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Machiavelli’s Effectual Truth

Machiavelli is said to be a Renaissance thinker, yet in a notable phrase 

he invented, “the effectual truth,” he attacked the high-sounding 

humanism typical of the Renaissance, while mounting a conspiracy 

against the classical and Christian ideas of his time. In Machiavelli’s 

Effectual Truth this overlooked phrase is studied and explained for 

the �rst time. The upshot of “effectual truth” for any individual is 

to not depend on anyone or anything outside yourself to keep you 

free and secure. Mans�eld argues that this phrase reveals Machiavelli’s 

approach to modern science, with its focus on the ef�cient cause and 

concern for fact. He inquires into the effect Machiavelli expected from 

his own writings, and the belief that his philosophy would have an 

effect that future philosophers could not ignore. His plan, according 

to Mans�eld, was through his successors to create his own future and 

ours in the modern world.

Harvey C. Mans�eld has spent his life at Harvard University, where 

he studies and teaches political philosophy. He is a translator of 

Machiavelli and Tocqueville, and has written on Burke, the invention 

of indirect government, defensible and constitutional liberalism, the 

discovery and theory of executive power, and the nature of manliness. 

He has received the National Humanities Medal (2004), delivered the 

annual Thomas Jefferson lecture (2007), and has been awarded the 

Bradley Prize.
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But since my intent is to write something useful for whoever wishes 
to understand it, it has appeared to me more �tting to go directly to 
the effectual truth of the thing than to the imagination of it.

Machiavelli, The Prince, ch. 15

For it is seen that two virtuous princes in succession are suf�cient 
to acquire the world, as were Philip of Macedon and Alexander the 
Great. A republic should do so much more, as through the mode of 
electing it has not only two in succession but in�nite most virtuous 
princes who are successors to one another. That virtuous succession 
will always exist in every well-ordered republic.

Machiavelli, Discourses on Livy, 1.20
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ix

The theme of this book is the notion of “effectual truth” that Machiavelli 
discovered and declared in The Prince. This notion refers generally to the way 
the world reacts when it meets a claim to truth, to its effect, the “takeaway” 
as we say today, rather than its accuracy or consistency. Particularly, I am 
concerned with the reception that Machiavelli can expect for his own doctrine, 
a new truth that celebrates new truth. More particularly, I want to consider 
the philosophers whom he expects to convince of his truth, the successors he 
will employ. My book’s title is ambivalent in a way one might not expect. 
“Machiavelli’s effectual truth” means not only the notion in that strangely 
unnoticed phrase but even more to its application to Machiavelli himself. 
What is the effectual truth of the teacher of effectual truth?

This book can be taken as a companion to an earlier one published in 1996 
as Machiavelli’s Virtue. In that book his virtue means the virtue he recom-
mends to all and his own virtue that he practices himself. Just as Machiavelli 
is not merely his own best example in virtue but the one who as prince has 
taken charge of our virtue as his pupils and subjects, so too he is the one who 
alone, as uno solo, will not only introduce the notion of effectual truth but 
also himself make that truth effectual to bene�t all of us. He is the author of 
his own effectual truth. He will do this after his death through philosophers 
who will carry on, or “execute,” his “enterprise” – the two quoted words 
being key features of his vocabulary. These philosophers, whom he designates 
“captains” in his Discourses on Livy, will be his successors. They are not mere 
accidents or chance consequences he cannot control beyond his lifetime, but 
designated thinkers, those who desire to “reason about everything,” who will 
be convinced to follow in his “path” and continue to develop the “effectual 
truth” of the world. They are known to us as the philosophers of moder-
nity, as they, following Machiavelli, came to de�ne it: the world understood 
as effectual truth, complete in itself, con�ned to what can be seen, heard, 

Preface
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x Preface

tasted, smelled, or touched by human senses, not requiring any supra-world of 
Plato’s ideas or God’s heaven either to explain it or supply its defects.

This book can also be taken as the �rst study of effectual truth and of its 
application to Machiavelli himself as its originator. It has two features for 
which some apology is needed, since it is both incomplete and speculative. It 
is incomplete because it asserts much more than it proves, and because it is 
episodic, much of it consisting in articles published previously and now shown 
to be relevant to the theme of effectual truth and the thesis of philosophic suc-
cession. But there is no attempt to explain what all the modern philosophers 
after Machiavelli, from Bodin to Montesquieu, owe to him for his discovery 
of the effectual truth and how each of them manages his “commission” in this 
regard from the founding prince.

In fact, the only post-Machiavellian philosopher studied at some length is the 
one who maintained that he had in a sense completed the mission received from 
Machiavelli over two centuries before: Montesquieu. In Chapter 6, Montesquieu’s 
The Spirit of the Laws is examined from beginning to end to reveal its derivation 
from Machiavelli’s effectual truth, its correction of Machiavelli’s application of 
that notion in its advice, and its declaration that Machiavelli’s work had been 
completed. This unpublished chapter builds on the work of several scholars of 
Montesquieu, who remark on his notable phrase that “one has begun to be 
cured of Machiavellianism.” To understand the cure one must see how it is con-
veyed, and take note that Montesquieu uses the sort of “fraud” that Machiavelli 
boasted of to describe and even to announce the cure of “Machiavellianism” he 
thought was underway. My book shows Montesquieu’s esotericism for the �rst 
time from a scholarly standpoint, and no doubt imperfectly. Chapter 7 contains 
a brief study of Machiavelli in Tocqueville’s great work, Democracy in America, 
which was also the �rst to demonstrate Tocqueville’s hidden appreciation of 
Machiavelli’s hidden enterprise.

Or is this truly demonstration? The second feature for which the argument 
of this book needs an apology is its speculative nature. Since an apology is 
a kind of defense, I will get off my knees to give it. One knows from Plato’s 
Apology of Socrates that philosophy is an inherently subversive movement 
against the established order. Socrates was accused of not holding to the gods 
held by his city and of corrupting its youth, two forms of rebellion against the 
of�cial education designed to protect and prolong its regime. To continue their 
activity in the face of power that will always be strong enough to stop and 
punish it, philosophers must resort to various means of concealment when they 
disclose themselves by writing. These means must be hidden from authority 
but open to other philosophers, whether they are mature or �edglings. This 
is what Leo Strauss called the “art of writing” contrived by philosophers to 
oppose and circumvent the danger of persecution, and experienced readers will 
by now have detected the strong scent of his presence.1

 1 Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing (1952).
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xiPreface

This art of writing is obliged to avoid the straightforward demonstration 
of evidence and argument expected by scholars today and is characteristic of 
scienti�c proof, in which premises, arguments, and conclusions are declared 
and open to all without possibility of misunderstanding. Scienti�c demonstra-
tion does not admit nuance, subtlety, or irony. Everything is above board and 
without reserve. The art of writing, however, favors grace, surprise, and delib-
erate obfuscation. It cannot be “transparent,” a political term of our time that, 
when invoked, makes a listener suspect a lie. But of course a lie cannot succeed 
when admitting it’s a lie; so the art of writing has to conceal its artful character 
to most readers while offering intriguing avenues of subversive investigation 
to others. Behind the artful character and facilitating of subversive investiga-
tion is the assumption that everything written has to be where and what it is. 
Nothing in the writing is by accident, and no meaning found in it is merely the 
work of a guess. However strange it must seem to most readers and most writ-
ers, the greatest writing illustrates the highest necessity with the very stylish 
beauties that seem so creatively personal.

Machiavelli said: “For it is enough to ask someone for his arms without 
saying, ‘I wish to kill you with them,’ since you are able to satisfy your appetite 
after you have the arms in hand” (D 1.44.2).2 This elementary counsel of pru-
dence tells the philosopher to keep his political inferences and intentions under 
wraps. He cannot make his speech “perfectly clear” (another suspect sign in 
the speech of a politician). He must make suggestions and use hints, avoiding 
the fact while sometimes using the language of manly frankness. In this book I 
address the communication between philosophers across generations, joining 
centuries of historical change, arguing with those who are dead and explaining 
to the unborn. Normally, one would expect that philosophers’ addresses to 
one another would be like messages put in a bottle and thrown in the sea, open 
to chance and usually never received or if found, misunderstood. But the case 
is different with Machiavelli. For the philosopher of “effectual truth” wants 
to make a world governed by that principle, and to do so he must contrive 
somehow to govern the philosophers who follow him. He will give a start to 
his enterprise but he needs help to develop and maintain it afterwards.

It is not without reason that Machiavelli likes to insist that the prince 
maintain what he acquires, for he needs to do this himself. The power he 
wishes to subvert – the power of Christianity and the Church – needs to be 
confronted directly and openly criticized in a way it has never been before. 
This Machiavelli can do but it is all he can do in his lifetime. What sort of 
regime succeeds from this encounter he can make suggestions for – a repub-
lic and/or a principality – but he cannot make speci�c recommendations for 
a political situation not yet existing. Moreover, he can conceive of “worldly 

 2 References to The Prince are by chapter (e.g., P 1), to the Discourses on Livy by book, chapter, 

and paragraph (e.g., D 1.1.1), and to the Florentine Histories by book and chapter (e.g., FH 

1.39). Other works by Machiavelli are prefaced with the abbreviation NM.
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xii Preface

things” (D Let. Ded.) considered from the standpoint of effectual truth, which 
excludes any appeal to any sort of “next world” hovering over “this world” 
and both corrupting politics and casting a cloud over the science that seeks 
to understand this refashioned world. In his two major works he refers to 
“science” in only one place, leaving the whole enterprise of modern science 
to be announced and worked out by “one of the doctors” of England, Francis 
Bacon.3 Yet Machiavelli wants to ensure that his own effect in the future will 
be in accord with his principle of effectual truth. He must control what the 
nature of human mortality would seem to make impossible to control: his own 
Fortuna. What I mean to say is that readers cannot expect a demonstrative 
proof but must be satis�ed with speculation – not unfounded but reasonable 
speculation, not lacking in evidence but requiring imagination to see, and not 
certain but probable. What Machiavelli intends and what I say of it is on �rst 
encounter implausible, I confess. My effort will be to make it plausible at least 
and at most give it the kind of moral certainty that scholars like to refuse but 
often display.

Chapter 1 on Machiavelli’s succession problem lays the foundation for 
this book. It explains the notion of effectual truth and shows how it leads to 
the succession problem, as it may be called, a problem for Machiavelli as for 
no other preceding philosopher. The effectual truth is less than the simple 
truth but at the same time more. It is less than the high-minded rationality of 
Plato and Aristotle with their forms or ideas and essences needed to establish 
the being of things we perceive. But it is also more than this truth because it 
contains an incentive to receive and practice it; it is truth that has an effect in 
the world, not depending on the imaginative high reason of the high-minded. 
Once the unintended consequences of being high-minded are seen as typical, 
not as chance events aspired to by powerless philosophy, they will appear as 
intended by the one who �rst conceived the effectual truth and made it serve 
his plan of bringing common bene�t to each of us (D 1.pr.) – by Machiavelli. 
His plan requires and includes a succession of followers, for he cannot give 
effect to all of it in his lifetime. His plan must be worked out – as indeed 
it has, in good part. This, in brief, is the connection between Machiavelli’s 
notion of effectual truth and his notion of philosophic succession. It bears 
restatement from several aspects to make explicit what he conveys guardedly 
and implicitly, with his characteristic �air and misdirection. His plan is in 
view for all, for most to see in part and for a very few to see as a whole. My 
view is but a glimpse, but our situation of late modernity when philosophy is 
at risk makes it timely.

Chapter 2 was conceived in 2013 at the 500th anniversary of the compos-
ing of Machiavelli’s The Prince. It shows effectual truth from the standpoint 
of Machiavelli’s enterprise, the goal of which is the common bene�t of each 
or everyone and effectual truth in the notion of necessity, �rst made political 

 3 Bacon, Essays, 13.
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by Machiavelli as opposed to the Epicurean necessity that counsels a philo-
sophical life aloof from politics. Further, it considers the word “fact,” derived 
from “effectual” and become everyday speech in which it expresses a speaker’s 
attempt to impress the listener: “in fact”! For Machiavelli, the most impressive 
effect is the fact or effect of a sensational execution by the prince, after which 
everyone walks more fearfully than before. For Hume, his successor, however, 
the effect is diminished to everyday “matter of fact,” applying to anything 
impressive or not, and not con�ned to human deeds. But it is Hobbes who 
introduces fact as what contrasts to what we merely imagine. One should be 
impressed by facts, not by wishful imaginings. To counter the folly of wishing, 
fact cannot just sit there; it needs to draw attention away to itself. The ho-hum 
anti-drama of fact needs drama of its own, the drama of science that organizes 
effectual truth and forgets its author.

Chapter 3 considers Leo Strauss’s amazing book Thoughts on Machiavelli 
that, like Machiavelli, “departs from the orders of others” (P 15), with my 
focus on Strauss’s treatment of The Prince. Strauss’s judgment on Machiavelli 
is admiring but severe: Machiavelli in a biblical view is a fallen angel, and in 
a classical view has a noble perversity. Strauss adopts these two viewpoints 
throughout, following Machiavelli, who by interpreting the Bible draws 
philosophy out of, yet away from, the enemy territory of sacred law. In the 
Discourses Machiavelli uses Livy as his Bible, beginning from acceptance and 
gradually developing his disagreement. In the political terms of both The Prince 
and the Discourses, both the classical and the Christian views must answer to 
the higher authority of “foreign arms” rather than defend itself with “its own 
arms.” For “arms” signify ideas as well as guns. Yet despite his judgment 
against Machiavelli most of Strauss’s study seeks to promote him to the highest 
rank, and to secure the elevation he deserves. Strauss provides an instruction in 
how to read him that is useful and necessary for the understanding of any great 
writer. Chapter 4 considers Machiavelli’s Mandragola, a play in which a comic 
prince tries to gain an heir to sustain his family succession by allowing himself 
to be cuckolded. The serious equivalent to this comedy is Machiavelli himself, 
hiding in his play and scheming to the result of a successful conspiracy – the 
effectual truth of his enterprise. Both effectual truth and succession are in the 
plot of the play.

In Part II my book turns from Machiavelli’s texts to his Fortuna, to use his 
word, which is the Italian for in�uence or legacy as well as fortune. The main 
point is that Machiavelli does not leave his fortune to luck, or entirely to luck. 
The fortune he leaves after himself in his writings is the notion of effectual 
truth that is his notion, not just a new truth for which he might be (but hasn’t 
been) named and studied.

Chapter 5 is on context and the making of context by historians. The two 
examples affecting Machiavelli are Civic Humanism, invented by Hans Baron 
in 1925, and the Renaissance, by another famous historian, Jakob Burckhardt 
in 1860. Both historians try in the contexts they name to give Machiavelli a 
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fortune not made by him but for him, and both have been quite successful in 
persuading other scholars and the public to put Machiavelli in their places 
rather than his. Civic Humanism is traced by Baron to Leonardo Bruni’s eulogy 
of Florence, composed in 1404, and said to have culminated in Machiavelli. 
Chapter 5 features an analysis of Bruni’s text questioning its match with 
Machiavelli. Burckhardt’s Renaissance centers on Machiavelli, who in fact 
should be considered a critic of the Renaissance because he disagreed funda-
mentally with every other notable who is normally assigned to that period. 
Every human being lives in a context consisting of the prevailing ideas of his 
time and place, and a few, especially philosophers, can become aware of those 
ideas and criticize them, usually, because of the worldly weakness of philoso-
phers, in subdued fashion. By placing these few in a context, historians of our 
time (representing its prevailing ideas) reduce critics to spokesmen of the ideas 
they merely avow for self-protection yet actually question. The leading exam-
ple of contextual shrouding is the attribution of Christian belief to Humanist 
and Renaissance thinkers who with good reason dared not avow their doubt 
of that belief. An example is given in the Appendix of a contextual historian 
who causes the greatness of Machiavelli to vanish into the commonplaces of 
his context. But such methodical disparagement is a form of effectual truth: 
Machiavelli is received as what he represents, not as what he intended. Instead 
of making his own future fortune, it is made for him. The master conspirator 
not only remains hidden but disappears as a possibility.

Chapter 6, much the longest, is on Montesquieu’s Machiavelli. Montesquieu 
gives recognition to Machiavelli that previous modern philosophers, especially 
the liberal ones like himself, had denied him – but having done so, he can crit-
icize him openly. He calls Machiavelli “that great man” and a legislator, and 
more: he tacitly accepts him as the founder of modern philosophy. He adopts 
the principle of effectual truth and uses it �rst to praise, then to destroy the 
ancients, and then to establish modernity as if it had no founding philosopher. 
Or it had no other founding philosopher than himself, only an historical devel-
opment he discerns. His grand work The Spirit of the Laws shows the notion 
of historical context at its origin and as part of Machiavelli’s plan to make lib-
erty secure (more than glorious) in this world, now the world. Chapter 7 was 
co-authored with my late wife Delba Winthrop, not written together but by 
my addition to her unpublished paper. It reveals Tocqueville’s understanding 
of Machiavelli’s enterprise to be as it is reported in this book, a satisfying con-
�rmation of Machiavelli’s hints and hidden design with his own. Yet he, in full 
appreciation of Machiavelli’s campaign, announces his own, as captain of his 
own army, to oppose Machiavelli’s. This shorter chapter tops off Machiavelli’s 
fortune as having provoked an impressive critic.
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It is customary most of the time to consider it appropriate to thank those who 
help in the writing of a book while accepting oneself full responsibility for 
the result. According to the doctrine of effectual truth, however, no one can 
prudently help another without considering the outcome of his help and thus 
sharing responsibility for the book that results.

Nonetheless, I will list the following Machiavellians who helped me 
and Machiavelli (for all of us help him): Erika Benner, John McCormick, 
James Hankins, Maurizio Viroli, Clifford Orwin, Nathan Tarcov, Ioannis 
Evrigenis, Vickie Sullivan, Diana Schaub, Mark Blitz, Gladden Pappin, 
Gabriele Pedullà, William Baumgarth, Heinrich Meier, Pierre Manent, and 
D. S. May�eld – with Leo Strauss holding a place in the list inconspicuously 
at its center. My Harvard colleagues have been collegial and my students too 
many to name.

For computer skills I am grateful to Michael Cheng, for criticism, to the 
wisdom of Kathryn Hansen, ever loyal and unsparing, and for careful exam-
ination of the text especially to Michael Anton, who belongs in the list of 
Machiavellians above. For hospitality I wish to thank directors at Harvard’s 
Villa I Tatti from Myron Gilmore to Walter Kaiser and Lino and Anna Pertile, 
also John Raisian at the Hoover Institution, Andy Zwick of the Foundation 
for Constitutional Government, and James Piereson of the William E. Simon 
Foundation.

Thanks are also due to the following publishers for permission to reprint 
material in this book: for Chapter 2, “Machiavelli on Necessity,” in Machiavelli 
on Liberty and Con�ict, David Johnston, Nadia Urbinati, and Camila Vergara, 
eds. (University of Chicago Press, 2017), 39–57; “Machiavelli’s Enterprise,” in 
Machiavelli’s Legacy; The Prince after Five Hundred Years, Timothy Fuller 
ed. (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 11–33; “Machiavelli and the 
Discovery of Fact,” in The Mastery of Nature; Promises and Prospects, Daniel 
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