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    TRANSLATOR’S NOTE


    The original text was composed in Portuguese within the framework of Brazilian and Portuguese historiography. In the English translation, the principal objective was to ensure clarity and coherence for Anglophone readers while preserving the distinct historical and juridical features of the Portuguese Medieval and Early Modern periods.


    Accordingly, the following editorial criteria were implemented:


    1. Historical Terminology: Terminology specific to the Iberian political and legal systems has been retained in the original Portuguese to prevent conceptual ambiguity. Notable examples include:


    • Cortes: This term denotes the representative assembly of the three estates (Clergy, Nobility, and People) and is retained in the original language to distinguish it from judicial “courts” or the British “parliamentary” model.


    • Ordenações: References to royal legal codes (such as Ordenações Afonsinas) retain their original titles, typically accompanied by the English gloss “Ordinances.”


    • Honorifics: The Portuguese honorific Dom (abbreviated as D.) is retained for monarchs and high nobility (for example, Dom João II rather than King John II), in accordance with established conventions in Portuguese studies.


    2. Quotations from Machiavelli: The original analysis utilized Portuguese translations of Niccolò Machiavelli’s works. In this English edition, quotations from The Prince and Discourses on Livy have been adapted to align with standard English translations (such as those by W.K. Marriott or Harvey Mansfield), except where the author’s argument depends on a particular interpretation present in the Portuguese text. In these instances, the translation prioritizes the author’s intended meaning.


    3. Primary Sources and Chronicles: Excerpts from Portuguese chroniclers (including Rui de Pina and Garcia de Resende) have been translated from Old Portuguese into modern English to enhance readability, with emphasis placed on conveying meaning rather than preserving archaic syntax.


    4. Bibliography: In the bibliography and footnotes, titles of works originally published in Portuguese are retained in the source language to facilitate identification of the documents. However, metadata (including city names, editions, and editorial terms) has been translated into English to maintain consistency.
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    INTRODUCTION


    The objective of this work is to explore the brief reign of Dom João II, which spanned from 1481 to 1495, marking the transition from medieval to modern times in the History of Portugal. It seeks to demonstrate that, even within this short span, he promoted structural reforms in society, the economy, and both domestic and foreign policy—to such an extent that he is known today as “The Perfect Prince.” Thus, I intend to draw a comparison with the theoretical figure of the ideal leader described by Machiavelli, as presented in the book The Prince1 and in the Discourses on the First Decade of Titus Livy2.


    In this manner, I seek to comprehend in which moments of Dom João II’s stewardship we may discern the skills highlighted by Machiavelli as essential for a capable political leader. Furthermore, I aim to contextualize his reign and demonstrate how his leadership guided Portugal toward Modernity, even as we may both laud and critique the methods he employed.


    The work is divided into chapters regarding each sector of administration and image projection that I deem important for understanding his reign through my analysis of Machiavelli’s writings. In “Machiavelli and Humanism,” I discuss Machiavelli’s biography and his contribution within Humanism. This theme is echoed in the chapters “Who was Dom João II” and “Education and Life at Court,” where I establish a connection between Humanism, education, life experience, and the social relations of Dom João II prior to his ascension to the throne. The intent is to show that his personality was already being molded to be centralizing, critical of the influence of the liege lords, and desirous of forming a Portuguese kingdom capable of competing with its European rivals.


    In “Portugal Before Dom João II,” the goal is to provide the reader with a comprehensive overview of the geopolitics, social organization, and their representation in the political and economic systems of the 14th and 15th centuries. This allows us to understand how the external environment, outside Dom João II’s Court, may have fostered support for the implementation of his agenda. The idea is to demonstrate that the necessity for sweeping reforms was not merely the monarch’s personal vision, but also a requirement for a large part of a Portuguese society in turmoil.


    In the chapter “The Government of Dom João II,” I address the myriad reforms he undertook in the realms of economics and politics, the dispute with nobles opposed to his reformist project, the conflicts of interest with foreign European powers, and the strategies he utilized to maintain power and enforce his government program. Therein, I highlight agreements and conflicts with Castile, corruption in public administration, personalism in the figure of the Pelican King, the execution of opposing lords, the struggle for influence within society, and the State’s administration against the Catholic Church.


    The use of an extensive bibliography as a method seeks to debate the themes raised thus far in a rigorous and profound manner, attempting to clarify the relationship between Dom João II and Machiavelli’s archetypal Perfect Prince. Yet, the aim is not solely this; the work also aims to serve as a reference for future readers interested in this subject. Finally, as a more personal motivation, I would like to compose, as Machiavelli did, a handbook on governance and the behavior of a political leader. It shall address power and the diverse forms it takes when manipulated by humans in the thought and practice of politics. Thus, even though this work is focused on the history of Portugal, it may serve as a reflection and learning on that which distinguishes us from beasts, according to Aristotle: politics—a subject so necessary yet simultaneously so neglected and ignored in current times.


    


    
      
        1 MAQUIAVEL, Nicolau. O Príncipe. Lisboa: Bertrand Editora, 2015.

      


      
        2 MAQUIAVEL, Nicolau. Discursos Sobre a Primeira Década de Tito Lívio. Lisboa: Sílabo Editora, 2010.
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    STATE OF THE SCHOLARSHIP*


    To craft this inquiry, I sought specific works that address two fundamental questions, and thus, I have categorized the literature into two distinct groups.


    The first group addresses the historical context: In what milieu was Dom João II born, and how was he shaped by it? One cannot analyze the reign of this monarch—or indeed any other—without first grasping the events unfolding around him. How were society, the economy, and politics structured in this period and in this specific region of the world? Which social strata held privilege and influence within the State, possessing great decision-making power? How did religion weigh upon this struggle for power? What position did Portugal occupy in international trade and geopolitical disputes, and how did this affect its domestic and foreign policy? What image of the King and the Court was being constructed?


    For these reasons, the work of Joaquim Veríssimo Serrão3 proves indispensable, particularly for understanding how this monarch belongs to a formative period of the modern Portuguese state. The author broadly addresses all areas—politics, diplomacy, military forces, Atlantic expansion, financial and economic organization, religion, and the administration of society—offering a comprehensive overview of the Portuguese historical context in its social, economic, and political dimensions prior to the monarch’s advent.


    It is in the volume organized by António Henrique de Oliveira Marques4 that a specific point in the Portuguese context is explored: the Crisis of the 14th and 15th Centuries. Comprehending this interval of systemic crisis—political, economic, and social—is fundamental to understanding what Dom João II represents. After all, rulers, for better or worse, often embody the sentiments of change in the face of great crises, and the monarch studied here is no exception. We can highlight in this work the friction between feudal lords and the Crown regarding the centralization or decentralization of royal power; the necessary modernizing military reforms to maintain the kingdom’s independence; the crisis of political representation with the rise of the merchant class and landowners; as well as the problems of taxation, production, trade, and technological development faced by both society and the State.


    Finally, and no less significant, we have the work of Martim de Albuquerque (2007), which is paramount in introducing Machiavelli’s theory in Portugal.


    Albuquerque seeks traces of Florentine’s theories among scholars and monarchs, establishing himself as a pioneer in this investigation.


    The second group of works concerns the government of Dom João II itself. These explain the strategies he employed to overcome the challenges that arose as he attempted to implement his project of power. Simultaneously, some of these texts draw comparisons between his governance and Machiavelli’s writings on the ideal leader, the Perfect Prince. These are works that delve into the realms of economy, society, administration, and politics, pinpointing where Dom João II succeeded in leaving his mark as a king who initiated a modernizing process in the relations between the Crown and Portuguese society during this period.


    They also discuss the monarch’s attempt to refund the bases of society and the system with the objective of accumulating the State’s decision-making power within the figure of the King—which aligns with Machiavelli’s political project in The Prince—as well as the methods of promoting a centralized government capable of playing the game of power in a balanced manner for the greater good, a concept present in the Discourses on the First Decade of Titus Livy. Both bodies of work are fundamental for understanding this monarch’s reign.


    Let us, then, address these works. Firstly, we have the study by Luís Adão da Fonseca5, which offers a comprehensive treatment of this monarch’s government. He writes about everything from the King’s childhood, personality, and physical appearance to domestic and foreign policy, and also discusses military orders and family relations in the struggle for power.


    However, it is in the volume organized by Manuela Mendonça6 that we see authors contributing chapters on various themes crucial to this work. Special emphasis is given to how royal chroniclers portrayed the image and personality of Dom João II, the way the monarch himself sought to represent his persona through the Pelican King, and the consequences of this for understanding his mode of governance, monetary policy, and the relationship between the monarch, Castile, and the Church. Another work by Manuela Mendonça7 that was heavily utilized was one on foreign policy, offering objective explanations of commercial, military, diplomatic, and cultural relations with Castile, the Holy Roman Empire, and the Italian principalities—relations that demonstrate the international connections forged in the name of the monarch’s power project.


    


    
      
        3 SERRÃO, J. Veríssimo. História de Portugal: Formação do Estado Moderno (1415-1495). 2. ed. Lisboa: Editorial Verbo, 1978.

      


      
        4 MARQUES, A. H. de Oliveira. Portugal na Crise dos Séculos XIV e XV. Lisboa: Presença, 1987.

      


      
        5 FONSECA, Luís Adão da. D. João II. Lisboa: Círculo de Leitores, 2005.

      


      
        6 MENDONÇA, M. (org.). O Tempo Histórico de D. João II nos 550 anos do seu nascimento. Actas do Colóquio 2, 3 e 4 de Maio. 1. ed. Braga: Tipografia Abreu, Sousa & Braga, 2005

      


      
        7 MENDONÇA, M. As Relações Externas de Portugal nos Finais da Idade Média. Lisboa: Edições Colibri, 1994
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    MACHIAVELLI AND HUMANISM


    3.1 The Humanist Movement


    Before addressing Machiavelli and Dom João II, it is paramount that we discuss the intellectual and artistic movement emerging in Italy: Humanism. Without contextualizing this movement, it is impossible to comprehend the shifts it engendered in European mentality, particularly among noble families who voraciously consumed the works of humanists. Furthermore, it is necessary to understand how Humanism was received in Portugal and the consequences thereof.


    Humanism is an intellectual movement born in Italy in the 15th century, part of the Renaissance (14th–17th centuries), which drew inspiration from and utilized the Greco-Latin works of antiquity, aiming to develop a critical view of reality and to place greater value on the human being. It highlighted fields such as mathematics, chemistry, literature, architecture, the arts, and behavioral studies, among many others—a veritable explosion of curiosity regarding scientific knowledge and the diverse forms in which it could be applied, whether in construction, education, painting, military technology, tools, or mechanisms8.


    The Humanist movement, in general, frequently found itself at odds with the Church, which wielded immense influence in medieval society and thus possessed its own methods and ideas in education, art, war, economics, and politics. Much of this confrontation stemmed from the fact that this movement positioned man at the center of the universe—so-called anthropocentrism—relegating God and His representatives —the defenders of the centrism —to a secondary role. Explanations for why events occurred, justifications for certain human behaviors, and rules of conduct and morality began to be questioned more rigorously; the movement created alternatives to differentiate itself from the explanations provided by the Church and even by the nobility itself.


    The symbiosis between the Church and the Monarchical State gave rise to new ways of understanding nature and the human being, as well as to the revisiting of concepts such as economic and political liberty, serving as a basis for debating new forms of government in Europe, such as republics, despotism, absolute monarchy, and tyranny. A prime example is the scholar of Roman law, Bartolus (1313–1357), the Italian jurist responsible for enabling the legal, rather than merely a rhetorical defense of the independence of Italian cities against the interests of the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire.


    If Roman law literally dictated that in moments of doubt the emperor decided, Bartolus argued that the law should be interpreted according to the context in which it is applied. This removes from the law the medieval notion that nobility personifies the good and the just, transferring increasing responsibility for managing society to those who study and practice law and public administration, most of whom were not nobles. The Italian cities, therefore, ought to be “princes of themselves” (sibi princeps)9, and not subjects of the Emperor.


    In Portugal, Humanism was a direct consequence of the expansion of maritime commercial routes, transforming the kingdom into a locus of intense exchange of people and goods, whether bound for overseas territories or for the European continent, particularly the Italian principalities. The kingdom became a bridge between different regions of the globe. Thus, culture was also exchanged through its various representations in areas such as cuisine, architecture, science, fabrics, garments, language, and vocabulary, as well as through people themselves and their ideas, ideologies, and worldviews.


    Among the representatives of Humanism in Portugal are Fernão Lopes (1380–1460) with his historical chronicles; Gil Vicente (1465–1536) with popular theater and palace poetry; and, most relevant to this dissertation, the Sicilian Cataldo Parisio Siculus (1455–1517), a poet, orator, and writer who moved to Lisbon in 1485 at the behest of Dom João II to educate his son, Dom Jorge.


    Cataldo was likely the great symbol of the introduction of Humanism in the History of Portugal. Through oratory, poetry, the education of nobles and disciples, literary production, and his knowledge of Latin, he gained prominence at court and assisted Portuguese monarchs with his intellectual and diplomatic work, principally through the Epistolae et orationes quaedam, published in 1500, and the Cataldi Epistolarum et quarundam orationum secunda pars, published in 1513, containing his letters, poems, and speeches10.


    There were specific moments when he demonstrated goodwill and service to the humanist cause and to Portuguese politics, such as when he opposed the theologians who favored works in scholastic Latin rather than the classical Latin used by humanists11. His poems in Arcitinge, narrating the conquests of Tangier and Arzila, and later De Perfecto Homine, commissioned by Dom João II himself, are an “idealization of the Perfect Prince during the King’s own lifetime”12. Notable also was his speech in Évora welcoming Princess Isabel of Castile, the bride of Prince Dom Afonso. In De obitu Principis Alfonsi, he expressed mourning for the death of Prince Dom Afonso. His work as a translator and drafter of Latin diplomatic letters from Dom João II to other important political figures, such as Pope Innocent VIII, King Charles VIII of France, and King Henry VII of England, was also significant13. Unfortunately, although he petitioned Dom João II for the task and resources to write the History of Portugal, this never came to pass. First, because the project remained in the hands of Angelo Poliziano, who died in 1490, and subsequently due to the death of Dom João II in 149514.


    Let us now turn to another humanist influence in Portugal: Machiavelli. He was heavily criticized in the country from the 16th to the 18th centuries, precisely by those whom Machiavelli argued should be separated from State management: the Church. Portuguese society was deeply religious, and the Catholic Church held significant sway over political affairs. Even if monarchs inevitably had their own projects of power without needing to ask the Pope for permission, the logic of power justification was theocentric15; that is, the Catholic religion was essential to legitimize the social hierarchy and the King’s power. It is no coincidence that the King, at least when constructing his image, portrayed himself as a follower of Christian values16.


    However, Machiavelli’s proposition is that values need not necessarily be Christian, but rather those most adequate for governing in a manner that achieves the common good proposed by the author. If Christian values are the most suitable for the King to apply the strategy he deems appropriate, let him use them; but if, at a certain moment, not following these values is more appropriate, then let him not follow them. This flexible morality comes into conflict with Christian morality itself, which personifies, through saints and demons, a very clear distinction between good and evil according to its dogmas, and through those who hold the power to correctly interpret biblical teachings.


    It is no coincidence that in the 16th century, the Bishop of Silves, Dom Jerónimo de Osório, represented this first great critique of Machiavelli in Portugal17 through the publication of Nobilitate Civile Et Christiana in 1542. He had been in Italy deepening his studies between 1538 and 1542—shortly after Discourses on Livy and The Prince were published in 1517 and 1513, respectively—with the intent of defending the importance of Christian values for the proper functioning of society, beyond merely being an instrument for obtaining and maintaining power.


    Thus, Lusitanian society was far closer to the concept of an Empire representing the Kingdom of God on Earth, through the fidalgo18 who follows Christian morality and noble chivalry, than to a State centralized in the King, which employs a flexible, pragmatic morality. Spirituality and romanticism appeared to be stronger than the utilitarian conception of the State, in which the ends justify the means, leading to the conclusion that traditional Lusitanian thought would be anti-Machiavellian19.


    Yet, an intriguing question arises: if Lusitanian society was not so open to innovative ideas in State management and Church-State relations, how did Dom João II become known in current history books as a “Perfect Prince”? Why was the very man applying part of these innovative ideas brought by Humanism not overthrown by a coup or revolt led by religious commoners who wished to follow the Church’s worldview to the letter? Why did the common people not go to the monarch to defend the privileges of the nobles, basing themselves on a romantic view of social hierarchy, and demand that reforms not be implemented? Perhaps the reason lies in the fact that Dom João II, like the vast majority of the common people, understood the distinction between that which is desired and read in poems and that which must be done to survive and obtain results that serve one’s interests.


    They achieved this without necessitating a complete abdication of the religious worldview or the hierarchical structure of the nobility. Rather, they implemented reforms that steered society toward what would later be termed Modernity, and Dom João II constitutes a fundamental, pivotal figure in this process. His mode of governance, as we shall observe in the ensuing chapters, demonstrates his adeptness at leveraging Christian morality and courtly relations to his advantage when implementing reforms that, ironically, diminished the power of both the nobility and the Church in the administration of the Realm of Portugal—a trajectory that inevitably paved the way to Modernity.


    3.2. WHO WAS MACHIAVELLI?


    3.2.1. Biography


    An Italian philosopher and politician born in Florence in the 15th century, living from 1469 to 1527, Niccolò Machiavelli left an indelible mark on History following his death at the age of 58, as he is considered fundamental to the formation of modern political thought. Indeed, he gave rise to the eponymous term “Machiavellian,” used today to designate someone who behaves with cold rationality to obtain what they desire, or to the adage that “the ends justify the means.” Both are occasionally misused by the public at large, yet they demonstrate that Machiavelli remains so significant that he is remembered and debated today, even by non-academics. After all, his most famous works—The Prince, Discourses on the First Decade of Titus Livy, The Art of War, and the Discourse on Florentine Affairs After the Death of the Younger Lorenzo—are written in a didactic, objective manner, explaining in his distinct style how the political game functions, stripped of romanticism. He rendered his writing accessible by showing how leaders decide on the organization of armies, the assessment of enemies, the conquest of foreign lands, trade and diplomacy with competing powers, popular support, and many other subjects of import to anyone who governs a realm.


    By being born in Florence during this period, he witnessed the Italian context of the Renaissance (14th–16th centuries) and the political and military disputes among the Italian principalities themselves and against foreign kingdoms, such as when the Kingdom of France invaded the north of the Italian peninsula to conquer Naples. Florence was governed by Piero de’ Medici, who accepted without resistance the passage of French armies through his territory, provided that after their military campaign, all Florentine forts ceded to the French were returned, and a sum was paid to the government. A popular rebellion sparked by these decisions ousted the Medici from power, and the Dominican friar Girolamo Savonarola assumed the government. He, too, fell after his fundamentalist crusade against what he deemed excesses, sins, and lust on the part of the population; he was ultimately condemned to death in 1498, having lost the support of the Catholic Church.


    In 1498, at the age of 29, Machiavelli became Secretary of the Second Chancery of the Republic of Florence, charged with internal military matters, the drafting of official documents, and occasional diplomatic missions. His legations took him to France under King Louis XII, to Germany under Emperor Maximilian, to Romagna with Cesare Borgia, to Rome with Julius II, and to various Italian cities, including Milan, Pisa, and Venice. In the realm of defense, he participated in his first military mission in 1499 with the Florentine army, under the command of Paolo Vitelli, during the war against Pisa. With government support, he implemented a major shift in 1505: the establishment of armies composed of members of society forming a national militia—an alternative to the traditional use of mercenary forces—which achieved its great victory in 1509 by winning the war
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