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The Problem of “Perpetual Republic” in Machiavelli’s Political Thought

DUAN De-min & ZHANG Kai
( Peking University Beijing 100871 China)

Abstract: Machiavelli believes that republics have an advantage over principalities in terms of expansion and human can build
a “perpetual republic” in this world by human “virtue” without dependence on God’s authority. However the biggest problem
in this argument is the uncertainty brought by fortune. Almost every republic might corrode and then decline as time marches
on. How to interpret this seemingly contradictory idea? Based on works by Skinner Pocock and others this paper attempts to
present the “perpetual republic” as a problem in the field of Machiavellian studies and tries to clarify the inherent tension of
Machiavelli’s republican theory. Unlike the understanding and expectation of the “perpetual republic” in the classical and

i

medieval traditions Machiavelli emphasizes the “eternity” of the republic. But this eternity is the stability arising from the
confrontation between virtue and fortune in secularized time which doesnt have the absolute certainty of the other world but
only the certainty relative to the contingencies necessarily contained in time. Machiavelli’s republican theory could be understood
as always being centered on the reconciliation of this contradiction.

Keywords: Machiavelli; perpetual republic; expansion; fortune; liberty
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