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This paper tries to apply Machiavellian idea of Middle Power to South Korea case. 

Researches on Machiavelli focus on the logic of expansion based on Roman Empire. But 

Machiavelli emphasizes the moment of anti-freedom and collapse inherent in the process of 

expansion. Emergence of individuals with the outstanding virtu can lead to dictatorship 

choking freedom. The expansion suffocates the civic virtue through wealth and laziness. 

Machiavelli’s main concern is that the extreme use of one state’s virtu can lead to 

disappearance of its one. So his main interest is not only empire, but also middle power 

which do not intend to expand. From this point of view, he remarks Germany at that time 

consisted of free city-states, Switzerland, the principalities and the Emperor. Despite its 

strength, Germany did not expand. This comes from check and balance among its constituent 

states. With the help of this idea of middle power I will investigate South Korean case. South 

Korea becomes a middle power, which can play a role of checking and balancing power in 

the international politics. Based on the Machiavellian idea of middle power, South Korea’s 

contribution to international peace will be examined.     

 

 

I. Introduction 

The thought for the strength and power in the political thought of Machiavelli as the representative 

of political realism has been considered as closely related with the establishment of national 

expansion and empire. In fact, Machiavelli uttered the natural inclination of territorial expansion in 

his Prince(Il Principe), Chapter 3 and describe how a country with a free political system can lead to 

empire through expansion in Discourses on Livy (hereafter referred to as Discourses) based on the 

ancient Roman republican model. Skillful leaders and military forces consisting of a number of good 

trained citizens can achieve territorial expansion. In a free country an impartial rule of law is made, 
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the nobility and the people are free to be used for the common good under the development and 

recognition of their virtues. It was Rome which became the empire with excellent ability of solving 

the crisis with a strong army trained under a number of good leaders. In other words, Machiavelli 

advocates politics of empire. 

   But Machiavelli describes the downfall of the great powers, namely the decline of the Roman in 

Discourses. It is a transition from the republic to the Empire. It makes the people corrupt and they lost 

their freedom. Roman nobles and the people cooperated and searched after the common good together, 

but after being the world's superpower they fought only for their own interests. This made the Roman 

republic eventually collapse.  

   Studies on Machiavelli has emphasized his realist politics and its expansionist logic. Accordingly, 

his references to the Roman history has been placed mainly more emphasis on the expansion process 

of the Roman republic rather than its fall. This is related to the context of his stress on the example of 

Rome in behalf of criticizing the political situation of weak and unarmed Florence. The most of 

existing researches were focused on the logic of freedom and power based on the Roman 

expansion(Hörnqvist (2004), Hulliung (1993), Skinner (1990)). There are also studies that for 

Machiavelli the maintenance of peace was more important than freedom and expansion(Armitage 

(2002), Viroli (1992)). However, they also focused on only one part of the process of expansion or 

decline of Rome, which is still the poor understanding of Machiavelli. Furthermore, they have no 

objection to Machiavelli’s support for the empire with his emphasis on the power. Machiavelli has a 

circular perspective of history. 

This study begins with critical approach to existing studies, which lack of recognizing virtù, a key 

concept as a driving force behind the cycle of expansion and the downfall of a country. It leads us to 

recapturing middle power instead of imperial one in Machiavelli’s political thought. Machiavelli had a 

perspective of circular history. State goes through a process of natural human life. Its growth and 

decline go with its virtu. The occasion of a country’s downfall is inherent in the course of its 

expansion. Eruption of individuals with outstanding ability can bring the dictatorship to suffocate 

freedom. Expansion brings up the spoils of luxury and indolence by introducing the wealth. That's 

why the civic virtue is dead. 

When we pay attention to the occasion of the collapse inherent in the process of expansion, it is 

possible to see Machiavelli vacillating between expansion and maintenance. It is not the acceleration 

or maximization of expansion, but maintenance with the brake of expansion. This point of view 

makes us think about middle power countries rather than hegemonic ones. In this paper, we will pay 

attention to Machiavelli’s thought on Germany. Germany was the country of the federation form 

consisting of free city states, Switzerland, monarchies and the holy roman emperor. The source of 

German power was the free city-state. Free republics with ample finances, well-trained military and 

civil virtues had enough capacity to expand. But Germany did not expand. This was possible in the 

checks and balances among the emperor, monarchies, and free republics. Germany did not maximizes 

its capability, but optimized it. In other words, Germany had a strong force as a middle power keeping 

its independence and mediating between other countries rather than becoming a superpower to 
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conquer the world.  

In the following we will examine the virtu as a driving force of the growth and collapse of the 

political community. And then we'll look at the Germany of Machiavelli. In this case we find the 

characteristics of the middle power which overcomes self-destructive element inherent in the 

expansion of the Empire. That shows us the political virtue of temperance in optimization, not the 

maximization of capacity. 

 

II. Growth and Collapse of Empire: Virtu of Roman Republic 

1. Virtu as driving force of Expansion 

Virtù as a key concept of Machiavelli’s political thought can be examined in terms of its meaning 

and its agents. It means capability, strength, power, vitality, courage, virtue etc. Machiavelli’s virtù is 

mainly related to political agents. Machiavelli touches upon the individual’s virtù the most frequently. 

Virtù on this level refers to an individual’s physical or spiritual power, which reveals itself for the 

most part in the political realm. This political virtù embraces courage, ferocity, prudence and so on, 

which lead to success. The most important thing for virtù is the prioritization of the public good over 

private interest. In this respect, a circumstantial amorality or immorality can be approved. Not 

morality itself, but rather its usefulness for virtù and success, becomes the chief consideration. For 

Machiavelli, virtù as an objective ability to serve the political community should be the only means by 

which to acquire political honour and success. Virtù conflicts with private resources, such as family 

legacy or wealthe and property rights. 

Yet, Machiavelli does not only stress individual virtù. In another sense, virtù designates a certain 

power of well-organized people, such as epitomized by the ‘virtue of the collectivity’ (Discourses, I, 

17), ‘virtue of the army’ (II, 24), and ‘virtue of the Roman people’ (II, 1). Good order and discipline 

make it possible for individuals to abstain from pursuing private interest and show their civic virtue. 

This second use of virtù in fact pertains to groups of individuals organized in service of the political 

community.  

Thirdly, virtù signifies an attribute of a state that generates and projects great and visible power. In 

his Prince and Discourses, Machiavelli respectively alludes to Rome’s virtù, which was transferred to 

the Goths, and to the world’s virtù during the translatio imperii. In these cases, virtù means something 

closely related to the power of a hegemonic state. 

As capacities of community members and the power of a country, virtù acts as a driving force 

leading to a change of the political body. Through this, Machiavelli understands the cycle of political 

constitution and country. First of all, anacyclosis is well described in the Discourses, 1. 2. Anacyclosis 

is explained in the previous step to describe the mixed constitution of Rome. The good forms of 

government are monarchy, aristocracy, democracy, each of which transforms into tyranny, oligarchy 

and anarchy as corrupted form. As time goes by, good monarchy shall be corrupted by arrogant 

descendant of king family. Then some aristocrats riot against tyrant and build a good aristocracy. But 



4 

 

time does not miss the powerful. Corrupt and arrogant elites make oligarchic politics. Then political 

constitution changes further. This endless circulation of constitution can be stopped by mixed one 

because it can control the trend of corruption in the core of anacyclosis with check and balance. The 

mixed constitution of the Roman Republic contains the consul, the senate and the tribune.  

 The advantage of mixed constitution is to control the driving force that causes the circulation in the 

anacyclosis. It is corruption followed by monopoly of power. After good and excellent capacities 

bring the prosperity and stability to the state, its peaceful situation eventually drives the ruler to the 

indolence and negligence, in which they search with exclusive power for the exclusive self-interest. In 

order to prevent the state from this corruption, it is necessary for state members and institutions to 

balance and check mutually. 

  For Machiavelli, the circular movement of the country comes from virtù. This is associated with the 

transition of the Empire too. The superpower can not last forever. In his Discourses, II preface 

Machiavelli mentions translatio imperii, from the Assyrians through the Romans up to now. It shows 

us the process of the rise and fall of empires. Rome was the best example that shows this ups and 

downs of one country.  

For Machiavelli, Roman political system was the best one to activate the competences of citizens 

that serve the country. In other words, it was the most effective system that can accomplish the 

fundamental politicization of virtù, which was possible in the political system based on freedom. Such 

a system was able to be made by the institutionalization of conflict between members of the 

community with different inclinations, i.e., the nobility and the people, which made to create fair laws 

and institutions. Under such a political system which is based on the freedom and equality, citizens 

cultivate civic virtue to pursue the public good rather than self-interest and are growing as a soldier 

with love of country. These enabled Rome to integrate virtù. The respect of the freedom and virtù has 

brought an increase in population and doubled the strength of the army in Rom, which was the main 

force of an empire. 

Virtù system allows people to pursue the public good rather than their personal interests in politics. 

This can be seen when we see how the republican Roman citizens elect the executive before 

republic’s fall. They chose the most eligible candidates without taking into account whether they were 

the members of the noble family. What qualifies the candidate is just the most extraordinary 

competence (virtù)(Discourses I, 18). In such a country, citizens will focus on the development of 

their own talents. This provides an opportunity for the people to serve their country with a variety of 

talents and skills. 

Virtù system emphasizes public responsibility of the people to the country rather than their private 

interest. This can be seen from the Roman citizens who did not think about disgrace down to work 

again entry-level work from a senior position. On the other hands, Venetian citizens regard it as shame. 

Machiavelli says "this kind of custom is an honor to individuals, but it will be to the detriment of the 

public interest entirely." It is very beneficial to the republic for old men with high knowledge and 

virtù to advise and help new comer in politics(Discourses, I, 36). Also Lucius Quintius Cincinnatus 

elected to the temporary dictator of Rome at the time of crisis could get a lot of wealth and autocratic 
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power, if he would want them simply. But he was satisfied with the small size of farms and lay down 

his power after he completed his mission(Discourses, III, 24; 25). Thus the Romans are dedicated to 

the public interest and show unshakable appearance in the changeable situations. The victory did not 

make them arrogant, the defeat did not make them discouraged. Their undauntedness comes from 

their virtù.  

So it was just the Roman political system that was able to develop individuals’, citizens’, and army’s 

i.e., components’ capacities of one country and integrate their virtù in the country. The condition for 

development and integration of virtù is freedom and equality. The citizens in the conflict between the 

people and the nobility produce a good political system, in which they demonstrate their talents 

regardless of wealth or status and they are respected and evaluated. The Roman republic became an 

empire because their virtù of each part of Rome are active all over the country that were grown in the 

Roman virtù. 

 

2. Virtù as driving force of collapse 

According to Machiavelli, the Roman republic could grow into the Empire, because it constituted the 

government of freedom and equality to activate virtù of its members. But virtù as impetus of 

expansion is also a threat to freedom and acts as a driving force of the downfall. Virtù detrimental to 

the Republic appears in two forms. In the first one, the exceptional competence of individual 

endangers the order of the republic, and the other is when a superpower emerges itself by conquering 

countries. When an empire has no threat to itself, it is seized by the indolence and negligence. It 

makes citizens discard an attitude and a culture to respect and activate virtù. 

   Outstanding figures due to the nature of the virtù system that respects the freedom and the capacity 

always have the opportunity to demonstrate their virtù. But if one person saves the country from the 

crisis several times or win the victory in war, his prestige and power acquired by his virtù endanger 

the Republic. Machiavelli describes these cases through the example of Scipio in the Discourses, I, 29. 

Scipio defeated powerful enemy as general of Roman army in the Second Punic War and saved his 

fatherland from the crisis. This brings him a huge reputation. All his lofty virtue, including his youth 

and prudence brought to the degree that people are afraid of him. The great virtù of Scipio was about 

to make even the Roman magistrates scare of him. Machiavelli regarded this situation as the crisis of 

the republic: “a city could not call itself free where there was a citizen who was feared by the 

magistrates.”(Discorses, I, 29). Republic has the free constitution, in which the monopoly of power 

will be avoided by sharing of power. Skills and talents in a free system are developed and 

demonstrated. But when thus demonstrated ability brings great prestige, it will allow a citizen to ever 

sovereign power. This will immediately bring the downfall of the republic, because excessive power 

incapacitate the law as the life and nerve of free system. Machiavelli explains the role of the 

exceptional virtù to collapse the republic as follows: 

 

For if in a republic one sees a noble youth arise who has an extraordinary virtue in him, all eyes of the 
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citizens begin to turn toward him and agree in honoring him without any hesitation, so that if there is a 

bit of ambition in him, mixed with the favor that nature gives him and with this accident, he comes at 

once to a place where the citizens, when they become aware of their error, have few remedies to avoid it. 

If they try to work as many as they have, they do nothing but accelerate his power(Discourses, I, 33).  

 

The absolute power largely fetches two effects. On the one hand, it paralyzes the function of public 

laws and fair system. On the other hand, it causes people to clique private supporters of powerful 

individuals. These people now use the laws for their own self-interest. Machiavelli explains it through 

a corrupt behavioral change of citizens in Discourses I, 18. The Romans had initially ran with 

extraordinary virtù in the election of the magistrates, because the standard of election is competence, 

i.e., virtù. But later only the powerful ran for candidacy, because there was no one to be elected if the 

candidate has no power even with the skills and qualifications. 

   The establishment of peace and stability through empire brings materially increases of wealth and 

leads to mental laziness. This people are to act as a profit center rather than pleasing their skills and 

talents. The aforementioned chapter in Discourses book one describes the disappearance of 

competitors of Rome after Punic wars. The Romans fell in laziness and negligence. They selected the 

magistrate such as not a competent person, but the figure that pleased them. As a result, good dose of 

character eligible for public office is eliminated, which leads to the election of the most powerful. 

This was revealed also in the legislation. Previously anyone can propose a law and everyone can 

freely discuss the pros and cons of it. But after the situation was changed, only men of power 

proposed legislation and it is not the act for the common liberty(comune libertà), but only for 

strengthening their own powers(Discourses, I, 18). When the enemy disappears and peace comes true, 

virtù related with community and public spirit gives its seat to the desire to pursue private interests. 

When the intensity of the desire for wealth is involved in the conflict between the nobility and the 

people, the situation gets out of control. Therefore, Machiavelli emphasized that people should be 

poor, but country be rich(Discourses, I, 55, 37; II, 6, 19; III, 16, 25). It is because it should be 

controlled that the wealth instead of virtù be the standards of behavior and decision. 

Machiavelli are looking for the causes of the collapse of the Roman Republic in Discourses III, 24, 

which are the struggle caused by the Agrarian Law and the prolongation of the command. This is the 

result inevitably followed by a territorial expansion of Rome. Rome sets the short term in order to 

prevent corruption of the commander. But when the territory expanded its border, the command had to 

be extended. The extension of the term of the command who knew best the battlefield played a 

positive role for Rome to win the war. But the prescription enacted for the common good(utilità 

publica) produced an adverse effect(Discourses, III, 24). It is the monopoly of fame and privatization 

of army. A few people conducted wars of prestige victories, then fame concentrate only on them. 

During a long period of time, the soldiers and commanders bundle on the battlefield, the soldiers are 

directed to the commander of the faithful. The soldiers enlisted to serve the public good and not for 

private profit became private soldiers of commander. The success of Caesar was possible on that 

condition. 
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   To sum up, Machiavelli has a circular thinking about the country. The driving force behind this 

cycle is virtù.  If the activation of individuals’, citizens’ and army’s virtù convert into the strength of 

the country, it becomes the empire. But inversely it ruins a space for virtù. The common good and 

love of country are replaced by the pursuit of self-interest. The collapse goes after the growth. This is 

a circular movement of the state, which is driven by virtù. Machiavelli wrote it in his Florentine 

Histories, Book V, I. 

Usually provinces go most of the time, in the changes they make, from order to disorder and then pass 

again from disorder to order, for worldly things are not allowed by nature to stand still. As soon as they 

reach their ultimate perfection, having no further to rise, they must descend; and similarly, once they 

have descended and through their disorders arrived at the ultimate depth, since they cannot descend 

further, of necessity they must arise. Thus they are always descending from good to bad and rising from 

bad to good. For virtue gives birth to quiet, quiet to leisure, leisure to disorder, disorder to ruin; and 

similarly, from ruin, order is born; from order, virtue; and from virtue, glory and good fortune(Florentine 

Histories, V, I). 

 

 virtù is a source of national strength and impetus of the rise and fall. Strengthening of virtù is to 

speed up the cycle. Expansion accelerates the exchange with other cultures. This drives the influx of a 

fallen culture. Virtù will accelerate the decay of culture. If so, what controls the fall in a circular 

movement is to optimize rather than to maximize virtù. Maximization leads to the acceleration of the 

situation in non-contextual thinking. In contrast, optimization seeks the most appropriate in the 

circumstances. Thus, while that cannot understand the consequences of relations and the situation in 

order to only maximize the amount of profit, this is to find the best of what you can get in the 

restriction of the situation. Therefore, the logic of optimization is to slow down to reach the apex of 

the cycle. Machiavelli closes in the end of his Discourses III, 24 as follows; “if the Romans had never 

prolonged magistracies and commands, if they would not have come so soon to so much power, and if 

their acquisitions had been later, they would have come later still to servitude.” Through maximizing 

the logic of force, Romans pursued the imperial conquest and expansion, and then they walked 

downhill. If they chose to maintain instead of expansion, that is, they kept the thing already acquired 

and stopped the expansion of the empire, they would slow down the path of decline. 

 

III. Middle Power; Germany and South Korea 

1. Germany; Virtù system between expansion and maintenance 

 

 If Rome is the ideal model of the past for Machiavelli, Germany is the most celebrated country of the 

existing political systems. Germany was not a single republic. It consisted of Switzerland, free 

republics, the emperor and monarchies. Despite this diversity, there are no wars in Germany. That is 
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because emperor plays a coordinate role with symbolic power and there are checks and balances 

between republics and the monarchies. But Machiavelli says that the power source of Germany is the 

German free city. For that, the role of goodness(bontà) and religion was important. Because of them, 

citizens are dedicated to the public good, such as, voluntary tax payment and compliance with the law. 

Treasury is rich and people will serve the public good. Therefore they are not corrupt. There is also 

the complete equality between the social members. There are no key components of a corrupt country, 

i.e., the introduction of corrupt culture through expansion and trade and the inequality between the 

nobility and the people. 

Machiavelli praised Germany's national power in his German report(Rapporto di cose della Magna), 

Portrait of the affairs of Germany(Ritratto delle cose della Magna), The Prince, Discourses and Art of 

War(Arte dell Guerra). Germany had a rich population, finance and strong force. But Germany did not 

come in the direction of expansion. Machiavelli finds the cause at the relationship between each of the 

political forces in Germany. They were in a conflict of interests with each other. City republics with 

abundant finance and the good trained army did not believe the emperor and monarch. The citizens 

regarded the lords and monarchs as frantic figures to dominate. The reason for monarchs and 

emperors to raise the wars was understood by them only for their own benefits. Switzerland composed 

of equal citizens also opposed the lords and monarchs. And there was no need to pursue the interests 

of the emperor. Here the monarchs and emperors also had confrontations. All of these leads Germany 

to take no one single action. The emperor had only symbolical power that could not unite Germany. 

Conflict and competition between these various countries in Germany has raised two effects. Firstly, it 

is the activation of virtù through confrontation and competition. In Germany, there are a lot of 

monarchies and republic cities that are competing. Germany has a lot of virtuous people through the 

competition and freedom(Art of War: 77-81). But the structure of conflict and competition brings the 

second effect. That is a strong prevention of expansion. Each different interests of the city republics, 

Switzerland, the monarchs and emperor cannot mobilize the power of a single act. Germany is strong, 

but it do not benefit from this situation. 

   Germany did not expand due to the internal containment of countries. But it was not because of their 

weakness, but because of "special circumstances" in the words of Machiavelli. They enjoyed freedom 

but no expansion. Machiavelli explained a similar type of expansion in his Discourses II, 4. Here are 

three ways mentioned. First to put an ally under triumphed. This gain could take Rome because 

waging war with the allies to take the initiative in such a way that the Romans chose. The second is 

the way of the Federation. This is ancient Etruscan way. They have the same status, rights and 

equality of nations to form a federation together. The third is to get subjects like Sparta or Athens as 

conqueror. For Machiavelli, the first Roman way was the best and the most powerful. But he focuses 

on the reality of the second method. The advantage of the Etruscan and the Swiss Confederation’s 

way they are used is characterized as not taking easily to get into the war(Discourses, II, 4). It is not 

easily involved in a war because they does not have a lot of extended benefits. The Federation should 

share the fruits of conquest. Therefore, they does not seek any further expansion after having 

sufficient force to jointly defend themselves. Machiavelli proposed the methods of the Union as the 

next best thing and realistic manner rather than Roman way to Florence in Tuscany. This federation is 
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similar to the way of Germany which does not perform the expansion in spite of its big power. 

Machiavelli praised the way of Germany and the federation as a model for the country like Florence at 

that time. It focused on maintaining the vitality of the country and its independence with accumulated 

power and without expansion. It tries to contain sufficient force of country without launching a 

reckless adventure to become a superpower. For that, it is necessary to secure internally freedom 

through checks and balances and then to activate virtù of community members through it. That makes 

one country middle power. Through this, a middle power state can strengthen ties with neighbor 

countries and then take profits in international relationships. Such a middle power can build up war 

deterrent force, make peace with other countries and enjoy prosperity. 

   In summary, Machiavelli presents the point of view of maintaining peace rather than conquest and 

expansion through the example of Germany and the Etruscan federation. If a country is not 

systemized like Rome, conquest and territorial expansion are due essentially to hasten the downfall. 

Roman Empire also developed into a self-inflicted downfall due to conquest. So the next best thing 

and realistic approach is how to stop to get into the war easily and to maintain the acquired things. 

Machiavelli emphasizes that “to acquire the state territory” and “to strengthen the national power” are 

different(Discourses, II, 19). The country that had acquired the territory and strengthen the national 

power was Rome. But Rome also led to the weakening of national power with the expansion of the 

territory eventually. Through the Roman precept and example of Germany, Machiavelli pointed out 

that to remain as a middle power country than the growth of a hegemony state can be the right to be a 

choice in reality. This middle power is never weak country. Also the maintenance of a free political 

and legal system enables the citizens to activate virtù and to be strong enough to defeat the intrusion 

of foreign powers. But that excessive force is used not for wars of conquest, but for the country's 

defense and stabilizing the relationship between the states. The middle power is a state which knows 

how to use the technology of peace as a coordinator, not as the hegemony power. 

 

2. South Korea as Middle Power 

- Middle power is not a hegemony power in the traditional meaning, but leading power in the 

multipolar system.  

- Middle power will be viewed in terms of the internal and external politics. 

- In the internal Politics → republicanism is important  

-                    → common good, civic virtue, solidarity, equality etc. 

- In the external politics → coordinating role under a clear perception of its national interest  

→ check and balance in the international politics 

  


