when young, 
because hunting provides useful knowledge and experience, as well as 
the skills for acquiring additional relevant knowledge in the future.31 As 
Oakeshott points out, it is only Machiavelli’s presumptive followers who 
believe technical advice can be useful without practical experience.32 
Machiavelli himself knew they depend on each other.

Not only should po liti cal leaders develop knowledge through engage-
ment with concrete historical contexts, they should use their knowledge 
with specifi c reference to the changing contexts in which it is applied. 
All assessments of po liti cal events and personages are inconclusive and 
none are fi nal. The world is always changing, interpreters bring their own 
biases, and there is no fi nal judge.33 Ancient and medieval phi los o phers 
had also seen the earthly world as constantly changing, but they under-
stood earthly change in light of the unchanging perfection of the heavens. 
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Change was thus something to be minimized, if not eliminated. Machia-
velli, in contrast, seeks to understand the constant fl ux of earthly life on 
its own terms, without subordinating it to a changeless realm of religious 
or moral truth. And where seventeenth- century scientists would magnify 
their power to control events by redefi ning nature as inert matter in 
motion, Machiavelli believes that occult forces often undo human plans. 
He refers often to “the power of heaven in human affairs,” noting that 
“things frequently arise and incidents occur against which the heavens 
have not wished any provision to be made.”34

Machiavelli’s appreciation for the contingency of human experience 
also appears in his view that it is impossible to have all the conventional 
virtues, “because the human condition does not permit it.” And even if 
people think they are acting according to virtue, the results of their ac-
tions may tell a different story. This is the irony of politics: “something 
which appears to be a virtue, if pursued, will result in his ruin; while 
some other thing which seems to be a vice, if pursued, will secure his 
safety and well being.”35 In this respect, po liti cal action always contains 
the potential for tragedy: “in the desire to bring something to a perfect 
conclusion, there is always some evil very near this good which arises so 
easily along with it that it seems impossible to avoid the one while want-
ing the other.”36 Eschewing what John Dewey would later call “the quest 
for certainty,” and what Isaiah Berlin would reject as the “ancient faith” 
in the basic compatibility of all values, Machiavelli argues that in politics 
one must always choose the least bad alternative: “an option that is com-
pletely clear and completely without uncertainty cannot be found,” and 
“one can never cancel one disadvantage without another arising from 
it.”37 It is thus a mistake to read Machiavelli as advocating an immoral or 
amoral view of politics. His point is rather that moral criteria have to be 
po liti cally established.

In a similar vein, and in contrast to fi fteenth- century humanists who 
praised civic unity, Machiavelli argues that class confl ict leads to good 
laws, civic liberty, territorial expansion, and hence to republican glory.38 
Where the humanists saw class division as a threat to po liti cal stability, 
Machiavelli argues that Rome achieved greatness not in spite of its inter-
nal divisions and lack of stability but because of them. He thus also de-
parts, as John McCormick has argued, from contemporary demo cratic 
theorists who idealize deliberative consensus.39 Indeed, Machiavelli’s 
Discourses cast Rome as the “new prince” among republics, continually 
disrupting established conventions. He argues that Rome could have pre-
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vented its internal confl icts only at the price of eliminating the key cause 
of its expansion and empire, and hence its greatness. Although in theory 
a republic might achieve perfect balance among its internal factions and 
between itself and other states, in practice “human affairs are in contin-
ual motion and cannot remain fi xed,” leading all states to go through 
cycles of rise and decline.40 The impermanence of all governments makes 
legitimacy into a continual pro cess rather than a substantive attribute of 
any par tic u lar regime. In this respect, Machiavelli suggests the perils of 
relying too heavily on technical expertise to provide fi xed substantive 
standards for politics.

Machiavelli’s prescription for harnessing change and delaying the in-
evitable decline of states rests in part on his much discussed concept of 
virtú or manly assertiveness. Although Machiavelli’s praise for decisive 
action is well known, it is important to remember that in discussing virtú 
Machiavelli confronts a paradox. On one hand, he notoriously insists that 
“it is better to be impetuous than cautious, because Fortune is a woman, 
and if you want to keep her under it is necessary to beat her and force her 
down.”41 On the other hand, Machiavelli also makes clear that the key 
 factor in po liti cal success is not the par tic u lar approach adopted but 
whether the approach fi ts the times. In some contexts, an impetuous 
prince will be successful; in others, a cautious one. One’s approach is 
shaped by one’s character, so the best would be if one could continually 
adapt one’s character to the times— but this, Machiavelli asserts, is im-
possible.42 It seems that, when in doubt, assertiveness is usually the bet-
ter bet, but the most one can expect is occasional and temporary success.43 
For this reason, Machiavelli implicitly rejects both optimism and pessi-
mism, each of which assumes a capacity to predict the future. But through-
out his writings Machiavelli calls for hope and perseverance, most notably 
in a moving passage in the Discourses: “Men can side with fortune but 
not oppose her; they can weave her warp but they cannot tear it apart. 
They must never give up, for without knowing her goals as she moves 
along paths both crossed and unknown, men always have to hope, and 
with hope, they should never give up, no matter what the situation or the 
diffi culty in which they fi nd themselves.”44 It seems that Machiavellian 
virtú lies not simply in bold assertiveness but in perseverance. Hope and 
perseverance provide a way of coping with the paradox that success re-
quires acting boldly, as if success  were likely, while also recognizing that 
fortune may turn against you at any time. If Machiavelli creates the rhe-
torical style of the modern expert, he also highlights the contingencies of 
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human life that inevitably frustrate those who reduce politics to the me-
chanical implementation of either moral or technical expertise.

Machiavelli does think it possible for expertise to improve politics, but 
only when it is or ga nized through politics. If the prince has too many 
advisors, Machiavelli argues, and if they advise him on all possible mat-
ters at their own discretion, he will lose their respect. He will also have 
diffi culty choosing among their confl icting recommendations, and he will 
inadvertently place his advisors in competition with each other, which 
makes it likely that their advice will refl ect their own interests rather than 
the prince’s. Instead, Machiavelli says, the prince must select a limited 
number of advisors and allow them to speak to him only regarding the 
questions he asks. The prince should ask questions frequently, but he 
should make decisions on his own and stick to them. For these reasons, 
Machiavelli notes, “a prince who is not wise on his own cannot be well 
advised,” and “good advice, from whomever it may come, must arise 
from the prudence of the prince, and not the prudence of the prince from 
good advice.”45  Here Machiavelli asserts the institutional priority of poli-
tics over expertise. The prince should do what he can to ensure the pro-
duction and delivery of the best advice possible, but expert advice must 
always serve the ends of politics rather than the other way around. 
Whereas other authors in the mirror- for- princes genre had recommended 
the direct application of fi xed lessons derived from past exemplars, Ma-
chiavelli’s advice focuses on the intellectual, ethical, and institutional 
preconditions for using advice successfully.

Here we encounter something of a paradox, as Eugene Garver points 
out, because Machiavelli’s stated purpose in writing The Prince is to get 
a job as expert advisor with the Medici, but he seems to undercut that 
purpose with his subordination of experts to princes.46 The paradox 
makes sense, however, once we see that Machiavelli is offering much 
more than a didactic lecture on how to be a successful prince. A lecture 
of that sort would merely replace the traditional moral authorities Ma-
chiavelli ridicules with himself as a new authority. It would also contra-
dict his critique of those who live according to theories (including his 
own) about how the world ought to be.47 So rather than setting himself 
up as a new expert authority, Machiavelli enacts his lesson through his 
book. On the surface, that is, Machiavelli’s advice consists of the injunc-
tion to imitate rather than merely admire the great deeds of past rulers. 
But Machiavelli repeatedly suggests that his various exemplars of past 
success do not themselves show how to relate past exemplars to current 
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situations. Successful rulers of the past did not simply copy each other, 
and a prince who attempted to mechanically repeat their actions would 
fail to recognize that their success rested not merely on what they did 
but on how they adjusted their actions to their circumstances. A prince 
should not copy historical exemplars but use them as resources for in-
novative thought and action. He should, Machiavelli writes, “take from 
Severus those qualities that are necessary to found his state, and from 
Marcus those that are suitable and glorious in order to conserve a state 
that is already established and stable.”48 In this respect, as Garver argues, 
Machiavelli aims for the prince to imitate not the great deeds from the 
past he relates, but his argument itself.49

More generally, both the content and form of Machiavelli’s argument 
suggest that direct, unmediated claims to authority— whether those of 
hereditary princes, moralistic leaders, or technocratic experts— are less 
reliable than efforts to generate authority by empowering and inspiring 
those whose recognition and assistance one seeks, while being careful to 
not become dependent upon them. Machiavelli thus insists on a native 
militia over both mercenary and borrowed troops, because either the lat-
ter will be reluctant to fi ght, or if they do fi ght and win, they will become 
ambitious and threaten the prince.50 Similarly, Machiavelli explains that 
the prince should inspire the people’s loyalty not by seeking their love 
and approval, but by enhancing the glory of the state, because “friend-
ships acquired by a price and not by greatness and nobility are purchased 
and not owned.”51 And when it comes to ministers and advisors, a prince 
must both “recognize their capacities” and “keep them loyal.” Princes 
must give ministers and advisors “a share of the honors and responsibili-
ties,” so that their interests will become aligned with the prince’s.52 In 
sum, with regard to the military, citizens, and experts, the prince can best 
increase his power by empowering his supporters.53

In addition to cultivating the virtú of both princes and citizens, and 
ensuring that expertise fi ts the needs of po liti cal actors, Machiavelli urges 
his readers to cope with the contingencies of politics by focusing on the 
visible consequences of po liti cal action. Commentators often see a realist 
cynicism in Machiavelli’s discussion of appearance and reality. The prince, 
Machiavelli notoriously says, must appear to have conventional virtues 
but must not really have them.54 Cynical as this may sound, such pas-
sages acquire a richer meaning when read in light of Machiavelli’s con-
trast between visible and invisible grounds of po liti cal judgment. Whereas 
instrumental results are potentially open to evaluation by all citizens, the 
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motives and intentions of po liti cal actors are not. Seen from this perspec-
tive, Machiavelli’s focus on appearances is not born of cynicism but of a 
recognition that in the turbulent context of Re nais sance Florence his 
contemporaries lack shared standards of judgment. Machiavelli writes, 
“In the actions of all men, and especially of princes, where there is no 
tribunal to which to appeal, one must consider the fi nal result. . . .  For 
ordinary people are always taken in by appearances and by the outcome 
of an event. And in the world there are only ordinary people; and the few 
have no place, while the many have a spot on which to lean.”55 In this 
fascinating passage, Machiavelli both criticizes and affi rms a world in 
which “there are only ordinary people” who are “always taken in by ap-
pearances.” In such a world, where traditional authorities have lost their 
place, instrumental effectiveness offers a recognizable standard of judg-
ment. Assessments of instrumental effectiveness are relatively easy to 
conduct and to agree upon with others, Machiavelli suggests, because 
they can be made with regard to visible effects rather than invisible inten-
tions or motives. Just as one should seek models of virtue by looking not 
within the self, nor up into the heavens, but outward at the great deeds of 
one’s ancestors, one should assess the consequences of po liti cal decisions 
by their publicly visible results.56

Machiavelli applies a similar logic to one of the standard questions of 
the mirror- for- princes genre: is it better for the prince to be feared or 
loved? Machiavelli’s answer is that it is best to be both feared and loved, 
and a prince must always avoid being hated; but when it is impossible to 
be both, it is better to be feared than loved, “since men love at their own 
plea sure and fear at the plea sure of the prince.” Whereas fear depends on 
external relations of threat and coercion, “love is held together by a 
chain of obligation that, since men are a wretched lot, is broken on every 
occasion for their own self- interest; but fear is sustained by a dread of 
punishment that will never abandon you.”57 In a fragmented society of 
“ordinary people,” it is prudent to rely on visible threats rather than in-
visible love.

Finally, the same logic of appearances appears once again in Machia-
velli’s emphasis on the importance of public spectacles in establishing the 
prince’s authority. He tells the story of how Cesare Borgia created order 
in the Romagna by giving the “cruel and unscrupulous” Remirro de 
Orco full authority to govern the province. Once Remirro had brutally 
established order, in the pro cess arousing the hatred of the populace, 
Borgia took a spectacular step to prevent the people’s hatred from being 
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transferred to himself: “one morning at Cesena he had Messer Remirro’s 
body laid out in two pieces on the piazza, with a block of wood and a 
bloody sword beside it.” The spectacle “left the population satisfi ed and 
stupefi ed at the same time.”58 This concern with the visual language of 
politics, a key feature of Re nais sance culture, later becomes central to the 
rhetoric of both modern science and liberal democracy. As I show in sub-
sequent chapters, a similar politics of vision underwrites the image of the 
liberal- democratic citizen as a silent witness to the instrumental per for-
mance of representative government; and it appears in the seventeenth- 
century experimental scientist’s self- presentation as a humble witness of 
public experiments.59

Not everyone makes judgments based on appearances, of course, and 
Machiavelli claims for himself a capacity to see beneath the appearances. 
“Men in general judge more by their eyes than their hands: everyone can 
see, but few can feel. Everyone sees what you seem to be, few touch upon 
what you are.”60 The implication  here is that Machiavelli, as one of “the 
few,” can not only “see” but also “touch” the prince. These consider-
ations expand on Machiavelli’s comments in the dedicatory letter to The 
Prince, in which he relied on the visual meta phor of observing the prince 
on the mountaintop from the perspective of the plains. In contrast to that 
earlier formulation, Machiavelli says  here that he uses both sight and 
touch in evaluating the prince. His point, it seems, is that the expert relies 
on both “touching” and “seeing” his subject matter— that is, both close 
engagement with and detachment from the prince— but citizens can be 
expected to judge the prince’s actions with their eyes alone. Indeed, in his 
analyses of historical personages, and also in his reports on the various 
princes and despots he encountered during his time as a diplomat, Ma-
chiavelli assesses both characters and consequences, both motives and 
outcomes. Expert advisors have to look behind the scenes and avoid fall-
ing prey to the tricks and deceptions that rulers employ against both their 
own citizens and those who attempt to understand them.61

Republican Institutions and Pop u lar Engagement

Despite Machiavelli’s emphasis on the virtú of individuals, he also sug-
gests that a key task for expert advisors is to design laws and institutions 
that help both leaders and citizens cope with the contingencies of poli-
tics. In this respect, Machiavelli offers an instructive perspective on some 
of the issues confronting contemporary efforts to mediate confl icts 
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 between and among laypeople and experts. He also challenges both po-
liti cal theory and the social studies of science to devote more attention to 
questions of institutional design.

Some strands of republicanism, both in Machiavelli’s time and today, 
emphasize the civic virtue of individual citizens as the key to a healthy 
and vibrant republic. Similarly, much contemporary scholarship in bio-
ethics and research ethics focuses on the moral dilemmas confronting in-
dividuals. Although Machiavelli certainly believes that civic virtue is 
important, he argues repeatedly that it can thrive only in a context of re-
publican institutions: “men never do good except out of necessity, but 
where choices are abundant and unlimited freedom is the norm, every-
thing immediately becomes confused and disorderly. Hence it is said that 
hunger and poverty makes men industrious and laws make them good.”62 
Echoing Aristotle, Machiavelli argues that good institutions both foster 
and depend on good customs. A people that is completely corrupt can-
not be improved by good laws, he writes, because “just as good customs 
require laws in order to be maintained, so laws require good customs in 
order to be observed.”63 Moreover, if the people become corrupt, chang-
ing the laws will not help, unless one also changes the institutions 
through which the laws are made. In republican Rome, for example, all 
citizens  were entitled to seek key offi ces, which worked well as long as 
humility and fear of public disgrace dissuaded everyone except the most 
qualifi ed from seeking offi ce. But when people began to seek offi ce on 
the basis of charm or power, rather than genuine ability, the institution 
of allowing anyone to seek offi ce became harmful. Similarly, the Roman 
institution that allowed any citizen to propose a law, and to express an 
opinion on any proposed law, was good only as long as the people  were 
good.64

Machiavelli recognizes that institutional procedures, which are “slow to 
move,” often fail when confronted with “extraordinary circumstances,” 
such as war or rebellion.65 But he argues for institutional means of ad-
dressing the limits of institutions. Because extraordinary means are some-
times necessary, they should be made lawful; otherwise, the people come 
to disrespect the law. Machiavelli thus defends the institution of “dictator” 
in republican Rome, because it provided a legal way to cope with extraor-
dinary circumstances. Dictators should be appointed only for fi xed peri-
ods, with their authority limited to the par tic u lar problem that necessitated 
their appointment. It is only extraordinary offi ces created through “private 
authority” and “extraordinary means” that harm republics, not those 
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 created through “ordinary means” and “in accord with public laws.” If a 
republic has no such institution, “it must necessarily come to ruin by obey-
ing its laws or break them in order to avoid its own ruin.” And “if one es-
tablishes the habit of breaking the laws for good reasons, later on, under 
the same pretext, one can break them for bad reasons.”66

In addition to good institutions, Machiavelli argues, as well as both 
good fortune and inspiring leaders, a republic relies on its citizens taking 
an active role in politics.67 In this respect, as McCormick has argued, 
Machiavelli again differs from most republican thinkers, both before his 
time and since.68 Many models of republicanism— Sparta, Venice, 
Florence— were elective oligarchies, relegating the people to the selection 
of an elite who ruled with minimal public interference. This type of re-
publicanism is a forerunner of liberal representative government, dis-
cussed in chapter 3, which is distinct from the communitarian version of 
republicanism pop u lar among some demo cratic theorists today. The lat-
ter rests on the tradition of civic or classical republicanism, usually as-
sociated with Aristotle and Rousseau, in which virtuous participation in 
the collective enactment of one’s community is a key part of the good 
life. Machiavelli’s version of republicanism, which one might anachronis-
tically call “demo cratic republicanism,” differs from both the elitism of 
the Venetian republic and the communitarianism of Aristotle and Rous-
seau. Pop u lar participation, for Machiavelli, is not about pursuing the 
good life but about protecting oneself and one’s fellow citizens from 
domination. Doing so requires not merely civic virtue but institutions 
that facilitate public contestation of elite decisions.69

In reply to those who equate the people with a mob—“either a humble 
slave or a cruel master”— Machiavelli argues that this description applies 
only to a people not governed by laws.70 Moreover, in the absence of 
law, these attributes apply equally well to princes, “and most of all to 
princes, for each person who is not regulated by the laws will commit the 
very same errors as an uncontrolled crowd of people.” Both a prince and 
a people regulated by laws, in contrast, “neither rules arrogantly nor 
humbly obeys.” Laws are necessary for both princes and the people, “be-
cause a prince who is able to do what he wishes is mad, and a people that 
can do what it wishes is not wise.” Indeed, Machiavelli goes on to argue 
that, if both a people and a prince are constrained by laws, the people as 
a  whole will actually be more competent than the average prince. If nei-
ther are constrained by laws, the people will make fewer and less serious 
errors. Moreover, when the people make mistakes, they learn from them, 
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but “nobody can speak to an evil prince, nor is there any other remedy 
for him than the sword.”71

It is also worth noting, given recent scholarship on public participation 
in technical controversies, that Machiavelli also repeatedly expresses con-
fi dence in ordinary citizens’ capacity for intelligent po liti cal judgment. 
When the people must judge between competing views in po liti cal debate, 
Machiavelli writes, “it is only on the rarest of occasions that it does not 
select the best opinion and that it is not capable of understanding the 
truth it hears.”72 Machiavelli also believes that the people are better at 
selecting magistrates than a prince, and he thinks that when distributing 
offi ces the people deceives itself less often than the nobles.73 Machiavelli 
repeatedly praises the Roman tribunes, the representatives of the people, 
for their capacity to “cure the insolence of the nobles.”74 He notes with 
approval that the tribunes mediated not only between the people and the 
elites, but also among the elites, who would otherwise have failed to re-
solve their disagreements and faithfully execute the law.75

Machiavelli makes clear, however, that ordinary citizens are generally 
inclined to avoid becoming involved in politics. Unlike nobles, common 
citizens have little hope of usurping the liberty of others, so their main 
desire is simply “not to be dominated.”76 Some commentators take such 
statements as evidence of skepticism toward pop u lar competence and 
participation. They see in this feature of Machiavelli’s thought a precur-
sor to liberal theories of representative government that rely on a passive 
citizenry.77 But Machiavelli argues repeatedly that pop u lar liberty can 
be realized only through institutions that facilitate vigorous po liti cal ac-
tivity, especially when necessary to prevent domination.78 When Roman 
citizens wanted new laws, Machiavelli notes with approval, they pro-
tested, “running wildly through the streets, closing the shops”; or they 
left the city entirely, or refused to register for military ser vice, “so that to 
placate them it was necessary to give them some mea sure of satisfac-
tion.”79 Indeed, Machiavelli argues, “every city must possess its own 
methods for allowing the people to express their ambitions.”80 Machia-
velli thus praises the Roman institutions that facilitated pop u lar re sis-
tance to noble ambitions. As McCormick has emphasized, Machiavelli is 
especially fond of the Roman procedures for pop u lar indictment and trial 
of both magistrates and prominent private citizens suspected of wrongdo-
ing. Such procedures offered a key means, in addition to elections, of 
holding elites publicly accountable. Furthermore, Machiavelli argues that 
in a republic “judges must be many in number,” and he contrasts Rome’s 
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large pop u lar juries with Florence’s small council of eight judges, argu-
ing that the latter is more subject to manipulation and intimidation by 
elites.81 Machiavelli recognizes that large pop u lar juries may be vulner-
able to demagogues who exploit pop u lar prejudices, but he thinks dem-
agoguery can be hindered by requiring accusations of wrongdoing to be 
publicly voiced and defended. Similarly, Machiavelli praises the Roman 
plebs who demanded the establishment of tribunes to represent them, 
and then vigorously defended the tribunes when necessary.82 Po liti cal 
elites will always try to usurp the liberty of the people, but the threat 
can be mitigated through formal institutions that give the citizenry real 
power.

Despite his praise for pop u lar po liti cal activism, Machiavelli also ar-
gues that in elections the people generally prefer a competent nobleman 
over one of their own.83 In this respect, Machiavelli differs markedly 
from today’s participatory demo crats and communitarian republicans. 
Citing Cicero, Machiavelli notes that “the people, although ignorant, 
can grasp the truth, and they readily yield when they are told the truth by 
a trustworthy man.”84 As Alexander Hamilton argues in The Federalist, 
discussed in chapter 3, most people are more concerned with having their 
interests competently protected than with participating in politics. To the 
extent that the former requires the latter, Machiavelli insists on vigorous 
participation, but only to that extent. Of course, given the constant 
threat of domination by corrupt and incompetent governments (underes-
timated by Hamilton), not to mention the dangers posed by one’s fellow 
citizens, the citizens in a Machiavellian republic cannot afford to ignore 
politics. In contrast to liberal theorists of representative government, 
Machiavelli believes the people’s deference to competent leaders does not 
lessen their need to be involved in republican self- government. It just shifts 
the rationale for participation. In place of the collective self- expression and 
self- realization extolled by communitarian versions of republicanism, Ma-
chiavelli offers an ethic of instrumental, purposive, carefully targeted po-
liti cal engagement.

Conclusion

As I noted at the beginning of this chapter, some of Machiavelli’s inter-
preters think he offers the fi rst modern science of politics, while others 
insist that his thought is distinctly nonscientifi c. The preceding discussion 
indicates revealing affi nities between certain elements of Machiavelli’s 
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thought and modern science, but they have little to do with standard 
notions of scientifi c method. Rather, these affi nities appear in an episte-
mology that generates instrumental power through a rhetoric of social 
distance. Expert authority, for Machiavelli, rests on fi rst creating a rhe-
torical gap between expert knowledge and social convention, such that 
the expert acquires unmediated access to how things really are be-
neath the conventions. The expert then humbly offers “a little book” 
that promises to help its reader reach back across the gap and act power-
fully within the world of convention.

Machiavelli combines this rhetoric of expertise with a profound aware-
ness of the practical limits of expertise and the institutional requirements 
for its successful use. Because the world is permeated by contingencies, 
and every action has unpredictable outcomes, expert knowledge should 
not be mechanically applied to novel circumstances. Expertise is best 
used as one resource among many for creative thought and action. And 
expert advice must be structured to serve the needs of the state, not 
merely those of either po liti cal elites or experts themselves.

More generally, Machiavelli suggests that lay citizens can rely on ex-
perts, politicians, and other elites only to the extent that they continually 
subject them to critical scrutiny. Such scrutiny cannot be carried out 
from the living room couch. It requires institutions that facilitate pop u lar 
mobilization, education, and an ethos of public engagement. As McCor-
mick writes, “Machiavelli suggests that a direct manifestation of the 
people within government, alongside a repre sen ta tion of them, is neces-
sary to carry out successfully an appropriate patrolling of elites.”85 This 
direct manifestation of the people takes different forms: it ranges from 
structured deliberative assemblies, like the plebian council, to pop u lar 
movements and “running wildly through the streets.” As I attempt to 
show throughout this book, neither experts nor politicians can represent 
their constituents without active involvement by those they represent, 
and such involvement requires different kinds of institutional mediation.
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