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In troduction 

The wr1tlngs of Machiave111 and Hume are separated by two and 

a quarter centuries. There ia no doubt that the 1nte11ectual c1imates 

of Renaissance and Enlightenment, the po11tica1 prob1ems of Ita1y and 

Eng1an~and the social positions of Machiave11i and Hume were i~ortant 

e1ements in the formation of their respective philosophies. It is 

undenlab1e that certain aspects of their thought can be better understood 

in terms of the hlstoriea1 contezt in whlch they I1ved. There ls the 

danger, hovever. of becomiDg 10 Invo1ved ln the detal11 of tlme and 

place as to loee slght of the unlversa1 qua11ty of thelr contribution 

to the hlstory of ideas. Macaulay. commenting on Ithe peculiar moral1t7 

whlch has rendered the Prince unp~arn, suggeste IWe have attempted to 

show that it be10nged rather to the age than to the man •••••••• 

Our main concern inthis stud7 will be with vhat be10Bgs to the man and 

to a11 ages. The greatnes8 of great men conslsts not ln their being 

earrled slong by the current of hlstory but ln the force and scope of 

thelr impact on the flov of i4ea.s and events. 

Both Machiave11! and Hame llved during periode of ferment in 

• 
n 1 

the modes of seeklng know1edge and eaeh made his contribution to the nev 

methods of thinking that emerged from thi8 ferment. Machiave11i, according 

to Bacon, vas the philosopher "who had broken away from a11 scho1astic 

methods and tr1ed to study po11tics according to emp1rica1 methods n•2 

1. T. B. Macaulay, E88811. Everyman's Library. (London. 1909). Vol. II, p. 30. 

2. E. Cas8irer, ~he Mxth of the State, (New Haven. 1946), p. 119. 
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In dolng this he vas a forerunner of the historical revolt agai1st the 

uabrldled ratlonalism of the phlloaophy of the later aiddle ages, a 

revolt which abandoned the idea that truth could be attained by a meta-

physi cal analys1 s of the Da ture of things and sough t ra ther to s tud7 

emplrical facts lB their causal relations. 

Maehiavell! vas not unavare of the new paths he vas treading. 

In his iBtroduction to the first book of the Discour ••• he ~eaka of the 

'introduction of (aD7) new principles and systems as dangerous almost 

as the exploration of ney seas and continente •••• n and ft •••• 1 

have resolved to open a ney route. whieh has Dot yet bee~ followed by 

anyo.e, ••••• 3 He recognizes that his aceeS8 to h1storical fact. i. 

limited and doe8 not clai. infallibility in his judgment8, but, he 

declares, "1 ahall at least have ahown the vay to others, who will earrr 

4 
out my Tiews vith greater abllity •• " In his let ter to Vettori of 

December 10th, 1513, he vrltes about the composition of the Prince and 

indieates what kind of questions are occupying his reflections. " ••• 

debating wbat a prineipate ia, what the species are, hoy they are gained. 

how they are kept, and why they are 10st.,,5 To aDsyer these questions, 

Maehiavelli refera to human experience and to history yhlch ls the record 

of thi. experience. 

Hume, too, thought of himself as an Innovator. He had been 

i~re8sed by the successes of the experimental method in the physlcal 

3. Discourse., Bk. l, Introduction, p. 103.(See Bibliographioal note) 

4. Ibid., Bk. l, Introduction, p. 103. 

5. N. Machiavelli, The Prince and Other Work., edlted and translated by 
A. R. Gilbert, (Chicago, 1941), Familiar Letters, p. 242. 
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sciences and wondered whether and how it could be employed to gain greater 

lnslght into the worklng of the human mind as it expressed itself in 

complex social relations~lps. Hume reacted agalnst the easy ratlonallsm 

of the enlightenroent philosophers whose "Principles taken upon trust, 

conse~uences lamely deduced from them, want of coherence in the parts, 

and of evidence in the whole • • • • seem to have drawn disgrace upon 

philosophy itself".6 There was a nead to re-establish philosophy on a 

sound logical foundation and this Hume undertook to do in his Treatise. 

The very title - A TBEATISE OF Hm~T NATURE: pei~ an ATTEMPT to Intr~ 

the EAQerimental Method of Reasonin, lnto Moral Subjects - indicates his 

approach to this problem. Indeed, he set himself no mean task; for what 

he vas aiming at was a science of the sciences. n'Tls evldent, that aIl 

the sciences have a relation, greater ar lesB, to human nature; •••• 

In pretending, therefore, to explaln the principles of hWll8.n nature, wa 

in affect propose a complete system of the sciences, built on a foundation 

almost entirely new. and t:he only one upon which they can stand with any 

security ••• the only solid foundation we can give to this science 

itself must be laid on exper1ence and observation. lI? It must be observed 

that politics was for Hume one of the sciences whose relation to human 

nature is IIgreater". 

The above paragraphs suggest the direction and scopa of our 

study. Both Machiavelli and H1uoe claimed innovation in their methods of 

enqulry. We shall attempt to evaluate these methods, consider points of 

6. Treatise, Vol. I, p. 305. 

7. Ibid., Vol. I, p. 307. 
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similarity between them and eetimate their influence on the growth of 

modern political thought. We 8hall inTestigate, too, their conclusiona 

about the nature of IIan and of poli tical society; and. vhether these 

conclusloDa follow from the rigid application of their methods. And, 

finally, we shall eonsider the practieal (moral) implications of their 

doctrines and their meaningfulnes. today. 



Chapter 1 

!he Science of Politic8 

When Machiavelli is epoken of as a founder of the science of 

politlcs the allusion is primaril~ to his wa~ of looking at political 

events. Thi. involves both his method of analysie and hie interest in 

what Croce has termed "pure politics", Bomething "beyond or, rather, belov 
l 

moral good and evil". In thie chapter ve shall consider methodology and 

leave the problem of politice and ethics for a later one. 

Machiavelli does not give us a syetematic exposition of his 

method and ve must attempt to distil it trom the context of his writings. 

Here, too, there i. a problem of 10glcal organlzation. J. W. Allen asserts 

that 

"Maehiavelli vas not a systematic 
thinker • • • • Failure to co­
ordinate his obserTations i. co~­
aplcuous throughout the Ditcora1 
and the Principe and shows itself 
in the 2onfusion of their struc­
tures. ft 

Thi. seems to be a rather unjust criticism of the Prince, for ve can dlscern , 

in it! plan the answers to the questions vhich Machiavelli posed for hlmself 

in the order in whieh he asked them.J The Discourses do, however, seem to 

lack logical coherence. Machiavelli is committed to the structure of Livy'e 

History of Rome and uses precepte drawn trom it as the starting point for 

his various reflections on the nature of politice. No effort ie made to 

1. B. Croce, Politics and Morals, (New York, 1945), p. 59. 

2. J. W. Allen, Political Thought in the Slxteenth CenturY, (London, 1928), 
p. 452. 

J. " ••• vhat a principate ia, vhat the speeies are, hov they are gained, 
how theyare kept, and vhy they are lost.· - Letter to Vettorl, (Supra, 

p. 2). 
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eetablish a logical connection between the many topics that are discuBsed 

there. We see, for exemple, this strange succession of chapters in ~ook 

III of the Discoursss. Chapter 22 deals vith the reaeons for Camillus' 

banishment from Rome; Chapter 23 discu8ses the fatal effects of prolonged 

military commande; Chapter 24 commente on the virtue of poverty in citizens; 

and Chapter 25 brlngs an example of hoy states may be rulned "on account of 

women". ~t despite this discontinuity in structure there is an under-

lying unit Y in the subject matter. AlI these topics are related to Yhat, 

for Machiavelli. is the fundamental problem in politlcs - yhat are the 

causes of strength and veakness in states. Machiavellits concern vith causes 

ls most slgnificant for our investlgation of hie method. 

Machlavelli developed his thinking agalnst the background of 

4 scholastlclsm. The schoolmen had taken over the Aristotellan coamology 

and ha.d transformed i t ln keeping vi th Chritltian dogma. In thls cosmology 

It was the end alone that vas Important. 

~ature vas differentlated so as to 
provide its proper end for each thing 
•••• For it vas the end the,t was 
illuminatlng, so why bother about the 
beginning?ft.5 

Arlstotle conceived of man as a social animal whose telos vas in the etate. 

Aquinas took mants telos out of this world and placed it ln the kingdom of 

heaven. The etate in medleval Christian thought thus became a subordinate 

4. The material in the next two paragraphe is based on Cassirer's analysie 
in The My th of the State, Ch. XI. 

5. A. N. Whitehead, Science in the Modern World, (Op. Cit.), Pelican Library, 
(Harmondsworth, England, 1938), PJ. 18 - 19. 
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level in a hierarchy of ends. The echoolmen ~ere not concerned with hov 

things happened but rather vith why they happened; and their philosophical 

outlook led them to seek explanations in terme of final causes. Whitehead 

indicates that the sixteenth-century reaction to medieval thought vas ehar­

aeterized b.r an "appeal to efficient causes as against final causes·. 6 

Machiavelli belongs to this intelleetœal movement of revolt. 

The system of hierarehy which expressed i tself in medievfl,l feudal 

relations lent some plausibility to the hierarchical cosmology of the Divines. 

The dissolution of feudaliem, however, vas already weIl under vay in fourtee~th-

century Italy. The new independent principallties that emerged did not fit 

lnto the old pattern of subordination. Here was a new politieal phenomenon -

the lndependent seoular state whose origin seemed anythlng but diTlne. The 

new etate, as Machiavelli saw it, vas the creature of "force and cunnlng", 

and 

"To think that the power of these new 
principalities vas of God vas not only 
absurd, it vas even blasphemoul."7 

Machiavelli, as a politieal functionary, vas personally involved in the 

intricate play of forces and was fasc1nated br 1t. He w1shed to understand 

this phenomenon and asked himself some pertinent questions about ft. The 

forro in which theee questions vere cast and the method of seeklng ansvers 

to them marked a radical innovation in politleal thought. 

We have a1ready noted the frame of reference that Machiavell1 

set up for his composition of the Prince. He was seeking to discover the 

7.E. Cassirer, (Op. Cit.), p. 136. 
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real causes for the rise and fall of principalities. If ve take the 

Prince together vith the Discouraes ve see that his search goes beyond the 

temporary manifestation of the Italien principality and aime at the di.-

cover,y ot general lavs of political development. But his interest in general 

lavs is not theoretical and abstract. He i8 interested in princlples tbat 

can be applled in real situations and vhose correct application would lead 

to foreseeable consequences. Hov can he be sure that these principle. are 

practieal? Only by referring to concrete situations in vhich they can be 

clearly sean to have been operating. One cannot arrive at these lavs by 

metaphysieal reasoning from final causes. In the dedlcation of the Prince 

to Lorenzo de Medici, Machiavelli seta torth his qualifications for the 

task which he was undertaking: 

"1 baTe been unable to tind among my 
possessions anything vhich 1 hold 80 
dear or esteem so highly as that 
knowledge ot the deeds of great men 
which 1 bave acquired through a long 
experience of modern events and a 
constant study of the past. n8 

History, for Machiavelli, is not mere description. Having taken 

human affaire out of a supernatural hlerarchy, he cau insist that these 

affaire be subject to the intelligible lave which seem to operate in the 

world of experience. These lavs are mechanlstic. They express relatlon-

ohips of cause and effect. We see an interesting and rather subtle example 

of this in his consideration of the causes tor Hannibal's great military 

sueee.ses. He attributes these to an army which, though enormans, was very 

highly disciplined. The discipline and lack ot dissension 

8. Prince, p. 3. 
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"could not he due to anything but 
~is inhuman cruel t~,-. wl1ich togetilGr 
with hie Infinite other virtues, 
made him always venerated and ter­
rible in the sight of his soldiers, 
s.nd wi thout i t his other virtues 
\fould not have sufficed to produce 
that effect. Thoughtless writers 
admi 1"0 on the one band hi s 8.C ti ons. 
and on the other blame the princ1}?al 
cause of them".9 

We might digress et this point te consider Machie.velli' s con-

cept of "fortune". This term, i t would appesr, introduces a non-caueal 

element :lnto the scheme of :t18 thought. The idea of fortune ie usually 

associated in our minds wi th the idea of ca.priee, the idea of something 

unforeseeable. But there ia a difference between the viewpoint that an 

event le unforeseeable because of the limited capae! ty of the hrunan subject 

to comprehend all cB.usal relationships and the viey that certain avents 

occur outside of a caus61 context - ar~ self-g€nerating. Fortune, in 

r·fachiavel1i' s wri tings, ls a technical term which bas saveral shades of 

meaning. It may refer to a juncture of two or more stresms of quite intel-

l1gible events, a juncture. however. which could hardly have been foreseen. 

Thue if Cesare Eorgia was not finalJy successful in hie measures nit was 

through no faul t of his O\'ffi but only b:r the most extraordinary maligni ty 

10 
of fortune". This "malignity of fortune" being the coincidence of Borgia's 

fatal illness wi th a particularly difficul t mili tary si tuation. ~,rhen 

Machiavelli compa.res fortune wi th a11 in:petuous river that might run wild 

9. Prince. Ch. XVII, p. 62. (my italics). 

10. Ibid., Ch. VII. p. 24. 
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at any moment, he does not imply the operation of supernatural forces. 

This ie a force which human ingenuity might anticlpate and with great 

effort manage to control. You cannot foresee vhat will actually happen 

but you can attempt to anticipate vhat might happen. The idea of fartune 

also includes the relationship of man with the forces at york in his total 

environment. 

"1 also believe that he ls happy 
whose mode of procedure accords 
vith the needs of the times, and 
similarly he i8 unfortunate whose 
mode of îrocedure is opposed to the 
tiBlel. nl 

What makee fortune snch a difficult thing to manage is not that the forces 

involved are unitelliglble, but that man ls restrlcted by nature in his 

capacity to adapt hiaself to them. 

"1 eonclude then that fortune vary­
Ing and men remaining fixed in thelr 
~s, the y are suceesstu! so long as 
these ways conform to circumstances, 
but when they are opposed then they 
are unsuccesstul."12 

Strangely enough, after making this statement which implies the relentlesB-

ness of fortune, Machiavell! suggests that it May be opposed and even over-

come. 

"1 certainly think that it is better 
to be impetuous than cautious, for 
fortune is a woman. and it is 
necessary, if you wish to master her, 
to conquer her by force; and it can 
be sean that she lets herself be over­
come by the bold rathe~ than by those 
who proceed coldly. "13 

11.Pr~.rLç.! .; Ch. XXV, p. 92. 

12. n!~ t Ch. XXV, p. 94. 

13. Ibid., Ch. XIV, p. 94. 
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To develop this theme would require the consideration of Machiavelli's 
, 

concept of Virtu whieh ve have reserved for a la ter chapter. It seeme 

elear, however, that fortune is not a supernatural force for Machiavelli. 

It is his designation for the (passive) objective conditions within whieh 

politlea1 Buceess can be attained because (a) there ie a natural harmony 

between the charaeter of the successful individual and the "needs of the 

time" or (b) the individual can actively attune himself to these needs. 

The idea tbat history is intelligible ls necessary but not 

sufficient for Machiavelli's purpose. He is concerned also with seeking 

out general rules that are workable in concrete situations. If one knows 

the factors that have caused a given situation in the past lt should be 

possible to reproduce a similar etate of affairs by bringing these factors 

into play again. History and experience are evidence of what is possible 

in human affairs, and po1itics, for Machiavelli, ie always the art of the 

possible. 

Machlavelli's generalizations drawn from hie study of history 

and from his personal experience imply the existence of elements common to 

both. Indeed, Any genera1ization must assume that certain factors ars 

common in the cases to which it applies. Machiavelli'e method postulatss 

the eonstancy of human nature. He scoffs at those who would never think 

"of imitating the noble actions, 
deeming that not only difficult, 
but impossible; as though heaven, 
the sun, the elements, and men had 
changed the order of the motions 
and power, and vere different from

4 vhat they vere in ancient times."l 

14. Discouree" Bk. l, Introduction, PJ. 104 - 5. 
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Eistory a.nd experience reveal the operation of consta.nt tendencics in human 

nature. If the human si tuation has i ts upe and doo,ms 1t iEl because different 

objective conditions (fortune) prevail. These conditions may be natural 

or they may be bro~~ht about through the intervention of polltically 

creative (or destructive) individuals. Machiavelli addressee himself to 

those who would be foundere of states, and offers them l'ules for the con-

struction of strong communities. 

IlLet no one, then, fear not to be able 
to accomplish what others v~ve done, 
for a11 men (as we have se.id in our 
preface) are born and live and die in 
the same waYi 

anfl therefore resemble 
each other." 5 

Machiavelli 1 8 view of this unchanging nature of lIl8,n will be considered in 

the next chapter. 

We may, et this point, attempt to evaluate ~1achi8.ve11i 1 s method 

in the light of sorne present day views on the scope and method of social 

enquiry. There ls the temptation to exaggerate the "scientific" nature of 

his approach. Thus Leona.rdo 01schki in a short essay enti tled r,1achiavell1 

the Scientist, seeks and finds abundant evidence of a rigid scientific 

method. 

~---_._--

"The axiom that h'.lIrlB.n r:ature 18 constant 
has its exact scientific counterpart ln 
~alileo's fundamental assumptlon that

6 'matter 18 unalterablet •••••• "1 

15. Discourses, Bk. l, Ch. XI, p. 149. 

16. Leonerdo Olschki, !~achiave1li the Scientist (Berkeley, California, 
1945), p. JI. 
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"An tiqui ty i s in t·1achia.velll' a mind 
the experimental ground for the 
verification of phenomena observed 
in his own environment. n17 

We see that Olscr~i le impressed by analogies from physlcal science and 

i te inductive methods. But historical reference ca.nnot be called experi-

mental method in the natural-ecience sense of the work. The essence of the 

experimental method ie that aIl the factors that enter into the experiment 

can be either rigidly controlled and manipulated or nt least aeeounted for. 

Then e.gain, the experiment must be repeatable if it is to be accepted by 

others as the proo! of sorne hypothesiSl. t4. R. Cohen points out 

"that social facts are essentially 
unrepeatab1e Just to the extent that 
they are merely historiee.l. The past 
faet eannot be directly observed. 
Its existencfSis established by pro­
babili tiee". 

We e.re not taking issue "ri th Machiavelli' s use of the hietorical method 

but rather with Olschki's Interpretation of it as inductive. History IDay 

lend credence to an hypothesis, but it cannot prove it in the strict 

experimental sense. The chief difficu1ty with Olschkl's view6 i8 not in 

his emphasis on the scientific spirit evidenced in V~chiavelli's work, but 

in his efforts to show that the method used there conforms ta the canons 

of an inductive physical science. 

17. L. Olschki, (Qp. Cit.), p. 34. 

lS. M. R. Cohen, Reason and Nature, (New York, 1931), p. 351. 
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"The question is not whether the subject 
matter of human relations is or can ever 
become a science in the sense in which 
physics is nova science, but whether it 
is such as to permit of the development 
of methods which, ae far as they go, sat­
isfy the logical conditions tbat bave to 
be satisfied in other branches of inquiry. n19 

The aim of a science is to arrive at true knowledge. The method u8ed must 

he evaluated in terms of it8 effectiveness in arriving at the truth that 18 

being sought. The process of enquiry muet itself be subject to agreed 

upon logical conditIons and its conclusions must be capable of verification. 

nIt Is this process whlch giV8S order and 
coherence to ecientific progress; contro­
verey is confined to new evidence, whose 
interpretatlon admits of some doubt. 120 

The actual methods used must be adapted to the material whieh ie being 

Investi~ted. The science of astronomy ie based on the observation of 

phenomena that are completely beyond the observer's control. Accurate 

descrIption bas been made possible by developing intricate instruments of 

measurement and by expressing the regularities of the phenomena observed 

in mathematlcal terms. The Ideal ln chemical and physical science ls to 

set up experiments in which al1 the factors cau be controlled by the observer 

and be manipulated at hie pleasure. The Ideal of a closed system (absolute 

control) has as yet not been attained even in the physlca1 sciences. The 

nearest approach to such a closed system ls available in the abstract 

logic of mathematics and here absolute manipulation Is possible because 

19. John Dewey, Lodc, The Theon of Inguir:r, (New York, 1938), p. 487. 

20. C. J. Friedrich, Constitutioga1 Government and Democraçy, (Boston, 
1941), p. 568. 
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the symbols which are manlpulated have been "created" by man himself. 2l 

It is obvious that the data of social relationships le infinitely more 

complex than the data of the natural sciences. On the one hand, human be-

havi our , at least from the vantage point of the participating human being, 

has not revealed the mathematical regularity of heavenly bodies. On the 

other band, it bas as yet proved unfeasible to put man into as rigid an 

experimental situation as the fruit fly. The c1aims of the natural scientists 

tbat their methods are the only valid ones cau perhaps be satisfied by 

simplifying the data of 80cial science - by simplifying man himself. (Oh 

brave new worldl) Whether this ought to be done is a value judgment whiCh 

is beyond the scape of this pepere 

J. S. Ml11 showed an acute appreciation of the problem faced by 

those sciences 

~hlch relate to man himselt, the most 
complex and most dlfficult subject of 
study on which the human mind can be 
engaged ••• it is still a controversy 
whether they are capable of becoming 
subjects of science in ~he strict sense 
of the term; ••• •• ft 2 

He concedes that some sciences are more exact than others, but 

'Any tacts are fitted, in themsalves, 
to ba a subject of science, which 
follow one another according to constant 
lawe. ft23 

Human nature operates in the ~tream of causality. The difficulty arisae 

21. ~e demonstrate mathematice, because we create their truth", Vico 
quoted in B. Croce, Philosophy of Giambattista Vleo, (New York, 1913), 

p. 9. 

22. J. S. Mill, A System of Logic, (London, 1900), p. 546. 

23- Ibid., p • .552. 
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from the fact that we cannot comprehend the whole web of circumstances in 

which an individuel will be placed. The problem becomes infinitely more 

complex when we try to consider a community of interacting individusls. 

It ie nevertheless possible to make approximate generalizations about 

individual behaviour. 

". • • • an approximate generallzation ls, 
in social inquiries, for Most practlcal 
purposes equivalent to an exact one; that 
which ie only probable vhen aeserted of in­
dividual human beings indiscrimlnately 
selected, being certain when affirmed of 
the character and collective conduct of 
masses ••• But in order to give a genuinely 
scientific character to the etudy, It le In­
dispensable that these approxlmate genereli­
zations ••• shou1d be connected deductively 
vith the 1aws of nature from which they resu1t 
• • • In other vords, the science of Ruman 
Nature may be said te exist in proportion as 
the approxima te truths which compose a prac­
tical knowledge of manklnd can be exhibited 
as coro11ariee from the universel 1avs of 
human nature on which they rest, whereby the 
proper limite of those approximate truths 
would be shown, and ve shou1d be able to 
deduce others for any new state of circum-
stances, in anticipation of specifie experience. n24 

This is the essence of Mi11 l s inverse deductive method. It points 

out that history and experience provide materia1 for generalization; but 

the genera11zations, to be valid, must correspond with the '~iversa1 lawe" 

of human nature. 25 This broad conception of method in soc1a1 science is 

24. J. S. Mill, (Op. Oit.), p. 555. 
25. "It ie true that Mill vas still beset vith the belief in universal 

laws which haunted the scientiste of hie age; it is not very difficult 
to adapt his ideas to the conceptions of a more critical age. The 
decisive point i8 t~At he rightly perceived that verification in al1 
fields concerned with man and society means linking an empirical general­
ization or hypothesis with the simple facts of human nature as theyare 
known to us either through common human sympathy or through the more 
elaborate findings of P sychol ogy. " Friedrich, (Op. Oit.), p. 57). 
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generally acceptable today. To be sure. there have been tremendous advances 

in the techniques of ~therlng and critically evaluating facts from which 

generalizatlons may be drawn. There has aleo been remarkable progreee in 

our knowledge of individuel psychology. But the basic condition. that the 

generalizations be in barmony vith the findings of peychology, remaine ae 

valid today as when Mill enunciated it. 

We return to our consideration of Machiavelli'e method. As vas 

suggested earlier, Machiavelli vas conscious of embarking upon a nev method 

of enquiry without giving it any kind of systematic expression. It ie our 

contention that Machiavell! showed an intuitive appreciation of the inverse 

deductive method. Ris application of it vas inexact and inadequate by 

present day standards and his conclusions are questionable, but the pattern 

of enquiry is discernible throughout his york. A few examples will illustrate 

this. In Chapter 3 of the Prince Machiavelli makes the empirical generali-

zation that the best vay to consolldate the conquest of new provinces is 

to establish colonies there. He refers to Roman experience to support this 

hypothesis and then tries to account for its succesB. He indicates that 

only those few whose lande and houses are given to the colonlsts are Injured 

by the procesB of colonization while the rest of the people are, on the one 

band, quite thankful not to have been affected personally, and 

"on the other, are fearful of 
offending lest they should be 
treated l1ke those who have been 
dispossessed.n26 

26. Prince, Ch. III, p. 9 
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Then follo~e the fact of human nature which seems to clinch the argument: 

nfor it must be noted, that men must 
be caressed or else annlhilated; they 
will revenge themselves for small 
injuries, but cannot do so for great 
ones; the injury therefore tbat we do 
to a man must be such that we need not 
fear his vengeance. n27 

A little lster in the sarne chapter, and in support of his genersl argument, 

he expresses one of his basic axiome about human nature 

"The desire to acquire possessions 28 
ia a very natural and ordinary thing." 

When Machiavelli considere whether it is better for a prince 

to be loved or feared he refers to historiesl examples of succesaful princes. 

he indieates tbat a major factor in the suceess of Hannibal and Cesare 

Borgia was their cruelty. He explains the effectivenesB of eruelty by 

pointing out that since it lB difficult for a prince to be both loved and 

feared at the Beme time 

"It is much safer to be feared than 
loved ••• For it may be said of 
men in general that the y are ungrate­
ful, voluble, dissemblers, anxiou8 
to avoid danger and covetous of gain; 
• • • for love is hald by a chain of 
obligation which, men being selfish, 
is broken whenever it serves their 
purpose; but fear is maintained by 
a dread of punishment which never fails."29 

It is not difficult to multiply examples of Machiavelll's conscious use of 

this method. Another short quotation will suffiee for our present purpose. 

28. Ibid., Ch. III, p. 13. 

29. Ibfd." Ch. XVII, p. 61. 
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"All those who have written upon 
civil institutions demonstrate 
(and history i8 full of examples to 
~pport them) that whoever desire8 
io found a state and give it laWB, 
mu8t start vith assuming that all 
men are bad and ever ready to 
display iheir viciou8 nature, when- JO 
sver they may find occasion for it." 

It vaB suggested earlier that there i8 a strong temptatlon to 

exaggerate the signiflcance of Machlavelli's method. Machiavelli himself 

recognizes some of the limitations of his analysis when he observes that 

history iB not always a dependable guide since 

"we never know the whole truth about the 
past, and very frequently wrlters con­
ceal such events a8 would reflect~ii8-
grace upon their century ••• • "J 

Many crltics have remarked, however, that Machiavel1i failed to make 

adequate use of the historlcal material that was aval1ab1e to him. that 

he himself committed those faults which he criticized in others. If bi8 

conception of the historieal method was valid, hiB application of it 1eft 

mueh to be desired. J. W. Allen asserte 

nIt ie signifieant rather than strange 
that so critical and sceptlcal a th1nker 
as Machiave11i should have used hie 
authoritles so unerltieally as he did 
use them. He went to Livy expeeting 
what he would find there, duly found 2 
what he wanted and asked no questions."J 

Significant, too, is his conception of Roman histor,r as a key to a1l future 

history. The bistory of republican Rome i8 (for him) more than just 

JO. Discours§8, Bk. l, Ch. III, p. 117. (my ita11cs) . 

31. Ibid., Bk. II, Introduction, p. 271. 

32. J. W. Allen, (Op. Cit.). p. 486. 
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empirical evidence of political behaviour and development. It is the pro-

totype of the effective state and stands as an exemple that ought to be 

imitated byall states and state-founders. Machiavelli's idolization of 

the Roman republic introduces a normative element into his thought and its 

implications will be considered in a later chapter. 

Machiavelli's treatment of the empirical situation in which he 

himself lived was also quite Inadequate. RenaudetJJ observes that 

Machiavelli limited himself to the bare facts of the poli tics of his time. 

He did not, for exemple, go into the material factors behind the political 

conflicts which he wltnessed. The eixteenth century was a period of tre-

mendous commercial development, but Machiavell! diBdained commerce. The 

Medici were the first great bankers of Europe, but in the Prince, which 

W8S dedicated to Lorenzo de Medici, Machiavelli shows no appreciation of 

the availability of the new commercial techniques for the purposes of state-

building. Hume. who was a great admirer of Macr~avelli. was weIl avare 

of these limitations. 

"Machiavel wes eertainly a great 
geniue; but having confin'd hi. 
Btudy to the !urioue and tyrannieal 
governments of &ncient times, or to 
the litt1e disorderly principalit!eB 
of Italy, his reasonings 8specially 
upon monarehical government, have 
been found extremely defective; 
and there scarcely ie a Maxim in his 
Prince whieh subsequent experlenee 
has not entirely refuted •••• l 
mention this, among many instances 
of error of that politicien. proceed-
!ng in a great measure, from his having 
llved in too early an age of the world'J4 
to be a good judge of political truth. ft 

JJ. A. Renaudet, Machiavel. (Paris, 1942). 

34. Essays, Vol. I, pp. 156 - 57, (Of Civil Liberty). 
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We mey recogn!ze these shortcomings of Machiavell! and, therefore, be 

vary of accepting his conclusions uncritically. His intuitive grasp of 

the inverse deductiv8 method, however, and his emphasis upon the empirical 

investigation of political behaTiour represent a lasting contribution to 

the methodology of political science. 

II 

Machiavelli had rea11zed that a proper understanding of politlcB 

required an extensive knowledge of human nature. His conclusions about 

the nature of man, however, vere in the form of broad empirical genera1iza-

tions vhich vere not subjected to a eearching critical analysis. Hume, 

on the other band, made the science of human nature the central point of 

his enquiries. In the introduction to the Treatiee - Hume'e first york 

and, by general agreement among hie commentatore, hie definitive york -

he indieatee his line of approach. 

"'Tis evldent, that a11 the sciences have 
a relation, greater or 1e8s, tohuman 
nature; and that however vide any of them 
may seem to run from it, they still retum 
back by one passage or another. ETen 
Mathematics, Natural PhiloSQphy and Naturel 
Religion, are in some measure dependent on 
the science of Man; since they lie under 
the cognizance of man, and are judged of 
by their povers and facu1ties •••• If 
therefore the sciences of Mathematics, 
Naturel Philosophy and Natural Religion, 
have Buch a dependence on the knovledge of 
man, what may be expected in the other 
sciences, vhose connexion with human nature 
ie more close and intimate?"35 

35. Treati8e, Vol. I, p~. 306 - 7. 
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Hume classifies the sciences which have the greater relation to human 

nature as logic, morals, criticism and poli tics. ~ben he refers to 

"Moral Subjects" in the sub-title of the Treatise, it is these sciences 

that he has in mind. We may note, too, that he uses the term moral 

philosophy to denote what ve should today call social science as opposed 

to natural philosophy in the sense of natural science. He sets himself 

the task of eeeking more certain knowledge about moral subjects by under-

taking a systematic investigation of human nature. 

The problem that immediately confronted Hume was that of method. 

He rejeets the abstract reasoning from unproved assumptiona (e.g. natura1 

law, social contract) which eharacterized the th~ùght of many eighteenth 

century moral philosophera. He refers to thelr met~od as 

"The other sclentific method, where 
abstract prlnclple is first estab­
lished, and ie afterwards branched 
out into a variety of Inferences 
and conclusions • • • a common source 
of illusion and mistake in this as 
weIl as in other subjects. n36 

Hume was impressed by the progress made in the phYsiea1 sciences by the 

use of experimental methods. He considered Newton 

"the greatest and rarest genius 
that ever rose for the ornament and 
instruction of the species. Cautious 
in admitting no principles but such 37 
as vere founded on experiment; ••• n 

36. Engui~, p. 174. 

37. D. Hume, Histoty of England, (Boston, 1854). Vol. VI, p. 329. 
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Several English philosophers bad already begun the procees of putting 

J8 
"the science of man on a new footing" and Hume vas golng to add hie 

contribution by "An Attempt to introduee the experimental Method of 

Reasoning iuto Moral SUbjects". He vas golng to show the limitations of 

human reason in that it could not demonstrate a matter of fact or real 

existence and could only discover truth or falsehood by the comparison 

of ideas (in Hume's sense of the word). It ie for this reason that the 

abetract philosophieal method 

"may be more perfeet in it8elf, 
but suite le8S th§ imperfection 
of human nature. "J9 

Human reason can only approach true knowledge, therefore. 

"by following the experimental 
method and deduclng general 
maxims for a compt6iBon of parti­
cular instances." 

This emphasis on experimental method demanda clarification and, 

as we shall see, some qualification, too. The difficulty of applying 

the methods of physical science to the analysie of social relations 

("moral subjects") has already bean discuBsed. Hume recognized thie 

dlfflcu1ty but did not submit to its full implications. ge g1ves us a 

neat. if oversimplified, statement of what the inductive method iB in the 

introduction to the Treatiee. 

38. Hume mentions in a footnote the names of Locke, Shaftesbury, Mandeville, 
Hutchineon, Butler, etc., Treatlee, Vol. I. p. 308 footnote. 

39. Enqulry, p. 174. 

40. Ibid.. p. 174. 
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"When l am at a lOBS to know the 
effects of one body upon another 
in any situation l need only put 
them in that situation, and ~b­
serve wbat results from it." l 

The essence of the method ie thst the experimenter can control or account 

for every factor that enters into the situation and vary some of theee 

factors at vill. He then comparee his observations and is led to certain 

general conclusions vhich are themselves capable of further experimental 

verification. Now, Hume points out that 

"Moral philoeophy has, indeed, this 
peculiar disadvantage, which ls not 
found in natural, that in col1ecting 
its experiments, it cannot make them 
purposely, with premeditation, and 
after such a manner as to satisfy 
itself concernlng every particu1ar 
difficulty which may arise.,,42 

Hume can only resolve thisdifficu1ty by etraining the meaning of the term 

'experimental' to include what we should cal1 'empirical'." 

"We must therefore glean up our 
experiments in this science from a 
cautious observation of human life, 
and take t:h.em as they appear in the 
common course of the world, by men's 
behaviour in companY4 in affairs, and 
in their pleaeuree." ) 

This le, Indeed, a far cry from the kind of experiment that Hume considere 

to be valid in the field of natural science. 

41. Treatise, Vol. l, p. )09. (~ italics) 

Vol. l, p. )09. 

4). Ibid., Vol. l, p. )10. 
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Professor Kemp-Smith argues that tne te ru. 'experimental' as it 

le used by Hume ie stronger than our usual 'lmderstand.ing of the term 

'empirice.l' in that it carries with it 

"the suggestion of a dellberate 
co11ecting of observa. ti ons, 
sufficient in number and more 
especially in variety, to serve 
as a reli~b1e basis for general­
ization. rr44 

He also observes that although Hume fe.Us to stress the importance of 

hypothesis in determining the line of observation wl'lich would ~rield the 

moet profitable resu1 ts, it ie impl1ci t in his method. In any case, we 

should be gratefu1 that Hume made this "retreat" into empiricism in the 

introduction to his Treatise, and so was able to embe,rk on hie enquiriee 

unencumbered by a rigid methodology which would bave bean inappropriate 

to the subject matter of his investigation. Ya1den-Thomson remarks that 

"had Hume adhered solely to induction he coula. scarcely have written at a11".45 

The seme writer suggasts the interesting hypothasis that Hume used the 

term 'experimenta1' a1so in a po1emica1 sense, as an indication of his 

opposition to the abstract rationalisID of his time. 46 

We have Been hoy Machiavel1i set up a series of questions about 

princip~, tes whlch demanded the kind of ans,.,ers that could only be found 

by referring to experience and observation rather than by roetaphysica1 

reasoning. Hume, too t approa.ched the problem of the origin of moral s by 

44. N. KeD~-Smith, The Phi1osonhy of David Hume, (London, 1941), p. 62. 

45. D. C. Ya1 den-Thom s on, Hume' s r4ore~1 Philosophy in the Treatise, 
(unpublished Thesls, HcGill University, r,10ntreal, 1948), p. 134. 

46. IbJ.9: •• (Op. Ci t.), p. 132. 
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47 
formulating a question in such a way as to require an empirical solution. 

The tirst book of the Treatise is devoted to an exhaustive 

epistemological analysis which definesthe limite of human reason and 

clears the ground for Huma's investigation of the motives of human be-

havi our. The second book considers the passions in general and concludes 

that they are the influencing motives of the will, that 

"reason is perfectly Inert, and can 
never either prevent or produce any 
action or affection. "48 

Book III begins by considering the sense of vice and virtue and argues 

that moral distinctions, insofar as they are practical motivations, cannot 

be derived from reason but are sentiments which are "perceptions in the 

mind",49 perceptions which give rise to impressions of agreeableness and 

uneasiness. 

". • • • the distinguishing impres­
sions, by which moral good or evil 
is known, are nothing but particular 
pains and pleaeure.; •••••• "50 

Having reached thls point, Hume is ready to formulate the question which 

is basic to his "experimental" consideration of "moral 8ubjecte". 

47. In dealing with Hume's method, we snall generally limit ourselve. 
to Book III of the Treatise, The Enguiry concerning the Prlnclples of 
Morals, and the political essays. These are most clearly related to 
the aspects of political theory which are within the scope of this 
paper. 

48. Treatlse, Vol. II, p. 235. 

49. "Vice and virtue, therefore, may be comparld to sounds, colours, heat 
and cold, which according to modern phl10sophy, are not qualitles 
in objects, but perceptions in the mind." Treatise, Vol. II, p. 245. 

50. Treati,e, Vol. II, p. 247, (Humels Italics). 
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"This decision ~hat virtue is dis tin­
gui8hed by pleasure, and vice by pain] 
is very commodious; because it reduces 
us to thi8 simple question, WhY any 
action or sentiment upon the general 
view or survey. gives a certain satis­
faction or uneasiness, in order to show 
its moral rectitude or depravlty, ••• 
l flatter myself I have executed a great 
part of my present design by a statement 
of the question, which appears to me 80 
free of ambiguity and obscurity."5l 

The question, if unambiguous, ls certainly not simple. Hume 

cannot be a8king for an analysie of the peychological mecnanism of approval 

or disapproval, for this would involve him in a quest for knowledge about 

matters of fact which he considere unattainable. Human knowledge cannot 

go beyond the conclusions derlved from the comparison of ideas. The 

answer to his question must there·fore be sought by comparlng the actions 

whlch evoke moral sentiments and then generalizing from their common 

characteristics. It is Interesting to note that Hume cannat avoid making 

sorne assumptions about psychological mechanism. Referring to the pain or 

pleasure which ie at the root of our distinctions between virtue and vice, 

he aske: 

"From what princlples Is it derived, 
and whence doee it arise in the 
human mind1"52 

It would be simple if one could say that every impulse had its origin in 

90me specifie structural (or instinctual) function of the human organisme 

Hume mlght infer from his impressions or ideas of matters of fact 

51. Treo.tise, Vol. II, p. 251, (Hume's Italice). 

52. Ibid., Vol. II, p. 249. 



"that these sentiments are produc'd 
byan original quality and primary 
constitution. nS3 

But this would be too simple an explanation for the complex and differ-

entiated morality that exists. 

"For as the number of our duties ia, 
in a manner, infini te , Itie impossible 
that our original instincts s~ould 
extend to each of them, and from our 
very firet Infancy impre88 on the human 
mind all that multitude of precepts, 
which are contain1d in the compleatest 
8yatem of ethics."S4 

Hume will not deny that the primary impulses deriTed from the primary 

passions of pride, humility, love and hatred are fundamental, but he feela 

that aome other general principles must be sought to account for all our 

notions of morals. 

It is here that Hume makes his original distinction between the 

natural and artificial virtues which leads him inta an empirical analysie 

of the origln and development of those virtues 

"that produce pleasure and approbation 
b.Y means of an artifice or contrivanca, 
which arises from the cireumstancee and 
neeessity of manklnd."55 

The artifieial virtues, then, are not directly Inherent in the nature of 

man but develop historically as a result of man's experience in hie 

relationships with others. Since this development occurs in history it Is 

possible to study it emplrtcally. Another implication of primary importance 

53. TreatiBe, Vol. II, p. 249, (Humais Italice). 

54. Ibid., Vol. II, p. 249. 

55. Ibid., Vol. II, p. 252. 
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that follows from thls analysie is that morality ie Immanent in hlstory. 

This concept becomes the key to Hume's political con8ervatlem and will be 

dealt vith later. 

The examlnatlon of the orlgln of justice leads to the question of 

motivation; and motive, 8 .S Hume bas shown, must be rooted ln a passion. 

Speaking of other-regarding actions and feelings which ve designate as 

ethical, he says, 

"In general, it may be affirm'd, 
tbat there ls no such passion in 
human minds, as the love of man­
kind, merely as euch, indepenclent 
of personal QUB.li tiee, of services 
or of relation to ourself."56 

If ve respond to our perception of misery in others it 18 merely due to 

the functlon of a faculty of sympathy which ie Implanted in human nature. 

The Intenslty of our response 18 related to the contiguity of the object 

and the liveliness of our impression. We respond more Intensely to the 

mutilation of a dog befora our eyes than to the death by starvation of a 

thousand Chineee several thousand miles away. If the general love of 

mankind cannot be rega.rded the original motive for justice, common exper-

lence teaches that Kpriv~te benevolence" must be aven lese so regarded. 

For how can one explain the motive to repaya debt to onets enamies? 

Why should not a "profligate debauchee" be deprived of his possessions? 

Hume concludes 

"that we have no real or universal 
motiTe for observing the 18.ws of 
equity, but the very equity e~d 
merit of tbat observance."57 

56. Treatise, Vol. II, p. 255. 

57. Ibid., p. 257. 
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This, however, involves him in a serious logical difficulty sinee he 

insists that there must be a virtuous motive for a just action other than 

the regs.rd for the virtue of the action. He ce.n only resolve this dilemma 

byallowing 

"that the sense of justice and 
injustice is not derived from 
nature, but arises artificially. 
tho' necessarily from education, 
8.lld human conventions. "58 

We have made this detour into Hume's philosophical reasoning in 

order to show hoy he ie led by the force of his logic to Beek an explana-

tion for conventional morality by resorting to empirical observation. 

There is a very important sense, however, in which Hume's empirical method 

in the Treatise differs from that of Machiavelli. Machiavell! refers to 

events which have either been described by historiens or experienced by 

himself and he generalizes from these on the basie of his own understanding 

of human nature. Hume, on the other band, refers to events which his 

logic. experience and profound psychological insight tell him must have 

taken place in history aven though ve have no written records to confirm 

this. Hume does not go so far as to accept the historicity of a state of 

nature although he might justify the use of the concept as a convenient 

logical fiction. He cannot conceive of isolated individuals since the 

very fact of their birth and survival depends upon the pre-existence of 

a social framework. 59 Given the inevitability of society. the understanding 

58. :tregt.\se, VO'l .. II t p. 257. 

59. "The first and original principle of human society • • • i8 not other 
than that natural appetite betwixt the sexes. which unites them te­
gether, and preserves their union. till a new tye takes place in their 
concern for their common offspring. This new concern becomea also a 
principle of union betwixt the parents and offspring, and forme a more 
numerous society ••• n Treatise. Vol. II. p. 259. 



- Jl -

of human motivation derived from "experimental" observation, and the present 

faets of eonventionai moralit~ seen as the product of historical develop-

ment, Hume seems ta be on secure ground when he attempte to deduce the 

origins of the artificial virtues. But he cannot allow these deductions 

to range tao far and must turn to recorded history as soon as It le avall-

able to substantiate his generalizatlons. 

Hume's specifie contribution to the method of politieal (and 

social) enquiry may be considered under two heedlngs: 1. the inverse 

deductive method, 2. the distinction bet~leen the normative and the 

empirical. 

The inverse deductive metbod 

The method of linklng empirical descriptions with generalizations 

about human nature vas given Its first impetus by Machiavelll and was 

subsequentIy empIoyed by a number of politlcal thinkers. Hume helped to 

refine thls method, tirst by eubjeeting human nature to a profound psyeho-

logical and epistemologicai analysie in order to discover the principles 

of motivation, and secondly. by demanding a more critical evaluation of 
60 

emplrical materlal. Where Machiavelli generali~e8 about human nature 

rather ehrewdly but superficlally from a limited number of exemples, Hume 

probes below the surfa,ce and seeks to determlne the "springs of action". 

Hume was not a.Ione in this kind of psychological probing, but he was one 

of the first to attempt a synthesis of psychological and empirical observa-

tions into a theory of morals and poli tics. He sees morality developing 

60. Hume makee severai references to MachiaveIIi's inaccuraciee in the 
Essa.ye. 
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artificially but inevitably as a result of human na~re operating in a 

social context under conditions of relative material scarcity. Politics 

accounts for the development of the useful insU tutione.l forms that help 

to standardize e.nd solidify the artificial morali ty already attained without 

inhibiting its further historical growth. This is the foundation of Hume's 

strange mixture of rationalism and conservatisme His immanentist conception 

of morality naturally led to his great interest in history. 

that 

J. S. Mill points out in his discussion of the historical method 

"While i t is an imperative rule 
never to introduce any general­
ization from history into the 
social science unless sufficient 
grounds can be pointed out ~or it 
in human nature, ••••• " l 

yon cannot de termine the a priori order of hurean development from the 

prlnciples of human nature. To a certain extent, Hume attempted to do just 

that in order to account for the origin of justice, property and government. 

It seems, however, that he had no alternative, since, on the one hand, 

there .ereno recorded hietorical data available, and on the other, the 

techniques and findings of anthropology were as yet quite undeveloped. 

Yet, in his ch.apter "Of the Source of Allegiance" in the Treatise, he did 

attempt to find evidence for the hypothesis that the monarchlcal form of 

government was the first type, by referring to the experience of the primi-

62 . 
tive American Indien tribes. We may weIl question the accuracy of his 

facts and the validity of his interpretation, but he doee indicate an 

appreciation of the possibi1ities of anthropological investigation. 

61. J. S. Mill, (Op. Cit..), p. 597. 

62. Treatise, Vol. II, p. 305. 
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We find that as Hume's examination progresses and as he beglna 

to treat of topics that can be referred to hlstorical experience he does 

not fail to do BO. When he considera "The Objects of Allegiance lt his 

chapter ls full of references to historical material from the earliest 

Roman times to the England of his day. There is an interesting passage 

in thla chapter which strikes a pragmatic note that has a distinct 

Machiavellian ring. Hume discu6ees the significa.nce of 1egal1stic and 

philosophica1 arguments on questions of po1itical controversy. These 

Il • • • .0 are virtues tha t hold 
1ese of reason than of bigotry 
and superstition. In thi. 
particular, the study of history 
confirme the reaeonings of true 
philosophy whiCh, ahowing us the 
original qualities of human 
nature, teaches us to regard the 
controversiea inpolitic8 as in­
capable of any decision in most 
cases, and as entirely subordinate 
to the interests of peace and 
liberty. "6J 

The poli tical essays are maln1y empirlca1 studies in which Hume 

tests the va11dl ty of his phl1osophy 8.nd presents arguments for his own 

polltlcal conservatisme His easay Tbat Polities maY~ reduced to a 

Science le somewhat disappointing in that it doee not give an adequate 

exposition of his method. He treats politics in this essay in the rather 

narrow sense of the forme of government and their dynamlcs. He states 

the hypothesis: 

63. Treatlse, Vol. II, p. 324. 
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"50 great is the force of laws 
and of particular forme of 
government, and so little de­
pendence have they on the 
humours and tempera of men, that 
consequences, almost as general 
and certain may sometimes be 
deduced from them as any which 
the mathematical sciences afford 
us. "64 

Yet when Hume beglns to verify his hypothesis by referring to h~storical 

exemples we find that his deductions require some very specifie assumptions 

about the 'humours and tempers of men". Thus if he is able to predict what 

should happen to a "democracy without a representative" It ls because he 

observes about human nature ln general that, given the opportunity, people 

tend towards licentlousness. When he considera that the advanteges of a 

hereditary monarchy over an elective one "are founded on causes and 

principles eternal and immutable" we find that these are principles of 

human nature such as animosity, friendship, envy, and intrigue. To find 

a way out of this difficulty ve must turn te the firet paragraph of the 

eassy where Hume declares 

nI should be sorry to think that 
human affairs admit of no greater 
stability than wrAt they receive 
frOID the casusl humours and 
charactera of partlcu~r men. n6S 

We must assume that Hume ls referrlng to particular human nature (caprice) 

when he mlnimizes Its influence on the development of the various forms 

of goverrupent. The concept of s. "law" of human na t'ure as 1 t la understood 

ln the inverse deductlve method ia a statistical one. The lavs do not 

64. Essaya, Vol. l, p. 99. 

6.5. Ibi'd. _, Vol. l, p. 98, (my i talics) 
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apply to indiscriminately selected individuals but to "the character and 

collective conduct of IDasses."66 

Distinction between the normative and the empirical 

Hume's logical analysis of the distinction between moral values 

and empirical facts in their relationship to knowledge was his original 

contribution to the methodology of social enquiry. He challenged the long 

established rationalistic tradition in ethics which was first expressed 

in the P·latonic formula that virtue ie knowledge and which vas later 

modified by the various doctrines of natural lave Hie conclusions follow 

from hie general epistemologic8.1 po si tion. We might briefly summarize 

his main arguments before considering their implications. 

Hume attacks the view that moral values are rationally determined 

on two counts. First, morals are normally claesified as a èranch of prac-

tical philosophy. This means 

Hltie supposed to influence our 
passions and actions, and to go 
beyond the calm and indolent 67 
Judgmenta of the understanding. ft 

Hume had already shown that rea.son alone vas an lnert principle that could 

have no influence on our behaviour. It followed that judgmenta of value, 

in 80 far as they produced or prevented actions, could not èe conclusions 

of reason. Secondly, and this is the more important argument for our 

present purpose, morality is not susceptible of rational demonstration. 68 

66. J. S. Mill, (Op. Cit.), p • .5.5.5. 

67. Treatise, Vol. II, p. 235-

68. Ibid., Vol. II, p. 24Off. 
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Vice and virtue cannot be demonstrated as matters of fact nor do they consiet 

of special relations which can be proved w1th any degree of certainty. 

The only relations that lend themselves to rational (scientifIc) demonstra-

tion are those of "resemblance, contrariety, degree in quality, and pro-

portions in quantity and number". But these relations apply as weIl to 

irrA.tional and lnanima"te objects as to rational and animate - objects to 

which we would never ascrlbe a moral content. 

"Reason or science ls nothing but the 
comparing of ideas, and the discovery 
of thelr relations; and if the same 
relations have dlfferent eharacters, 
it must evidently follow, that those 
characters ~re not discover'd merely 
by reason." 9 

The specific character of vice or virtue cannot be discovered in these 

demonstrable relations, and so it follows that moral values cannot be the 

object of scientific investigation. 

Hume observes t~at the difference between a normative and an 

emplrical judgment lB recognlzed in everyday speech. The empirlcal deals 

~~th what is.and le capable of sclentific verificatIon; the normative 

expresses what ought to be, and this involves a new relationship which can 

neither be deduced from the empirical facts nor demonstrated oy the process 

of reasoning. Hume would not deny the existence of norms as facts of 

- experlence. He doss indi cate, however, that the i~~erent quality of good-

ness which the noI'!ll implies cannot be demonstrated by reason. 

Ernst Cassirer observes tp~t Humels skeptlcal empiricism did not 

represent a mere phase in the development of English empiricism but marked 

the beginning of a new departure. 
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" • • • • hie cha.racteristic and 
specific question derives from 
another source. namely. from the 
continuityand linear progression 
of scientific thought in the 
seventee~~h and eighteenth cen­
turies." 

Newtonian science was based on the axiom of the uniforlllity of nature. 

Without this axiom there could be no foundation for conclusions about 

the future based on past experience. But the axiom itself vas no more 

than an assumption. How could it be proved? Cassirer points out that 

the usua1 solu.tion before Hume's Ume was a religious one. God in his 

goodness cou1d not have intended that man shou1d have such a powerful 

belie! in causality and the uniformity of nature without it actually 

being BO. The fun~~ental prob1em of experimental method thue became 

a prob1em of theodicy. Hume accepte the conclusion that the uniformity 

of nature resta only on a sort of belief 

1f'b1~t he robs the belief of its 
metaphysical disguise and re­
moveB a11 ita transcendent 
elements ••• it springs from 
a purely immanent necessity of 
hUJnan nature. "71 

This scepticism .of transcenden~~ elements in thought and belief i8 a 

characteristic feature of Hume's philosophy. It finds expression in the 

subordination of reason to the passions as the source of motivation. It 

excludes the idea of higher and 10wer faculties of the mind and attempts 

to reduce all knowledge to sensation. It i8 at the basis of his '~atura1 

History of Religion" which rejects innate ideas and intul tlve certalnties 

70. E. Cassirer. The Philosophy of the Enlightenroent, (Princeton, 1951). p. 60. 

71. Ibid •• p. 62. 
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and seeks the deepest roots of religion in human nature. 

This sceptical empiricism also underlies Hume's moral the ory. 

His firet task in Book III of the Treatise ~~e to prove that moral dis­

tinctions are not derived from reason. He denies the transcendental 

implications of natural law and demende an account of the origin and 

growth of morality that does not go beyond experience. In his analysis 

of the difference between the normative (in the transcendental sense) and 

empirical approaches to the study of human relationships, Hume cleared 

the way for the development of modern social science. He maintained 

that science wae a function of cognition and it followed that since the 

quality of moral good or evil cannot be known, qualitative judgments of 

this kind must fall outside the scope of scientific investigation. There 

Is a ratio~l sense of goodness or fitness which may refer to the appro­

priateness of specifie means to a given end. Hume recognizes that reason 

may inform the passions. But the inherent moral quality of a final end 

can never be known. 

There are several currents of social enquiry that show the 

influence of Humais epistemological critique. Popular positivism (as 

Dewey calle it) r~es out any concept that can neither be confirmed by 

experlence nor tested expariment&lly. In social science this view insists 

that ell value judgments be excluded both from the objects of enquiry and 

from the mind of the investigator; the sclentist qua acientiet must be 

led by the facts alone. Another viewpoint, while accept1ng the epistemo­

logical distinction between value and fact, reachea widely different con­

clusions. It points out that the assumptlon of values by men la a universel 

tact of experience. We cannot rid our minds of all preconceptions and these 



- 39 -

inevitably influence the direction of research, the formulation of 

hypotheses, and the selection and interpretation of available facts. 

The problem for the social scientist ie to become aware of hie own value 

aesumptions and those of his social environment and to test these for 

logical coherence and plausibility. This d0ge not imply a disdain for 

empirical study but it indicates an awareness of its limitations. As 

M. R. Cohen points out -

"We cannot disregard all questions 
of what is soclal1y desirable with­
out missing the significance of Many 
social facts; • • • • "72 

Hume hlmself did not avold making value judgments and unprovable 

assumptions in his attempt to apply experimental methods to the study 

of moral subjects. We shall consider these in a Iater chapter. 

72. M. R. Cohen, (Op. Cit.), p. 34). 
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in an ordered socle.1 fraruework. Poli tical society which affera the possi-

bility of security is not a creature of reason but of an uneasy and forced 

compromise of conflieting passions. On the negative side, the selfish will 

18 always straining towards chaos and confusion. 

". • • • aIl men are bad and ever ready to display their 
vieious nature, whenever they may find occasion for it. 
If their evi1 disposition remains eoncealed for a time. 
it must be attrlbuted to some unknown rea.on; and we 
must a.ssume that i t lacked occasion to show i taelf; but 
time which ls said to be the father of aIl truth, does 
not fail to brlng it to light."3 

The negative aspect of human nature is a1ways the more powerful one. 

Renee Maehiavelli's view of a cycle of government in which the optimum 

conditions prevail at the beginning of the cycle as the consequence of a 

single politica1ly creative aet (Sparta), or a series of acts coupled with 

a beneflcent fortune (Rome); these are followed byan inevitable pro cess 

of breakdown. 

The fundamental problem faeing the statesman 18 that of con-

t~olling or at least inhibiting man's behaviour. Machiavelli conceives 

of poli tics as the art of gaining and maintaining poli tical power. Power, 

in a strict political sense. means a relationship of command with reepect 

to a given community. But the firet condition of ruling men must be to 

understand them. The successful politician 18 a technicien who knows hoy 

to manipula te hie material because he ia avare of its nature and limitations. 

Since the politician aims to influence man's actions he must be able to 

affect the "influenclng motives" of man's will. If man i8 not motivated 

3. DiscoUTses, Bk. l, Ch. iii, p. 117. 
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by reason, it would be useless to try to influence his behaviour by rational 

argument. We find implicit in Machiavelli what later becomes explicit in 

Hume - that the impulse to action is rooted in passion. and that 

~othing can oppose or retard the
4

impulse of passion 
but a contrary impulse; • • • • " 

Machiavelli'e practieal maxims are never concerned vith appeals to reason. 

If the prince or statesmBn desire a certain response from those whom they 

rule or wish to rule they must know how to influence their feelings. Thus 

man's innate greed and selfishness may be countered by instilling a dread 

of harsh punishment. Crueltyand clemency are legitimate techniques whose 

use must be determined by their effectiveness in a specifie eituation. Fear 

iB more reliable than love aB a means of securing the obedience of people. 

The attachment of men to their property iB so ,powerful that any threat to 

deprive them of it would arouse passions that could hardI y be countered. 

" • • • for men forget more easily the death of their 
father than the lOBS of their patrimony."S 

The religious sentiments of untutored and superstitious people lend them-

selves to easy exploitation by shrewd legislators. The significance of a 

religion ie not in its truth but in its effectiveness as a meane of control-

ling the eubjects of a etate. Many more examples may be found of Machiavelli's 

recognition that men'e actions can only be influenced by the manipulation 

of their passions. 

4. TreatiBe, Vol. II, p. 194. 

5. Prince, Ch. XVII, p. 62. 



It has alree.dy been suggested that Machiavelli and Hume do not 

employ the concept of passion B.S a contrary to reason. It cannot be said 

that r·~chlavel1i' s man is irrational because his a.etions are governed 

by the passions. The pe.ssions are non-rational. We can only define ~-iach-

lavelli's view of the nature of man in terms of his description of the 

dominant passions. Before we do this, however, it might be usefUl to 

enquire whether he recognizes a rational princip1e at aIl. 

One must search very carefully to find the term "reason", in 

the sense of rational, used in t-1achiave111's writings. It would seem that 

he studioue1y avoids the use of this word because he wishes to evade its 

traditional ethica1 connotation. There is an exemple of hie use of the 

word "reason" (ragione) in the accepted meaning of hie time, but only to 

support hie claim that it cannot cause an action. Speaking of the eternal 

etate of flux in human affairs, he saye -

n •••• etates natura11y either rise or dec1ine, and 
necessity compels them to many actetowhich reason will 
not influence them."6 

Now, Machiavelli considers the concept of necessity here, not in an absolute 

but in a hypothetical senee. Given the desire of the prince or statesman 

to preserve himself and/or the etate, certain courses of action are necessary 

in a given situation. Necessity is a relationship of subjective impulse 

and objective conditions. It le the desire of the prince and the nature of 

the surroundlng circumstances and not the benign influence of reaBon which 

compals the form of the action. Although Machiavelli shies away from the 

6. Discouree" Bk. I, Ch. vi, p. 129. 
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use of the ward "reason" he is nevertheless compelled ta employ the terms 

'prudence', 'wisdom' ,'sagacity' and sa on. If ve examine hie connotation 

of these terms we find that it comee close to Hume's definition of the 

rational as an auxiliary to the passions. 

Prudent or wise action on the part of the stateeman meane action 

which Is appropriate ta the ends that he wishes to attain and ta the 

circumstances of the tlme. Prudence may require that a prince oe cruel 

at one time and merciful at another time; that he use force or fraud. 

act swiftly or temporize in a given situation. Wisdom teaches that It le 

qulte rational ta exploit the non-rational passions ln arder ta persuade 

men to euomit to the state or its rulers -

ft • • • therefore do wlse men, • • • • resort to divine 
au thori ty. 1f7 

Cassirer suggests that Hachie.vell1 approaches the poli tical struggle as 

though it were a game of chese in which aIl the moves must be calculated 

ta achieve victory in the least possible time. He describes and analyses 

the game but does not attach praise or blame except in terme of technique. 

"What he thinks ta be objectionable and unpardonable in a 
politician aTe not his crimes but his mistakes. n3 

ThuB when he does flnd occasion to criticize Cesare Bor.gia, it ie not for 

hie character - hie cOldness, harshness and faithleseness, but for hie 

mistake in allowing Julius II, his swom enemy, ta succeed Alexander VI 

ta the papacy. If Machiavelli finds irrationsllty to oe blameworthy it i8 

not because it ie a source of evil but because it is a source of error. 

7. Discourses, Bk. l, Ch. xi, p. 147. 

8. E. Cassirer, The My th of the State, (New Raven, 1946), p. 146. 
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Cassirer illustrates this point with an anecdote about Tallyrand who, upon 

hearil'lg that the Duke of Ene;hien had been ordered exec'J.ted by Uapoleon 

Bonaparte, exclaimed "C'est plus qu'un crime, c'est une fautel,,9 

Hachlavelli, however, does not always achieve a clean break with 

the ethico-rational position. He is haunted by the traditional dichoto~y 

of reason and passion and cannat escape its pervasive influence. In the 

notorious eighteenth chapter of the Princ~ he seeas to oe considerlng the 

relationship of the re.ti~n.al and non-rational principles in man' 8 nature. 

'~ou muet know, then, that there ar€ two methode of 
fightlng. the one by law. the other by force: the 
firet method is that of men, the second of beasts; but 
as the first method le often insufficient, one must 
have recourse to the second. It ls therefore necessary 
for a prince to know weIl how to use both the beast and 
the man. 1110 

We may readily assume that Machiavelli values man above the beaste and it 

follows that he considers law superior to force in a norm?tive sense. One 

has the strong impression that he i8 m~ing a normative distinction between 

the anirasl and human natures of man in terme of passion and reason. But 

if Machiavelli seems ta yield to the trûditiona1 terminology he does not 

euccuob to ite spirit. The prince must be a combination of man and beast. 

He "must know how to use both natures and (that) the one with~ùt the other 

i8 not durable l1 •
11 There ia no question of a struggle between the higher 

and lower natures of ooan. They muet simply complement each other. Indeed, 

the relatlonehlp between the two is not even a reciprocal one. It appears 

t~at the function of reaeon ls to make the aninal nature more effective. 

9. E. Cassirer, Op. Cit •• p. 146. 

10. Prince, Ch. XVIII, p. 64. 

11. Ibid., Ch. XVIII, p. 64. 
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12 
Reason Is truly passion's slave in this contexte We shall also argue 

a little later that Machiavelli doea not think of law as a rational prin-

ciple in the sense that it ie observed because it appeals to reason, but 

deals with it rather as an aspect of force. 

If it has been established that Machiavelli's man is dominated 

by passion, we may return to an earlier question - What Is the nature of 

the passions? How does r.{achiavell1 describe and classify them? Machiavell1, 

as a student of the empirical, sets out ta deal with things as theyare 

and not as the y ought te be. His maxims are hypothetical imperatives and 

hia judgment of meane is in tenas of their success in bringing about 

desired results. Human passions are tacts of experience. They are things 

to be manipulated. It iB the skill and intention of the manipulator which 

determine the shape of the results. One would therefore expect Machiavell!'s 

description of the passions to be made in non-normative terms. This, ho\trever, 

ie not the case. Where it is qu!te consistent for Machiavelli to speak of 

the passions of greed, envy, ambition, b.etred, fear, and so on, it becomes 

somewhat confusing when he refers to men and actions that are motivated by 

these passions as good and bad, vicious and vlrtuous, right and wrong. This 

difficulty may be resolved in two ways. There 18 either an underlying 

moral assumpti(m in r.1achiavelU' s thought or hie use of the terms good and 

bad has El. special technical connotation. Both of these explanations do, in 

12. This point 1s developed by C.N.R. McCay in an article in the !merican 
Poli tical Science Review (August 194)) called l4achiavelli in the History 
of Poli tical Thought. "r-1a.n acts llke a beast by virtue of hie animal 
nature. But to know how to act like a beast requires more than mere 
animal nature; it requires intelligence, it demands the exercise of the 
rational principle in behalf of animal nature •••• This is why Hachiavel1i' s 
prince can have the qualities of several beasts at once: he can be lion 
and fox precisely becauae he is a man. Thus if it i8 by virtue of man's 
animal nature that he acts like a beast, he acts like a man by virtue of 
his capacity - thanks to the rational principle - for maklng prudent use 
of the conduct of animaIs ••••• What 1s Hachie..velli' 8 fox but the t'virtue" 
of prudence put in the service of the lion? Il 
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fact, app1y. Because he bas an ethlcal viewpoint he can make the empirical 

observation that men are dominated by passion, and yet conclude tlmt the 

passions are evil. On the other band, he may refer to actions as good or 

bad in terme of their appropriatenese to a given end. Thus his precept that 

the Prince ought ta play the lion and the fox ia a good one becau8e men are 

bad - "If men were aIl good, this precept wou1d not be a good one; • • 

When he speaks of cruelty being exploited either well or bad1y he adds in 

parenthesis "(if it le permissible to use the word well of evi1)". 

The theme of human depravity ie a central one ln l-1achiavell1' 8 

thought. 

". • •• men act right only on compulsion; but from the 
moment that they have the option and liberty to commit 
wrong with impunlty, then they never fail to carry con­
fusion and disorder every where. Hl4 

The tragedy of Machiavelli' s man ls that he has no possibility of self 

redemptlon. T. S. Eliot observes -

"What ~1achia.velli did nat see about hurnan nature 1s the 
myth of human goodness which for liberal thought replaces 
the belief in Divine Grace. HlS 

We might add that Machia.vell1 did not even allow that rea.son could compensate 

somewhat for the absence of innate goo~~ess. It le Interesting ta note how 

thls point is sometimes missed by those who would like to discover a glimmer 

of optimism in t~e.chiave11its view of man. Professor L. J. Wa1ker, in the 

introduction to his translation of the Discourses points out that 

Machiavelli 

13. Prince, Ch. XVIII. ~. 64. 

14. Discourses, Bk. l, Ch. lii. p. 118. 

15. ~~oted from T. H. Whltfleld, Machiavelli, (Oxford. 1947), p. lS. 
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"does not maintain that in general aIl men are corrupt, 
but merely that Imen are easl1y corrupted.' The root 
cause of thls corruption Is the sway whlch man's passions 
exercise over hls mind. Take, for instance, ambition, 
'So powerful Is the sway that ambition exercises over 
the huroan heart', saye Machiavelli in D. l, 37, i, 'that 
men never

6
relinquish it, no matter how high they have 

risen' .nl 

Professor Walker'e substitution of the word "mind" for "heart fl Is rather 

slgnifi cant. In the traditionsl terminology the mind is regarded as the seat 

of reason and the heart as the seat of the passions. Professor Walker 

would accept Machiavelli's contention that the passions are evil, but he 

softens its im~lications by attributing an active, motivating function 

to reason. The passions are powerful, but there must be sorne hope for man 

as long as his reason may give battle to them. Machiavelli, however, Is 

careful to avoid leaving the impression that reason cau inhibit the passions. 

We must presume that his use of the word "heart" in the above quotation is 

deliberate since he rejecte t~e traditional dichotomy of reason and passion. 

It is generally agreed that Machiavelli's picture of man in the 

Prince le painted in the darkest colours. The question Is frequently 

raieed, however, whether his approach to human nature in the Discourses 

Is a radically different one. One treats of a situation of total corruption 

in which human depravlty le everywhere apparent. The other tells of a 

situation which sesme ta approach the Ideal. It would be dlfficult to 

accuse Machiavelll of such an obvious inconsletency as changing his views 

on human nature, especially sinee the Prince was written at a time when 

the writing of the Discourses was weIl under vay.17 In addition, the under-

16. N. Machiave1li, The Discourses, (Translated by L.J. Wa1ker) (London, 1950), 
p. 1)0. (my italics). 

17. "I will not here speak of republics, having already treated of them 
!ully in another place",(Prince, Ch. II, p. 5.). 
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lying principles of his method is the axiom that 

~lhoever considera the past and the present will readily 
observe that all cities and aIl peoples are and ever have 
been animated by the same desires and the seme passions, 
•••• "18 

If we concede t~at Machiavelli's conception of human na~ure is a consistent 

one, our problem ie to account for the differences in the distribution of 

virtue in republican Rome and Renaissance Italy. Two possibilities suggest 

themselves. The firet is that Machiavelli sees both positive and negative 

elements in human nature and that nt certain stages in a people's develop-

~ent one or the other predominatee. The second is that human behaviour ie 

not autonom~ls but interacte with external factors and the total situation 

is a product of this interaction. 

The firet position presents sorne difficulties sinee it implies 

that there are certain innate qualities in human nature which m~ht express 

themselves spontaneously. To be sure, Machiavelli may say that men are 

neither wholly good nor bad, or that good and evil always exist and balance 

each other though their distribution emong men and peoples may change, or 

that there vere many more virtuoue men in republican Rome than in his 

Italy. But this doee not mean that the two periods differed becauee more 

of the good in man's nature expressed itself in one period and more of the 

ev!l in the other. We will not anticipate our later discussion of the 

ethical significance of the term 'virtuel ae uBed by Machiavelli except to 

point out that the virtue of an action for Machiavel1i lies not in its 

intention but in its consequences. Virtuoue actions are those vhich conduce 

to the etrength of the state and they are not the result of inherent 

18. Diecourses. Bk. l, Ch. xxxix, p. 216. 
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tendencies of human nature. If Machiavelli speaks of a distribution of 

vice and virtue It Is not in terme of innateness but rather of potentiality. 

One cannot say that a beautiful statue ie Inherent in the marble but that 

under certain conditions the marble may become a beautiful statue. One 

may draw the analogy out farther and say that the potentiality of marble 

to become a good statue ia greater than that of mud. In any case, what 

the marble or the mud will finally become depends upon a complex arrange-

ment of external factors ranging from the location of the material in 

space and time to the existence of a sculptor and the degree of his ski Il. 

There 18 considerably more evidence in Machiavel1i's wrlt1ng pointing to 

the second position. Given the essential and constant quality of the 

human materlal (selfiehness, fear, ambition, greed, etc.) the explicit forro 

of behaviour 18 the product of its interaction with countless external factor •• 

At the very beginnlng of the Discourses Machiavelli gives us a 

theory of challenge and response. He observes 

"that virtue has more sway where labour i8 the result of 
necessity rather than of choice •• "19 

and it might therefore be better 

"to select for the establishment of a city a sterile region, 
where the people, compelled by neeessity to be Industriou8, 
and therefore leS8 given to ldleness, would be more united, 
and less exposed by the poverty of the country to occasions 
for discord; •••• ~19 

r·1achiavelli realizes. how-ever. that men are never satisfied with what they 

possess and that a fertile region afforde a. city the means of becoming more 

powerful. He therefore recommenda that 

19. Discourses, Bk. l, Ch. i, p. 107. 
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"the laws should compel men to labour where the sterility 
of the soil does not do it; •••• "20 

This is one of the key ideas in Mt>.chi ave l li , s thou.ght. Human nature will 

express itself in virtuous activity only under external compulsion. The 

external force may be exerted by naturel envirorunentel f8.etors or i t may 

proceed from human intervention, or both. The direct and powerful in-

fluence of natural factors is rather obvious and neeè. not occupy us here. 

The role of laws, institutions and customs in co~elllng behaviour, however, 

1s of greet interest and importance. 

It has already baen suggested that Machiavelli regards lavas 

an aspect of force. In Chapter 18 of the Prince he speaks of law as a 

method of fighting. There ie a section in the Discourse~ which expresses 

thls viewpolnt in cleElr-cut tenas. After asserting that "men act right only 

upon compulsion", Machiavelli declares: 

" •• that poverty and hunger make men industrious, and 
that the law mru{es men good; and if fortunate circum­
stances cause good to be done without constralnt, the law 
may be dispensed l"li th. But ",hen such happy influence is 
lacIcing, then the law irnmediately becomes necessary.II21 

It sho~ld be noted that when men are good wlthout being constrained by law 

lt ls not because of their innate qualities but because "fortunate circum-

stances cause good to be done". Not all lawB, however, neeessarily compel 

men to do good deeds. Maehiavel11 i8 referring to lawe which are directed 

to what he considers to be good ends; that ie, laws whlch serve to preserve 

and strengthen the etate and are adapted to the specifie situation in which 

theyare operative. He remarks that "the same form eannot suit two subjects 

20. Discourses, Bk. I, Ch. i, p. 108. 

21. Discourses, Ek. l, Ch. lii, p. 118. 
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that are essentially different H22 and points out that lawa which are ~ffective 

in one context may be completely ineffective in another. A determining 

factor ie the rate and level of corruption of the people involved. This 

ie the cri terion for the distinction in their che.racter and capaci ty for 

virtue between the Italians of hie dey and the ancient Romens. 

When f.1achiavel11 speaks of the corruption of a. people he meane, 

in fact, the breakdown of the varlou8 effective restraints on the naturel 

and ever-present egotism of man. The ROIDS,ne of the Discourses vere no less 

motlvated. by selfish passion than were the Renaissance Italians. But they 

were riding the crest of the cyc1e of government, at a time when the laws 

and institutions were effective in compelling virtuoue action. 

It should be observed that laws produce good results not only 

becau~e of their inherent qualities but because they operate in a balanced 

insti tutional fraJUework. r4achiavelli borrows a leaf from Polybius when he 

a ttributes the auccess of the Roman republic to i ta mixed consU tution. 

He recognizea that lawa are obeyed and are therefore factors of stability 

wfien they serve or appear to serve the general interest and do not arouse 

sharp antagoniaIDs between the dlfferent sections of the community. A good 

constitution le one which gives "to the king, the nobles, and the people 
23 

each their portion of authority and duties". This distribution of power 

will remain in balance and will lead ta the promulgation of good laws only 

if the three main divisions of the community will have sufficient power to 

"watch and keep each other reciprocally in check".23 

22. Diecoure8s. Bk. l, Ch. xviii, p. 170. 

23. Diecourses, Bk. l, Ch. ii, p. 115. 
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One important problem remains to be considered. Granted that the 

mase of men is vulge.r and dominated by passion snd moved to virtue only 

by the externa.l pressure of laws and inst! tutions - whence arises the virtue 

of the legisla tor? Is the sta,te f<)under e. unique bei!1..g who doee not ehars 

the common human foibles and i8 therefore capable of original and uncon-

24 
ditioned virtue? Friedrich Meinecke suggeets that Machiavell! distinguishes 

virtue into original and derivative forms. The vlrtue of the masses, when 

it existe, i8 derived only from the creative intervention of great men. The 

role of the gree..t man le very clear in the Prince. Machia.velll' s hope for 

the rebirth of Italian greatness rests entirely on the coming to power of a 

prince who possesses a tremendous concentration of~. Dut even the 

foundation or reformation of a republlc depends upon the intervention of a 

single Individual. 

~or if a etate or city in decadence, in consequence of the 
corruption of the mass of 1 ts people, i8 ever re.1eed up 
again. it must be through the virtue of some one man living, 
and not by the people; ••• "25 

Meinecke also observes that this concept of a singular and highly creative 

virtue provides an tnner bridge bet'f:een the monarchicsl and republican 

tendencies implied in the Prince and the Discourses. The problem of the 

leglslator's character, however, remaine. If aIl men are motivated by 

self-interest it would be qulte inconsistent to except the legislator. 

Machiavelli doea not specifically deal with the motives of great 

men. There i8 a mystical quallty about them. In the lest chapter of the 

Prince. he hopes "that some individual mlght be appointed by God" to redeem 

24. F. Meinecke, Die Idee ùer Sta.a.tsrason in der neueren Geschichte, 
(München 8.nd Berlin, i925). 

25. Discourses, Dk. l, Ch. xvii, p. 166. 
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Italy. One has the impression that the successful statesman ie fulfilling 

a purpose whieh is not entlrely his own and one wonders about the rela.tlon-

ship between conscious motive and divine plan. Indeed, the great historieal 

figures which IIJachiavelll holde up as examples of outstanding poli tical 

virtue are men of strong, embitious nature pursuing their personal drivee 

for power. It ie in the course of attaining and consolidating power for 

themselves that they 8,lso create states which are strong and "lebensf;hig". 

t-1einecke observes that the interaction bet'fteen personal power drives and 

the needs of the state ls the essence of "Staatsrason". To retain his 

power, the prince muet aet in accordance wlth the needs of the sta.te. 

Machiavelli continually stresses the interdependence between great personal 

vlrtue and the situation in which i t unfolds. 

"An<l if, as l said, i t was necessary in order tha t the 
power of ~·1oses should be displayed that the people of 
Israel should be slaves ln Egypt, and to give scope for 
the gree,tnese and courage of Cyrus tha.t the Persians 
should be oppressed by the f>.1edes, and to illustrate the 
pre-eminence of Theseus that the Athenians should be 
dispersed, so at the present time, in order that the 
might of an Italian genius might be recognlzed, it was 
necessary that Ital~ should be reduced to her present 
condition, •••• " 6 

There ls a strong resemblance between Machiavelli's hero and Heeel's world 

hlstorical figures. 

"Such indlvlduale had no eonaciousness of the general 
idea they vere unfolding, while prosecuting those ai ms 
of theirs; on the contrary the y were practica.l, poli­
tieal men • • • • who had an insight into the require­
ments of the time • • • This may be called the cunning 
of reason, - that it sets the passions to work for 
iteelf, while that ~hich develope its existence through 
such impulsion pays the penalty, a.nd suffers 10ss.27 

26. Prince, Ch. XXVI, p. 95. 

27. F. Hegel, Selections (From "Phllosophy of Historyfl), (Scribnel"f., }lew York, • 
1929), pp. 378-80. 



Politics and Ethics 

The phrase "poli tics and ethics If possesses a rB ther amblguous 

connota.tion in modern poli tical thought. In the ancient Greek classification 

of philosophy ethic8 w~s regarded as a branch of politice and both were thought 

ta be aiming at some good. Arietotle, in setting up his hierarchy of ends, 

defined the poli tical communi ty as that wh!ch aims at the highest good. 

He caIlec. man a poli tical animal whose telos is in the poli tical state, and 

8~W the etate as providing the framework within which mante ethical develop-

ment could take place - the better the etete, the greater were the possibil-

itles for moral growth. Political science waB directed at the greatest good. 

"In aIl sciences and arts the end le a. good, and the greatest 
good and in the highest degree a good in the most authorative 
of aIl - this Is the political science of which the good, is 
justice, in other words, the common interest."l 

The development of Stoic and early Christian thought brought about a change 

in the conceived relationship of pol1tics and ethics. The conception of a 

Natura.l Law which was independent of human society, and of a telos which 

was beyond the politicnl community did not destroy the connection between 

politic8 and ethics, but it did suggeet a change in t~e1r relative status. 

Insofar as poli tics referred to hume,n a.etions i t was thought thB.t i t ought 

to conform to the absolute standards of a ra.tional law of nature and of 

revealed religion. PoliticB was seen as a field of activity subordinate 

to the Imperatives of higher laws. 

The position of Machiavel1i and Hume on this question will be 

examined in sorne detail lster. However, their emphasis on empirical investi-

1. Aristot1s, Po11tic8, (Modern Libra.ry, New York, 1943), p. 149. 
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gation, and especially Hume's distinction 'between the normative end em-

pirics.l spheres as objects of knowledge, set the tone for the modern ambiguity 

noted a'bove. For the term "polities and ethics" suggests two probleme in 

modern political thought. One i8 a normative problem of the value of politie8 

and ethics and of their relationship to each other in a scale of values. 

The other is a problem of methodology in which politics ie seen as a realm 

of empirical behaviour and therefore susceptible of scientifie study, while 

ethics is seen as a problem of philosophieal speculation and beyond the 

scope of certain knowledge. ThuG a recent symposium in Th~ !merieau Political 

Science Review entitled Poli tics and Ethies2 deals primarl1y vith the method-

ologiesl aspect of this topie. The main question that la diecussed there, 

18 whether it 19 desirable or even possible for the poli tics! scientist to 

study political behaviour and political institutions objectively and without 

any regard to ende. It is signifieant that those who 1nslst upon a non-

normative objectivity on the part of the political scientist point to 

Machiavel11 as an outstanding exponent of this approach. It ie this which 

qualifies him as the first polltical scientist in thelr eyes. We shall 

attempt, in this cha.pter, to examine Machievelli's and Huma's approaches 

to t!1e problem of poli tics and ethice und€r both of its aspects. 

The moral problem in Machiavelli's writings ia at once the most 

difficult and the most intriguing one. No man, with the possible exception 

of Marx, - and his case is too recent to be evaluated - has given his name 

to a way of look1ng e.t poli tics to the extent that ~,fachiavelli has done. 

the terIns Platonism, Ari totelhmisffi, Regelianism, and so on, have meaning 

2. The Americau Politicsl Science Review: 
r.larch 1946. Articles 'by W. F. 'i'v'hyte; 
L. A. Dexter. 

August 194); August 1944, 
J. H. Hallowell; G. A. Almond; 
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only for the initiated, but "Machiavellism" has been incorporated into our 

everyde.y language and conveys, if not a specific, et least a general meening 

to the layman. To the western mind it ls a term of disapprobation. Ite 

moral connotation Is a negative one. Cassirer observes that Machiavell1 

himself could not have been aware of all the implications and conse~uences 

of his poli ticf).l theory and that, in this rega.rd, a sharp distinction might 

be drawn between Machiavelli and Machia.vellism. He believes, nevertheless, 

tp~t Machiavelliem follows logically and inexorably from Machiavelli'e 

thinking as it ie developed in the Prince. Tt seems to the writer, however, 

that to the extent that Machiavelllsm follows from the maxima of the Prince 

alone it cannot be taken as the logicel unfolding of f4achiavelli' s thought. 

r<1odern scholarship is quite insistent upon the need to take r,1e.chiavelli' s 

work as a whole in arder ta have a proper basls for the evaluation of hie 

poli tical theory. There is an inner consistency between the Prince and 

Machlavelli's other writings which is entirely lacklng in the relationship 

between the popular conception of Machiavellism and the actual meaning of 

Machiavelli's writing taken as a whole. 

Cassirer remarks that 

"The Prince ie neither a moral or an immoral book: it la 
simply a technlcal book. In a technical book 'Ne do not 
seek for rules of ethlcal conduct. of good and evil. It 
le enough if ve are told what ls useful or useless. nJ 

This may be true as far as it goes, but It does not go far enough. For 

we may well ask - useful or useless for what1 Was Machiavelli Indifferent 

to the ends that miciht be served Dy his practlcal precepts? Was hie attitude 

----_._--------
3. E. CassIrer, The My th of the li.tate. (Nev Haven, 19l1-6) , :p. 153. 
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to the state, for the creation and preservation of "/hich he had formulated 

hie maxima, an objective and value"';'free one? To see r·1achiavelli merelY as a 

poli tiC8.1 technician ia to miss his essentiel meaning. l t must be remembered 

that the Prince was written w~en the composition of the Disc~~~ was 

weIl under way. In the light of the Discourses t~e Prin~ appears to be 

a practical exercise in formulating TUles for revitalizing a corrupt people 

by drastie meaaures of political organization. In order to understand the 

signiflcance of Machiavelli it is not enough to examine the empirical basie 

of his generalizations about po1itics and the technical va1iditjr of his 

advice; it la a1so of primary importance to grasp the nonaative framework 

within which h1s empirical observations become meaningful. 

Erief mention has already been rnade of the effects of the rise of 

Chriatianity on the ancient harmonization of politics aud ethies in the 

Greek idea of the city-state. Ethies and state ethics were considered as 

one and there was no coufliet between them. T~ere was no universal religion 

to inhibit the free .8way of the etate' 8 powers. The rise of Chrlstlanity. 

however, spelled the end of the moral autono;ny of the poli tical commun! ty. 

A universal religion attempted ta set up a univel"sal moral coanand. and the 

individual was theoretically freed from the moral suprelllB.cy of the etate 

and was referred to other-worldly ends. The changed status of secular society 

was expressed instltutiona11y in its relations with a powerful church which 

transc€hded p01itical frontlers. It was given ideological expression in 

the medieval principle of hierarchy. Eoth Meinecke and Cassirer eruphasize, 

however, that the ideological rationalization of ethico-religious supre1aacy 

long outllved the aetuel power relationship of chur ch and. state. In the 
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long contest between the temporal anù ecclesiastical powers, both the new 

sacular states and the religious principalities developed teehni~ues of 

st~ag~16 and administration whieh were ~uite uninhibitad by the prineiples 

of divine a.nd natural law to which both sides paid lip service. r·!achia­

velli observed the emergence of the new autouomous earthl~ stRte. He was 

faseinated by the tec~~i~ues of the intense political struggles. But he 

was also deeply worried by the possibilities and implications of complete 

politlcal brenkdown. His :!.nterest in the new states was not a detached 

and disl'assionate one. He not only described the play of forces anù the 

absence of the accepted moral restraints on the behaviour of those engaged 

in t~e l'rocess of state building; he iMplied very strongly that the creation 

of a well-ordered state was an set of supreme moral value. There had been a 

genersl awareness that the oecular etate was rapidly breaking away from the 

moral constraint exerted by the prineiple of hierarchy, and this had raised 

terirs·; of a confliet between politics and morals. Machlavelli, however, 

did not mare these ~U8.lms. He applauded the growing moral a'.ltonomy of the 

etate and implied that there wao an ethieal justification for i t. 

The conception of th~ ethical, as used here, requirss some elabora­

ti on. In i ts broades t sense "e th1 cal" iraplies a reference to an ul tima te 

good. It ie generally conceded that what constitutes an ultlmate value 

Involves a normative judgment and cannot be known with certainty. There may 

be good reasons why one should pre fer one value to another. ~)ut the final 

choiee between values cannat be justified on eplsteJuological grounds. The 

ethical problem posed by !-!achiavelli 16 thus a two-fold one. In the first 

place we must ask whether he presupposes some uItlmate good as an end. 
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If he does. the question arises whether his exposition is consistent with 

his value assumptions - whether his analysis ie a correct one and whether 

his maxims will indeed lead to the ends that he values. If he assumes an 

ultimate good and deli~erately gives advice that rune counter to it. we may. 

in a technical sense. label him as immoral. If he dose not assume any 

final values (norms) and merely describes anù classifies certain political 

facts. providing that such objective description Is realy possible. we Illay 

say that his approach 18 an amora.l one. In the second place. if we conclude 

that Machiavelll doee assume an ultimate good and de termine what this ls. 

we mayevaluate it philosophically snd empirically in terme of our own or 

our society's basic norms. From this second vie~~oint~t may be quite 

reasonable to conclude that f'lachiavelli' s teaching le moral or immoral 

in a normative sense. Cassirer Beems to overlook this double aspect to 8010.e 

extent. He remarks that 

"The sharp knife of Machiavelli' s thought has cut off a11 
the threads by which in former generations the state was 
fastened to the organic whole of human existence. The 
politicnl world has lost its connection not only with 
religlon or metaphysics but also with all the other forme 
of man'e ethical

4
and cultUl'al life. It stands alone - in 

an empty space." 

While this view may be justified froID the standpoint of Cassirer's own 

value assumptions it doee not take into account Machiavelli's new-old 

norma.tive fre.mework. Machiavelli does not bel1eve that hè ie isolating 

the pol1tica.l world from "man's ethical and cultural life", but that the 

poli tical world in fact comprehends man' s ethica.l and cul rural life. 

Machiavelli does not so mueh take the etate out of the medieval hiererchy. 

4. E. Cassirer. Op. Cit. p. 140. 
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as Cassirer eontends, but cuts off the apex of this hierarchy leaving the 

state as the new summit. Meineeke recognizes that Machiavelli's moral 

assumptions follow from his rejeetlon of the Cris tian dualism of heaven and 

earth. He suggests that it wes en historical necessity the.t the man whose 

name ia assoeiated with the origin of thinking in accordance with Staatrason 

ahould have been a '1eathen who did not believe in the terrors and rewards 

of an other-worldly existence. It i8 correct to say that by removing the 

state from aIl referencee to tre.nscendental criteria Machiavelli proclaimed 

the moral autonomy of the etate. However, from the standpoint of Machiavel li , s 

premises, one ce.n no more as sert that the state ia morally ieolated than 

one can say, from the viewpoint of the scholastic divines, that the kingdom 

of heaven is morally isolated. 

The di ffi cul ty of discovering the ethical basis of !4achiavelli' s 

doctrine arises from the fact tl'>...at he did not consciously set out to expound 

a systematic philosophical theory of the state. But if he intended primarily 

to give us an empirical study of political behaviour and politice.l techniques, 

hie work ie nevertheless permeated with a philosophieal spirit which gives 

it unit y and a universal que.!i ty which makes it interesting and meanlngful 

for aIl Ume. 

~ISans désespérer et sans espe'rance, Hachivael st est mis 
a enseigner, non ce ~ulest l'Etat, mais comment on le 
fonde et le défend - dans ses Discours, qui traitent dans 
leurs trois livres de la politi~ue intérieure, de la 
préparation et de la conduite de la guerre, du rôle des 
particuliers et des ractions, dans ce Prince ~ui n'est 
qu'un chapitre détaché des Discours, plutôt ,~ appendice, 
analysant les moyens d'acquerir et de garder une principaute 
•••• Ce ntest qu'en passant qu'il mentionne l'Etat tel 
qu'il doit être, plus exactement, tel qu'il est dans son 
concept véritable. Mais nous ne connaissons pas d'endroit 
de ses écri te où, pour un seul instant, il l'ait perdu de 
vue. "5 

5. E. Weil, !-lachiavel Aujourd'hui (Critique, Paris, Mars, 1951), p. 251. 
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Two contrapuntal themes are hermonized in Machiavelli's 

underlying conception of the political cocmunity as an ultimate value. 

The firet Is that a condition of peaee and security ie universally desired 

by man and le therefore a good. The second is that the nature of Dan ie 

essentially selfish and. that man 1s ever lnclined to disrupt any etate of 

peace and security if he thinks that he can eain sOlUe personal advantage 

by doing this. !·iachiavelli' s resolution of this dichotomy follows from 

his empirical generalization "that men aet rlght only upon compulsion". His 

task is ta find a form of compulsion which. while cons training men from the 

arbitrary expression of their selfish W'i118. will nevertheless make possible 

the peace B.nd sec-:lrl ty that they desire above aIl. This ideal forro of com-

pulsion ls the well-ordered state. We have a1ready examined Machiavelli's 

view of human nature in Bome detail. It is rather more difflcu1t to find 

conerete evldence for the proposition that security ls universally desired 

and therefore constitutes an ultimate good. 

lu the tirst chapter of the Discourses r·iachiavelli discusses 

rather briefly and superficial1y his view of the origin of cities in 

genersl. He imagines primitive men roaming about in small bands and 

subject to the constant danger of attaek by a stronger enemy resolving 

". • • of their own accord. or by the advice of someone 
who had most authority amongst them. to live together 
in some place of their selection that roight offer them 
greater conveniences and greater faci11ty of defence."6 

The political community thue emerges as a response ta the desire for greater 

security. Two factors must immediately be taken into account if the 

politlcal community ia to preserve itself. Tt must develop techniques for 

6. Discourses. Bk. l, Ch. 1, p. 106. 
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governing t~e relations between its members - this leads to laws. It must 

also become militarily powerful in order ta be able to withstand the attacks 

of a potential external enemy. The political community, however. does not 

remain static. It fo1lows a recurrent developmental pattern of corruption 

and resurgence. Thus the insecurity of the ste,te of anarchy gives 'Way to 

government. Government ls first revered. but this reverance Boon breaks 

down because each individuel tends ta consult only his own passions. This 

finally leads to a new state of anarchy which creates the necessity for the 

reformation of government - ~nd the cycle begins again. 

As suggested in the quotatian from E. Weil, r,lachiavelli doee not 

develop the a.bstract problem of the purpose and status of the state. His 

main interest seems ta be empirical and technical. That the desire for 

security in 1ife and possessions is a universa1 one seems to him to be an 

empirical fact. Some men may desire great power and wea1th. but a1l men 

desire security. However. the universal desire for security can only be 

satisfied within the framework of an organization which cau control the 

eqwüly universal propensi ty of ;nen ta encroach on each other's lives and 

property. J. W. Allen pOints out that Machiavelli's implication that the 

state ie a moral end rests on the normative assumption that the satisfaction 

of human desires is a good. 

"So we come beck to the essentiel proposition that 'good l 

action io that which tends to the satisfaction of univer­
saI desires and that, apart from these desires of men. 
there is no good or evil."7 

This interpretation appears to come rather close ta Hume's contention. 

albeit in much simpler form, that the sense of pEtin or pleasure following 

7. J. W. Allen. Poli tical Thought in the Sixteenth Century (London. 1928). 
p. 476 
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upon the satisfaction or frustra.tion of basic human impulses 18 et the root 

of our moral sentiments. There is an interesting passage in t~e second 

chapter of the first book of the Di_s_co).1;l'.s.eJ' which 1s very predièative of 

Fumets account of t he origin of justice. 

"AB the human race increased, the necessity for unitiug 
themaelves for defence made itaelf felt; the better to 
attain th1s object. they chose the strongest and most 
courageous from among themselves a,nd placed him at their 
head, prem1sing to obey him. Thenc~ they began te know 
the good end the honast. and to distinguish them from 
the bad and the vic10us for seeing a man injure his 
benefactor aroused at once two sentiments in every heart, 
ha.tred against the ingr~te and love for the benefactor. 
They blamed the first, B.nd on the contl'a.ry honorad those 
the more who showed themselves grateful, for each faIt 
that he in tuTU might be sllbject to a like wrong; and 
to prevent sintila,r evlls, they set to work to make lawB, 
and to institute pUT-ish~ents for those that contravened 
them. Such was the origin of justice."e 

Machiavelli thue regards the etate which enforces laws and 

illaintains an ade~U8.te army for defence as an ultimate utility. Without 

1t securlty is impossible. For Machiavel11 there ls no other way to attaln 

the good (i.e. the universa1J.y desira,ble). The true function of poli tics 

is to crea te and maintain that ultimate utility which is the ste,te. 

Wi thout the etete there le no la, ... , no justice, no morality. FroDI the 

normative point of view, therefore, politics, which involves the forces 

that oring the state into be1ng, does not come lnta confllct with ethics. 

:Eut this seems to beg tl;,e question. For Machia.velli' s apparent concern 

in the Prince and the Discourees is ~ith the concrete techn1cal probleme 

of poli tics, and it 1s difficul t to concelve }'Iow the use of force and 

fraud, the breaking of fa1th, and the advice to "learn how to be not good", 

8. Discourses, Bk. l, Ch. 11, p. 112. 
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can be brought lnto harmony wi th the ethics of law B.nd justice which the 

state·produces. Weil suggests an interesting approach to tnis problem. 

Ee stresses tr",,-:t r,Iac!:'davelli' s purpose is to g1ve practical advice for the 

founding and maintenance of the state. There 15 a tendency to project onto 

the saroe plane two concepts thB,t are essentielly different - that of the 

founder and that of legel and morfll authority. 

l'Le fonde,teur n'est pas tenu par aucune loi: simplement 
parce que, avant lui, 11 n'y e, pas è.e.loi. Il n'est 
guidè par aucune religion, parce que, avant lui, il n'y 
a pas de religion. Morale et religion appartiennent à 
un peuple constitué en Etat eo~s des lois, par des lois, 
mieux encore: dans des 1018.,,)1 

Oue may re8son quite logically from this proposition that pure politics 

("which is beyond or, ra the ':, below moral good and evil")J.O ought ta operate 

only in those areas where the norm creating function of the state ie either 

absent or deficient; areae in \-,hien !!loral stand8.rds do .not 8,S yet exist 

effectively. The more.l standards cone into being only after politics has 

successfully done !te work. l t is in this Vlay that r!lachiavelli lllB . .y proclaim 

the nec6ssity and autonomy of poli tics; a technical politics which ie 

subject to its own rulea. 

It ls interesting to note that the scope of this autonomous 

poli tica.l aetivi ty bears a d.irect rela.tionship to the si tue,tion in which 

it ia operative. In the lawlessness, corruption and polltieal collapse 

of ea.rly Renaissance ltaly it seemed to Hachiavelli that there were very 

few effective moral ste.ndards that could be violated. The prince who would 

reform and rev1te.1ize the l tal1an state could not oe restrained by stande~rcle 

9. E. Weil, Qp. Cit., p. 250. 

10. B. Croce, Supra, p. 5. 
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which did not existe The only criterion by which his actions might be 

judged was the pragmatic one: did they in fact add to the strength and 

being of the state? !·mchiavelli can praise Cesare Borgia. for his deeds 

because he considere them ta have been necesearJ and effective measuree 

for uniting Italy and restoring her to greatness. On the other hand, while 

he admires the technical ekill of Agathocles and his capacity for swift 

and decisive action, he flnds that he cannet praise him nor name him "among 

the most f'amous men". For AgB.thocles did not in fact increase the effect-

iveness (utility) of the city-etate of Syracuse. Indeed, he undermined the 

constitution when, after rising to the statu9 of prs,etar, he 

"decided to becolDe a prince, and to hold wlth violence 
and wi thout the support of others that which 'lE.d been 
constitutiona.lly granted him; ••• " Il 

We fiud a general sense of limitetion of the scope of pure poli tics in the 

Discourses. This i8 because Machiavelli is dealing with a successful repuh-

lie in which a subetantial moral development was readily apparent. This 

moral development finds its concrete expression in laws and institutions. 

One cannot condone as polltically neceBsary anv activity which would under-

mine them. Corruption sets in when the established norme are contravened 

wlth impunity, particularly by those who possess statue in the communlty. 

". • • no we11-crdered repub1ic should ever cancel the 
crimes of ite citizens by thelr merits; •••• For if 
a citizen who bas rend.ered some emine:n.t service to the 

state shou1d add to the reputa.tien and influence which 
he has thereby aequired the confident audacity of being 
able to commit any wrong without fear of pUL~ishmentt he 
will ln a little while become so insolent and overbearing 
as to put an end to aIl power of the law."12 

------------------ -------------------
11. Prince, Ch. VI II, p. Jl. 

12. Discourses, Bk. I, Ch. xxiv, p. 181. 
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There ÏB, hO\"i'ever, a logical difficul ty in this kind of reasoning. La.ws, 

insti tutions and standards of behaviour are good only El,S long as they are 

effective. And the obligation of the politically creative individual to 

abide by the laws i8 El. function of their effectiveness. This kind of circu-

lar argument seems to arise inevi ta.bly from the absence of a tranAcendental 

criterion. Because no state ever achieves perfection in the form and 

application of i ts laws there is always an a.rea for the free plEtY of poli tics 

in accorda,nce with its own rulea. These rules are purely technical and 

cannot be inhibited by non~ative standards whlch are not real in the sense 

of not belng truly effective. This leaves the ra.ther serious problem of 

drawing the line between standards which are obligatory and those that are 

not obligatory because they are not in fact effective. If the only test 

is a pra€ffiatic one, then the natural inclination of evil, ambitious and 

selfiSh men will be to see how much they can flout the restrictive norma 

of their community in order to advance their selfish interests. This will 

lead to El. procese of corrosion at the margine which will always tend to 

enlarge the area of la,wleasnesa. Machiavell! acknowledges th!s tendency 

and this i8 the 'basis of his pessimisme 

ft • • • men act right only upon com:pulsion; but from the 
moment thB.t they have the option and liberty to commit 
wrong with impunity, then they naver fail to carry con­
fusion and disorder everywhere_ n13 

The state achleves its optimum effectiveness during the lifetime of ita 

founder (or reformer). After hie death there ie E'.n Inevitable process of 

disintegra,tion which ie due to the na.tural depravity of human nature. 

Poli tical brea.kdown 18 followed hy spiritual renewal when a new legislator 

13. Discourees, Bk. I, Ch. l1i, p. 118. 
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possessed of great virtù appears on the scene and the cycle begins again. 

It will be argued later that Machiavelli's need to introduce the mystica1, 

charismatic figure of the state founder represents a major weakness in his 

the ory. 

We have seen that Machiavelli's genera1 idea of the state as an 

end invo1ves a normative assumption and suggests an intimate interaction 

between po1itics and ethics. The state which is the source of ethics il 

at the same time the product of the po1itical creativity of the state 

founder. Machiavelli a1so recognizes that power is the essence of the state, 

for wlthout it the state could not fu1fil its useful purpose whlch le to 

provide for thé maximum security of its members. The state is primari1y 

an instrument for restraining the predatory instincts of men. The positive 

manifestations of ethical and cultural life oceur only within the framework 

of security which the state makes possible. But the head of the state, 

be it an individual or a body of men, must possess power "in order to be 

able to command the observance of lavs and the application of sanctions. 

The process of maintaining the state must inc1ude the struggle for power 

among individuals and factions. This brings us to the second aspect of 

r~chiavelli's thought which deals with the pure1y technical problem of 

acquiring and preserving power within the state - any state. 

Machiavelli geems to be particularly fascinated by this problem. 

His empirical researches and his own observations of human nature had 

convinced him that men can be easily manipulated. He was intrigued by the 

idee of drawing up rules which could teach men of the proper character and 

temperament how to become powerful. From this viewpoint it May be said 

that he views the political struggle as a game of skill in which his maxims 
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are simple hypothetical Imperatives and his judgments are in terms of the 

rules of the gamet The technical aspect of the Prince and the Discourses 

ls readl1y seen even in the headings of many of the chapters. For example: 

"HOY{ A PRIUCE ~.mST ACT IN ORDER TO GAIN REPUTATIOn, If "HO\'l THE ROH.AlŒ AVAlLED 

OF RELIGION TO PRESERVE CRDER IN TREIR CITY •• • H • • "HOW IN A CORRUPT STATE 

A FBEE GOVERNr·ŒNT r-1AY BE HAINTAlNED •• " !,1achiave11i frequently discusses 

points 

" ••• many of which are weIl worthy of reflection by those 
who wish ta main tain the liberty of a republic, as well as 
those who desire ta auppress it.,,14 

In the Third book of the Discourses he devetes a lengthy cr~pter to an 

analysis of ccnspiracles, which, whi1e offered as a warnlng ta a prince Ba 

that he may guard. himself against them, i9 also full of excellent advice 

for would-be conspirators. There ie a remarkable section in the Dlacourses 

where he uses the symbolism of the sons of Brutus in arder to illustrate an 

axiom ~hich he considers valld for any change of govér~ent regardlea6 of 

its purpose. 

"Every student of ancient history well knows that any cr~nge 
of government, be it from a repub1ic to a tyranny, or from 
a tyranny te a republic, must necessarlly be followed by 
sorne terrible punishment of the enemies of the existing ste.te 
of' thlngs. And whoever rnakes himself tyra,nt of s. state and 
does not kil1 Brutus, or whoever restores liberty ta a etats 
and does not immolate his sons, will not malntain himself 
in his position long. H15 

We need not consider Hachiavellits technlcal precepts in any detail. There 

le no dearth of examples to d.emonstre.te his intereet in the pure techniques 

of gain1ng power in any kind of situation. Indeed. t~ey are at the root 

of hie popular reputation p.e an amoral or immoral poli tical thinker. But 

14. Discourees, Bk. l, Ch. xl, p. 218. 

15. Ibid., Bk. III, Ch. iii. p. 405. 
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if ~!achiavelli achieves a certliin detacrJ!le:r:t in hie de"Scription of poli tical 

behaviour he is, nevertheless, not Indifferent ta its effects on the well-

being of the etate as an e~d. He abhore the barbarous cruelty of Agathoclee 

becauee i t served no posi tive purpose. He praises r.ioses, Cyrus, Theseue 

a.nd Lycureus because their technlcal political sklll lad to the foundlng 

of durable states. There ie an important point, however, which ~·1achlavelll 

8eeme to graep although he does not develop it. This is the close inter-

actioJ: bah'een the personal success of poli tically amb1t1ous individuals 

and. the needs and dee1r68 of the st6.te a.nd i ts people. He recognizes 1 t 

as an empirical fact that the most successful techniques for 1ndiv1dual 

political success are also those that accord best with the ~eeds of the 

sta.te as a.11 end. 5e realizes the importa.ncE! of ~idespread popular enthus-

iasm for a poli tical leader and devotes a large part of his ,V'ork ta the 

problem of influencing public opinion. To ~e sure, the mass of men ia not 

always consclously aware of how its interests lUay best be served, and 16 

frequently taken in by Rppearancee. The art of diesimulatlon lB a pri~k~ry 

requisite for the prince. But ln the long-run, political stabllity and power 

accrue ~'here men are satisfted w1 th their condi tian because they enjoy a 

relative Be~Qrity. Such men are 1ess susceptible to the seductive promises 

cf ambitious men who seek power for thc::nselves a.t the expense of the general 

interest. 

" •••• "because !!len change masters \'IUlingly, hoping to 
better themselves; and this belief makes them take 8rlllS 
a.~ainst t:heir rulers, in which t~ey are cleceived, B.· B 
experie~ce later proves that they have gone from bad to 
worse."16 

-------------_._-------
16. Pri~c~, Ch. III, p. 6. 
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Speaking of a prince who, for the salee of his O\'fTl posi tiou, \tishes to 

obtain the good will of a people that is hostile to him, Machiavelli eaya 

t :1B. t he 

"should first of a11 ascertain what the people really 
desire and he will always nnd that they want two 
th!ngs: one, to revenge theHlse1ves on those who have 
~een the cau~e of their enslaveroent, anQ the other, to 
recover their liberty ••• an i~uense lliGjority, deaire 
liberty so as to be able to live in greater security 
••• are easi1y satisfied by institutions and laws 
that confirm ~t the same time the genera1 security of 
the people and the power of the prince. nl7 

!·1elnecke suggests that this interaction between the persoua1 power drive 

and the neede of the state tends to 11mit the arbitrary use of polltical 

power. This forges another ~ink in the relationship of politic8 and ethics 

as conceived by Machiavell!. 

Hachlavelli's use of the terfU 'liberty' l'aises another interest-

ing point. The \'lord possasses both a technlcal and a norma.t!ve connotation. 

'Liberty' le never directly defined. Machiavelli does not deal with t~e 

term abstre,ctly. It ie generally used to desc:dbe a concrete situation -

that of the Rowan Republic, for example. l t is usually applied to a forlll 

of government in w!lic!1. there le a widespread participation of citizens in 

the ad.ministrs.tion of public affaire. Renaudet suggests that r·fachiavelli 

defines liberty indlrectly by ita effects, the most importa.nt of wl-"ich 

i9 security. On the basis of hi8 empirical studies he concludes that the 

citizens of a free state enjoy grecter security than do those of a monarchy. 

Given his assuJrrption that seC"J.ri ty ia a value i t follows that liberty ia 

a. value too. There are, however, distinct phases in the life of a etate, 

and Ma.chiavelli who ie ever practical recognizes the futility of prescribing 

17. Discourses. Bk. I, Ch. xvi, pp. 162 - J. 
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a single foriil of sts.ta ol'ganization. The political situation le a dynarnic 

one and "insti tutions and forms should be adapted to the subject." A con-

dition of gene~al corruption calls for the creative intervention of a single 

individual. But once the creative act :he.s been cODlIlleted the preservation 

of the state is more secure where the people have a share in the goverIlJJlent. 

"The people are visar and more constant tr~ princes. "18 

We have attempted to show that although l·1achlavelli's reputa.tion 

a.s an emplrlcal thinker i8 justified, it should not obscure the significance 

of t:le philosophical framework wl thin which his empirical enquiries take 

place. His thougl1t tended in the direction of the political philosophy of 

the ancients. He asserted that the state, as an ultimate value, vas the 

foundation of morality. He indicated that there could be no mor~l limitations 

on political activity which had as ite purpose the creation or preservation 

of the etate as such. Indeed, Buch actlvity, if it were trüly political, 

vould necesearily ~~e place in a moral vacuum. Politics, in ~o far as 

it bringe the effective state lnto being, ia prior to ethics. While ve 

must not underestima.te the importance of Machiavel li 1 s contribution to the 

methods of social enqulry, ~e should recognize that his enduring me::>. ningful-

ness stems from his normative assumptions. For tremendous strides have 

been made in the methods of empirical verification; and mod.ern psychology 

offers techniques of mase manipulation which st~~p most of Machiavelli's 

maxims as anachronistic. :Sut the problem of the moral sta.tua of the state 

remaine as alive today as it ever was. Cassirer claims that: 

"Machie.vellism 2howed its true face and its real danger 
when its principles were later applied to a larger scene 
and ta entirely new political conditions. In this sense 
we may say the.t the consequences of r.1p.chiavelli 1 s theory 

18. Discourses, Bk. I, Ch. lv!i, p. 260. 
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were not brought to 11ght unti1 our own age. row we 
can, as it were, study Machiave11ism in a magnifying 
glass. n19 

This study does not pretend to subrait nachlavel1i's ethical 

the ory to a detailed critical examination. Its main intention le to show 

that Hachiavelli had an ethlcal theory. r~any important prob1eme were 

necessarl1y omitted from our consideration. Before turning to Hume, 

however, we mil?;ht take up very briefly one point which was to'~ched upon before. 

r·1achiavelli is generally regarded as one of the founders of the 

It r ea.1istlc lt school of politica1 thought. Hie teaching ie based on a con-

ception of iluman nature which sees man as irrational, se1fish, and. driven 

only by neceasi ty. He denies the influence of transcenden tal nor1ùS on 

h1uruan behaviour. He seeks to account for social phenomena in empirical 

terme. Here he encounters the same kind of dilemma \'1hich confronta many 

of the "rea11stic fl thinkers who came after him. This is to exp1ain the 

transition of depraved man froID the elementa1 state of isolation into the 

etate of society. One may say that man la driven by necessity to join with 

others for mutua1 security. 3ut this can on1y account for an lmmediate 

necessi ty and implies a simple form of union. ~he bond \-lou1d be dieso1ved 

as soon as the necessity has passed. In the absence of a rational fore-

sight which cou1d influence the will there can be nei ther the obligation 

nor incentive to retain the forme which were hastily devised to meat a 

specifie situation. Hobbes tries to overcome this difficulty by postulating 

a social contract during a moment of universa1 1ight. This. of course, i! 

qui te unrealistic e.nd remains an insoluble contradiction in Hobbes' con-

19. E. Cassirer, Op. Cit., p. 141. 
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struction of the Leviathan. r·1achiavelli does not, perhaps, commit 80 large 

an error. but he ia no more euccessful in avolding the sa.me logical fallacy. 

~1achiavelli t S primitive or corrupt men are qui te consistent. They can only 

be driven to submit to social restraints by force, fraud or necessity. 

There is no momentary flash of insight durin~ which they commit thecselves 

20 
for all time. There ls no law of nature which wo~ld make such a commtt-

ment binding if it did take place. The only way they might be brought into 

a stable and enduring union would be through the creative intervention of 

\ a Legislator who possesses a tremendous concentration of virtu. Even after 

the creative act of the Legislator there is a constant tendency to destroy 

the bonds of the politlcal communltyand the process of disintegration sets 

in at once. The rate of disintegration Is a functlon of the original skill 

of the statefounder (vir~~) and a combination of unpredictable factors 

(fortuna). ]ut the question which we have already asked once before remains -
'\. 

w'hence arises the virtu of the legisle,tor? I·iachiavelli can accoun t for a 

stable poli tical community only by postulating the decisi ve role of a 

mystical individual. Mystical in the sense that he i8 able to transcend 

the human nature which he shares with all other men, or, in the sense 

that he 18 the unconecious agent of sorne mysterious historical neceBsity. 

This remains a major unresolved problem which affects the logical consis-

tency of t.lachiavelli t s poli tical theory. 

20. Sorne writers claim that there is a suggestion of a social contract 
theory at the beginning of the Discourses when Machiavelll speaks 
of early men uniting themselves for defence and c~oosing from amongst 
the~selves the most courageous "and placed him at their head, promieing 
to obey him". This eeeme to be rather flimsy evidence at cest and 
certainly doeB not take into account the all important question of 
wha,t gives their promises a binding character. 
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II 

"fre have already noted that the hierarchical system which had 

prevailed throughout the medieval period was being rapidly undermined during 

the fourteenth and flfteentll centuries. This was especially true in the 

political sphere. This system which emphasized the transcenè.ental norms 

of a universal religion had been quite effective in restraining the aroitrary 

exercise of power by those who administered the secular sphere. Machiavelli's 

response to the breakdown of these restraints was a positive one. He saw 

the saculer political etate as the source of the highest moral values, and 

he justifiecl. f1.ny exercise of poli tical power which contributed to the 

creation and preservation of an effective political cornmwlity. This view, 

however, was not shared by most of the significant political thinkers who 

came sfter hio. ~,1achiavelli' s hoped-for redeemer did not materialize. 

Western society seemed to ne drifting towards complete moral anarchy. 

These thinkers deeply distrusted the concentration of absolute power in the 

hands of a secular a.u'thority. They did nat ahare Nachiavelli' s fai th in a 

charismatic leader who could act for the common interest without any sense 

of moral restraint. It seemed to them that the secular rulere had to be 

brought back under the influence of absolute ethical principles. Eut it 

was not possible to return to the old dualism of church and state which bad 

been effective in t~€ past. In the first place, the church had declined 
, 

in power as an institution vis a vis the state, and was no longer able to 

exert a matôriel counter pressure ta the state's authority. In the second 

place, Christian theology had lost its universal quality under the impact 

of the reformatlon and the counter-reformation. What was needed wea a 

secular doctrine 1I.'hich could be acceptable to aU shades of religious 
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opinion a.nd belie!; one which would at the sarne time possess sufficient 

vi taU ty to resist thA daims of the secul~r Tu.lers ta unrestrtcted po\'!er 

and freedom of action. This need t\!9.S met by the revival a. ;:].~ restateraent 

of '"r.e St,oil~ düctrine of ratural la.w. Cassirer observes tbat the influence 

of Stoic tholl;~ht had in fact remained continuoue. It could be trf.ced in 

Roman jurisprudence as \"ell as in scr.olastic philosophy. But 

"The treJ:tendous pra.ctic:al significa.nce of thls great str€sm 
of thoug1:t did not B,ppea.r until the seventeenth anel eighteenth 
centuries. HencefoTward the the ory of the naturel rights of 
man was no longer an abstr6.ct ethical doctrine but one of the 
mainsprines of political action. n2l 

Essentially, this doctrir~e asserte tha.t there are aboolute 

standards of etllical be:r~viour \yhich are discovere.ble by tr.e pl'ocesees of 

hUL'lall reason. l t presupposes the ra tiona.l chare.cter cf man both in the sense 

of his abUi ty to gre.sp tb.ese principles and. in the sense that his reason 

can and does influence his wlll. It imp1ies the autonomy and self-depenÙE:llCe 

of ret).~on. Here l'ias a purely secular the ory wh1.cb could make Gro tius exclaim 

in the prolegomena to his De Jm'e Belli ne Pads: 

"What ~e have been saying would have a degree of validity 
even if we should concede that ~Yhich ce.nnot be conceded 
.... rithout the utmost wickedness, that there is no God~ or 
that the affairs of men are of no concern to RiUt." 2 

It le; readlly seen that the theory of Natural le . .", Involves a complete 

negation of r'fachiavelli' s conception of the nature of man B.nd of poli tics. 

It sets up transcendental ethicel norms; it assumes that man's actions are 

decisively influenced by reason; it implies that the political ephere ie 

subordinate to the Ilurely rational. In the ratioD8l1stic atmosphere of the 

21. E. Cassirer, O~. Cit., p. 168. 

22. H. Grotius, De Jure Belli ac Paci,?, (Oxford, 1925. Cfl.rllegie Endowment 
for Internatior~l Pcace), Translation, Vol. rI, Bk. i, p. 1). 
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seventeenth cent~ry the lows of nature provièed a series of neat axioms 

from "":lich it was possiOle to derive conclusions about specifie social and 

poli tical probleT'ls Dy a proeess of abstraet d.edueti ve reasouing. 

Hume attecked this concept of r~tural la"" vigorously. His 

a t tack, however, did no t briug hiLl around to 1.1achiavelli' s poei ti on on the 

question of poli tics and ethics. There ia too great a divergence in their 

respective views on the U8.ture of man to make such a rapprochement possible. 

Hume's rejection of the naturel-la"" doctrine follows from his philosophical 

scepticisme We have already sketched the main outlines of his epistemological 

posi tien. He argues tha t mora.l distinctions eannot be derived froIn reason 

since the function ot reason is limited to the "comparing of ideas and the 

inferring of matter of fact". The specifie eMre.cter of good and evil ean­

not be discovered in the logical relations which are within the scope of 

logice.l demonstration. Tt follows that even if we sBsUIDed the existence of 

8. priori more.l laws they could not be discovered by human reason and he~ce 

coulè impose no a priori obligation for moral behaviour. The second point 

that Hume develops proceeds from his definitio~ of reason as an inert 

principle. The purpose of morals ls to lnfluerce man's èehaviour. Reason 

ca.n only i!lform men about the rela.tions of ideas; i t cannot cause them to 

B.ct. ~1en' s wills are moved only by the .pascions, and reason ie always the 

"slave of the passions". This inlplies that even if ethical valuee could 

be reduced to demonstrable relations they would still not fulfil their 

neeesss.ry function of causing or obliging men to act morally. But if Hume 

rejects the ra.tionalistic ethics of the natural-law 8chool i t does not 

mean that he regards ethics as a subject which ie not fit for philosophical 

exe.mir.B.tion. It may not De possible to prove the existence of inne.te 
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que.li tiee of good and ev1l, but norme do exist as facts of e:q..erience. and 

RB such may be tnveatigated empirically. 

In an interesting easay introducing Hume's political theory 

Professor F. Watkins observes that Hume's attempt to derive the origin and 

development of norme empirically followed from his position as a clear-

thinking conservative. Hume recognized the transcenùent nature of the natural 

le.w theories current et tr...a.t time a.nd was well aware of their revolutiona.ry 

potentiality as absolute standards by which the existing etate of things 

could be zeriously atte.cked. 

"As a conservative he wanted to aho", that pure reason 
ie incapable of making normative demande on the world 
of historical experience • • • His sceptical attack on 
pure reason weB not a dental of the need for noni~tive 
judgments, but an ettempt to shiît the basis of norma­
tive judgment from the plane of pure reason to the plane 
of concrete historical experience.,,2) 

Professor Watkins suggests thet Hume attempted to create a "normative 

politicsl science". In order to justify his own norn~tive position he found 

it necessery to reconstruct the theory of natural le.w. For Hume va.s not 

merely interested in proving that social norma are imma.nent in history; 

he be1ieved tha. t the norms of his EnglarJ.d were uni versally valid. and worth 

preserving for a11 time. This involves Hume in a serious logical difficulty 

from vhich he ca.n extricl'I.te himaeI! only by making a number of assUlIiptions 

which he c6.nnot prove. 

There la an obvious inconsistency in the viey which holds tl1at 

there are uni versal1y valid norme wh.i1e holding & t the S8111e tin:e that these 

norms a.re the products of time and situation. On the one hand, a pure 

immanentist conception vould iJfrply a degree of ethical relativisme Social 

2). F. Wp-.tkins, Hume: Theory of Poli tics, (Edinburgh, 1950), Introduction, 
p. xiii. 
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values as the products of historical experience yould tend to vary as a 

resu1t of inevit~b1e differences in temporal and physi~l environment. On 

the other band, ~ consistent immanentiat the ory of mora1s must a110y for 

continuous deve10pment (not necessarily progressive) as no experience can 

ever be regarded as ultimate. Hume is prepared to accept a re1ativistic 

position vith respect to degrees of utillty. On this basis he exp1ains 

the different standards of behaviour expected trom men and women with 

rege.rd to chastity. He acknow1edges different leve1s of justice in the 

relations between states. He anunciatee the genera1 maxim that "the moral 

obligation ho1de proportion vith the ueefulness".24 But the criterion of 

usetalness Itse1f Hume considere to be woven into the fabric of human nature 

and therefore common to all mankind. 

"If we can depend upon any princip1e which wa 1earn from 
philosophy, thie, l think, May be considered as certain 
and undoubted, that there Is nothing, in iteelf, valuable 
or despieable, d.esirab1e or hateful, beautiful or deformed; 
but that these attributes arise from the particu1ar cons­
titution and fabric of human sentiment and affection. "25 

Hume can affirm the existence of univerea1 norms within the framework 

of hie immanentist conception because he assumes the basic uniformity of 

human nature in the firet place, and the general universality of human 

erperience in the second. The norms which he is prepared to designate as 

lawe of nature - the stabi1ity of possession, ite transference by consent, 

and the performance of promises - are universally va1id because he be1ieves 

that a11 men come to regard them as useful as a result of thelr own exper-

ienee. There may be many klnds of historieal experience, but the prob1em 

24. Enquiry, p. 206, (Hume's ltalics). 

25. Essaye, Vol. l, p. 216, (The Sceptic). 
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of uti1ity ie faced in al1 of them and is solved in a way that ie character-

26 ietie of man in genera1. Hume, unfortunately, did not have access to the 

present-day anthropologica1 and historica1 information which wou1d have 

cast serious doubts on his fundamental assumptions. His conclusion that 

universal norme can be discovered empirically, based as it is on unproved 

assumptions, stamps him as a natural-1av theorist; but a natural-lav theorist 

vith a difference. Professor Watkins points out that Hume differed from 

his predecessor. 

" •• ln Insisting that the lavs of nature, vhl1e natura! 
ln the sense of being implicit in the nature of man, are 
alBo artificial in the sense of being a product of social 
experience.-27 

Hume thus achieves the conservB.tive position of justifying the established 

order vithout recourse to norme whieh have an existence Independent of thi. 

order. 

The problem of the re1ationehip of pollties and ethies le parti-

cularly Interesting when ve dea1 vith an immanentist conception of ethics. 

Since the norms of ethica1 behavlour are se en as the produet of historieal 

experience and are recognized as such on1y after they have deve10ped empiri-

cally, the question that arises i8 - what le the functlon of poli tics in 

the historieal procese? We have seen that Maehiavel1i assigns a primary 

ro1e to po1itiee. Po1ities, as Machiavel1i sees it, bringe the politieal 

community into being and provides for its maintenance. Machiavel1i's man 

has absolute1y no natural capacity for virtuous action. He is compelled 

to submlt to the restraints of po11tica1 society by the necessity to keep 

26. "Thol the rules of justice be artificial, the y are not arbitraT,l. Nor 
i8 the expression improper to ca1l them Lays of Nature; If by natural 
ve understand Yhat is common to any species, or ev en if ye confine it 
to mean what 18 unseparable from the species." - Treatise, Vol. II, 
p. 258. (Humels italics). 

27. F. Watkins, Op. Cit., p. xiv. 
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himself aliTe and seeure in his possessions; and that only so long as the 

community is able to compel his obedience through its agencies of coercion. 

We have noted that Machiavelli regards law as a form of force. The only 

valid norms are those produced by a viable political community. Hume, however, 

has a much more optimistic view of the nature of man. Hume's man has a 

sense of vice and virtue which is a function of his make-up as a man. 

Although he prefers himself to all others he has natural propensities to 

other-regarding actions. He has a natural inclination to the limited society 

of the family. He is fitted to get along with soma of his fellow men, albeit 

to a limited extent, without the intervention of government. He discovere 

the benefite which eociety offers and this inclines him to enter into wider 

and more complex social relations. Hume stresses the fact that the discovery 

of social benefits is the product of experience rather than reflection. 

"But in order to form society, 'tie requisite not only that 
it be advantageous, ~t also that men be sensible of these 
advantagee; •••• " 

The chief advantage which society has to offer and the one which ie univer-

sally desired, ie. according to HUme, stability of possession. !wo factors, 

however, tend to frustrate the natural reallzation of thls good. They are 

the qualities of human nature whieh make men partial to themselves and to 

their near ones. and the natural scarcity of the external objects which men 

desire to possess. This, to use Hume's term, is an ineonvenience; an iD-

convenienee which proceeds 

"from the concurrence of certain gualiti~ of the human mind 
with the situation of external objects." 

28. Treatise. Vol. II. p. 259. 

29. Ibid •• Vol. II. p. 266. 
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Hume believes that inconveniences of this nature can be overcome by human 

conventions; the sense of justice which ie the basis of social stability 

is such a convention. It is here that Hume makes a vital distinction: 

" ••• those impressions, which give rise to the sense of 
justice, are not natural to the mind of man, but arise 
from artifice and human convention."30 

Humels distinction between the natural and artificial virtues 

provides a starting point for hie political theory. The natural vices and. 

virtues are implicit in the nature of man. The artificial virtues, while 

consistent vith natural human propeneities, are immanent in human experience. 

The sense of pleasure and pain which is at the root of our moral sentiments 

may be aroused in tvo ways. 

"Moral good and evil are certainly dietinguishld by our 
eentiments, not by reason: But these sentiments may 
arise either from the mere species or appearance of 
characters and passions, or from reflections on their 
tendency to the happiness of mankind, and of particular 
persons."3l 

Our sense of pain or pleasure may be aroused quite naturally b,y the direct 

experience or contemplation of something which frustrates or satiefies an 

immediate passion. But our ability to reflect on the long range tendencies 

to happiness is limlted by our natural inclination to prefer contiguous 

pleasures to remote ones - the violent passions to the calm ones. Hume 

commente rather sadly that "This great veakness is incurable in human nature".32 

In order to maximize our satisfactions the remote ls more significant than 

the contiguous. It thus becomes necessary to find some artifice whereby 

the calm passions May be made to prevail. Hume believes that this way vae 

30. Treatise, Vol. II, p. 268. 

31. Ibid., Vol. II, p. 347. (Hume'e Italics). 

32. Essays, Vol. l, p. 114. (of the Origin of Government). 
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discovered empirieally. Men learned by experience in their natural social 

rela tions the. t i t was to their mutual advantage to enjoy eeeuri ty in their 

li ves and property and they entered into a convention to make th1e seeuri ty 

possible. Hume empha.eizee that the convention ls not in the form of a 

promise since promises themselves arise from human conventions. 

"It is only a general sense of common interest; which sense 
all the members of the society express to one another, and 
which induces them to regulate their conduct by certain 
rules."33 

To achieve stability of possession in the face of "the selfishnes. and con-

fined generosity" of man it was necessary to provide checks on the violent 

passions. Hume is quick to point out: 

~or is such a restraint contrar,y to these passions; for if 
so, it cou'd never be enter'd into nor maintain'd; but it 
ie only contrary to their heedless and impetuous movement.,,34 

From this convention to abstaln from the possessions of others, and from 

the rules that neeessarily develop to enforce it, arises the idea of justice 

and injustice. The moral approbation that attaches to justice is derlved 

not from its Immediate manifestation which may well take the form of pro-

hibition or punishment, but from the sense of pleasure which ls aroused 

by our eympathy with Ite long run utility. 

"Thus self-interest ie the original motive to the establi.h­
ment of justice: but a sympathy vith public interest is the 
sonrce of the moral approbati~A, which attends that virtue. n35 

Tvo key ideas may be gleaned from this very brief summary of Hume's theory 

of the origin of justice. The firet is, that the normative conception of 

justice as a virtue is immanent in the social procese. The second is, that 

33. Treatise, Vol. lIt p. 263. 

34. Ibid., Vol. II, p. 262. 

35. Ibid., Vol. II, p. 271. 
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as the idea of justice emerges there arises also the technical problem 

of making it effective in practice. For the convention does not abrogate 

the ineurable weakness of human nature. The opening paragraph of Hume's 

essay Of the Origin of Government establishes the relationship of poli tics 

and justice within the historical proeess. 

"Man, born in a family, is compelled to maintain society 
trom necessity, froD natural inclination, and from habit. 
The same creature, in his farther progress, is engaged to 
establish political society in order to administer justice; 
vithout which there can be no peaee among them, •••• We 
are, therefore. to look upon all the vast apparatus of ~r 
government as having ultimately no other object or purpose 
but the distribution of justice~ or, in other words, the 
support of the twelve judges.13o 

Hume considers the function of political society to be primarily 

utilltarian. In its Ideal sense poli tics helps to bring about the conditions 

for the speedy realization of justice. As a utility which pleases it possesses 

a definite moral value. But it does not possess that ultimate value which 

Machiavelli gives it. Machiavelli places poli tics and the state in juxta-

position to the na~ral inclinations of men. Without the compulsion of 

law or of direet coercion when law breaks down there can be no security. 

The people do not possess any original virtue. They may only derive it trom 

the politically creative activity of the charismatic leader. This is not 

the case with Hume's man who has an original capacity for virtue. To be 

sure, there is a conflict of passions which tends to inhibit his moral 

development. But Hume believes that given enough time there would be a 

natural progres8 of the sentiments towards the idea of justice. The value 

of polities is not absolute. The politieal proeess performs an auxiliary 

funetion. It may "assist nature in the produeing of those sentiments, whieh 

36. E,sa~., Vol. I. p,.113 - 4. 
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.he suggests to us". 37 Hume definea the limite of politlc8 when he a8Berts: 

"The utmoet pollticians can perform, iB, to ex tend the 
natural sentiments beyond their original bonnde; but 
still nature must furnish the materi~ls, and give us 
some notion of moral distinctionso"3 

Pol1t1cs as an agent in the process of the reallzation of virtue 

possesses very great value, but 1t cannot claim prior1ty to the sense of 

justice. Machiavelli may defend the moral autonomy of politicB by supposing 

that the situation in which the statefounder begins his creative work Is 

completely devoid of morality. In the one instance where Machiavelli 

suggests an immanent view of the origin of justice it. development takes 

place within the framework of an estab1ished political community. Hume, 

however, makes it clear that the sense of justice, evolving out of the con-

vention to bestow stability of possession, arises before the artifices of 

politicians help to bring about its practical realization. But this does 

not mean that poli tics ie subordinate to the "lavs of nature" which give 

rise to the sense of justice. When he discusses the problem of allegiance 

Hume recognizes that sorne people might reason that the three fundamental 

laws of nature which are the outcome of the original convention are 

"antecedent to government, and are suppos'd to impose an 
obligation bafore the dut y of alleglance ta civil magis­
trate. has once been thought of. n39 

Such a view would seriously undermlne his conservative position. It impllea 

a source of allegiance higher than that of the etate; one that might, under 

given circumstances, release man from his obligations to the "magistracy". 

Hume firet stresses that although he calls these fundamental conventions 

37. Treatlse, Vol. II, p. 271. 

38. Ibid., Vol. II, p. 272. 

Vol. II, p. 306. 
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laws of nature, he does not conceive them in the sarne way as do the natural-

law philosophers. These lawe arise in history by human convention; and 

the "more plainly artifieial" duties of civil justice arise in a similar 

manner. Onee this is realized, 

"ve snall quickly perceive, how fruitless it is to resolve 
the one into the other, and seek in the lave of nature, a 
stronger foundati0Rofor our duties than interest, and human 
convention; ••• " 

Hume maintains that moral obligation is a funetion of the maximization of 

pleasure. Both natural and civil justice are 

"eontriv'd to remedy like Ineonveniences, and acquire their 
moral sanetion in the 4fŒe manner, from their remedying 
those inconveniences." 

The sense of natural justice may be prior in time to the political pro cesses 

which make civil justiee effective, but both derive their value in terms 

of the same utilitarian criterion. 

We return to the general problem of politlcs and ethics. It 

ls evident that Hume does not isolate the political realm from the ethical. 

His main interest ia dlrected at the central questions of a normative 

political philosophy. His concern ie vith the ends of the political proees8 

(government) and with the moral basis of political obligation. Although 

his epistemological reasoning informs him that It ls impossible to discover 

the intrinsic nature of good and evil, he holds that it is possible to study 

norms as emplrical facts and to trace their occurrence and grovth to universal 

elements of human nature. Politics represents an Integral part of the social 

40. Treatise. Vol. II. p. 307. 

41. Ibid., Vol. II, p. 308. 
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proces8 within whieh the ethical norme are immanent. The politlcal etate, 

to borrow a phrase from Croce, ie a seriee of useful actions. And in Hume'e 

phl1osophical scheme, the useful ie continually being transformed Into the 

ethical. Poli tica1 obligation 1a a function of the usefulness of the poli-

tics1 society in serving the common interest. Hume finds that he muet draw 

the obvious logica1 conclusion. 

"As interest, therefore, is the Immediate sanction of 
government, the one can have no longer being than the 
other; and whenever the civil magistrate carries his 
oppression 80 far as to render his authority perfectly 
intolerab1e, we are no longer bound to submit tB it. 
The cause ceases; the effect must cease also." 2 

But Huma's deep conservative instinct raba1s against the revolutionary 

implications of this deduction. He goes on to say that it might be justi­

fiable "both in sound poli tics and mora1ity" to resist the constituted 

supreme civil authority under certain conditions. But 

Rit is certain that in the ordinary couree of human 
affairs nothing can be more pernicioue and crimina1; 
and that besides the convulsions, which a1w&ys attend 
revo1utions, such practice tende direct1y to the sub­
version of a11 government, and the caueing an universa1 
anarchy and confusion among IIanldnd. "43 

In order to bo1eter hie opposition to the idea of juetified resistance to 

estab1ished po1itical authority, Hume seeks additiona1 sources of politica1 

obligation and finde theee, too, in human nature and experience. He turne 

to the ro1e of cuetom and habit in human behaviour and ressons that whi1e 

interest remains the original "instinct" for the formation of politica1 

society, allegiance to partlcu1ar government is founded on custom. Time 

and habitual obedience are a180 valid grounds for politica1 obligation. 

42. Treatiee, Vol. II, p. 314. 

43. Ibid., Vol. II, p. 317. 
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Rume invokes empirical evidence to give more weight to his argument. 

"ITis certain, that if ve remount to the first origin 
of every nation, ve shall find, that there scarce is 
any race of kings, or form of a commonwealth, that is not 
primarily founded on usurpation and rebellion, and whose 
title is not at first worse than doubtful and uncertaln. 
Time alone giveB solidity to their right; and operating 
graduallyon the minde of men, reconciles them to~ny 
authority, and makes it Beem juet and reasonable. 

It ie a short step from here to Humels conception of the function 

of political science. The study of political institutions and of their 

development as the result of psychological and historical factors is not 

an end in itself. Hume is concerned vith the moral consequences of the 

political phenomene which he examines. Like Machiavelli he vants to learn 

vhat experience can teach about the political means of attaining the good. 

Although he believes that ethical norms are immanent in history he does 

not assume that they unfold in an Inevitable progressive pattern. The 

politica1 sclentist May make a positive contribution to moral development 

with his knowledge of the possible consequences of specific institutional 

forms and particular courses of action. That certain consequences proceed 

logically from specific forms of government is the basis of Hume's con-

tention "That Poli tics may be reduced to a Science". 

"So great ie the force of lavs, and of particular forms of 
government, and so little dependence have they on the 
humours and tempera of men, that consequences almost as 
general and certain May sometimes be deduced frpm them, as 
any which the mathematical sciences afford us.·~5 

Hume, however, was unable to escape his own conservative bias. As so 

often happens when one approaches the study of empirical data with strong 

normative presuppositions, there is a tendency to select and Interpret the 

44. Treatiee, Vol. II, p. )19-

45. Essaye, Vol. l, p. 99. 
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data so that they confirm thesa presuppositions. This is especially true 

vhen dealing vith social facts vhich are so numerous and BO complexe 

Professor Watkins suggestB that Hume actually believed that it vas possible 

to create a normative political science. He regarded political science aB 

a means of discovering and justify1ng the norms that vere immanent in the 

historical process. But as M. R. Cohen points out 

". • • aIl attempts to derive ethical values from history 
really assume the very values to be derived."46. 

For one must either say that aIl historical facts are valuable, or, one 

must justify the selection of less than all the facts in terms of some 

normative principle. This principle can never be more than a presupposition. 

Humels assumptions were rather narrowly based. The laws of nature which 

he purported to discover in history vere in fact the norms of the propertied 

classes of eighteenth-century England. To justify these "emplrlcally" he 

had to construet a hedonlstie theory of morals grounded on the prinelples 

of assoclationist psychology, and, by assuming that stability of possession 

18 universally desired, he inferred the "emplrical" orlgin of justice and 

property as norms. 

46. M. R. Cohen, Reason and Nature, (New York, 1931), p. 378. 



Conclusion 

It has already been indicated at several points that this paper 

is not intended as a thorough study of Machiavellils and Humels political 

the ory. Nor is it, in the full sense of the word, a comparative study of 

common elements in their approach to political problems. It deals primar­

ily vith certain common aspects of their work which have a bearing on 

some of the most important questions facing modern political thought. 

The problem of a scientific methodology in the field of 80cial 

enquiry is as yet far from being solved. The inverse deductive method 

which vas understood and applied by Machiavelli and Hume is still generally 

valide To be sure, tremendous advancee have been made in the collection 

and classification of empirical social data. But the task of interpreting 

and generalizing from the myriad of facts presents a major difficulty. 

Spurred on by the great sucees. of the physical sciences. many modern 

social scientists have attempted to give meaning to their empirical data 

by the uee of intricate techniques of statistical and other kinds of 

quantitative analysie. But it seems that these methode are inadequate 

to describe phenomena which are not really quantifiable. StatieticB May 

tell us something about overt political behaviour, but it can tell us 

very little about the motivation for such behaviour. The eame overt 

response to a given political stimulus may be due to as many dlfferent 

motives as there are people making the response. Interview and questionnaire 

procedures which try to probe more deeply into the question of motivation 

do not elude the problem of interpretation. For both questions and 

answers are necessarily in the form of words and sentences which must be 

interpreted and are therefore subject to the usnal semantlc difficultie •• 
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We may vell question the validity of the empirical generalizations of 

Machiavelli and Hume; but we can only do so vith a sense of our ovn 

limitations when ve realize that modern political science has not yet found 

the vay of draving certain conclusions from complex empirieal data. 

We have seen that Machiavelli's and Hume's Interpretations of 

social and historical facts vas conditioned by their conceptions of the 

nature of man. It is an assential aspect of the inverse deductive method 

that empirical generalizations should accord vith knovn principles of human 

nature. Machiavelli and Hume reached some radically different conclusions 

from their empirical researches because of the basic differences in their 

psychological theories. Modern psychology, despite ite great achievements, 

has not as yet produced a universally acceptable hypothesis about the basic 

nature of man. Social scientists tend to interpret their data and to 

justify their conclusions in terme of a psychological hypothesis which can 

only be one of several put forward. It is to the credit of Machiavelli 

and Hume that they recognized the importance of harmonizing their political 

theories vith the f8.Cts of human œture as they saw them. The need for an 

adequate psychological theory to account for political phenomena and as a 

baeis for a philo8ophy of poli tics ie generally recognized . today. 

The relationship to modern political thought of the question 

of poli tics and ethics as treated by Machiavelli and Hume te rather more 

obscure. There i8 a strong movement in modern political theory towards 

an extreme positivist position. This viewpoint insists that the political 

thinker qua Bcientist must put all questions of valuation aside and concern 

himself 80lely with the description and analysie of that aspect of behaviour 

which ve designa.te as poli tical. All questions of ethics and a11 normative 

judgmente are thought to be ma.tters for philosophieal speculation and beyond 
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the scope of a genuine politica1 science. Politics as an empirical realm 

i8. considered to be completely distinct from ethicB which belongs to the 

normative realm. We expressed some doubts about the validity of this 

position in our firet chapter and it is not our present purpose to discuss 

this problem in greater detail. It seemed, however, that Machiavelli and , 

Hume offered an Interesting object lesson that might be taken into account 

by the modern positivists, and this prompted the writing of a chapter on 

poli tics and ethics. Machiavell! ls frequently described by members of 

the positivist school as a worthy example of an objective empirical thinker. 

1 Professors Lasswell and Kaplan, in a recent study, have attempted to make 

a quantitative analysie of the ratio of normative to empirical thought in 

the writings of some outstanding political thinkers. Their researches 

thus yield a ratio of 25 to 75 in Aristotle's Politice; 45 to 55 in 

Rousseau'. Social Contract; 20 to 80 in Laski's Grammar of Politics; and 

o to 100 in Machiavelli'e Prince. We believe, however, that it has been 

shown that t~chiavelll'e thought ls not pure1y emplrica1. It vas set in 

a definite normative fremework which makes it meaningful and worthy of 

being reckoned vith in our modern situation. In Hume's case we have the 

first thinker to make the epistemologieal distinction between normative 

judgments and judgments of fact. In this regard he may be thought of as 

the father of positivisme Yet, ve have seen that Hume did not try to avoid 

the normative ephere in hie empirical investiga.tions. While he argued 

that the intrineic value of a norm may naver be known, it was still possible 

to determine and understand norms as tacts of experience. The central 

1. H. D. Lasswell and A. Kaplan, Pover and Society; A FramewoEk for 
Political Inguiry, (New Haven, 1950), p. llSn. 
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purpose of the Treati,e wa, to 'Introduce the Experimental Method of 

Reasoning into Moral Subjects". Machiavelli and Hume did not isolate 

their empirical etudiee from all normative considerations; and the close 

connection between poli tics and ethics which is evident in their writing 

follows rea.dily from their approach. To be sure, their own normative 

aseumptions tended to influence the selection and Interpretation of their 

empirical facts. This would seem to justify the positivist contention that 

a nOrmB.tive position seriouely inhibite scientific objectivity. But a 

subjective bias of some sort is Inevitable in an individual who existe in 

a complex social situation. Where the empirical material ie massive and 

complex and not reducible to meaningful quantitative relations the investi­

gator must necesearily select and interpret facts in terms of sorne conscious 

or unconscious conceptual framework. To the extent that he muet do thi. 

hie normative presuppositions play an important influencing role. The pure 

positivist position, which must assume that all empirical facts are of 

equal value, breaks down in the face of a situation where selection must 

inevitably take place. John Dewey points out that there must be an hypo­

thesis which limite the empirical research to the relevant facts in all 

fields of enqulry. The hypothesis must have some relevance to an "exis­

tential problematic situation". Where this is a social situation it is 

impossible to avoid normative presuppositions in defining the ends which 

the enquiry aims to schieve. The important prerequisite, however, is that 

the end in view be regarded not as a dogme which May not be questioned, but 

as an hypothesie which ie subject to rigorous empirical and logical criticism. 

The modern significance of Machiavelli and Hume ie not founded on the ratio 

of value judgments to value-free observations in their work. It ie derived 

from their attempt to discover empirical and psychological evidence in suppott 

of their normative hypothesis that politics !ulfils a positive ethical function. 
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