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Abstract 

 

Machiavelli’s Military Virtue:  

Lessons from a 16th Century Political Theorist 

 

John Curtis Stanley, M. A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2018 

 

Supervisor:  Maurizio Viroli 

 

In recent years, civil-military relations experts have identified growing strains on 

civil-military relations within the United States. They view as problematic the growing 

cultural divide between the public and a professional military, the politicization of the 

military as an institution, and the rise of celebrity generals that play an increasingly 

political role, particularly in terms of deference to them on matters of strategy by elected 

officials. These problems are strikingly similar to the problems faced by Niccolò 

Machiavelli in 16th Century Italy. Naturally there are some differences; however, 

Machiavelli addresses the same fundamental issues of civilian control and civil-military 

relations that we face in America today. His primary works, The Prince, The Discourses 

on Livy, and especially the Art of War, all provide unique insight into modern problems 

of civil-military relations and the necessity of having a military dedicated to the common 

good. The importance and benefit of Machiavelli for us is his unique blending of 

antiquity and modernity. He fully appreciates the need for discipline within the military, 

but he never overlooks the fundamental need for virtú. In fact, one of his overarching 

goals in the Art of War is to instill “some form of past virtue” in the military. Therefore, 

in this thesis I seek to distill Machiavelli’s conception of military virtue, in terms of 

military excellence, and to understand its application to modern day civil-military 

relations through a close textual reading of Machiavelli’s primary works. In an age of 

professionalism, Machiavelli reminds us that it is not enough to solely exert civilian 

control; ultimately the military must be imbued with a sense of civic virtue that motivates 

and internally constrains its members. By dissecting Machiavelli’s framework for 

harmonious civil-military relations, we can see that Machiavelli still has much to offer us 

that is directly applicable in the 21st century. 
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Introduction 

“If they want to live securely, kings must therefore have their infantries composed of men 

who, when it is time to make war, go willingly because of their love, and then when 

peace comes return home more willingly.” 

- Niccolò Machiavelli1 

 

On November 18th, 2017, U.S. Air Force General Hyten told an audience at the 

Halifax International Security Forum in Novia Scotia, Canada, and thereby the entire 

world, that he would resist illegal orders from President Trump to launch nuclear 

weapons.2 Generally, disobeying unlawful orders is not particularly salacious.3 However, 

what makes this story particularly interesting is that Gen Hyten is the commander of U.S. 

Strategic Command and oversees the entire U.S. nuclear arsenal. Moreover, Gen Hyten’s 

statements in that interview have to be understood within the context of President 

Trump’s maiden address to the U.N. General Assembly, where he warned that if America 

is “forced to defend itself or its allies, we will have no choice but to totally destroy North 

Korea,”4 as well as his earlier statements that threatened North Korea with “fire and 

fury.”5 Given the apprehension that some people felt because of these comments, they 

                                                 
1 Niccolò Machiavelli, Art of War, trans. Christopher Lynch, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 

18. 
2 Reuters Staff, “U.S. nuclear general says would resist ‘illegal’ Trump strike order,” Reuters, November 

18, 2017, accessed December 9, 2017,  https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-nuclear-commander/u-s-

nuclear-general-says-would-resist-illegal-trump-strike-order-idUSKBN1DI0QV. 
3 The case United States v. Keenan reaffirmed that American military officers will be held accountable for 

following illegal orders. The Uniform Code of Military Justice only mandates that the military follow 

lawful orders; simply following orders is not a valid defense for criminal actions. See United States v. 

Keenan, 39 C.M.R 108, 110 (1969) and Article 90 and 92 of the Uniformed Code of Military Justice, 

http://www.ucmj.us. 
4 David Nakamura and Anne Gearan, “In U.N. speech, Trump threatens to ‘totally destroy North Korea’ 

and calls Kim Jong Un ‘Rocket Man,’ Washington Post, September 19, 2017, accessed October 4, 2017, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-politics/wp/2017/09/19/in-u-n-speech-trump-warns-that-the-

world-faces-great-peril-from-rogue-regimes-in-north-korea-iran/?utm_term=.ff93d326c6da. 
5 Associated Press, “Trump: NKorea Will Be Met with ‘Fire and Fury,’” (video of press conference), 

August 8, 2017, accessed December 9, 2017,  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8p1JIgTuKQk. 
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found Gen Hyten’s comments to be comforting. Of course, Gen Hyten downplayed the 

significance of his comments. For him, the process obeying or disobeying orders from the 

President of the United States is relatively straightforward. The Law of Armed Conflict 

outlines what would and would not be considered an unlawful order, and if he was given 

a questionable order, Gen Hyten said he would engage with the president about what a 

lawful order would be.  

However, this incident hints at two deeper issues within the current state of 

American civil-military relations. On the one hand, as media coverage highlighted, many 

people were relieved to know that military officers are not merely pawns of the executive 

branch. Rather, their loyalty is to the Constitution and the defense of America. However, 

although that is comforting to some given the current administration, it is also 

disconcerting to others that a top military leader is publicly commenting on the 

hierarchical relationship between the executive and the military. Moreover, while the 

Law of Armed Conflict does outline legal and illegal orders, there is always a tension 

when the military ultimately decides whether to obey an order or not, especially if there is 

some ambiguity in the situation and time is of the essence. While military officers do take 

an oath to protect and defend the Constitution of the United States, against all enemies, 

foreign and domestic, and not to the President of the United States,6 there can be deeply 

problematic tensions if their interpretations of how to best protect America do not line up 

with the president’s views on the matter.  

This was the issue that was beginning to emerge during the previous 

administration, when there was a fundamental disagreement between President Obama 

and top military leaders about strategy in the Middle East, and more generally, funding 

                                                 
6 For the oath of office that military officers take, see 5 U.S. Code 3331 – Oath of Office, 

https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/granule/USCODE-2011-title5/USCODE-2011-title5-partIII-subpartB-chap33-

subchapII-sec3331/content-detail.html. 
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for the military.7 Therefore, while Gen Hyten’s speech was comforting to some given the 

current administration, similar speeches by other top generals during the Obama 

administration left civil-military relations experts worried. Ultimately in America, since 

the military is not simply a pawn of the executive branch, there is, and always has been, a 

tenuous balance between ensuring that the military places its responsibilities to the 

country above its obligations to the president and ensuring that the military does not 

overstep its bounds in fulfilling its duties to the country.  

Of course, America has been fortunate enough to have not experienced significant 

civil-military crises. They have been strained at times, most prominently during the 

Korean War when President Truman relieved General MacArthur of command for 

publicly expressing his disagreement with the president on strategy.8 In general though, 

American civil-military relations have been relatively stable. However, in recent years, 

civil-military experts have identified growing strains on civil-military relations in 

America. While we have not reached a crisis point, nor will we potentially in the near 

future, there have been worrisome trends that some believe can lead to future problems. 

Once again, although the military may be seen as a stabilizing and mitigating institution 

in the current American political climate, there is a need to think long-term. Especially 

when the pushback of top military generals against the Obama administration and the 

politicization of the military as an institution more generally is considered, a certain 

caution should be attached to any precedents that are set today.  

Given these growing strains, which are fleshed out in more detail in Chapter II, 

there is a need to mitigate them before they can turn into larger problems, as many civil-

                                                 
7 For an account of the tensions between the military and the Obama administration, see Bob Woodward, 

Obama’s Wars (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2010).  
8 For more on the near crisis of civil-military relations, see H.W. Brands, The General vs. the President: 

MacArthur and Truman at the Brink of Nuclear War, (New York: Anchor Books, 2016).  



 

 4 

military relations experts have emphasized. It should be noted, that although America’s 

professional military force is vastly different from militaries of old, these tensions are not 

new or even unique to America. Therefore, we can benefit from understanding the 

historical problems of civil-military relations in order to better inform our ability to help 

mitigate current and future problems. Although history does not provide a formula to 

solve current problems, it does help us avoid repeating the same mistakes. Technology, 

culture, and tactics may change, but the fundamental problems of civil-military relations 

do not. Therefore, to this end, I believe that there is much to be gained from 

understanding how past political thinkers have dealt with the problems of civil-military 

relations. Specifically, I believe that Niccolò Machiavelli’s political thought on civil-

military relations has much to offer us in the 21st century. 

Ultimately, my goal is to show that Machiavelli grasped the complicated nature of 

civil-military relations with its inherent tensions better than most political thinkers. This 

is because he blended the most important considerations about civil-military relations 

from both classical and modern political thought. He sought to understand the root causes 

of disharmonious civil-military relations and to find practical solutions to those problems. 

Machiavelli was not concerned with theory for its own sake; instead he was concerned 

with the effectual truth of the matter so harmonious civil-military relations could be 

established in Florence. As Maurizio Viroli tells us, “Machiavelli wrote to motivate 

action, not to gain the approbation of the learned community.”9 Machiavelli was not 

concerned with idealized civil-military relations as much as he was with understanding 

how the historical problems of civil-military relations could be mitigated in practice. 

Therefore, my goal for this thesis is to outline Machiavelli’s framework for civil-military 

                                                 
9 Maurizio Viroli, Redeeming the Prince: The Meaning of Machiavelli’s Masterpiece, (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2014), 140.  
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relations and to show how it can be applied it to the problems facing modern American 

civil-military relations.  

I will do this by drawing across the entirety of Machiavelli’s works, for that is the 

only way to truly understand his political thought. Simply focusing on individual works 

fails to capture the nuances of Machiavelli’s thoughts on civil-military relations. In 

particular, I will show that the foundation of Machiavelli’s framework for civil-military 

relations is military discipline and virtú. Military discipline is manifested by the 

obedience of the military to its rulers and virtú is manifested by a civic virtue that places 

the common good of the state over the private good of the individual. Ultimately, the 

importance of Machiavelli’s political thought in the age of modern professional armies is 

that although Machiavelli believes that military discipline is crucial, he also appreciates 

the need for virtú in the sense of a civic virtue that internally constrains and motivates 

soldiers to protect and defend their homelands.  

By emphasizing this aspect of his thought, I intend to show that a revival of this 

type of virtú can help ease the tensions in civil-military relations that face America. An 

excessive reliance on professionalism, that is, a reliance purely on civilian control and a 

professional military, fails to address the problems that Machiavelli witnessed first-hand 

and sought to solve. Machiavelli understands the limitations of virtue ethics, but he also 

appreciates the limitations of external methods of constraint on excellent captains. There 

must be an internally regulating component of the military that is devoted to the greater 

good of the country, as Machiavelli shows throughout his political thought. By 

themselves, each has their own limitations, but together, military discipline and civic 

virtue can lead to harmonious civil-military relations. Ultimately, I intend to show that 

Machiavelli deserves a place in the modern civil-military relations literature and has 

much practical wisdom to offer.  
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Chapter I: An Unusual Choice 

Of course, Niccolò Machiavelli is an unusual choice from which to draw 

inspiration and wisdom to help solve modern problems of civil-military relations.10 In 

fact, some of his writings suggest that he is not opposed to excellent captains usurping 

civilian leaders, especially when civilian leaders fail to fulfill their responsibilities. Some 

might even take his discussion of Agathocles the Sicilian and Liverotto da Fermo in 

Chapter VIII of The Prince to be Machiavelli implicitly condoning such actions as a 

means of acquiring empire, if not glory.11 Considering that The Prince is his most 

commonly read work and that such salacious examples, which can easily be removed 

from the larger context of Machiavelli’s corpus, are liberally sprinkled throughout The 

Prince, it is not surprising that Machiavelli has become quite possibly the most 

misunderstood political thinker in the Western canon. 

This has led, unfortunately, to his name becoming synonymous with calculating 

and cunning behavior that doesn’t care about the means or the costs, just with achieving 

the ends, and not necessarily good ends at that. For centuries Machiavelli has been 

excoriated by the majority of people, even ones that have not actually read his works. His 

very name has become a pejorative adjective. As Quentin Skinner pithily remarks, 

“Machiavelli died almost 500 years ago, but his name lives on as a byword for cunning, 

duplicity, and the exercise of bad faith in political affairs.”12 To be called 

                                                 
10 Although some scholars have addressed aspects of Machiavelli’s military writings, the topic of civil-

military relations has not been covered in great depth. For more on Machiavelli’s military writings, see  

Christopher Lynch, “War and Foreign Affairs in Machiavelli’s Florentine Histories,” The Review of 

Politics 74 no. 1, (Winter 2012), 1-26; Harvey Mansfield, Machiavelli’s Virtue, (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1996), 191-218, and Christopher Lynch’s Introduction to Machiavelli’s Art of War, 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003). 
11 Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. Harvey Mansfield, 2nd ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago 

Press, 1998), Ch VIII.  
12 Quentin Skinner, Machiavelli: A Very Short Introduction, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 1.  
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“Machiavellian,” is not a complement in most circles.13 For many, Machiavelli is 

Realpolitik at its harshest. In fact, many point to The Prince as the foundational text that 

issued in a new era of political theory and ultimately Realpolitik,14 which is why “the 

majority of scholars have damned Machiavelli’s The Prince as the work of a teacher of 

evil,” as Maurizio Viroli points out.15 If we only consider individual examples taken from 

a single work, Machiavelli clearly is an unusual choice and would not be a suitable author 

from which to draw insight from, especially not about how to solve civil-military 

tensions. 

Nonetheless, it is a mistake to focus solely on specific examples; rather, these 

examples must be put within the context of the larger corpus of Machiavelli’s writings. 

The Prince is simply one component. And even within The Prince, what Machiavelli is 

truly advocating for is often not fully grasped. Although he appreciates and advocates for 

the necessity of separating ethics from politics at times, The Prince is not simply a job 

application or a manual for power politics. Rather, The Prince is one piece of the puzzle 

of Machiavelli’s larger agenda. And to understand the puzzle and the thrust of 

Machiavelli’s entire corpus, it is necessary to understand his dream for Italy.   

MACHIAVELLI’S DREAM 

Machiavelli’s fundamental goal was the redemption of Italy. In essence, 

Machiavelli was attempting to save Italy by providing the proper political guidance that 

would allow Italy to be well-ordered. What he hoped to achieve was the eventual 

                                                 
13 A prominent example of this was Henry Kissinger’s 1972 interview in The New Republic, in which he 

vehemently denied being influenced by Machiavelli.  
14 See, e.g., Ernst Cassirer, The Myth of the State, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1946), 129-62; Leo 

Strauss, Thoughts on Machiavelli (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1958), 85-86; and Benedetto Croce, 

Politics and Morals, trans. Salvatore Castiglione (New York: Philosophical Library, 1945), 58-66.  
15 Maurizio Viroli, Redeeming the Prince, 1.  
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liberation of Italy from barbarians. It must be understood that Machiavelli’s Italy was a 

war-torn, fractured collection of provinces and city-states, all at the mercy of powerful 

foreign enemies. The constant infighting and subterfuge between Italian states ensured 

their perpetual weakness. As Machiavelli disdainfully points out in The Prince, Charles, 

the French king, “was allowed to seize Italy with chalk.”16  The chalk is in reference to 

the fact that the French invasion was not even resisted by Italians, hence the French 

simply used chalk to mark the houses that would accommodate French soldiers as they 

marched unimpeded through Italy. The Italian states became nothing more than pawns in 

a geopolitical game between French and Spanish rulers. As Felix Gilbert notes, “The 

weakness of Florence in relation to other powers was a basic assumption from which all 

discussions on the problems of foreign policy started.”17 This is the context that 

Machiavelli was in, both as an active political participant and as a political commentator.  

To understand his political thought though, we must understand the man and what 

led him to believe and write the things he did. It should be remembered that Machiavelli 

was engaged in the active political life long before he composed his major works. He 

lived and breathed politics. It was only after the fall of the Florentine republic in 1512 

when the Medici returned to power that Machiavelli was exiled from politics. And he 

desperately tried to return to politics through petitioning friends in power and even 

writing The Prince as a way of demonstrating his political prowess in the hopes of 

attaining a job within the Medici government. Ultimately, however, he was unsuccessful. 

Quentin Skinner tells us that the failure of The Prince to garner a return to politics caused 

a profound change in Machiavelli; Skinner writes, “Abandoning any further hopes of a 

                                                 
16 Machiavelli, The Prince, Ch XII. 
17 Felix Gilbert, “Florentine Political Assumptions in the Age of Savonarola and Soderini,” Journal of the 

Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 20, no. 3/4 (Jul – Dec 1957): 198, accessed December 12, 2017,  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/750781. 
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diplomatic career, he began to see himself increasingly as a man of letters.”18 Rather than 

being able to affect the change he wanted through politics, Machiavelli would have to 

rely on his literary abilities to inspire a redeemer to save Italy. Unlike some authors, 

Machiavelli was not simply writing political theory divorced from reality; he was trying 

to spur action through his writing since he was no longer engaged in politics.  

Naturally such a patriotic reading of Machiavelli is not common and will be 

rejected by some. However, such readings of Machiavelli unfortunately fail to understand 

the entirety of his life. Maurizio Viroli concludes in his analysis of The Prince that, 

“Machiavelli’s life proves that love of country was one of his deepest and lasting 

passions.”19 This is a point that should not be overlooked, because it is the foundation of 

Machiavelli’s political thought. Even after being tortured and exiled from politics, 

Machiavelli wrote in a letter to his friend, Francesco Vettori, “I love my native city more 

than my soul.”20 By reading both Machiavelli’s major works and his personal letters, we 

can gain insight into the type of person that he was. Therefore, although he emphasized 

political expediency at times, it was only because Machiavelli deeply cared about Italy. 

Machiavelli advocates for extreme measure, not for their own sakes, but because 

politically expedient actions were necessary for the redemption of Italy, no matter how 

harsh.  

It is only from this foundation that we can understand Machiavelli’s political 

thought. This is the impetus behind his Exhortation in Chapter XXVI of The Prince and 

what links all his works. When we look at Machiavelli’s life, we see that the Exhortation 

was more than a just simple addendum and that Machiavelli had a much larger goal than 

                                                 
18 Quentin Skinner, Machiavelli: A Very Short Introduction, 55. 
19 Maurizio Viroli, Redeeming the Prince, 58. 
20 Niccolò Machiavelli, “Letter to Francesco Vettori, in Florence: 16 April 1527” in Machiavelli: The Chief 

Works and Others, trans. Allan Gilbert (Durham: Duke University Press, 1989), 1010. 
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just advocating power politics. This theme of Italian redemption is treated at greater 

length in works such as Viroli’s Redeeming the Prince and Niccolò’s Smile, Quentin 

Skinner’s Machiavelli: A Very Short Introduction, and J.G.A Pocock’s The 

Machiavellian Moment. However, the point here is that if we want to understand 

Machiavelli’s political thought in general, and his political thought in terms of civil-

military relations specifically, we have to understand who he was and what he was trying 

to achieve through his actions and words. And once we can understand this, it will 

become clear why Machiavelli has a place in modern civil-military relations literature. 

GOOD ARMS: THE FOUNDATION OF STATES 

Ultimately then, for his dream of a united Italy to be achieved, it was necessary 

for Italy to have a good military. This is because, for Machiavelli, good arms are the 

unequivocal foundation of all states. Machiavelli writes in The Prince, “The principal 

foundations that all states have, new ones as well as old or mixed, are good laws and 

good arms.”21 And, in fact, good arms are more important than good laws, because  

“there cannot be good laws where there are not good arms, and where there are good 

arms there must be good laws.”22 This theme reverberates across all of his works and 

actions. In the Discourses on Livy, Machiavelli also stresses this very point. He writes, 

“Although it was said another time that the foundation of all states is a good military, and 

that where this does not exist there can be neither good laws nor any other good thing, it 

does not appear to me superfluous to repeat it.”23  

                                                 
21 Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince, Ch XII. 
22 Ibid, Ch XII.  
23 Niccolò Machiavelli, Discourses on Livy, trans. Harvey Mansfield and Nathan Tarcov (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1996), Bk III Ch 31. 
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For Machiavelli, the need for a good military was not simply an academic matter. 

In addition to his literary works, we see the same powerful need for good arms in 

Machiavelli’s political actions as well. Machiavelli devoted a significant portion of his 

political career to trying to convince the Florentine government to establish a militia of 

citizen soldiers. And when Florence finally decided to partially acquiesce and establish a 

militia, Machiavelli wrote the justification for the militia in the Preamble for “A 

Provision For Infantry.” He wrote: 

All republics which in times past have preserved and increased themselves have 

always had as their chief basis two things, to wit, justice and arms, in order to 

restrain and to govern their subjects, and in order to defend themselves from their 

enemies; and whereas they have observed that your republic is well founded on 

good and holy laws, and organized for the administration of justice, and that she 

lacks only to be well provided with arms; …[therefore] these signors judge it well 

that she should be armed with her own weapons and with her own men.24 

Justice cannot exist without a good military to protect and defend it. Therefore, states 

must have good arms. 

In the same manner, Machiavelli also wrote in another speech, which was to be 

read to the people as a justification for appropriating money for the militia, that,  “All the 

cities that ever at any time have been ruled by an absolute prince, by aristocrats or by the 

people, as is this one, have had for their protection force combined with prudence, 

because the latter is not enough alone…Force and prudence, then, are the might of all the 

governments that ever have been or will be in the world.”25 Without good arms, that is, a 

                                                 
24 Niccolò Machiavelli, “A Provision For Infantry” in Machiavelli: The Chief Works and Others, trans. 

Allan Gilbert (Durham: Duke University Press, 1989), 3. 
25 Niccolò Machiavelli, “Words To Be Spoken On The Law For Appropriating Money, After Giving a 

Little Introduction and Excuse” in Machiavelli: The Chief Works and Others, trans. Allan Gilbert (Durham: 

Duke University Press, 1989), 1439. 
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strong and faithful military, Florence could never be wholly independent, nor could 

Machiavelli’s dream of a liberated Italy be attained.  

Of course, it is not enough to simply have a strong military. The military itself 

must be “good.” Therefore, given his dream of a unified Italy and his appreciation of the 

necessity of good arms for republics, ultimately one of Machiavelli’s primary goals, in 

both his actions and his words, was the establishment of a militia made of citizen-soldiers 

that embodied ancient virtue. From this arises Machiavelli’s appreciation of civil-military 

relations, which is an aspect of his thought that is not fully appreciated.   

Typically Machiavelli is best known for his purely political works, especially The 

Prince and the Discourses on Livy. And while it is generally known that he wrote the Art 

of War, it is most often viewed as a strategic and tactical manual for establishing a 

militia, rather than for being a treatise on civil-military relations. Ultimately, the nature of 

Machiavelli’s thoughts on civil-military relations is not a topic that has received as much 

scholarly attention. When his civil-military framework is discussed, it is usually 

subsidiary to discussion about his larger goals, or simply glossed over without going into 

further depth than the fact that Machiavelli advocates for “good arms.” Nevertheless, this 

fails to appreciate how seriously Machiavelli took civil-military relations. 

In fact, civil-military relations underpins all of Machiavelli’s writings. Although it 

is not always the primary focus of his works, it is impossible to divorce civil-military 

relations from his political thought. It undergirds The Prince, Discourses, and Art of War, 

and serves as the impetus for the majority of his exhortations as the secretary of Florence. 

As Christopher Lynch notes in his introduction in Machiavelli’s Art of War, “The 

importance of war in Niccolò Machiavelli’s life and writings can hardly be overstated.”26  

                                                 
26 Niccolò Machiavelli, Art of War, xiii. 
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Of course, since war is of such importance, so is the military and thereby civil-military 

relations. The topics are intricately entwined and cannot be separated. As Maurizio Viroli 

points out in his work, Redeeming the Prince, “From his earliest political writings until 

his last letters, [Machiavelli] insists on the necessity for any state to have a strong and 

reliable military power.”27 It is a reoccurring theme that deserves to be understood, given 

the amount of time that Machiavelli devotes to it.   

Moreover, Christopher Lynch notes that Machiavelli’s “long career of 

government service was dominated by his fateful efforts to found a strong military force, 

one controlled by the republican government in Florence and drawn from its Tuscan 

dominions. The goal of this enterprise was to free his native land from a debilitating 

dependence on mercenary and foreign forces.”28 Lynch goes on to say that Machiavelli 

“was immersed in virtually all areas of military affairs.”29 Machiavelli’s involvement in 

the practical aspect of the military should not be overlooked. This is especially 

pronounced in the Art of War, where everything is painstakingly detailed, even down to 

the inch of how close each battalion should be while marching and encamped.30 

Moreover, Machiavelli was even hired by Francesco Guiccardini to design and build 

fortifications for Florence.31 From the most technical to the most abstract, Machiavelli 

considered every aspect of war and the military.  

Ultimately this leads to civil-military relations playing a dominate role in 

Machiavelli’s thought. If we return to his exhortation at the end of The Prince when 

                                                 
27 Maurizio Viroli, Redeeming the Prince, 90.  
28Niccolò Machiavelli, Art of War, xiii. 
29 Ibid, xiv. 
30 Ibid, 63-83.  
31 See Niccolò Machiavelli, “The Account of a Visit Made to Fortify Florence: A Letter to the Ambassador 

of the Republic in Rome” in Machiavelli: The Chief Works and Others, trans. Allan Gilbert (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 1989), 727-734. 
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Machiavelli issues a call for a redeemer to save Italy, we can see where a harmonious 

civil-military relationship is necessary. Machiavelli writes to the Medici, “Thus, if your 

illustrious house wants to follow those excellent men who redeemed their countries, it is 

necessary before all other things, as the true foundations of every undertaking, to provide 

itself with its own arms; for one cannot have more faithful, nor more truer, nor better 

soldiers.”32 Without faithful, true, and good soldiers, one cannot have harmonious civil-

military relations. Dysfunctional civil-military relations precludes the possibility of 

Machiavelli’s ultimate dream of a liberated Italy.  

Therefore, it is not enough to simply have a strong army; it must be reliable and 

committed to the country. This is the point that Lynch emphasizes in his discussion of the 

Cambridge School scholars who follow in the footsteps of Hans Baron’s interpretation of 

Machiavelli as being connected to the civic humanism of his day. According to the 

interpretations of Maurizio Viroli, Quentin Skinner, and J. G. A. Pocock, as Lynch states:  

Machiavelli is entirely averse to any form of military professionalism, for 

professionals, like mercenaries, are presumed to be motivated by the desire for 

personal profit. While Pocock, Skinner, and Viroli each differ in various ways 

from Baron’s full analysis, they all agree regarding Machiavelli’s unity with the 

humanism of his day… and the centrality of the citizen-soldier as the bulwark of 

selfless or wholehearted dedication to the common good.33  

Although it is not explicit, we can see the connection to civil-military relations. 

Harmonious civil-military relations are only possible if there is a good military that is 

dedicated to the common good. Problems arise when the military is no longer good and 

does not place the good of the state above its private interests. Although Machiavelli did 

                                                 
32 Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince, Ch XXVI.  
33 Niccolò Machiavelli, Art of War, xxi. 
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not have the modern vernacular of civil-military relations, we can still see how civil-

military relations is intrinsically entwined with discussions of citizen-soldiers and a 

dedication to the common good.  

Of course, it should be noted that some scholars doubt the sincerity of 

Machiavelli’s exhortation in Chapter XVI of The Prince. They do not believe that he had 

such lofty ideals or dreams such as the liberation of Italy. For Leo Strauss, Harvey 

Mansfield, and Vickie Sullivan, Machiavelli is in reality as pragmatic as he is often 

interpreted. Likewise, they also believe that Machiavelli was in fact advocating for a 

professional military. As Lynch points out, according these authors, “military 

professionalism as such would present no problem for Machiavelli; for the professional 

armies of the criminal tyrant Septimius Severus and the paid citizen-soldiers of the later 

Roman republic were models of an effective and well-controlled military force.”34  

However, even if such authors are right, that still does not detract from the need 

for harmonious civil-military relations in Machiavelli’s political framework. Regardless 

of whether it was manifested as a professional army or as an army of citizen-soldiers, 

Machiavelli still believed in the necessity of establishing a good military composed of 

one’s own arms. This was the core of all of Machiavelli’s political actions and literary 

works. While scholars may debate certain aspects of it, ultimately the theme of needing 

good arms, and thereby harmonious civil-military relations, is the foundation of 

Machiavelli’s political thought and work.  

The nature of such a good military that underpins all states, whether ruled by 

princes, aristocrats, or the people, will be discussed at greater length later, but for now, 

the fundamental point that must be understand is that Machiavelli cared deeply about the 

                                                 
34 Niccolò Machiavelli, Art of War, xxii. 
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question of civil-military relations. His political thought and exhortations can only work 

if there is a harmonious civil-military relationship. If a state cannot rely on the military to 

protect itself, the state will ultimately come to ruin. To build a state without a good 

military is to build on mud. Therefore, the importance of Machiavelli’s thought on civil-

military relations must not be overlooked.  
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Chapter II: Cracks in the System 

Before proceeding further, it would be beneficial to briefly highlight in greater 

detail the current strains on civil-military relations in America and then to draw 

comparisons between those problems and the ones that Machiavelli was attempting to 

address in both his works and actions. By now it should be evident that Machiavelli 

deserves a place within discussions of civil-military relations. The question is of course 

why the topic of modern civil-military relations even matters. Therefore, I want to 

address several issues. In particular, I want to focus briefly on the current state of civil-

military relations in America and highlight several areas of concern, from which strains 

have arisen in recent years. Following this, I will draw comparisons between the modern 

problems and the problems faced by Machiavelli in 16th century Italy; problems that 

Machiavelli was specifically trying to solve through his political writings and actions. By 

doing so, it will provide a robust understanding of why the growing strains on American 

civil-military relations are problematic and need to be addressed before they grow into 

larger problems. 

THE STATE OF MODERN AMERICAN CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONS 

In recent years, civil-military relations experts have identified growing strains on 

civil-military relations within the United States. They view as problematic the growing 

cultural divide between the public and a professional military, the politicization of the 

military as an institution, and the rise of celebrity generals that play an increasingly 

political role, particularly in terms of deference to them on matters of strategy by elected 

officials. In his book, The Decline and Fall of the American Republic, Bruce Ackerman 

argues that one of the contributing factors to the eventual fall of the American republic 
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will be a politicized military that “will operate as a power behind the throne.”35 He even 

devotes an entire chapter to describing how the military has become an independent 

political force. He spells out in dire terms the future of civil-military relations: “We can 

no longer take for granted the president's position as ‘commander in chief.’ We must 

consider scenarios in which the high command can play an independent political role-

sometimes dangerously expanding the powers of an extremist presidency, sometimes 

reducing the ‘commander in chief’ to a figurehead.”36 Although his analysis is at times 

extreme and perhaps misguided in certain respects, ultimately Ackerman does touch on a 

real issue of the military as institution becoming more involved in politics.  

Connected with this, is a worry that through self-selection, the military is 

becoming more homogenous and is beginning to have unified political preferences as an 

institution. This leads to both a cultural divide between the military and civilian 

population and the military supporting specific political parties. In particular, it is the 

political preferences of service members that receives the most attention. A growing body 

of literature seems to support Ackerman’s view that the military is becoming more 

Republican in their political preferences. David Leal and Jeremy Teigen analyzed the 

2008 and 2012 Cooperative Congressional Election Study surveys and found that 

younger veterans tend to be more conservative and Republican than older veterans.37 

Likewise, a Pew Research survey found that post-9/11 veterans are more conservative 

than the general public, which is indicative of a growing cultural divide.38 Gallup polls 

have also found that all “veterans are more likely to be Republican than are those of 

                                                 
35 Bruce Ackerman, The Decline and Fall of the American Republic, Kindle Edition, Location 114. 
36 Ibid, Location 614. 
37 David Leal and Jeremy Teigan, “Recent Veterans are More Republican than Older Ones. Why?” The 

Washington Post, 11 Nov 2015.  
38 Pew Research Center, “War and Sacrifice in the Post-9/11 Era,” Pew Social Trends, 5 Oct 2011.  
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comparable ages who are not veterans.”39 There is a mounting body of data and literature 

that further substantiate these findings and raise questions about the implications of a 

military that is increasing aligned with a specific political party. Ultimately this suggests 

a growing rift within American civil-military relations stemming from an increasing 

cultural divide between military members and their civilian counterparts.  

This cultural divide and narrowing of political preferences of the military causes 

some to worry that the military will become a political force that overly influences policy 

outside of its purview. Of course, most civil-military relations scholars do not consider 

threats of a military coup or of the military assuming a Praetorian guard type position as 

credible. Even in his critique of the military’s political influence, well-known civil-

military relations commentator Richard Kohn states, “A coup has never really been a 

serious threat, and the chances today, even of an attempt are virtually nil. Civilian control 

is deeply rooted in our tradition and in a political system based on the rule and the 

legitimacy of law.”40 This is certainly true. Nonetheless, any undue political influence by 

the military sets a dangerous precedent, and thus it is of utmost importance to not become 

complacent in maintaining civilian control of the armed forces.  

For this reason Mackubin Owens believes it to be a grave mistake to assume that 

just because a military coup d’état is not likely, that there is not an issue in civil-military 

relations. He writes, “A number of scholars, including Richard Kohn, Peter Feaver, the 

late Russell Weigley, Michael Desch, and Eliot Cohen, have argued that although there is 

no threat of a coup on the part of the military, American civil-military relations have 

nonetheless deteriorated over the past two decades.”41 More specifically, Richard Kohn 

                                                 
39 Frank Newport, “Military Veterans of All Ages Tend to be More Republican,” Gallup, 25 May 2009.  
40 Richard Kohn, “Out of Control,” The National Interest no. 35 (Spring 1994), 15.  
41 Mackubin Owens, “What Military Officers Need to Know About Civil-Military Relations,” Naval War 

College Review 65, no. 2 (Spring 2012), 72. 
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also observes, “The professional military, with its allies and communities, has developed 

into a potent political force in the American government.”42 The issue is not of the 

military casting off civilian control, but of exerting undue influence on policy. 

In general though, so far the military has not excessively used political influence, 

especially not in the levels that Ackerman fears. The politicking that the military engages 

in is usually on issues of budgets and fighting Congress for pet projects. Ackerman 

worries about “celebrity chairmen” following in the footsteps of Colin Powell; still, it 

would be difficult to press the point that Powell significantly undermined civil-military 

relations with his actions.43 However, there is one incident in particular that stands out 

that may be emblematic of a future issue. In his book, Obama’s War, Bob Woodward 

discusses how the Obama administration viewed the collective public actions of the 

Pentagon as an intentional public campaign to politically influence troop levels in 

Afghanistan.44 Ultimately President Obama partially acquiesced and increased the 

number of troops against his personal wishes. What is the most striking about this is not 

that President Obama accepted the professional opinion of the military and therefore 

followed their recommendations, but rather that, as Woodward writes, “The president had 

treated the military as another political constituency that had to be accommodated.”45  

The implications of this should be considered. The president is commander-in-

chief of the military. While the president has a duty to consider the professional 

assessment of the military, ultimately the president is the final decision maker. His 

decision should not be influenced by political machinations of the military. If the military 

                                                 
42 Richard Kohn, quoted in Dayne Nix, “American Civil-Military Relations,” Naval War College Review 

65, no. 2 (Spring 2012): 92.  
43 Ackerman, Location 470.  
44 Bob Woodward, Obama’s War, (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2010), 194-195. 
45 Ibid, 338.  
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becomes another political constituency that needs to be accommodated, there is a 

fundamental issue in civil-military relations. In words of Mackubin Owens, this example 

“make it clear that the state of U.S. civil-military relations remains contentious at best.”46 

While these three main areas of concern, the growing cultural divide, the 

development of the military as a political institution, and the rise of celebrity generals 

that can exert political influence, are not yet causing significant problems in American 

civil-military relations, it does not mean they should not be taken seriously. It is 

necessary to consider these growing strains within the context of the precedents they will 

set for future generations. It is short-sighted to only focus on the immediate context of 

America’s current wars and the current administration in the White House. Rather, it 

should be acknowledged that issues in civil-military relations today will only grow into 

larger problems tomorrow. If we wait to address the growing strains, we may no longer 

be able to resolve them once they become crises. 

A NOT SO DIFFERENT 16TH CENTURY ITALY 

If we now turn to Machiavelli, we might indeed find valuable insights for our 

concerns, for the tensions in 16th century Italy and modern America are remarkably 

similar. To begin with, in The Prince, Machiavelli uses the examples of Roman emperors 

to highlight the dangers of the military becoming a political institution that has the power 

to sway the decisions of the civilian rulers. Throughout all his writings, the theme of the 

tension between the great and the people is well known. The competing desires of the two 

humors are a constant issue that rulers must address. However, Machiavelli points out 

that “the Roman emperors had a third difficulty, of having to bear with the cruelty and 
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avarice of their soldiers. This was so difficult that it was the cause of the ruin of many, 

since it was difficult to satisfy the soldiers and the people.”47  

Given that each group had desires that were contrary to each other, it was 

impossible to satisfy all groups. For this reason, most of the emperors “turned to 

satisfying the soldiers, caring little about injuring the people.”48 While this discussion is 

couched in terms of rulers being hated, it is important to understand Machiavelli’s subtle 

critique of the Roman system hidden under the surface. The fact that the Roman armies 

had the power to force emperors to give in to their demands, “so they could double their 

pay and give vent to their avarice and cruelty” is problematic.49 For Machiavelli, it is 

important to avoid situations where the military has the power to influence politics. 

Because, “to satisfy the soldiers, [the emperors] would not spare any kind of injury that 

could be inflicted on the people.”50 The ramifications of having an unbridled military 

were wide ranging for the Romans and especially severe for the plebs. Therefore, the 

lesson that Machiavelli suggests for us is that the key is to not have such a military. The 

military should not be so powerful that the ruler has to adjust national and domestic 

policy to appease the military’s desires.  

Moreover, in Book II Chapter 20 of the Discourses, while addressing the evils of 

auxiliary arms, Machiavelli also highlights the dangers of civil-military divides. He uses 

the example of when Rome left two legions in Capua after rescuing the Capuans from the 

Sammites, to ensure the continued protection of the Capuans. However,  

these legions, rotting in idleness, began to take delight in it; so much so that, 

having forgotten their fatherland and reverence for the Senate, they thought about 
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taking up arms and making themselves lords of that country that they had 

defended with their virtue. For it appeared to them that the inhabitants were not 

worthy of possessing those goods that they did not know how to defend (emphasis 

added).51  

From this example, we see here two things. The first is how quickly virtue is lost and a 

good army can become bad. For Machiavelli, human nature is such that it can easily be 

corrupted, no matter how good it originally was, as will be addressed later. And the 

second thing we see is the danger of having cultural divides between the military and 

civilians. If the divide becomes so large that the military becomes contemptuous of the 

civilians, or vice versa, it can have significant implications. There cannot be a situation 

where the population and the military do not respect each other; there has to be a 

harmonious relationship.  

In the same manner, Machiavelli was deeply aware of the problem of a culture 

divide and the dichotomy between the civilian and military modes of life. It is easy to see 

how many evils arise if the there is a divide and not mutual respect. In fact, Machiavelli 

begins the Art of War by addressing this very problem. In the Preface, where he dedicates 

the work to Lorenzo di Filippo Strozzi, Machiavelli writes,  

Many have held and hold this opinion, Lorenzo: that there are no things less in 

agreement with one another or so dissimilar as the civilian and military lives. 

Hence it is often seen that if someone plans to succeed in the soldier’s career, he 

not only changes dress immediately, but also departs from every civilian practice 

in his customs, usages, voice, and bearing.52 
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In essence, the professional military career necessitates that the military man must depart 

from civilian customs. On the one hand, in terms of customs and bearing, this is not a 

particularly significant issue.  

However, on the other hand, when the cultural divide between the two modes of 

living becomes so great that they can no longer be in agreement with each other, or are so 

dissimilar that there is not any common ground between the two modes, it is indicative of 

serious civil-military relations problems. Ultimately there cannot be a harmonious 

relationship between the civilian population and the military if the two modes of living 

are diametrically opposed. When this is the case, the problems of a lack of understanding 

and respect between the two begin to arise. If there are two distinct cultures, a civilian 

and a military culture, it is inevitable that eventually the two will collide.  

Therefore, Machiavelli looks to ancient orders to solve this problem. For, in 

ancient orders, the two lives were not separated. There was not a cultural divide between 

the citizen-soldiers and the regular citizens. Moreover, because military was not a 

separate political class, the military did not seek to influence the rulers for their own gain. 

In fact, the military served as the foundation of society, for, as Machiavelli writes, “in 

what man should the fatherland look for greater faith than in him who has promised to die 

for it?”53 Ultimately then, in outlining his goal for the Art of War, Machiavelli tells us 

that he hopes to “bring [the military] back to ancient modes and give it some form of past 

virtue.”54 By doing so, his goal is to help address the problems that he sees, the problems 

that we are seeing today in America.   
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Chapter III: The Necessity of Discipline 

Given his recognition of the intrinsic tensions within civil-military relations, 

Machiavelli tried to mitigate such issues in his works and actions. Although he 

understood that these problems can never be wholly eliminated, because of the role of 

ambition in human nature,55 Machiavelli believed that by understanding history, we can 

understand how to help alleviate and ease such tensions before they become crises. In 

particular, Machiavelli believed that two things are vitally important in maintaining 

harmonious civil-military relations. These are military discipline and virtú. Both are 

equally necessary and must be instilled within the military. As will be shown, 

Machiavelli understood military discipline as being a strict adherence to the orders and 

commands of one’s leaders. Machiavelli uses virtú in various ways and never defines it, 

but in terms of the virtú necessary for a good military, Machiavelli uses it in the sense of 

a civic virtue that leads to military excellence, as will be shown in the next chapter.  

While discipline is accepted universally as a military requirement, civic virtue is, 

of course, a fraught and hotly contested subject. In particular, there are three primary 

criticisms of any appeal to civic virtue for the military. The first is that civic virtue is not 

necessary, that professionalism is enough to solve the tensions of civil-military relations. 

That is, discipline alone can solve the problems of civil-military relations if it is so 

strongly instilled and enforced that it overcomes and constrains the appetites that lead to 

problems. The second critique is that civic virtue may be good, but it is too difficult to 

instill. Philosophers and political communities have been trying to instill civic virtue for 

thousands of years, and it is arguable whether a system of education has ever been 
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perfected that guarantees civic virtue. And the final critique is that civic virtue is actually 

quite dangerous and can easily lead to nationalism. There is a worry that the line between 

civic virtue rightly understood and the evils of rampant nationalism is too fine and cannot 

be balanced.56 The second and third critique are particularly pregnant, for history is full 

of examples that can reinforce both arguments. Without a doubt, there is some truth to 

both claims.  

These criticisms will be addressed in greater depth in the next section, but for 

now, it is beneficial to focus on the first criticism, for Machiavelli fully appreciates the 

fragility of virtú. By itself, virtú is not enough to keep an army excellent and obedient to 

the rulers, which is why discipline plays an important role in Machiavelli’s civil-military 

relations framework. Virtú alone cannot overcome certain aspects of human nature that 

will inevitably lead people astray. Even if people are given robust education in civic 

virtue, it does not guarantee that they will always adhere to its principles and place the 

common good above their own personal good. There is often a gap between knowledge 

and action. While people can be taught to do the right thing, it does not guarantee that 

they will actually do the right thing.  

This is a point not missed by Machiavelli. As he writes in Chapter VI of The 

Prince, “The nature of people is variable; it is easy to persuade them of something, but 

difficult to keep them in that persuasion.”57 This difficulty in not just educating people in 

virtú but of ensuring they act in accord with virtú leads Machiavelli to emphasis the need 

for enforcement mechanisms that guarantee adherence to virtú. It is for this reason that 

armed prophets conquer and unarmed ones fail, for “things must be ordered in such a 
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mode that when they no longer believe, one can make them believe by force.”58 Armed 

prophets have the means to enforce obedience to virtú even when people lose faith. 

Machiavelli understands human nature and how people can easily be convinced of the 

right thing, but how difficult it is to maintain that belief. Ultimately, what matters for 

Machiavelli is making sure people act in accord with virtú. This is why there is a need for 

strict discipline, especially in the military. An education in virtú must be enforced with 

disciplinary measures to ensure that people remain virtuous.  

To fully understand this point, it is important to recall Machiavelli’s conception of 

human nature. As the title of Chapter 27 of Book I of the Discourses states, “Very Rarely 

Do Men Know How to Be Altogether Wicked or Altogether Good.”59 For Machiavelli, 

this is a fundamental aspect of human nature, and a reason why virtue cannot be entirely 

relied on, for people are not “altogether good.” Virtue alone is not enough given the 

corruptible nature of people; rulers cannot simply hope that people will do the right thing 

if educated in virtú. While people are not inherently wicked, they are also not always 

good. 

This same theme arises later in Book I Chapter 42 of the Discourses, titled “How 

Easily Men Can Be Corrupted.”60 Machiavelli is explicit about how quickly virtue can be 

lost. He writes,  

One also notes in the matter of the Decemvirate how easily men are corrupted and 

make themselves assume a contrary nature, however good and well brought 

up…If this is well examined, it will make legislators of republics and kingdoms 
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more ready to check human appetites and to take away from them all hope of 

being able to err with impunity (emphasis added).61  

It is not that people are simply bad or good. Good people can become bad, and bad 

people can be made good if they are kept from doing bad things. Human nature cannot be 

changed, but it can be constrained if the correct environment is created. Therefore, since 

humanity writ large is easily corruptible, good laws with enforcement mechanisms must 

be in place to temper the appetites that corrupt people.  

The lesson that Machiavelli draws from this is that discipline, supported by laws, 

is what keeps people good. As he states,  

Men never work any good unless through necessity, but where choice abounds 

and one can make use of license, at once everything is full of confusion and 

disorder. Therefore it is said that hunger and poverty make men industrious, and 

the laws make them good. Where a thing works well on its own without the law, 

the law is not necessary; but when some good custom is lacking, at once the law 

is necessary.62  

Good customs, and virtue, is simply not enough. If people have the opportunity to make 

use of license and can choose between doing right and wrong, Machiavelli believes that 

some people will become corrupted and will choose their own good at the expense of the 

state. For Machiavelli, the answer is not to simply hope that people will do the right thing 

when faced with temptation, but to remove that temptation to be bad. Discipline enforced 

by law is necessary for creating an environment that constrains the appetites of people. 

Therefore it is not always enough to simply rely on virtue entirely. The law, and thereby 

discipline, must be in place for when virtue fails.  
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Moreover, if good laws are important for the nation, they are even more important 

within the military, as Machiavelli is explicit about throughout his writings. It is 

discipline that keeps the military obedient, united, and ultimately good. Therefore, 

discipline must be maintained at all costs in military. Chapter XVII of The Prince is 

particularly famous for it gives rise to the oft quoted but misunderstood phrase that it is 

better to be feared than loved. Machiavelli tells us that “when the prince is with his 

armies and has a multitude of soldiers under his government, then it is above all 

necessary not to care about a name for cruelty, because without this name he never holds 

his army united.”63 This is why Machiavelli ultimately praises Hannibal and castigates 

Scipio Africanus, because Hannibal was able to keep his army united and obedient 

through constant trials and tribulations, while Scipio’s army rebelled against him. 

Machiavelli believes that Scipio’s failure as a general “rose from nothing but his 

excessive mercy, which had allowed his soldiers more license than is fitting for military 

discipline.”64 Ultimately then, maintaining discipline is more important than gaining a 

name for cruelty.  

While Machiavelli certainly has a flair for the dramatic at times, it does not 

detract from the underlying principle. A strict enforcement of discipline is a fundamental 

aspect of the military. Moreover, without a dose of fear for the repercussions of failing to 

abide by the rules, military discipline is almost impossible to instill and maintain across 

an entire army. It should be noted, for the two are often conflated, that Machiavelli is 

careful to distinguish being feared from being hated. Machiavelli goes to lengths to warn 

princes to avoid hatred.65 As he writes, “being feared and not being hated can go together 
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very well.”66 Fear is not necessarily a bad thing in and of itself. Without a healthy respect 

for their superiors, rooted also in a fear of the consequences for disobeying, military 

discipline is exceedingly difficult to instill and maintain.67  

Ultimately, in Machiavelli’s eyes, maintaining order and discipline takes 

precedence, even if it requires brutal tactics and fear of punishments. To instill this 

fundamental aspect of military virtue, Machiavelli relies on a system of punishments and 

rewards to maintain discipline, as will be shown. For now though, the key point is that 

discipline provides a way of avoiding the problems caused by an unbridled military. By 

keeping the military well-ordered and obedient to their superiors, it helps keep them from 

becoming corrupted. For, as Machiavelli points out, “well-ordered men, armed as well as 

unarmed, fear the laws.”68 If members of the military fear the laws, they are unlikely to 

fall into license and, ultimately, rebel against the rulers. Moreover, Machiavelli 

continues, “Nor can they rebel if the heads that you give them do not cause the 

rebellion.”69 Therefore, in addition to fear of the laws, there is also a need to keep the 

heads, that is, the leaders of the military, obedient as well so they do not lead their troops 

in rebellion. Most often, as history has shown, the true danger to civil-military relations 

comes from excellent captains that attempt to usurp the rulers.  

Therefore, Machiavelli attempts to mitigate this risk by providing 

recommendations in the Art of War. He writes, “To want the heads not to make disorder, 
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it is necessary to make sure that they do not acquire too much authority for themselves.”70 

Generals cannot be given carte blanche authority, for that can lead to them no longer 

fearing the laws and thereby losing their discipline and obedience to their rulers. If the 

leaders of the military can acquire excessive authority, the military will necessarily 

become a path for ambitious people to further themselves. And in particular, Machiavelli 

worries about excellent captains that can win the loyalty of their men. Therefore, to limit 

the authority of military leaders over their troops, Machiavelli writes:  

You have to consider that this authority is acquired either by nature or by 

accident. And as to nature, one must provide that whoever is born in a place not 

be assigned to the men enrolled there, but to be made head in those places where 

he does not have any natural connection. As to accident, one should order the 

thing in a mode that each year the heads are changed from government to 

government; because the continued authority over the same men generates among 

them so much union that it can easily be converted to the prejudice of the prince.71 

Therefore, it is necessary to ensure that the troops do not become so loyal to the head, 

that they would choose their general over their civilian leaders, as was the case with the 

Roman centurions.72 By breaking the bonds of loyalty between excellent captains and 

their soldiers, bonds formed either from regional identity or service in war together, it 

helps maintain discipline and obedience within the ranks.73 Discipline and adherence to 

national laws and rulers is maintained, and loyalty to the country is not superseded by 

loyalty to one’s captain. 
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Nonetheless, although excellent captains must not have too much authority, it is 

of equal importance that they are not given too little authority in waging war. They must 

be able to fulfill their duties as military leaders. Therefore, Machiavelli recommends 

following the example of the Romans, who gave enough authority to their military 

leaders to conduct wars as they saw fit. He writes, “Once the people and the Senate had 

decided upon a war…they consigned all the rest to the judgment of the consul, who could 

either wage a battle or not wage it, encamp at this town or that other one, as he liked.”74 

The Roman consuls were not deciding whether Rome went to war, but once the decision 

was made by the Roman people and Senate, the consuls were given complete autonomy 

to wage it as necessary.  

Moreover, Machiavelli is clear that the expertise of dedicated soldiers should 

never be underestimated, since their lives are devoted to the art of war. As he highlights, 

another reason the Roman Senate did not micromanage their consuls, was because the 

“Senate would have been obliged to wish to give counsel about a thing that it could not 

understand, for notwithstanding that in it were men all very much trained in war, 

nonetheless, since it was not on the spot and did not know infinite particulars that were 

necessary to know for whoever wishes to give counsel well, it would have made infinite 

errors in giving counsel.”75 Therefore, Machiavelli concludes, military leaders must be 

given enough authority to wage war. Ultimately, for Machiavelli, generals must not be 

micromanaged in terms of battlefield specifics nor entirely stripped of authority as a 

means of ensuring their obedience.76  Discipline is of utmost necessity, but it should not 

be at the expense of military effectiveness.  
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Ultimately, military discipline is a foundational issue for Machiavelli. It is what 

makes armies well-ordered, and as has been shown, well-ordered armies are the 

foundation of all states. It is impossible to have good arms without discipline. In many 

ways, we take military discipline for granted in modern times, but it is important to 

remember the importance of its constraining nature on soldiers. Without it, people are 

more likely to be corrupted in ways that cause tensions in civil-military relations, no 

matter how well brought up or good they originally were. The aspects of human nature 

that lead to license can only be controlled with discipline and fear of the laws. In 

Machiavelli’s eyes, harmonious civil-military relations are only possible if there is strict 

control of the military.  

THE PANACEA OF PROFESSIONALISM  

Naturally, the argument above seems to substantiate the first criticism, that 

discipline, manifested by military professionalism, is enough to solve the problems of 

civil-military relations. In fact, many authors, such as Harvey Mansfield, Leo Strauss, 

and Vickie Sullivan, believe that Machiavelli is in fact simply advocating for a military 

professionalism that controls the appetites of the military.77 Moreover, this type of 

argument for the necessity of professionalism in the military has been dominant in 

American civil-military relations since Samuel P. Huntington wrote The Soldier and the 

State, in which he clearly delineates between professional military specialists and 

politicians.78  

However, this emphasis solely on professionalism and discipline fails to capture 

an aspect of civil-military relations that Machiavelli intimately understood. Although 
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discipline is necessary to keep soldiers from becoming corrupted, it is not enough by 

itself to make the military good, nor is it enough to make soldiers fight well. And, of 

utmost concern to Machiavelli, discipline alone cannot wholly constrain excellent 

captains. Ambitious captains can always find ways of furthering their ambitions, to the 

detriment of the state. If we study Machiavelli’s discussion of mercenary arms, the 

inherent problems and dangers of relying solely on professionalism come to the forefront.   

His excoriation of mercenaries in The Prince is among the most famous sections 

of the book. It is usually taken as almost comical how vehemently Machiavelli castigates 

mercenary soldiers in Chapter XII, because he is quite blunt about the dangers of 

mercenaries. He writes, “Mercenary and auxiliary arms are useless and dangerous; and if 

one keeps his state founded on mercenary arms, one will never be firm or secure.”79  This 

is because, in Machiavelli’s view, mercenary and auxiliary troops “are disunited, 

ambitious, without discipline, unfaithful; bold among friends, among enemies cowardly; 

no fear of God, no faith with men; ruin is postponed only as long as attack is postponed; 

and in peace you are despoiled by them, in war by the enemy.”80 For Machiavelli, 

mercenaries represent the worst aspects of a military. They are wholly corrupt in every 

respect, and rather than being a force of good for the state, the character of mercenaries 

threaten the very state they were hired to protect. If good arms are the foundation of a 

state, then mercenary arms are its ruin.  

Moreover, Machiavelli’s disdain for mercenaries is not limited to solely Chapter 

XII of The Prince. It reoccurs throughout The Art of War and the Discourses as well. 

Moreover, the same leitmotif was also the emphasis of Machiavelli’s political actions as 

secretary. Throughout his political career, Machiavelli consistently advocated for the 
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establishment of a militia in Florence, rather than relying on mercenary arms. Machiavelli 

was finally partially successful in 1506 of convincing the Signori to establish a militia 

and if we look at his justification for a militia in  the Preamble to “A Provision for 

Infantry,” we see the same disdain for mercenaries and worry for the dangers posed by 

them. The Provision, written by Machiavelli, states, “And since through long experience, 

indeed with great expense and danger, [Florence] has learned how little hope it is 

possible to place in foreign and hired arms, because when they are numerous and of high 

repute they are either unendurable or suspected, and if they are few and without 

reputation, they are of no use.”81  

For Machiavelli, mercenary arms will always be an existential threat for states. 

They will always eventually usurp the state, drain its coffers, fail to defend the state 

against enemies, or lead to a combination of all of those. However, although Machiavelli 

repeatedly stresses the uselessness of mercenaries, historically mercenaries were typically 

far more effective militarily than Machiavelli gives them credit for being, with the most 

prominent example being the success of Francesco Sforza.82 Given this apparent tension, 

it is important to understand precisely why Machiavelli had such a vehement disdain for 

mercenaries, a disdain that transcended all of his writings and political actions.  

Ultimately, if we look for the root cause of this hatred, we see that Machiavelli’s 

fundamental problem with mercenary arms is that they lack strong ties to the state. They 

do not have anything that internally motivates them to act in the best interests of the state, 

other than monetary compensation. This manifests itself negatively by mercenary 

captains that seek to aggrandize themselves at the state’s expense, and soldiers that are 
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not willing to risk their lives for the state. This is why mercenaries are dangerous, 

because the state needs soldiers that are willing to die for their country when needed. 

Thus Machiavelli warns princes to not trust mercenaries, because “they have no love nor 

cause to keep them in the field other than a small stipend, which is not sufficient to make 

them want to die for you.”83  Therefore, he comes to the conclusion that a prince must 

have their own arms, that is, their armies must be composed of their own citizens. The 

importance of this is often overlooked though. It is not that mercenaries are inherently 

bad and that citizen-soldiers are good. That is far too simplistic. The problem that 

Machiavelli teases out is that mercenaries do not have anything that keeps them in the 

field fighting other than a small stipend.  

For mercenaries, there is nothing other than money to motivate them to risk their 

lives; there is no greater good that holds their loyalty. If princes and states rely on a small 

stipend as the sole means of motivating their troops, there is always the risk that either 

someone else will offer them a larger stipend, or the troops decide that their lives are 

worth more than the stipend. The crucial question is, what makes a citizen-soldier any 

more likely to be willing to risk his life than the mercenary? For citizen-soldiers to be 

willing to sacrifice their lives, there must be more at stake. They cannot be simply 

professional soldiers that happen to be citizens. They need to have strong ties that 

internally motivate them to place the good of their country above their own personal 

good. In essence, they need to love their homeland more than themselves. History 

abounds with examples of tyrants that use their own arms, but that does not necessarily 

mean that armies comprised of a tyrant’s own arms are any more willing to die for their 

country than mercenaries are. For soldiers to want to die for their country, they must have 
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a cause or a love that keeps them in the field. To be willing to die in battle requires an 

internal motivation that cannot be subject to an economic calculus. Ultimately the 

conclusion that Machiavelli comes to is that a civic virtue that places the greater good of 

the nation over one’s own personal good is of utmost importance, as will be shown in the 

next section.  

Moreover, in addition to professionalism alone not being enough to motivate 

soldiers to truly fight well and die for the country, professionalism also cannot overcome 

the dangers associated with excellent captains. Excellent captains must also be internally 

motivated to place the good of the country above their own good and to not pursue their 

ambitions. In terms of the dangers of mercenary captains, Machiavelli writes, “Mercenary 

captains are either excellent men of arms or not: if they are, you cannot trust them 

because they always aspire to their own greatness.”84 Of course, if they are not excellent 

men of arms, they are useless and endanger the state in times of war. That though is less 

important than the danger of them being excellent men of arms and having both the 

ambition and ability to eventually make themselves into princes.  

It is beneficial to remember the examples of Agathocles the Sicilian and Liverotto 

de Fermo in Chapter VIII of The Prince. Both were citizens and rose through the ranks as 

excellent captains before ultimately usurping the existing governments. Mercenary 

captains do not hold a monopoly on ambition or aspirations to greatness at the expense of 

the existing regime. It is a disease that must be guarded against in all excellent captains, 

both mercenary and citizen. And in fact, it is easier for citizens to usurp the government 

than foreigners, given that troops are more likely to follow their own captains rather than 

a foreign captains.85   
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 While states must enforce strict discipline over excellent captains as well as 

regular troops, it is much more difficult to constrain the ambitions of powerful captains 

than it is to constrain regular soldiers. Excellent captains can find ways around the 

constraints of discipline and garner the loyalty of their troops to advance their ambitions. 

This was the strategy pursued by many Roman emperors, as Machiavelli was well aware. 

Excellent captains will always arise, and more importantly, they must arise if a nation 

wishes to successfully defend itself in war. Therefore, there must be something more 

constraining them than only discipline, just as there must be something more than the 

threat of punishment or the hope of a stipend to motivate soldiers, since “that cause is not 

and cannot be enough to make them faithful and so much your friends that they wish to 

die for you.”86 Ultimately then, for there to be harmonious civil-military relations, 

Machiavelli recognizes that discipline, manifested as military professionalism, is not 

enough. Rather there must be something that internally motivates the citizen-soldiers and 

constrains the excellent captains from becoming overly ambitious.  
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Chapter IV: A Rebirth of Virtú  

If professionalism itself is not enough, what then can prove to be a salve to the 

problem of civil-military relations? Machiavelli’s answer is virtú, specifically a type of 

civic virtue. Although it is not an aspect of his political thought that is widely 

appreciated, Machiavelli not only believed in civic virtue, but was also explicit that it is 

vital for military members, particularly excellent captains. In fact, for Machiavelli, civic 

virtue is the foundation of military excellence. It is only through civic virtue that soldiers 

fight well and die for their countries, and excellent captains intentionally constrain 

themselves when presented with the opportunities to use their power for their own ends. 

It is civic virtue that separates citizen-soldiers from professional mercenaries. And it is 

civic virtue that is the missing link in the current civil-military relations problems and 

must therefore become instilled more overtly within the military, as will become 

apparent.  

Of course, it is incredibly difficult to successfully instill civic virtue nor does an 

education in civic virtue provide a guarantee that it will be successful, which is why civic 

virtue has fallen out of favor in modern political theory. The reliance solely on virtue by 

the ancients was problematic. It is important to note that Machiavelli was under no 

illusions about that. There is a reason why he emphasizes the importance of discipline to 

keep people from becoming corrupt. However, just because civic virtue is difficult to 

instill, it does not mean that it is not necessary. Machiavelli recognized the inherent 

problems, but nevertheless still believed that it was vital. Regardless of its innate 

difficulties, the dedication to the common good of the nation that comes from civic virtue 

is a necessary aspect of harmonious civil-military relations. 
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First however, it should be noted that what Machiavelli means precisely by virtú 

is almost impossible pin down. In fact, it is one thing that Machiavelli scholars actually 

all agree on. As Russell Price points out in his excellent article on “The Senses of Virtú in 

Machiavelli,” for Machiavelli, virtú takes many different forms.87 Machiavelli uses it in 

many different ways and senses in military, political, and moral contexts. Moreover, as 

Mansfield reminds us, “Machiavelli does not define his terms otherwise than by his 

usage. Only by experience, indeed, does one learn what his ‘terms’ are.”88 And one only 

gains that experience by analyzing the breadth of Machiavelli’s work and the context in 

which he uses the word. For, depending on the context in which he is writing, the same 

word takes on different meanings and implications. Ultimately this leads Quentin Skinner 

to proclaim that, “Machiavelli’s pivotal concept of virtú (virtus in Latin) cannot be 

translated in modern English by any single word or manageable series of periphrases.”89 

There is perhaps something to be said for this. Certainly, any translation fails to capture 

the true flavor of the word in Machiavelli’s original context.  

Problems of translation aside though, since virtú is of utmost importance for 

understanding Machiavelli’s political thought, especially in terms of civil-military 

relations, it is necessary to understand the role of virtú within the military, and 

particularly how Machiavelli’s uses virtú in relation to a more specific civic virtue. In 

addition, one of the ways that Machiavelli uses virtú is in reference to military virtue. 

And for Machiavelli, military virtue manifests itself primarily as military excellence in 

terms of fighting courageously, skillfully, and steadfastly.90  
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This theme is most prevalent in the Art of War. In Book III after explaining to his 

interlocutors exactly how he would establish and train a militia embodied with ancient 

virtue, the main protagonist, Fabrizio, sends his imagined army into battle. He relates the 

heroic battle of the armies in speech with relish for the listeners: “See with how much 

virtue our [men] fight, and with how much discipline, through the training that has made 

them do so by habit and the confidence they have in the army that you see march ordered, 

at its own pace and with its men-at-arms nearby to join with the adversary.”91 And then, 

“look with how much virtue they have withstood the thrust of the enemy” and “look with 

how much virtue, security, and calm they kill the enemy” (emphasis added).92 Because of 

their virtue, Fabrizio’s troops easily sweep aside their enemies on the battlefield. How 

different these troops are from the mercenary troops that Machiavelli describes in 

Chapter XII of The Prince. 

Moreover, we see how discipline and virtue go hand in hand in the excellent 

army. Because, what makes these troops virtuous is in part their discipline. They follow 

the commands of their heads through the fury of battle and never break from that 

discipline. The underlying question though, is why. Why are they so disciplined and what 

makes them commit to that discipline, for it is not just fear of their heads. The answer, for 

Machiavelli, is a belief in something higher than themselves. While Machiavelli believes 

that laws and fear of punishment are necessary for controlling the military, they are also 

not enough by themselves. He explains this in the Art of War:  

And because to check armed men neither the fear of the laws nor that of men is 

enough, the ancients added the authority of God. And therefore with very great 

ceremony they made their soldiers swear to the observance of military discipline, 
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so that if they acted against it, they not only had to fear the laws and men, but 

God. And they used every industry to rule them with religion.93  

Because laws can always be circumvented and misdeeds can be kept hidden from rulers, 

Machiavelli believes that it is necessary for the state to resort to religion as an added 

mechanism of control. However, it was not just entirely about making troops fear divine 

punishment though. Machiavelli was much more concerned with the ordering effects of 

religion than its spirituality. For Machiavelli, Roman religion was a means of inculcating 

civic virtue.  

 This is why he devotes a significant portion of Book I of the Discourses to the 

discussion of civic religion. Beginning with Chapter 11, “Of the Religion of the 

Romans,” he praises the Romans, and particularly Numa Pompilius, for establishing laws 

grounded in religion. For Machiavelli, civic religion is vital for its ordering effects on the 

people. Because Numa instilled a civic religion, the Roman citizens “feared to break an 

oath much more than the laws.”94 Machiavelli goes on to list all the benefits, which 

“arose from nothing other than that religion Numa had introduced in that city.”95 

Manmade laws can easily be circumvented, but civic religion adds an aspect of the divine 

that cannot be so easily broken. As he states, “And truly there was never any orderer of 

extraordinary laws for a people who did not have recourse to God, because otherwise 

they would not have been accepted.”96 Machiavelli recognizes that the divine adds a level 

of legitimacy that otherwise is not present. 

Machiavelli is clear why he praises the Roman religion, for, “whoever considers 

well the Roman histories sees how much religion served to command armies, to animate 
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the plebs, to keep men good, to bring shame to the wicked.”97 It is the practical aspect of 

civic religion that Machiavelli cares about. For him, it is fundamentally a practical tool 

that should be used for the good of the state. And especially in terms of establishing a 

military, civic religion is of utmost importance, “for where there is religion, arms can 

easily be introduced, and where there are arms and not religion, the latter can be 

introduced only with difficulty.”98 Ultimately this is because civic religion gives rise to 

the civic virtue that is the foundation of good arms.  

However, it is important to not fixate on the idea of religion, given modern 

implications of religious discussions. Machiavelli is clearly not advocating Christianity as 

it was interpreted and practiced during his time. There should not be any confusion on 

this point. Rather, he is advocating a civic religion precisely because it is the mechanism 

through which civic virtue is instilled and enforced. Civic religion is the foundation of 

civic virtue. As Machiavelli points out, it serves an ordering effect on society, which is of 

utmost importance. He states: 

Everything considered, thus, I conclude that the religion introduced by Numa was 

among the first causes of the happiness of that city. For it caused good orders; 

good orders make good fortune; and from good fortune arose the happy successes 

of enterprises. As the observance of the divine cult is the cause of the greatness of 

republics, so disdain for it is the cause of their ruin.99  

Ultimately there has be something that creates good orders within the city. Without good 

orders, everything else crumbles. For Machiavelli, it was Roman religion that best 

achieved this. 
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Religion is obviously a fraught topic, and any mention of it invites a host of 

criticisms and attacks. However, it is important to think of civic religion in the sense 

Machiavelli does; not as a divinely inspired “true” religion, but rather one that provides 

an ordering effect on society. As Skinner points out, “[Machiavelli] is not in the least 

interested in the question of religious truth. He is solely interested in the role played by 

religious sentiment ‘in inspiring the people, in keeping men good, in making the wicked 

ashamed,’ and he judges the value of different religions entirely by their capacity to 

promote these useful effects.”100 A civic religion is one that leads to civic virtue, which 

internally motivates people and binds them with internal constraints, rather than just 

relying on the law, for the law is never enough. There are always loopholes that can be 

found in the law.  

What is needed is for the military to be more concerned about breaking oaths than 

the law. As Viroli points out, “Soldiers who do not fear God cannot make a serious oath, 

and if they do not make the oath, they cannot be good soldiers.”101 A serious oath 

necessitates a belief in something higher than oneself, be it a divine or a civic religion.  

Although such discussions of civic virtue and religion tend to be unusual in our modern 

era, to better understand this point, it would not be unreasonable to draw connections 

between the ordering effects that Machiavelli believes are necessary in civic religion, and 

the ordering effects of the Constitution in America, given its hallowed standing and the 

primacy of the values it espouses. Ultimately the point that Machiavelli emphasizes is 

that civic virtue can only come from civic religion, for it is the manifestation of a belief in 

a greater good.102  
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 Nonetheless, it is important to not lose sight of the true goal: the role that virtú 

plays in civil-military relations, for it is the rock upon which the military is built. As 

Skinner remarks in his biography of Machiavelli, “Most dangerous of all is the failure to 

appreciate that the quality of virtú matters more than anything else in military as in civil 

affairs.”103 Just like discipline, virtú, as manifested by civic virtue, is of utmost 

importance. Skinner continues, “If civic glory is to be attained, the quality of that needs 

most of all to be instilled in one’s own armies—and reckoned with in the armies of one’s 

enemies—is that of virtú, the willingness to set aside all considerations of personal safety 

and interest in order to defend the liberties of one’s native land.”104 It is that willingness 

to set aside personal interests in order to serve the greater good that separates 

mercenaries, motivated by a small stipend, from the virtuous citizen-soldiers that 

Machiavelli believes are necessary.  

Of course, as Skinner also points out, “The same willingness to place the good of 

the community above all private interests and ordinary considerations of morality is held 

to be no less essential in the case of rank-and-file citizens.”105 However, in terms of the 

military, it is of utmost importance, because the stakes can be quite higher. While it might 

be possible to control regular soldiers solely using discipline and civilian oversight, it is 

not possible to constrain excellent captains in the same manner. The very nature that 

makes them excellent captains is what makes them dangerous. As we saw in both 

Machiavelli’s discussions of mercenary captains and of ambitious men who attained 

principalities through crimes in Chapters XII and VII of The Prince, it is exceedingly 

difficult constrain them through external methods. Safeguards can be put in place, but 
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since excellent captains are needed to defend the country, they can never be wholly 

stripped of the authority and power that could lead to them usurping the government. 

Therefore, virtú, in the form of civic virtue, needs to also be instilled in excellent 

captains. If they care more for the good of the country than their own gain, it will serve as 

an internal check upon their ambitions. They must love their country more than 

themselves.  

Given that the military places the good of the country over their own good, civic 

virtue can be quite problematic at times. The love of country that civic religion and 

thereby civic virtue creates can unfortunately become an insidious form of nationalism. 

As history has shown, love of country is not always a good thing if a country’s regime is 

not good. As Skinner points out, civic virtue can, at times, be amoral. He writes, “The 

possession of virtú is accordingly represented as a willingness to do whatever may be 

necessary for the attainment of civic glory and greatness, whether the actions involved 

happen to intrinsically good or evil in character.”106 For these reasons, the criticisms 

about the dangers of patriotism and civic virtue do have some merit.107 However, even 

though civic virtue can become corrupted, it does not mean that it is not still necessary in 

a pure form directed towards good ends.. Eliminating civic virtue entirely simply trades 

potential dangers for known dangers.  The answer is not to remove civic virtue but to 

safeguard it from becoming corrupted, for military excellence cannot exist without civic 

virtue. 

This is because, for Machiavelli, civic virtue is the foundation of military 

excellence. It is only through virtú that soldiers fight well and die for their countries, and 

excellent captains intentionally constrain themselves when presented with the 
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opportunities to use their power for their own ends. It is civic virtue that separates citizen-

soldiers from professional militaries. Soldiers need to truly believe in something if 

they’re going to risk their lives for it. They cannot simply be motivated by material gain 

or fear punishment by the laws, if their crimes come to light. While these aspects are 

necessary to serve as a check on those that cannot be instilled with civic virtue, they are 

not enough by themselves. Civic virtue and discipline must be instilled together to 

strengthen and reinforce each other.  

In modern civil-military discussions,  civic virtue tends to be the missing link. 

Even in Machiavelli’s own time it was overlooked, which is why he advocated for it to be 

instilled more overtly within the military. Of course, it is incredibly difficult to 

successfully instill civic virtue nor does education in civic virtue provide a guarantee that 

it will be successful.  Machiavelli was never under any illusions about that. However, just 

because it is difficult, it does not mean that it is not necessary. A dedication to the 

common good of the nation is a necessary aspect of harmonious civil-military relations. 

This is why Machiavelli sought to bring about a rebirth of virtú, by bringing the military 

“back to ancient modes and give it some form of past virtue,” as he tells us in the preface 

to the Art of War.108 
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Chapter V: A Machiavellian Military 

The question is ultimately, what does Machiavelli’s conception of civil-military 

relations look like in practice? How can it be transferred from theory to action? As I 

emphasized in Chapter I, Machiavelli cared about application, not just thought exercises 

divorced from reality. His recommendations were meant to be applied. He spent the 

majority of his life advocating for the establishment of a Florentine militia imbued with 

virtú and discipline. Therefore, if we look at the corpus of Machiavelli’s work, a picture 

of an idealized military and harmonious civil-military relationship emerges, one that can 

provide solutions to the modern problems facing America. It is of utmost importance to 

consider the entirety of Machiavelli’s works, because, while all deal with the same 

overarching problems, each work addresses the topic of civil-military relations in a 

slightly different way. It is only by grasping all the pieces that we can see the larger 

picture that Machiavelli intended to be put into practice.  

Of course, as Harvey Mansfield points out in his introduction to the Discourses, 

Machiavelli “refuses to cater to the human weakness that craves universal rules and the 

assurance that success results from conforming to them.”109 Machiavelli doesn’t provide 

fixed universal rules, precisely because he recognizes that it is impossible to do so. 

Nonetheless, there are four main considerations that arise in terms of applying 

Machiavelli’s civil-military framework to modern problems.  

The first deals with the recruitment of the military. The second focuses on how to 

instill both discipline and virtú. The third addresses the need for being proactive in 

addressing civil-military relation tensions. And the fourth and final consideration deals 

with the responsibilities of civilian leaders within the civil-military framework. By 
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understanding the aspects of each of these considerations, Machiavelli’s framework will 

help provide guidance on how to ease the tensions within our own society.  

RECRUITMENT 

Although not necessarily the most glamourous consideration, recruitment is a 

fundamental aspect of establishing and maintaining harmonious civil-military relations. 

This theme is heavily emphasized in the Art of War, where Machiavelli devotes a 

significant amount of time to the discussion of recruitment. Particularly relevant for us in 

the age of an all-volunteer force, is Machiavelli’s acknowledgement of the difficulty of 

recruiting quality troops. The problem stems, not from the fact that good people do not 

volunteer, but rather from the fact that the state relies on people to volunteer, instead of 

the state being able to choose precisely who they wish to join the ranks. As Machiavelli 

notes, “For no one is hired at the prince’s command, but according to the will of whoever 

wants to soldier.”110  

Obviously in today’s age there are fluctuations, and at times there are enough 

volunteers that the state does have the luxury of choosing its troops. However, other 

times, that is not the case. Even after 500 years, the truth of Machiavelli’s words still 

reverberates: “But many times, it happens that they are not enough to reach the number 

you need; such that, being forced to take them all, it arises that it can no longer be called 

a levy but a hiring of infantrymen.”111 This naturally is problematic for two reasons. The 

first is that a certain character is required for an education in civic virtue and military 

discipline to take root. As Machiavelli has Fabrizio state in the Art of War, “For there is 

no one who believes that any virtue that is in any part laudable can be known in a 
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dishonest education and base spirit.”112 Civic virtue can never be instilled in some people. 

Hence only people capable of virtue must be selected for the military. 

 Naturally, knowing who is capable of virtue beforehand is almost impossible, 

which is something that Machiavelli appreciates. In his words, “Proof of virtue cannot be 

found in men who are being selected anew and who have never been selected before.”113 

While there are certain aspects of character that can be looked for in new recruits, overall 

it is exceedingly difficult to judge a potential recruit’s capability for virtue. Therefore, 

since recruitment must be based on conjecture, Machiavelli recommends recruiting more 

troops than are needed and putting them through difficult training that tests their potential 

for civic virtue and obedience to discipline.114 This allows the rulers to determine which 

recruits meet the criteria needed for the military, and to reject the rest.  

In addition to the difficulty of recruiting troops with the potential for virtue, an 

additional problem that arises from relying solely on volunteers is that when the only 

people joining the military are the ones that want to, the potential arises that the military 

becomes increasingly homogenous and self-selecting. The growing cultural divide 

between the military and the civilian population in America that was discussed earlier 

was not an unfamiliar concept to Machiavelli. In fact, he shows an profound appreciation 

for the disparity between the military and the civilian ways of life in the Art of War.115 To 

ease that tension, he recommends providing ways that allow transition from military to 

civilian life as a way of avoiding a military class in society.116 In addition, and most 

importantly, Machiavelli specifically recommends recruiting from across the social 
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classes, and not relying on one specific social or political class to dominate the 

military.117 Ultimately, even with an all-volunteer force, the cultural divide can be eased 

by actively recruiting people that add to diversity and help to break up the homogeneity 

of the military, rather than taking a more passive recruitment stance and accepting those 

inclined by nature to join the military.    

EDUCATION AND TRAINING 

The importance of discipline and civic virtue was covered in great length earlier, 

since they are the foundations of harmonious civil-military relations. The problem of 

course is instilling both within the military, given that Machiavelli does not believe that 

they necessarily occur naturally. In fact, this aspect of Machiavelli is quite modern, 

because he does not rely solely on nature. Rather, he seeks to shape nature through 

training. Using ancient examples, Machiavelli shows “how with training good soldiers 

are made in every country. For where nature is lacking, industry, which in this case avails 

more than nature, provides.”118 Training is the most important aspect in establishing a 

military, because it can overcome character flaws by nature. Through the right training, 

anything can be attained.  

This is why Machiavelli places training as the heart of military discipline. In 

regard to newly selected troops, he writes in the Art of War,  

Even though they are well selected and better armed, they must train with very 

great attention, for without this training no soldier was ever good. These drills 

must have three parts: one, to harden the body and make it fit for hardship and 
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faster and more dexterous; next, to learn to use arms; third, to learn to observe the 

orders of the army, as much in marching as in fighting and encamping.119 

Training is not just about learning to fight, it is about learning to obey orders, for it is 

training that instills discipline.  

In fact, Machiavelli is quite clear that it is not enough to just be trained in the 

tactical aspects of fighting; discipline is fundamentally more important. He writes, “For 

without this discipline, observed and practiced with utmost care [and] diligence, never 

was an army good. And without a doubt, ferocious and disordered men are much weaker 

than timid and ordered ones.”120 It is not the spirited nature of individuals that makes an 

army effective; it is their discipline as a whole that matters. Ultimately, a disciplined 

army is better than an undisciplined army, because “a spirited army is not made so by 

having spirited men in it but by having well-ordered orders.”121 And the only way this 

happens is through continued training. 

This is important because it does not rely entirely on individual nature. According 

to Machiavelli, “Nature produces few hardy men; industry and training makes many.”122 

This is because, as Machiavelli believes, “with diligence and with training these things 

are quickly taught and quickly learned, and having been learned, are forgotten with 

difficulty.”123 It is simply a matter of establishing the correct training plan to properly 

teach discipline, and then practicing it repeatedly. Ultimately, for Machiavelli, “military 

discipline is nothing other than knowing how to command and execute [the army] well; a 

disciplined army is nothing other than an army that is well practiced in these orders.”124 
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Therefore, it is practice and continued training that leads to discipline in the military. By 

constantly training, the individual natures of soldiers are molded so the entire army 

becomes obedient, united, and most of all, disciplined.  

Virtú, however, is slightly more difficult to instill than just practicing orders, 

although that surely is a part of it. For Machiavelli, the key to such training is an 

emphasis on reward and punishment. He tells us in the Art of War, “When they remain in 

garrison, soldiers are maintained with fear and punishment; when they are then led to 

war, with hope and reward.” In doing so, it strengthens education in virtue. By forcing 

the soldiers to live in accord with virtue and to constantly practice virtue, it helps lead to 

the inculcation of virtue. Since virtue cannot just be taught once and then relied on, it has 

to be constantly reinforced. And ultimately, it is the fear of punishment that keeps those 

without virtue from causing harm, and it is the promise of reward that gives a reason for 

people to remain virtuous.  

And to be clear, Machiavelli advocates for very harsh punishments, for “it is not 

enough to make these orders good unless one makes them be observed with great 

severity.”125 In terms of punishment, Machiavelli does live up to some of the 

misconceptions, for he believes that punishments are only successful if they truly inspire 

fear. Without fear, the threat of punishment is not particularly effective. A particularly 

poignant example of this is when Machiavelli has Fabrizio tell his interlocutors the 

Roman method for punishing entire legions in the Art of War. Fabrizio states, “And when 

it happened that a cohort or an entire legion had made a similar error, so as not to have 

them all die, they put all [of their names] in a bag, drew out a tenth part, and killed them. 
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This punishment was used so that if each did not feel it, each nonetheless feared it.”126 It 

does not get much harsher than this without becoming wanton cruelty.  

However, it should be highlighted that Machiavelli never advocates for such 

extreme measures for the Florentine militia. Moreover, the role of mercy in Chapters 19 

and 20 in Book III of the Discourses should also be remembered. However, the message 

that Machiavelli is attempting to convey with his discussions of harsh punishments is that 

punishments, as a means of enforcing discipline and virtú, are only effective if they are 

feared. Rulers should not be cruel, but rules must be enforced. A punishment that is not 

feared holds no power. Therefore, people need to be afraid of the consequences of 

behaving contrary to virtue. As Skinner captures in his biography of Machiavelli, 

“Machiavelli’s main suggestion—as in The Prince and later in Book IV of The Art of 

War—is that the most efficacious means of coercing people into behaving in a virtuoso 

fashion is by making them terrified of behaving otherwise.”127 For those that do not wish 

to behave virtuously on their own, Machiavelli believes that the state must provide an 

added incentive in the form of punishments to keep the military virtuous.  

Importantly though, Machiavelli tempers such extreme punishments with rewards. 

He does not rely solely on fear. He writes, “And because where there are great 

punishments, there should also be rewards. To have the men fear and hope at one stroke, 

[the Romans] had rewards offered for every outstanding deed.”128 Machiavelli fully 

appreciates the need for recognizing and rewarding discipline and virtue as a means of 

instilling and maintaining them. Especially for civic virtue, it is important to follow the 

Roman model, because it ensures that virtue does not die out for lack of benefit. 
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Although people may originally believe in civic virtue and civic religion, if they are 

never rewarded for their efforts, that faith will slowly be eroded and they will become 

corrupted. Therefore, the Roman consuls ensured that there was always significant 

rewards attached to virtuous actions. As Machiavelli relates, “Every virtuous act was 

recognized and rewarded by the consuls and publicly praised by each.”129 People must 

know that good things come from virtuous actions. It is the only way to make people 

believe in virtue.  

Ultimately, this system of punishment and reward, leads some, such as Harvey 

Mansfield and Leo Strauss, to believe that Machiavelli’s military operated solely by 

channeling the appetites.130 This, to some degree, is true, particularly for the regular 

soldiers. However, this overlooks the need for a genuine civic virtue, for otherwise there 

would still be the same problem of soldiers only being motivated by a small stipend, or 

fear of punishment. Neither of those are enough to get them to fight well and even die for 

the common good. This is especially problematic for excellent captains who have much 

to gain by furthering their own ambitions, much more than simple rewards could give 

them.  

Therefore, it is not enough to simply try to control the appetites. The purpose of 

punishment and reward is not just to control the appetites, but to attempt to truly inculcate 

civic virtue. This point is easily overlooked but it must not be. Punishment and reward 

serve as a means of reinforcing virtue. The goal is not to subsume the role of virtue by 

controlling the appetites, but rather it is to create an environment in which virtue can 

thrive. By keeping people from discarding virtue and by rewarding those that act 

virtuously, it conditions people to act virtuously, so at times when punishment and 
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reward are not enough, people will continue to act virtuously. It is through the habituation 

of punishment and reward that civic virtue arises and is maintained. Nature and education 

alone are not enough to keep people virtuous. But by training people to behave virtuously 

through punishment and reward, Machiavelli hopes they will eventually come to believe 

in civic virtue for its own sake.  

PROACTIVE SOLUTIONS 

Although Chapter II highlighted growing strains on American civil-military 

relations, America is clearly not at a point of crisis. Nor, arguably will America be in the 

immediate future. It is possible that the growing strains will resolve themselves without 

the sorts of prescriptions that this thesis recommends. Yet, just because we have a history 

of relatively stable civil-military relations and are not yet at a point of crisis does not 

mean we should rest of our laurels. For Machiavelli, this would be a momentous mistake. 

It is imperative that we solve any potential issues before they become larger problems.  

In Chapter III of The Prince, Machiavelli praises the Romans precisely because 

they proactively solved problems before they could become larger and impossible to 

solve. He writes,  

For the Romans did in these cases what all wise prices should do: they not only 

have to have regard for present troubles but also for future ones, and they have to 

avoid these with all their industry because, when one foresees from afar, one can 

easily find a remedy for them but when you wait until they come close to you, the 

medicine is not in time because the disease has become incurable.131 
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The time that problems should be addressed is as soon as they are noticed, for they are 

much easier to solve. If we wait until we do reach the point of a crisis, it might be too 

late. Especially for civil-military relations, problems must be addressed from afar.  

Moreover, just because the growing strains are not commonly recognized is also 

not a valid justification for not addressing them immediately. As Machiavelli makes 

clear, “So it happens in affairs of state, because when one recognizes from afar the evils 

that arise in a state (which is not given but to one who is prudent), they are soon healed; 

but when they are left to grow because they were not recognized, to the point that 

everyone recognizes them, there is no longer any remedy for them.”132 The very fact that 

the tensions in American civil-military relations are gaining wider recognition among the 

public and not just in civil-military relations circles gives this statement added pregnancy. 

If we wait to address problems until they have reached a crisis point, it will be too late. 

We must apply remedies now, while the real problems are still far off. It is not about 

looking for problems where there are none; it is about recognizing innate tensions in the 

system and addressing them while we still can.  

In addition, although not commonly considered nowadays, we should not forget 

the role of fortune in life. In his famous treatment of fortune in Chapter XXV of The 

Prince, Machaivelli writes, “It happens similarly with fortune, which demonstrates her 

power where virtue has not been put in order to resist her and therefore turns her impetus 

where she knows that dams and dikes have not been made to contain her.”133 Ultimately 

Machiavelli understands the necessity of planning for contingencies. Just because 

America has avoided problems in the past, does not mean she can in the future. To use 

Machiavelli’s terminology, dams and dikes must be put in place to ensure that the era of 
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tranquility continues. Failing to recognize that fortune and times can change is a recipe 

for disaster.  

In the same manner, planning for contingencies and changes in fortune is founded 

in an understanding of what potential issues and problems can arise in civil-military 

relations, which is why it is important to understand civil-military relations from a 

historical perspective. As Machiavelli tells us, “And truly, in a republic, and especially in 

those that are corrupt, the ambition of any citizen cannot be opposed with a better, less 

scandalous, and easier mode than to anticipate the ways that he is seen to tread to arrive 

at the rank that he plans.”134 If we recall Machiavelli’s basic understanding of human 

nature, and just look at history, it is not surprising that sometimes ambitious people will 

rise through the ranks of the military, or even that virtuous people will be tempted by the 

positions of their office. The key is understanding and anticipating how individuals can 

threaten civil-military relations. Ultimately, we must proactively address problems before 

they become crises.  

THE RESPONSIBILITY OF RULERS 

The final consideration has to do with the civilian overseers of the military. One 

of the reasons Machiavelli has gained such a tarnished reputation over the years is 

because he is not particularly sympathetic towards incompetent leaders that fail to 

command their armies. For him, civilian leaders have an tremendous responsibility in 

terms of maintaining harmonious civil-military relations. Ultimately, it is the civilian 

leaders that determine whether their relationship with the military is harmonious, and if it 

is not, it is entirely their fault in Machiavelli’s eyes.  
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Naturally, the focus of this thesis has primarily been on the military side of the 

civil-military relations discussion. However, it is a mistake to assume that it is simply a 

one-way street; civil-military relations goes both ways. The civilian leaders of the 

military also have a certain responsibilities that they must uphold to maintain a 

harmonious civil-military relationship. In The Prince, Machiavelli devotes an entire 

chapter to this discussion. The chapter is titled, “What a Prince Should Do Regarding the 

Military,” and begins by stating, “A prince should have no other object, not any other 

thought, nor take anything else as his art but that of war and its orders and discipline.”135 

Obviously this is said somewhat tongue in cheek. Particularly in our modern era of highly 

technical warfare, civilian leaders cannot devote themselves entirely to the art of war. In 

many ways, it would be counterproductive for politicians to try to also be military 

specialists, which is a point emphasized in The Soldier and the State  by Huntington.136 

However, the reason that Machiavelli starts the chapter in such a forceful and 

almost hyperbolic manner is precisely because it is of such importance. Machiavelli 

knows intimately well the dangers that arise from civilian leaders, be they princes or 

elected officials, that neglect the thought of war and submit to professional soldiers on 

matters of war. He writes, “One sees that when princes have thought more of amenities 

than of arms, they have lost their states. And the first cause that makes you lose it is the 

neglect of this art.”137 Elected officials cannot simply let military leaders establish 

military and national strategy.  

Moreover, it is deeply problematic for Machiavelli when military leaders begin to 

doubt the judgement of their rulers and begin to think that they are more capable of 
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handling military matters, even if it influences national strategy. Machiavelli states that 

“there is no proportion between one who is armed and one who is unarmed, and it is not 

reasonable that whoever is armed obey willingly whoever is unarmed, and that someone 

unarmed be secure among armed servants. For since there is scorn in the one and 

suspicion in the other, it is not possible for them to work well together.”138 Once again, 

while this may sound extreme, if we think about what is truly being said, it is not that 

surprising. One only need to look at the tension between top generals and President 

Obama during his tenure to see examples of this in America.139 Ultimately for 

Machiavelli, the ruler absolutely must be the commander-in-chief and fulfill the 

responsibilities that accompany such a title. If the duties of managing the military and 

creating strategy are abdicated to professional generals, there will inherently be a tension 

in civil-military relations, because the generals and the rulers will not always agree on the 

ends that the military should be pursuing.  

Therefore, Machiavelli is explicit, “A prince who does not understand the 

military, besides other unhappiness, cannot, as was said, be esteemed by his soldiers nor 

have trust in them.”140 Although presidents and congressmen do not need to go to the 

extreme of never lifting their thoughts from the exercise of war,141 if they do not 

understand the military, and in particular what the military is capable of, they will 

consequently rely on top generals to make strategic military decisions that influence 

national strategy for them, because they will not have the ability to do so themselves. If 

this happens, it shifts the balance of power to the military and gives them undue 
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influence, which can set a dangerous precedent for when more ambitious generals rise 

through the ranks. Ultimately, a knowledge of war and military capabilities is necessary 

for civilian leaders. Without such knowledge, they will eventually abdicate their power 

and responsibility to the military, which, as Machiavelli addresses, is a dangerous 

precedent to set, because it gives undue political influence to the military.  

Ultimately, it is the responsibility of civilian rulers to establish a good military 

that is filled with virtuous and disciplined soldiers, who are committed to the nation and 

obedient to its laws. Machiavelli does not equivocate about this; “It is more true than any 

other truth that if where there are men there are no soldiers, it arises through a defect of 

the prince and not through any other defect, either of the site or of nature.”142 The training 

and education that provides discipline and civic virtue is the responsibility of civilian 

leaders. Moreover, they must also maintain and enforce the necessary discipline. If they 

do not, civil-military relations will not be harmonious, because the fundamental aspect of 

discipline will not be enforced. And, as was shown earlier, this naturally leads to the 

eventual corruption of virtuous people. Therefore, civil-military relations is contingent 

upon civilian leaders upholding their responsibilities, just as it is necessary for the 

military to be disciplined and virtuous.  
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Chapter VI: Conclusion 

The inherent tensions in civil-military relations can never be wholly eliminated. 

The military way of life will always attract certain types of people over others, and a 

process of self-selection will occur naturally. Moreover, the very experience of war 

changes the character of soldiers in ways that their civilian counterparts cannot always 

grasp. The cultural gap between the two modes of life will never be entirely be bridged. 

In the same manner, it is impossible to keep excellent captains from rising through the 

ranks of the military. The state will always need excellent captains with enough authority 

to defend the state against enemies. The attributes that allow a rightly ordered excellent 

captain to successfully defend his country are the same ones that give the means to an 

ambitious excellent captain to place his own good above that of the state. And of course, 

the military can never be kept completely apolitical. If military members need to love 

their country more than themselves, it will always create a tension when they believe that 

their civilian leaders are making serious blunders in military strategy. Precisely because 

of their love of country, the military may push back against the discipline of their civilian 

leaders, without understanding the larger implications for civil-military relations. Their 

motivation to do so may not even be one of self-interested ambition, but simply 

misguided civic virtue.  

However, although these problems can never be completely solved, it does not 

mean they cannot be mitigated. The answer is not to simply hope for the best. Just 

because we have not yet approached a crisis in civil-military relations does not mean that 

these tensions cannot one day become crises. The tensions of civil-military relations must 

be constantly mitigated through safeguards. Although tactics and even the way we fight 

wars has drastically changed over the centuries, the aspects of human nature that lead to 
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the tensions in civil-military relations do not. Human nature is constant. Ambition does 

not go away. Thus, it is beneficial to look to history for ways of mitigating these tensions.  

For these reasons, I have stressed the importance of understanding Machiavelli’s 

political thought on civil-military relations. I believe that he has much practical wisdom 

to offer us, even in the 21st century. Because civil-military relations played such a key 

role in undergirding his dreams for Italy, it is a topic that dominated his writings and 

political actions. And it is precisely because he dealt with civil-military relations from 

both a practical and a theoretical point of view that Machiavelli gives us unique insight. 

He managed to blend ancient conceptions of virtue and modern conceptions of 

professional discipline. Thus, by taking civic virtue from the ancients, and reinforcing it 

with modern discipline, Machiavelli manages to overcome the problems of each. By 

themselves, neither discipline nor civic virtue is enough to make an army good or to keep 

it good. They are both required and must be entwined in a manner that constantly 

reinforces each other.  

If we follow Machiavelli’s advice on how to instill both discipline and virtú 

through education and training, it can help ease the tensions in civil-military relations. 

Only with virtú can the military place the greater good of the state above their own 

private good. Moreover, by judiciously recruiting and selecting troops, the inherent 

tensions between the civilian and military modes of life can be mitigated. And of course, 

we must always remember the responsibilities that civilian rulers have. We cannot expect 

only the military to be responsible for maintaining harmonious civil-military relations.  

Ultimately, it is important to remember that Machiavelli’s abiding love of the 

Romans did not stem from their perfection. Rather, the reason Machiavelli used Roman 

examples throughout his works was because he had a deep appreciation for what can be 

learned from history.  If we hope to address the growing strains on civil-military relations 
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in America, we must have the same appreciation for what we can learn from Niccolò 

Machiavelli. 
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