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In this paper I want to explore the relationship between Machiavelli and Latin Averroism.
The claim that Machiavelli is an Averroist of some sort is made most notably in Strauss’
influential if controversial Thoughts on Machiavelli. 1t is seconded in the only English
language commentary on the Discourse on Livy (Mansfield’s New Modes and Orders)
and more recently in Paul Rahe’s Against Throne and Altar.' Strauss makes this
suggestion in the context of his account of Machiavelli’s discussion of the eternity of the
world in book II of the Discourses on Livy. Strauss notes that educated men of
Machiavelli’s day were widely familiar with the doctrines of Averroés, and that “we must
turn to the books of the ‘Averroists’ in order to complete Machiavelli’s intimations™>—in
other words, Latin Averroism will provide the interpretive key for ferreting out
Machiavelli’s unstated meanings; for Strauss this means, among other things, the aftempt
to displace the Christian revelation with a new secular understanding of life and
philosophy. However Strauss does not follow through with a discussion of the doctrine of
the eternity of the world, turning instead to Machiavelli’s account of the origin of
religion.’ In what follows, I will focus on Machiavelli’s discussion of the eternity of the
world as a way of examining the relationship, if any, between Latin Averroism and
Machiavelli. In doing this, I want to emphasize that I am interested in comparing their
arguments, not in analyzing the history of Machiavelli’s sources.* I shall argue that while
Machiavelli and the Latin Averroists agree regarding the eternity of the world,
Machiavelli’s argument is in no way similar to that of the Latin Averroists.

For the uninitiated, Latin Averroism is the term used to refer to a philosophical
movement in the Latin-speaking world that sprang up with the translation and reception
of Aristotle’s corpus and the Arabic, in particular, Averroés’, commentaries. Latin
Averroism is largely associated with the arts masters who taught logic in the medieval
universities, rather than the theology departments, where the more famous Medieval
Latin thinkers, e.g., Thomas Aquinas, worked. The Latin Averroists argued, among other
theses, that the world was demonstrably eternal, contrary to the Christian belief that it
was created’ They carefully added that Christian belief trumped philosophical
demonstration, but it is an open question as to the sincerity of this addition.® In any case,
the thesis affirming the eternity of the world was condemned a number of times, most
famously in the condemnation of 1277. The condemnation of 1277 lumped in the thesis
that the world is eternal with a seemingly grab-bag list of condemned theses having to do
with religious belief and practices, ethics and epistemology and even astrology and
magic. However, it has been argued that this is not the grab-bag it seems, but rather takes
aim at a set of theories and practices that presented a philosophical life as an alternative
to that of the Christian theologian.” Indeed, the first two propositions condemned in 1277
read as follows:

1. That there is no more excellent state than to study philosophy.

2. That the only wise men in the world are the philosophers.®

The eternity of the world is mentioned only much later in the document. Whence,
although the scholastic debate regarding the eternity of the world was in the first place a
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metaphysical one, it was connected in its larger context to the development and
articulation of a distinctively philosophical way of life that stands as an alternative to the
theology of the day.” This defense of the philosophical life culminates with the claim that
the philosopher could be happy in this life rather than in the next life and that the
phllosophlcal life is superior to its other alternatives, including (implicitly) the life of
faith.'® As a part of this, the philosopher offered not merely a theoretical alternative to a
theology, but a counter-ascetlclsm and morality that was oriented towards enjoying this
life rather than the next one.'' In particular, it was argued that the contemplation of the
hlghest and best things is the goal of the philosopher’s life—however, this contemplation
is not done with the eyes of faith but with knowledge derived from the philosophic study
of nature. '

This philosophical alternative is based on a vision of the philosophical life developed in
the Arabic commentaries on book X of the Nicomachean Ethics and subsequent Latin
work on the basis of those commentaries. Here the Aristotelian vision of the
contemplative felos of philosophy is linked to the account of demonstration found in the
logical and metaphysical texts, in particular the Physics and Metaphysics. In brief, the
philosopher’s contemplation is limited to those things which can be known
demonstratively. A demonstrative argument is found in its paradigmatic form in the
Barbara syllogism, where two universal affirmative propositions are used to derive a
third universal affirmative proposition. The content of these propositions should be based
on first principles, true, and necessary (which in turn implies eternal and universal),
thereby ensuring that the conclusion will be as well. If we keep in mind the Aristotelian
restriction of episteme (in Latin scientia) to necessary, eternal, and universal truths', the
importance of an eternal world for the philosophical life becomes apparent: the world is
capable of being understood philosophically only insofar as it is necessary; the doctrine
of creation, which implies the contingency of the world, means that the philosopher’s
contemplative activity cannot include the contemplation of nature or the universe.

There are a number of similarities between Machiavelli and Latin Averroism. First, both
Machiavelli and the Averroists attribute power over human life to the stars and other
astral bodies." Second, both Latin Averroists and Machiavelli associate themselves with
a cyclical view of history."”® Third, Machiavelli’s habit of making pious sounding
affirmations, only to take them back later in the course of his argument, suggests a
rhetorical strategy similar to that of the Latin Averroists, who affirmed that the truths of
faith trumped Aristotle, even as they argued for the correciness of Aristotle’s view
{Boethius of Dacia claims to believe in an afterlife per fidem but says it is rational for the
philosopher to desire a long life on this earth).’® We can see a similar strategy in
Machiavelli’s discussion of Agathocles in The Prince. Beginning by describing his cruel
and murderous rise to power, Machiavelli admits that one cannot call this virtuous
behavior."” However, by the end of that same chapter, he has argued that cruelty,
executed qu1ck1y and decisively, is well used and in fact a virtue deserving of praise by
God and man.

Third, one can see the attraction of the Averroistic reading of Machiavelli insofar Latin
Averroists and Machiavelli both agree that happiness is to be looked for primarily in this
life. As we saw, the Latin Averroists argued that happiness is to be found in this world
through the adoption of the philosophical life'® and Machiavelli faults Christianity for
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suggesting that the next world might be more important than this one; more precisely, he
claims that the view that places the highest good in the afterlife is responsible for the
weakness of the present age vis-a-vis the Romans.” This is also why he believes that the
doctrine of the eternity of the world is politically salutary; if the world is eternal, then the
highest good can only be found here.?! So both Machiavelli and Latin Averroism agree in
promoting the primacy of this world over and against the theological concern with the
afterlife, and in both cases, this primacy is connected with an affirmation of the world’s
eternity. However, one should note that the Latin Averroists' defense of an autonomous
philosophical life is nevertheless associated with a contemplative context not found in
Machiavelli. While Machiavelli says that he loves his city more than his soul, it is the
life of the philosopher, not the politician, that the Averroist asserts is the best life.

This, to my mind, is the crucial difference, and a comparison of their respective stances
on the eternity of the world will help us further clarify this difference. Machiavelli’s
argument for an eternal world has little in common with those of the Latin Averroists if
we take the tracts of Boethius of Dacia or Siger of Brabant as paradigmatic. Siger’s
argument for the eternity of the world is derived from Aristotle’s Physics and
Metaphysics and the commentaries of Averroés. To briefly summarize: if there is a prime
mover that is pure actuality, it must be always acting whence the eternity of the prime
mover implies the eternity of movement. Keep in mind here that this eternal movement is
assumed to be eternally the same: the purity of action found in the prime mover does not
allow for change since that would presuppose potency rather than act; instead, Aristotle
describes this movement as “an eternal self-repeating sameness.”” So if the eternal
movement of the prime mover is an eternal self-repeating sameness, this means that there
could not be a moment of creation where non-existent species were called into existence
by the prime mover’s action. Siger goes so far as to say that the creation of a species is
impossible.”* Instead, whatever species exist must have always existed; this leads Siger to
conclude that species, not individuals they are instantiated in, are eternal. The eternity of
a species, which as an Aristotelian he believes are never free floating forms, in turn
implies that there have always been particular member of that species.?’

Machiavelli’s argument, on the other hand, makes no reference to either Aristotle’s
Physics or Metaphysics or to Averroés commentaries there upon. Instead, he simply
begins by stating that some philosophers argue that the world is eternal and then raises an
objection to this view, an objection that repeats—and is probably borrowed from—
Augustine of Hippo’s debate with the Neo-Platonist Apuleius on the same issue in book
twelve of The City of God.”® Briefly, Augustine argued that the world is not eternal
because if it were we would expect historical records stretching back further than they in
fact do. Since our histories only go back so far, Augustine concludes that the world is not
eternal. Moreover, he argues that the common response to this argument—to claim that
history is cyclical insofar as civilizations rise and fall, destroying all records of distant
antiquity—also fails insofar as he finds nothing in the historical record to indicate such a
rupture.”’ Machiavelli’s opening remarks in chapter five of book II simply abbreviate
Augustine’s argument, but immediately raises an objection to said argument:

To those philosophers who would have it that the world is eternal, I believe that

one could reply that if so much antiquity were true it would be reasonable that

there be memory of more than five thousand years—if it were not seen how the
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memories of time are eliminated by diverse causes, of which part come from

men, part from heaven.”®
In short, while Augustine argues that the world cannot be eternal because reliable
histories do not suggest any great disasters or lost civilizations but instead show a
continuity of civilizations, Machiavelli will argue that (a) there are such disasters and that
(b) the founders of new civilizations conspire to destroy records of the previous ones. He
will spend the remainder of this chapter developing this objection at length. In book one
of the Discourses, Machiavelli discusses the ancient idea of a cycle of regimes. There he
criticizes the theory for assuming that any given regime will last long enough to complete
the cycle: according to Machiavelli, when in the corrupt and weaker moments of the
cycle, another stronger regime will simply “gobble up” the weak one. In this part of book
two, he adds to this, pointing out that the victors will often do their best to obfuscate the
admirable qualities of the defeated regime. This, in a nutshell, is his explanation of why
history does not seem cyclical to Augustine: the victors conspire to destroy the records of
previous situations.

This casts doubt on Augustine’s claim that history is non-cyclical, but it does not suggest
more than that. Even if were to be very generous and allow Machiavelli to go beyond
casting doubt on non-cyclicality and to claim that history is cyclical, he nevertheless has
bit more work to do if he wants to prove that the world is indeed eternal: the affirmation
of a cyclical view of history does not imply eternity of the world. To prove that the world
is eternal, Machiavelli needs to argue that the cyclical view of history always implies an
eternal world: in other words, the claim “if the world is eternal then it is cyclical” needs
to be supplemented by the stronger claim that “the world is eternal if and only if it is
cyclical.” We can find this stronger claim in Siger of Brabant, who maintains that there is
a mecessary connection between eternity and cyclical history,” but can we find in
Machiavelli’s texts an argument for this stronger claim?

I do not think that we can. Machiavelli’s singular disinterest in metaphysics, signaled by
his famous denunciation of “imagined Republics” in The Prince prevents him from
tackling these questions with the metaphysical subtlety they require.*

The scholastic Latin Averroists understood a demonstration to be an argument that
proceeds at the level of universals on the basis of first principles, the classic form being
the Barbara syllogism, a syllogism comprised of two true universal affirmative
propositions (i.e., A-propositions) leading to a third true universal affirmative in the
conclusion. This suggests that despite the aforementioned similarities, Machiavelli’s
discussion of the eternity of the world cannot be read in terms of Latin Averroism since it
does not proceed at the level of universals, but instead argues on the basis of history, i.e.,
particular contingent events. According to the strictures of Aristotelian logic, historical
facts, cannot serve as premises in a demonstrable argument because they always pertain
to particulars rather than universals.*’ Moreover, Machiavelli’s argument does not
proceed from first principles, but from a rather dubitable premise: that there are numerous
successful conspiracies to utterly erase the memories of ancient civilizations. The sine
qua non of Latin Averroism is the claim that the world is demonstrably eternal; this is to
be demonstrated through arguments based on Aristotelian metaphysics. Machiavelli, on
the other hand, avoids metaphysical arguments to offers instead historical and dialectical
ones. So, while in agreement with the Latin Averroist that the world is eternal, his
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argument is not Averroistic. Of course, Machiavelli should not be faulted for failing to
satisfy the demands of the Organon insofar as he is not passing himself off as an
Aristotelian. But readers of Machiavelli who present him as something of an Averroist
can and should be faulted.

In conclusion, I want to return to the opening paragraph of this paper where I described,
and complained about Strauss’s influential claim that Machiavelli is in some sense an
Averroist. As we can see now, while in agreement with the Averroists regarding the
eternity of the world, it seems hard to maintain that this agreement is anything more than
coincidental since Machiavelli and the Latin Averroists offer completely different
arguments. This means that Strauss was wrong to claim that the books of the Averroists
help us to understand Machiavelli’s intentions. Instead, reading Machiavelli as an
Averroist only obfuscates his true intentions; on the other hand, closer attention to his
debate with Augustine might reveal those intentions. In The City of God Augustine was
interested in, among other things, arguing that the Romans were wrong to believe that
happiness can be found in this life; as part of this, Augustine was at pains to show the
transitory nature of earthly happiness, and indeed, the earth. Machiavelli’s argument that
the world is eternal may be better understood as a rehabilitation of the Roman ideal in
contrast to The City of God than Latin Averroism. >
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