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This undisputed mod-
ern classic defies con-

ventional categorization.
The book’s range is so
wide and the number of
debates it sparked in dif-
ferent disciplines so nu-
merous that, as Philip
Pettit has written, it “gave historians and philosophers a genera-
tion’s work.” But some things are certain: The Machiavellian Mo-
ment has become an authoritative source for our understanding
of the republican tradition and, in particular, its adversarial rela-
tionship to liberalism.

Pocock showed that, as Machiavelli sought to revive classical
republican ideals, his prime concern was the moment when a new
republic first confronts the problem of maintaining the stability
of its ideals and institutions—the “Machiavellian moment” of the
book’s title. After examining this problem in its sixteenth-century
Italian context, Pocock took the bold and unexpected step of leap-
ing forward to eighteenth-century America. He examined the anx-
ieties of early American statesmen and citizens as they witnessed
commercial expansion and feared for the imminent demise of
their republic, and, in this Machiavellian moment, Pocock identi-
fied a language of civic virtue and civic humanism. The book has
come to represent the so-called republican synthesis, which holds
that America was born with a fear of corruption and a desire to
promote classical virtue.

Soon after publication, Pocock’s arguments spawned furious
debate among intellectual historians that spread to political phi-
losophy and American history in general. Over time, The Machi-
avellian Moment has become a must-read book for anyone who
wants to understand the intellectual origins of Western politics.
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