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As Felix Gilbert rightly notes, history, as both an idea and a practice, was a central concern 

in 16th century Florentine political thinking and represented most clearly in the thought of Niccoló 

Machiavelli and Francesco Guicciardini in both their political writings and historical commentaries.1 

Such writings were influenced, he argues, by both political crises, such as the Medici expulsion in 

1494 and their return in 1512, as well as by a general “crisis in historiography” within the period. In 

Gilbert’s view, the engagement of these two thinkers with these crises resulted in a new form of 

modern political thinking where man was able to be seen in “a new light.”2 Consequently, in this 

paper, I seek to explore how both Machiavelli and Guicciardini’s view of man, and specifically their 

characterizations of “the people” (popolo) and “the great” (grandi) helped influence their diverse 

understandings of a particular historic moment which greatly impacted the political context in which 

they theorized republican reform. Such a time was that of the “Savonarolan moment”3 in Florence.  

As scholarship on Florentine political thought has established, the Savonaronan moment 

was that four-year period at the end of the quattrocento where Girolamo Savonarola’s apocalyptic 

political prophecies and millenarian theological visions dominated Florentine politics.4 However, 

two distinct understandings and treatments of this particular moment are presented by these two 

                                                      
1 Felix Gilbert, Machiavelli and Guicciardini: Politics and History in Sixteenth Century Florence (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1965).  
2 See ibid., 105-52, 236-70.    
3 See Marcia Colish, “Republicanism, Religion, and Machiavelli's Savonarolan Moment,” Journal of the History of Ideas 60 
(1999); Alison McQueen, “Politics in Apocalyptic Times: Machiavelli’s Savonarolan Moment” Journal of Politics 78 (2016); 
Mark Jurdjevic, A Great and Wretched City: Promise and Failure in Machiavelli’s Florentine Political Thought (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2014), esp. 16-52. 
4 See Donald Weinstein, Savonarola and Florence: Prophecy and Patriotism in the Renaissance (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1970).  
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authors in their major works. Thus, by attending to Machiavelli’s Discourses on Livy5 and The Prince6 as 

well as Guicciardini’s Considerations of the Discourses of Niccoló Machiavelli7 and his History of Florence,8 

works that were influenced by careful readings of history, both ancient and modern, I argue that we 

can gain numerous insights into how politics and people can be interpreted throughout all times as 

well as within specific historical contexts.   

The intent of this paper then is to see how these authors’ knowledge of histories and view of 

man led to their dissimilar conclusions and evaluations on the figure of Savonarola as well as what 

the Savonarolan moment was and what it signified to Florentine politics and the nature of political 

life writ large. In making such evaluations, I first analyze the two authors’ conceptions of the nature 

of “the people” and “the great” and its significance in their political theorizing. Second, I analyze 

Machiavelli and Guicciardini’s interpretations and treatments of Savonarola and thus the 

Savonarolan moment in these aforementioned works by inquiring into how their understandings of 

the natures of these two classes influenced their evaluations of political events at the end of the 15th 

century. Lastly, in the final section, I look towards the relevance of these interpretations as they help 

us understand the character of apocalyptic or millenarian moments across diverse historical times.   

 

 

 

                                                      
5 Niccoló Machiavelli, Discourses on Livy trans. Harvey C. Mansfield and Nathan Tarcov (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1996). Hereafter, all references to this edition will be cited internally with D followed by book and chapter 
numbers. 
6 Niccoló Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. Harvey Mansfield (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), chap. 6, pg. 24. 
Hereafter, all references to this edition will be cited internally with P followed by chapter number.  
7 Francesco Guicciardini, “Considerations of the Discourses of Niccoló Machiavelli” in The Sweetness of Power: Machiavelli’s 
Discourses and Guicciardini’s Considerations ed. and trans. James B. Atkinson and David Sices (DeKalb: Northern Illinois 
University Press, 2002). Hereafter, all references to this edition will be cited internally with C followed by book and 
chapter numbers. 
8 Francesco Guicciardini, History of Italy and History of Florence trans. Cecil Grayson and John Rigby Hale (New York: 
Washington Square Press, 1964). Hereafter, all references to this edition will be cited internally with HF followed by 
page numbers to this edition.  
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The Nature of the Peoples: The Many and the Few 

Debates over the nature of “the people” and their ability to govern themselves has remained 

a central concern throughout the history of Western political thought. For instance, one can see 

Plato and Aristotle’s evaluations of the people’s political judgment in their various works, most 

notably Plato’s Republic9 and Aristotle’s Politics.10 In this tradition of classical political thought, a 

regime type was categorized based on who in fact “ruled” and this ruling, in turn, influenced the 

character of the regime and the ends of its governance.11 However, in these evaluations, much 

political theorizing has shown a strong aristocratic prejudice, a prejudice that often times become 

expressed in anti-democratic terms.12 Such a prejudice is quite significant and demonstrates the true 

radicalism of Machiavelli’s defense of the people’s capacity for political judgment, not just in terms 

of his historical context, with the aristocratic prejudice held by his most distinguished interlocutors, 

notably Guicciardini, but within the history of Western political thought itself. Therefore, by 

attending to these two 16th century authors and their classifications of the “nature” or “humors” of 

both “the few” and “the many,” as well as their preferences for who should hold political power, we 

can perceive the distinct character of the political thinking of each figure. Through such perception, 

I argue, one can appreciate additional nuances within a political and historical debate which has 

shown to be influential in the development of the modern political world.13  

 

 

 

                                                      
9 See Plato, Republic 561a-562e. 
10 Aristotle, Politics 1279a25-b10; Polybius VI 
11 See Plato, Statesman 302e; Aristotle, Politics 1279a25-b10. See also D I.2. 
12 John P. McCormick, “Machiavelli against Republicanism: On the Cambridge School's "Guicciardinian Moments",” 
Political Theory, 31 (2003): 597-616. 
13 See J.G.A Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Republican Tradition (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2016) 
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Machiavelli  

 In his Discourses on Livy, Machiavelli admits that he seeks to defend a controversial position in 

the history of Western political thought, specifically the merits of democracy and the people’s 

capacity for political judgment. In other words, it is his view that “the multitude is wiser and more 

constant than a prince” (D I.58 title). The admission of the controversial nature of this claim is 

shown in his acknowledgement that it is his “wish to defend a thing that […] has ben accused by all 

the writers,” even Titus Livy himself, a man who’s thought and work influenced Machiavelli (D 

I.58). Thus, Machiavelli is made to argue against the largely accepted position that “the nature of the 

multitude,” in Livy’s words, is that “either it serves humbly or it dominates proudly,” or, rather, that 

“nothing is more vain and inconstant than the multitude.”14 Therefore, in making his defense for 

why one should found a political order on the many over the few, Machiavelli classifies two distinct 

humors which he claims are both natural and inherent to political life.  

 The two “humors” or classes that Machiavelli identifies in his works are that of “the great” 

(grandi) and “the people” (popolo). As he says in The Prince, and in similar ways elsewhere in his work, 

“For in every city these two diverse humors are found, which arises from this: that the people desire 

neither to be commanded nor oppressed by the great, and the great desire to command and oppress 

the people” (P 9; cf. D I.5). By making such a distinction, Machiavelli is able to show that the people 

have a “nature” that “is no more to be faulted than that of princes, because all err equally when all 

can err without respect” (D I.58). Yet, while all may err, Machiavelli concludes that “a people is 

more prudent, more stable, and of better judgment than a prince” since a prince “errs too much in 

his own passions, which are many more than those of people” (D I.58). The crucial point that 

Machiavelli attempts to make here is that “all men particularly, and especially princes, can be accused 

of that defect of which the writers accuse the multitude; for everyone who is not regulated by laws 

                                                      
14 Quoted from D I.58, see Livy XXIV 25 and Livy VI 7, respectively.  
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would make the same errors as the unshackled multitude” (D I.58). With this acknowledgement, it is 

easy to see that “a prince,” alone in his power and his authority, is often times more likely to make 

irrational and hasty decisions because he can easily be dictated by his passions which are left 

unrestrained and the same is true of the multitude if left uninhibited.  

Additionally, for Machiavelli, it is not only that the people have less political passions than 

princes, but that “[t]he desires of the people are rarely pernicious to freedom because they arise 

either from being oppressed or from suspicion that they may be oppressed” (D I.4). Thus, for 

Machiavelli, the people are viewed to be reactive to the oppressive designs of aristocrats and their 

responses to this oppression seek to challenge and check against elitist domineering. In this way, the 

passions of both “humors” are to work together towards a mutual self-regulation in a regime (D I.4). 

On the one hand, the people should be restrained by laws, cultural practices, and institutions; on the 

other hand, the great should be checked by the responsive nature of the multitude. This regulation 

has, in turn, been shown to be the foundation of Machiavelli’s democratic and institutional thinking 

in his defense of the people’s ability to adjudicate political trials, elect representatives, propose 

legislation, and check elite influence through class-specific institutions.15  

 While a defense of the people’s role in political judgment is foundational to Machiavelli’s 

political thinking, he by no ways concludes that their reasoning is infallible. In fact, Machiavelli 

suggests that the appeal of grand and idealistic political notions and “appearances” can often lead 

the people to pursue their own “ruin” (D I.53; cf. P 17, 18). As Machiavelli admits in The Prince as 

well, “the nature of the people is variable; and it is easy to persuade them of something, but difficult 

to keep them in that persuasion” (P 6, cf. P 17). However, while arms are often required to keep 

people in persuasion, as demonstrated by “the greatest examples” such as “Moses, Cyrus, Romulus, 

                                                      
15 For Machiavelli’s defense of democracy and these democratic practices, see John P. McCormick, Machiavellian 
Democracy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), esp. chap. 4-5, 99-138.  



 

 6 

Theseus, and the like,” it is also the case, as Machiavelli notes, that the people are specifically 

concerned with “outcomes” of particular policies as well (P 7).16 In other words, the people can only 

be manipulated by appearances and grand ideas for so long; after a certain amount of time, they are 

led to judge on whether these promises are met. Machiavelli’s concern, then, is in discovering how 

men can be made to see the “particulars” of certain political ideas or policies instead of becoming 

lost in the pursuit of dangerous generalities since he admits “the people does not deceive itself in 

particulars, even if it deceives itself in generalities” (D I.48, cf. I.47). Thus, Machiavelli attempts to 

channel this institutionally instead of waiting on time itself.  

Machiavelli attempts then to form political institutions and orders around this goal of having 

the people perceive the particulars and each vent their ambitions in ways that are conductive to the 

common benefit (D I.6). He concerns himself specifically with political “effects” and their 

regulation. He takes men as they are, both in terms of the nature of aristocrats and commoners and 

works to form his political theory around these formulations. By doing so, there is a particular 

character in Machiavelli’s thought that can be seen in terms of his focus on the political passions 

displayed by various actors. In attending to these central passions as well as  more complex ones, 

Machiavelli’s thinking seeks to view all human concerns and problems in a political light, what one 

could call a purely political political theology.17 This is the result of going to “the effectual truth of the 

thing rather than the imagination of it” and viewing man to hold consistent natures throughout all 

political times (P 15; D I.pr, II.pr).  

 

 

                                                      
16 Although one may assume through reading The Prince that Machiavelli simply shows one how to manipulate the people 
for his own advantage, McCormick rightly notes that The Prince offers no ‘Ring of Gyges’ and Machiavelli frequently 
notes how the people care about “outcomes” such as “good government”; McCormick, Machiavellian Democracy, 22-3.  
17 Victoria Kahn, The Future of Illusion: Political Theology in Early Modern Texts (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
2014), esp. chap. 3, pp. 83-113. 



 

 7 

Guicciardini  

 In contrast to Machiavelli’s defense of democracy and the people’s place in governance, 

Francesco Guicciardini, in response to the arguments presented by Machiavelli in his Discourses, 

seeks to defend aristocratic political prejudices. For example, in refuting Machiavelli’s democratic 

defense, Guicciardini claims that he supports “the opinion of all who have written about republics, 

who prefer a government of the elite to one of the masses” (C I.5). For Guicciardini, there is no 

reasonable way to “[attribute] constancy and wisdom to the people,” as does Machiavelli, since they 

are, for him, to be “compared to the waves of the sea which, depending upon which way the winds 

blows, roll now this way, now that way, without any rule, without any stability (C I.58). Through 

being in this state of precarious flux, placing a political order upon their “wisdom” is imprudent in 

Guicciardini’s appraisal, not only because they oscillate between positions and judgments but 

because, according to his understanding of history, their rule consistently leads to the downfall of a 

political order. As he says, “purely popular governments have everywhere been short-lived, and in 

addition to the countless riots and disorders that they have been filled with as long as they have 

endured, they have given birth to either tyranny or the final downfall of their city” (C I.58).18 

Therefore, according to Guicciardini, the people cannot be left alone on their own “vessel of 

ignorance and confusion” but they must be directed by an elite who actually has wisdom and is 

capable of rule (C I.58).  

 For Guicciardini, elites are to guide political communities because they have a certain 

monopoly on a particular political good, namely virtú. As he states, “For where the number is 

smaller, virtú is more unified and is better able to produce its effects; there is more order in things, 

                                                      
18 For a similar reading of histories of ancient republics and democracies see Alexander Hamilton in “Federalist 9” in 
Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, and James Madison, The Federalist ed. George W. Carey and James McCellan 
(Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2001), 37: “It is impossible to read the history of the petty republics of Greece and Italy, 
without feeling sensations of horror and disgust at the distractions with which they were continually agitated, and at the 
rapid succession of revolutions, by which they were kept perpetually vibrating between the extremes of tyranny and 
anarchy.” See also, Madison, “Federalist 10,” 42-9.  
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more thought and reflection in negotiations, more resolve” (C I.58). Thus, by letting the elite guide 

the masses in their governance, a more reasoned state and politics can be brought about. In fact, this 

elite is able to see the subtleties of politics that commoners are not, going so far to say that the 

people will always be confined to generalities and not able to perceive outcomes or particulars as 

Machiavelli suggests. As Guicciardini argues, “For the people are guided […] not by particular 

information but by general opinion; they do not examine or distinguish subtly, so they are often 

mistaken, especially in those elections for which few are eligible: they believe false rumors and are 

influenced by frivolous causes.” Consequently, such argumentation leads him to conclude that, 

“because of their ignorance, [the people] are much more dangerous than is the judgment of the few” 

(C I.47). Furthermore, when considering the Discourses of Machiavelli, Guicciardini also disagrees 

with Machiavelli’s humoral analysis and thus how contention between plebeians and patricians 

contributed to Rome’s military strength and political expanse. Instead, Guicciardini prefers for 

political communities to exhibit unity and a shared sense of the common good.  

 Upon Machiavelli’s appraisal, it was “the disunion” between the plebeians and the Senate 

that made the Roman republic “free and powerful” (D I.4 title). By his account, a republic can either 

arm the lower classes, as did Rome, and allow for expanse or it can refuse to employ the plebs in 

war and focus on internal regulation (D I.6). Hence, by arming the plebs, Machiavelli concludes that 

the Romans recognized such arming as a necessary precondition for the Roman military’s pursuit of 

imperial glory; in turn, he argues, the republic’s early leaders also recognized the political 

implications of such arming, mainly of another necessity, that of empowering the plebs politically (D 

I.4, I.6). In other words, he finds that the arming of the people necessarily leads to “tumults” which 

can be properly regulated, channeled, and checked through institutional means. Therefore, by 

arming the plebs and using them in war, Machiavelli suggests that the Roman military was 

strengthened and that this contention between plebeians and patricians contributed to Rome’s 
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greatness (cf. D I.4). As he concludes, “if Rome wished to remove the causes of tumults, it removed 

too the cause of expansion” (D I.6).  

Guicciardini, on the other hand, argues that Rome’s military success was more reliant on the 

discipline of the Roman orders. As he contends, “Military discipline was quite exceptional, and its 

virtú compensated for the other flaws of government” (C I.4; cf. C I.49). Such flaws were, in his 

view, the institutionalized contention between the plebeians and patricians, seen most clearly with 

the plebeian tribunes. Rather than attributing military success to the acceptance of necessary tumults, 

as does Machiavelli, Guicciardini blames the early Roman political leaders for not eliminating class 

distinctions between plebeian and patrician. Failing to do so, he suggests, led to many more 

problems which could have been easily avoided since “the remedy that was found for rebellion was 

useful, but not eliminating the causes that gave rise to it at the outset certainly was not useful” (C 

I.4). Hence, Guicciardini argues that with a greater unity, especially between political and economic 

classes, the Roman people could have reached even greater glory and further longevity in their 

political rule.  

Behind many of Guicciardini’s political assumptions are vague and idealized conceptions of 

both “virtú” and unity. While Machiavelli’s conception of “virtú” is quite ambiguous, leading scholars 

to frequently debate its meaning,19 Guicciardini holds it to be synonymous with a certain form of 

political experience that “disabuses men about what they had supposed before they got their hands 

dirty” (C I.47). For Guicciardini, these practical experiences which have a didactic function should 

help educate and train a political elite which will, in turn, guide a political community. Thus, this 

political wisdom, cultivated from experiences and manifested in virtú, should assist political leaders in 

perceiving what is in the common interest and have them guide policy towards this end. 

                                                      
19 On Machiavelli’s conception of “virtú,” see Harvey C. Mansfield Machiavelli’s Virtue (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1996) and John P. McCormick, “The Enduring Ambiguity of Machiavellian Virtue: Cruelty, Crime, and 
Christianity in The Prince” Social Research 81 (2014) 132-164.  
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Consequently, this type of aristocratic rule, for Guicciardini, should produce better effects, a key 

evaluative component in his political judgment.20  

Much like Machiavelli, for Guicciardini, the reading of histories and experiences with 

practical affairs are ways in which one can learn about the nature of political life as well as the 

political times in which one lives. However, in contrast to his more democratic interlocutor’s view of 

history and the constant order of man, Guicciardini believes that Machiavelli “put things ‘too 

absolutely’” in his works and hence places too much emphasis on attempts to formulate laws 

politics, men, and history.21 Rather than uncovering timeless laws, the purpose of both studying and 

writing history, for Guicciardini, is to demonstrate the consistent influence of contingency in human 

affairs. For example, Gilbert, in commenting on Guicciardini’s historical view, notes that, for 

Guicciardini, “one general truth which history – and only history – can teach is the inconstancy of all 

human affairs.”22 It is in this way that Guicciardini’s focus on his telling of history concentrates 

largely on causes and effects, as he seeks to establish causal connections between political events that 

occurred within specific contexts. Attention to such detail, Gilbert argues, makes Guicciardini’s 

works reveal his desire to write histories that were “true” in the humanist sense.23 

 

Treatments of the Savonarolan Moment 

 The momentous events in 1494 which helped sweep Savonarola into political prominence 

within the Florentine city state were quite consequential for both Machiavelli and Guicciardini. Not 

only did they influence the political context in which Machiavelli first formally entered Florentine 

politics, beginning his first service to the republic only a month after the friar’s public execution, but 

                                                      
20 See Gilbert, Machiavelli and Guicciardini, 119, 277.  
21 Quoted from ibid., 279.  
22 Ibid., 289-90.  
23 Ibid., 297-8. On humanist views of history which greatly influenced Guicciardini’s as well as Machiavelli’s writings, 
although in a different way, see Gilbert’s chapter on “The Theory and Practice of History in the Fifteenth Century” in 
ibid., 203-35; see also his chapter on Guicciardini, ibid., 271-301.  
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Savonarola’s influence, both religious and political, continued to persist long after his death.24 This 

influence then existed during the time when both Machiavelli and Guicciardini contemplated 

political reform in the early 16th century. Furthermore, since both found the “Savonarolan moment” 

to be consequential to Florentine political life and its history, both authors treat it comprehensively 

in their works, although in much different lights.25 Attending to these treatments, I suggest, can 

show us the ways in which each author’s commitments to democratic or aristocratic prejudices can 

express themselves in one’s political thinking, and consequently, interpretations of political events.  

 

Guicciardini 

 For Francesco Guicciardini, the Savonarolan moment is to be understood under the broader 

context of the power politics that overshadowed Florence and the Italian peninsula during the time 

of Savonarola’s rise. For example, in his History of Florence, Guicciardini treats the impact of Charles 

VIII’s invasion of Italy and France’s relations with Florence and other Italian states.  It is in this 

work that he focuses on describing the proposals and debates over republican political reform such 

as the character of institutions like the Signoria and the Grad Council as well as how elections should 

be decided and the length of tenure for elected positions (cf. HF 28-39). He describes in great detail 

Charles’s pompous entry into the city since Florence was “unarmed” and comments on the 

displeasure of the people with Piero de Medici’s rule and how this eventually led to his fleeing (cf. 

HF 29-32).  Thus, for Guicciardini, it was the influence of these events that allowed Savonarola to 

rise in a weak and disunited city by defending their new political institutions and claiming divine 

inspiration. As Guicciardini says, “This attitude was strengthened by the sermons of Fra Girolamo, 

                                                      
24 See Lorenzo Polizzotto, The Elect Nation: The Savonarolan Movement in Florence, 1494-1549 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1994). 
25 While Guicciardini covers Savonarola’s influence in great detail in his History of Florence, Harvey Mansfield in 
Machiavelli’s Virtue, suggests that Savonarola’s omission from Machiavelli’s Florentine Histories is significant; see Mansfield, 
Machiavelli’s Virtue, 146-8. 
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who after Piero’s removal and the setting up of the grand council went on preaching in Santa 

Liperata to a larger congregation than any preacher had ever had there, openly decaling that he had 

been sent by God to announce the things to come” (HF 47). Therefore, by focusing on the 

particular political conditions which Guicciardini believed allowed for Savonarola’s rise, Guicciardini 

displays his preference for a contextualized reading of history. While the political context of 

Savonarola’s rise is of central importance, another crucial component is the significance of central 

figures; one such figure in his analysis, without a doubt, is Savonarola himself.  

 Although Savonarola, for Guicciardini, did not have the extended practical political 

experience which Guicciardini admittedly admired, he did, however, demonstrate other 

characteristics that Guicciardini deemed worth praising. For instance, in the sixteenth chapter of his 

History of Florence, Guicciardini analyzes both Savonarola’s character and his influence over the 

Florentine community. Here, he praises Savonarola for his knowledge and rhetorical skill and thus 

his ability to convince many people of his prophesies and political vision. As Guicciardini claims, 

Savonarola was “extremely learned in seven branches of knowledge,” possessed “sound judgment 

not only in scholarship but also in worldly affairs,” was a master of the “art of preaching,” and “had 

quite a remarkable reputation and following” (HF 80). Furthermore, Guicciardini argues that he had 

a real impact on the Florentine community, contending that “there was never in Florence so much 

virtue and religion as in his time” (HF 81). In this way, Savonarola, for Guicciardini, is a great man 

and exemplary figure in his time since he was “a monk so full of many virtues” (HF 80). By viewing 

Savonarola to be a great man, in both his writing and reading of this history, Guicciardini seems to 

suggest that we can learn by his example.  

As a historian, one of Guicciardini’s fundamental concerns was writing with factual accuracy. 

For instance, much of his work can be seen to be an engagement with vast sources and attempts to 
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reason through competing claims.26  Much is the same for his final analysis of Savonarola, 

highlighting his view of history, the nature peoples, and thus its influence on his interpretation. 

Here, Guicciardini reasons on the prophesies espoused by Savonarola, their factual accuracy and 

whether he truly had divine favor, a debate that was continually relevant in his time. After analyzing 

the circumstances that led to Savonarola’s political downfall, which included his excommunication, 

torture, and sentencing, Guicciardini seeks to reason on the way in which Savonarola should be 

viewed, admitting that he was “doubtful” of being “able to make up [his] mind at all” and 

concluding that “I must wait – if I live long enough – for time to reveal the truth” (HF 83). Yet, 

while waiting, this does not prevent him from conjecturing on Savonarola’s true significance. As he 

states in his closing remarks,  

But I draw this conclusion: if he were really a good man, then we 
have seen in our days a great prophet; if he were wicked, then we 
have seen a great man, because, apart from his learning, if he were 
able to feign in public for so many years so great a mission without 
ever being caught out in a falsehood, one must admit that he had a 
most remarkable judgment, talent, and power of invention. (HF 83) 
 

In this way, Savonarola for Guicciardini is a man with great passion, drive, intellect, and ambition. 

Therefore, although controversial in his ends, he should at least, in Guicciardini’s view, be admired 

for his skill and “virtues” (HF 80). By viewing Savonarola in this light, Guicciardini displays his 

assumed value of the study of history. For Guicciardini, it is about understanding and interpreting 

the passions and character of diverse men which have occurred throughout even more diverse times; 

and it is by appreciating both that the study of history should be an end in itself. As Gilbert notes, 

commenting on Guicciardini’s works, “Thus although Guicciardini did not share the humanist view 

that history exemplifies general rules or guides man’s behavior, he returned to the humanist concept 

of the moral value of history: history appeals to man to become conscious of his own intrinsic 

                                                      
26 On Guicciardini as historian, see Gilbert, Machiavelli and Guicciardini, esp. 296-8. 
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value.”27 By appreciating Savonarola as a great man who exhibited certain excellences or virtues in 

his time, the Savonarolan moment is, for Guicciardini, a moment that should be interrogated and 

understood, but viewed as relevant only within its historical context and considered only under 

proper historical methods.  

 

Machiavelli 

 Much like Guicciardini, Machiavelli admits to the rhetorical skill and learning displayed by 

Savonarola. In fact, he discloses this skill in a March 1498 letter to Riccardio Becchi where he 

communicates Savonarola’s messages and the political currents in which he operated to a senior man 

who was hired to consult the Papal Court on the behalf of the Signoria.28 However, while Machiavelli 

admits that such rhetorical skill and fierce partisanship led to Savonarola’s ability to “persuade,” in 

Machiavelli’s words, “an infinite number believed” that “he spoke with God […] without having 

produced anything extraordinary to make them believe,” Machiavelli’s analysis here is largely ironic 

while Guicciardini’s is much more sincere (D I.11). In fact, although Machiavelli claims to not judge 

whether it was the case that Savonarola spoke with God, claiming that “I do not wish to judge 

whether it is true or not,” Machiavelli still reasons on him as he does Moses even after admitting 

that “one should not reason about Moses, as he was a mere executor of things that had been 

ordered for him by God” (P 6). Through reasoning on these figures who employ a divine appeal, 

Machiavelli is able to show how having “recourse to God” is a political tool which can be used well, 

or poorly, by both individuals and political regimes (cf. D I.11, I.14). However, by analyzing the 

particular political passions that led to the employment of such a “recourse” for Savonarola, 

Machiavelli is able to both treat and understand such passions in a political manner.   

                                                      
27 Ibid., 300.  
28 See a copy of the letter translated in Niccoló Machiavelli, Machiavelli and His Friends: Their Personal Correspondence, ed. and 
trans. James B. Atkinson and David Sices (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1996), 8-10. 
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 As Machiavelli himself admits in writing the Discourses, there is a continuous dissatisfaction 

present in man which always influences his political judgment. Such discontentment arises, he 

argues, since “human appetites are insatiable, for since from nature they have the ability and the 

wish to desire all things and from fortune the ability to achieve few of them” (D II.pr). As a result of 

this, “there continually results from this a discontent in human minds and disgust with the things 

they possess.” Furthermore, this “makes them blame the present times, praise the past, and desire 

the future, even if they are not moved to do this by any reasonable cause” (D II.pr). In seeking to 

“not to be numbered among those who deceive themselves,” Machiavelli reasons through the nature 

of this thought so as to prove to both his readers and himself that his praises for the ancients and 

condemnations of his contemporaries are not unreasonably, especially regarding matters of political 

virtue (cf. D II.pr, II.2). Hence, through treating such dissatisfaction as something natural and 

inherent within man, Machiavelli suggests that it is something present throughout all political times, 

especially if “men are born, live, and die always in one and the same order” (D I.11, cf. D I.pr, II.pr). 

Yet, while the natural order is constant for Machiavelli, the “human things” are “always in motion” 

since “either they ascend or descend” (D II.pr). In other words, while man’s nature and passions 

may stay constant, they can be seen to have been regulated or channeled in distinct ways based on 

the diversity of the times and the character of political regimes. Therefore, understanding the 

Christian times in which Savonarola operated serves as important in allowing one to perceive 

Machiavelli’s own understanding of the Savonarolan moment. 

Savonarola’s political theology, in Machiavelli’s view, is in many ways the manifestation of 

the Christian political theology, a theology which is allowed to be expressed without restraint during 

his time. Further, as was said above, this theology should also be recognized as a certain form of 

thinking that can be considered continually present. Savonarola’s political theology is not the passive 

Christian ethic that Machiavelli is often credited with critiquing; rather, it is the embodiment of the 
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activist character of the transcendent political vision that dominated Machiavelli’s world because of 

what he calls “our education” or “our religion”: 

Our religion has glorified the humble and contemplative more than 
active men. It has placed the highest good in humility, abjectness, and 
contempt of things human; the other placed it in greatness of spirit, 
strength of body, and all other things capable of making men strong. 
And if our religion asks that you have strength in yourself, it wishes 
you to be capable more of suffering than of doing something strong. 
(D II.2)  
 

Hence, Savonarola is in many ways the Christian theological manifestation of this dissatisfaction in 

his desire to transcend the political world and have transformative political reforms occur with the 

assistance of divine favor. This, for Machiavelli, is a delusional worldview and one that he largely 

thinks will remain in political life, and, hence cannot passed over since many people, even his fellow 

Florentines who did “not appear that they [were] either ignorant or coarse” were able to be 

“persuaded” Savonarola that he spoke with God and thus were won over by his apocalyptic and 

millenarian political vision (D I.11). Yet, while Machiavelli admits to this power of persuasion and 

the people to become entranced by it, he also places stock in the hope that the people can eventually 

be made to see the particulars (cf. D I.47, I.48). In fact, Machiavelli shows this to have happened in 

the Savonarolan moment itself when Savonarola transgressed a law which he had helped advocate 

and pass prior (cf. D I.45). Making such a transgression, Machiavelli argues, led to the “exposure of 

[Savonarola’s] ambitious and partisan spirit” which “took away reputation from him and brought 

him very much disapproval” (D I.45). Thus, although greatly influential, Machiavelli contends that 

Savonarola’s political vision was not sustainable, and, in turn, offers him a way in which he can 

explain the Savonarolan moment in terms of political laws which he uncovers.  

 The laws which explain the Savonarolan moment for Machiavelli are those that serve as the 

foundation for his democratic theory. For instance, in noting Savonarola’s great and self-destructive 

ambition, Machiavelli notes how the Florentines largely lost their respect for the friar when his 
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ambition overclouded his concealment of it (D I.45). This, in many ways, portrayed in a similar light 

to Machiavelli’s claim that the people are not deceived when they can be made to see the particulars 

(D I.47, I.48). Thus, by perceiving the particular character of Savonarola, he fell into disfavor with 

many of his lukewarm supporters who helped bolster his influence. Furthermore, in judging “the 

world always to have been in the same mode and there to have been as much good as wicked in it,” 

Machiavelli shows that man’s dissatisfaction will always manifest itself in various ways but ways 

which are dependent on particular times. Thus, the Savonarolan moment, for Machiavelli, should be 

seen simply as a manifestation of man’s continuous discontent, exemplified in the figure of 

Savonarola, and a character of man that should be controlled or regulated politically. Through 

viewing apocalyptic moments in these terms, they are to be understood as continually relevant to the 

nature of political life. Thus, readings of the Savonarolan moment give us insight into their 

persistent significance.  

 

The Continual Relevance of the Savonarolan Moment 

 As we ourselves live through times of disaffection and discontent, a return to Machiavelli 

and Guicciardini’s debate over the Savonarolan moment appears to be particularly pertinent.29 By 

perceiving the different conceptions of the people and divergent approaches to how the political 

world can be understood, Machiavelli and Guicciardini give one two distinct frameworks in which 

we can view apocalyptic and millenarian rhetoric within our own distinctly modern times. For 

instance, when modern discontentment is seen manifest, whether in groups like ISIS, Christian 

evangelicals, or those dismayed over contemporary events, an important question to ask is whether 

these should be viewed as a product of a psychology inherent to man or a result of particular events 

                                                      
29 On contemporary manifestations of the politics of disaffection, see Steven B. Smith, Modernity and Its Discontents: 
Making and Unmaking the Bourgeois from Machiavelli to Bellow (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016) and Mark Lilla, The 
Shipwrecked Mind: On Political Reaction (New York: New York Review of Books, 2016). 
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in particular times. Such a question gets to the heart of a larger debate about the nature of our 

understanding of history as well and what we can learn from it.  

 By attending to the 16th century debate over history in Renaissance Florence, we are inspired 

to ask if a serious study of the past can teach us something fundamental and permanent in political 

life or if the pursuit of historical knowledge should be seen as end in itself and therefore pursued to 

see how something was or what occurred at a precise time. In applying these views to manifestations 

of apocalyptic and millenarian political rhetoric that has the power to overtake political 

communities, we should revive and reexamine the debate existing between Machiavelli and 

Guicciardini to see if contemporary dissatisfactions found in modernity spring from the same 

sources that Machiavelli identifies or if they are peculiarly modern in form. There is no doubt that 

the manifestations of apocalyptic politics can be expressed in more powerful and self-destructive 

ways as a result of modern technology, but the question that should guide our future inquiries is the 

source of this dissatisfaction. What is the permanency of it and what is confined to the particulars? 

However, on both accounts, we should be continually cautious of that type of politics that it 

produces.  
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