Assess Machiavelli’s claim that the prince must know how to be wicked.  Is the prince justified in doing anything as long as it is expedient?
"We have not seen great things done in our time except by those who have been considered mean; the rest have failed”

[The Prince, xvi]
In this essay we will see that the prince while knowing how to be wicked must not be ruled by wickedness.  Furthermore the prince is only justified in doing what is expedient when the outcome will both be beneficial to his state, the people, and his glory.  Machiavelli’s Prince while often even and measured is sometimes shocking.  At times he appears to promote cruel brutality and wickedness.  To understand his writings we must first understand some of the background and basis of Machiavelli’s radical thought.  Next we will explore the qualities that Machiavelli’s prince should posses.  We will see that cruelty (or wickedness) can be one of these virtues but that it must be moderated and used only for the benefit of the state and what is expedient to the prince’s glory.  

First we will look at Machiavelli’s view of the men that a prince will have to rule over.  “men are ungrateful fickle liars and deceivers they shun danger and are greedy for profit.” (The Prince, xviii).  While this reductionism may rival Hobbes in its bleak view of human nature, Machiavelli’s political ‘philosophy’ is based on observation of people both past and present and not abstract political theory [political thinkers, p153].  Indeed ‘this Historical outlook led him to provide a rather damning indictment of his fellow man… he argued that effective government had to rein in these tendencies’ [Plato to Nato; Sydney Anglo; p.4].   However Machiavelli concedes that it is difficult to maintain power as people always want to change their ruler, thinking that the new one will be better, furthermore the nature of man makes the perfect state impossible to maintain and so some form of compromise must be found [Political Thinkers, p.154].  From this Machiavelli forms his radical new philosophy.  He moves away from the medieval concept of a prince as an intermediary between God and Man – applying natural justice and eschewing earthly temptations.  Machiavelli takes instead the Roman ideal of good leadership consisting of will, power, ambition, courage, drive, energy, shrewdness and self reliance.  Finally it must be noted that Machiavelli was a passionate Florentine, he despaired for the future of his state and this is key to understanding some of his more radical views.  

Machiavelli concludes that the prince must act in ways which we may consider wicked, immoral and cruel.  Famously Machiavelli redefines Virtue as Virtù.  Traditional virtue can be seen as the Christian idea of morality - ‘treat you neighbour as you would wish your neighbour to treat you’.  However Machiavelli shuns this believing instead that a Prince should be pragmatic; acting as he sees fit and as the situation demands.  Virtù can be seen as synonymous with power, it can include the traditional concept of virtue but only when it brings about some advantage.  Machiavelli not only applauds virtù but makes it clear that those who follow a strict moral conduct will come undone:
“Man who wants to act virtuously in every way necessarily comes to grief among so many who are not virtuous”.
[Machiavelli: The Prince: Chapter XV]
Further more in chapter 18 Machiavelli explains the virtuous that he believes a Prince should posses.  A prince needs to be a strong and capable leader like a lion, but it is also important to be cunning and indeed deceitful like a fox.  Machiavelli advises that a strong and cunning prince will affect the epitome of virtue making his deceit all the more potent.
“Some things that appear to be vices will bring him [the prince] security and prosperity”

[The prince: chapter 15]

As we have seen Machiavelli doesn’t hold his fellow man in high esteem.  While he admits that their support is needed for a prince to operate, he also notes that it is easy for a prince to make the people do as he wishes and believe what he says.  The people are simple, gullible and impressed by appearances and “the deceiver will always find someone to deceive”.  The prince can use this to maintain the support of the people while not always doing as the people might wish.
Machiavelli at some points even seems to condone violence directed at the people.  In chapter V he claims that the only way to rule over a conquered people accustomed to freedom is to crush the people and ruin their city, otherwise they will try to regain their freedom and in doing so destroy you.  He elaborates on this later, famously saying that you can rule by love or by fear.  Love is capricious, one day the people may love you the next they may turn against you.  However fear is absolute; if people fear you, they will always fear you.  Therefore if you can’t be both loved and feared it is better to be feared.  Machiavelli paints this picture in much starker term later, saying that a new prince can not avoid a reputation for cruelty due to the inherent dangers which demand it of him:

“A prince must not worry if he incurs reproach for his cruelty as longs as he keeps his subjects, united and loyal”

[The Prince, xvii]
It would therefore seem that Machiavelli advocates a brutal prince who uses wickedness to subjugate his people - in other words a tyrant.  However looking more deeply into the prince we see that this is not the case.  While Machiavelli makes it clear that a prince must know how to be cruel, he states that cruelty can be used well and badly, there are restrictions to its use.  It is used well when a last resort, used quickly and brutally to enhance ones position but not persisted in.  In this way security can be obtained quickly and the people will not have to tolerate further violence.  He further states that when violence is at first used infrequently and ineffectively its use can grow in intensity, this ongoing violence will cause the people to be resentful and weaken the prince’s position.  This is pure pragmatism, there is no moral reason for not using cruelty, merely that if used to much the prince will sow the seeds of discontent that will lead to his demise.  However there is one other restriction on the use of cruelty which he illustrates using the example of Agathodes who became prince of Syracuse by killing the senators and rich citizens of the city.

“Yet it cannot be called prowess to kill fellow citizens, to betray friends, to be treacherous, pitiless, unreligious.  These ways can win a prince power but not glory”

[The Prince, viii]

The question of expediency is now dealt with by Machiavelli.  There is a world of difference between something that is expedient to ones power and something that is expedient to ones glory.  Glory figures strongly in his work reflecting the current mood in Florence.  This was a golden era, the renaissance and such great artist, sculptors, poets and inventors as Botticelli, Donatello, Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo were contemporaries of Machiavelli.  These artists have become famous, glorious even and in the same way Machiavelli believed that the ultimate goal of a Prince should be glory; to be remembered as one of the great rulers.  This therefore restricted the actions that a prince could take – he could only be wicked or pursue power to an extent that would not harm his glory.
Finally we must note that Machiavelli teaches princes many things beyond how to be wicked.  He advises princes to makes themselves strong in good times so they can weather the bad ones and stop fortuna from ruining them [the prince, xxv].  He advises princes in foreign states to live in the state so they can deal with problems quickly and with greater understanding, while also advising them to respect the states old laws and customs.  He covers many other areas, including the importance of support from nobles and the common people.  These show that Machiavelli prescribes more qualities than just wickedness to the prince. 
In conclusion Machiavelli believes that it is important for a prince to posses many qualities, among these wickedness.  The phrase ‘the ends justify the means’ has become synonymous with Machiavelli, but unfairly so.  His vision is much more complex than this, and while wickedness and pragmatism are emphasised at many points Machiavelli makes it clear that, firstly, the prince must be the master of wickedness not a slave to it; secondly, that the goal of the prince is to unite the people in one state (thus it can be argued saving themselves from their more base instincts [pol. Thinkers p153-5]) and, finally,  that the prince must act only in ways that will be expedient to his glory (not necessarily to his power) and not make his people hateful of him.  

“He who is violent to spoil, not he who is violent to mend should be reproved”
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