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NICCOLO MACHIAVELLI 
" 

The Morals of the Prince 
The first great political philosopher of the Renaissance, Niccolo 
Machiavelli was born in 1469 in Florence, Italy. He was a politician 
whose fortunes mirrored those of the republic that was founded in the 
absence of the ruling Medicis and ended upon their return to power in 
Florence. The Prince, written in 1513 but not published until 1531, is 
the work that earned Machiavelli his lasting reputation and is a semi­
nal text ofpolitical philosophy still widely regarded-and read-today. 
It is a study of leadership and an argument that leaders must do any­
thin.g necessary to hold on to power. 

It is this message that turned Machiavelli's name into an adjective. 
As you. read the following excerpt from The Prince, observe the different 
qualities ofMachiavelli's ideal prince and compare it to those qualities 
we refer to when we call something or someone "Machiavellian." 

ON THE REASONS WHY MEN ARE PRAISED 
OR BLAMED-ESPECIALLY PRINCES 

It remains now to be seen what style and principles a prince 
ought to adopt in dealing with his subjects and friends. I know 
the subject has been treated frequently before, and I'm afraid 
people will think me rash for trying to do so again, especially 
since I intend to differ in this discussion from what others have 
said. But since I intend to write something useful to an under­
standing reader, it seemed better to go after the real truth of the 
matter than to repeat what people have imagined. A great many 
men have imagined states and princedoms such as nobody ever 
saw or knew in the real world, for there's such a difference 
between the way we really live and the way we ought to live that 
the man who neglects the real to study the ideal will learn how to 
accomplish his ruin, not his salvation. Any man who tries to be 
good all the time is bound to come to ruin among the great num­
ber who are not good. Hence a prince who wants to keep his post 
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one; in the first case, this reputation for generosity is harmful to 
you, in the second case it is very necessary. Caesar was one of 
those who wanted to become ruler in Rome; but after he had 

..reached his goal, if he had lived, and had not cut down on his 
expenses, he would have ruined the empire itself. Someone may 
say: there have been plenty of princes, very successful in warfare, 
who have had a reputation for generosity. But I answer; either the 
prince is spending his own money and that of his subjects, or he 
is spending someone else's. In the first case, he ought to be spar­
ing; in the second case, he ought to spend money like water. Any 
prince at the head of his army, which lives on loot, extortion, and 
plunder, disposes of other people's property, and is bound to be 
very generous; otherwise, his soldiers would desert him. You can 
always be a more generous giver when what you give is not yours 
or your subjects'; Cyrus, Caesar, and Alexander were generous in. 
this way. Spending what belongs to other people does no harm to 
your reputation, rather it enhances it; only spending your own 
substance harms you. And there is nothing that wears ·out faster 
than generosity; even as you practice it, you lose the means of 
practicing it, and you become either poor and contemptible or (in 
the course of escaping poverty) rapacious and hateful. The thing 
above all against which a prince must protect himself is being 
contemptible and hateful; generosity leads to both. Thus, it's 
much wiser to put up with the reputation of being a miser, which 
brings you shame without hate, than to be forced-just because 
you want to appear generous-into a reputation for rapacity, 
which brings shame on you and hate along with it. 

ON CRUELTY AND CLEMENCY: 
WHETHER IT IS BETTER 
TO BE LOVED OR FEARED 

Continuing now with our list of qualities, let me say that every 
prince should prefer to be considered merciful rather than cruel, 
yet he should be careful not to mismanage this clemency of his. 
People thought Cesare Borgia was cruel, but that cruelty of his 
reorganized the Romagna, united it, and established it in peace 
and loyalty. Anyone who views the matter realistically will see 
that this prince was much more merciful than the people of 

Florence who, to avoid the reputation of cruelty, allowed Pistoia 
to be destroyed. Thus, no prince should mind being called cruel 
for what he does to keep his subjects united and loyal; he may 
make examples of a very few, but he will be more merciful in real­
ity than those who, in their tenderheartedness, allow disorders to 
occur, with their attendant murders and lootings. Such turbu­
lence brings harm to an entire community, while the executions 
ordered by a prince affect only one individual at a time: A new 
prince, above all others, cannot possibly avoid a name for cruelty, 
since new states are always in danger. And Virgil, speaking 
through the mouth of Dido says: 

My cruel fate 

Al}.d doubts attending an unsettled state 

Force me to guard my coast from foreign foes. 


Yet a prince should be slow to believe rumors and to commit him­
self to action on the basis of them. He should not be afraid of his 
own thoughts; he ought to proceed cautiously, moderating his 
conduct with prudence and humanity, allowing neither over­
confidence to make him careless, nor overtimidity to make him 
intolerable. 

Here the question arises: is it better to be loved than feared, or 
vice versa? I don't doubt that every prince would like to be both; 
but since it is hard to accommodate these qualities, if you have to 
make a choice, to be feared is much safer than to be loved. For it 
is a good general rule about men, that they are ungrateful, fickle, 
liars and deceivers, fearful of danger and greedy for gain~ While 
you serve their welfare, they are all yours, offering their blood, 
their belongings, their lives, and their children's lives, as we noted 
above-so long as the danger is remote. But when the danger is 
close at hand, they tum against you. Then, any prince who has 
relied on their words and has made no other preparations will 
come to grief; because friendships that are bought at a price, and 
not with greatness and nobility of soul, may be paid for but they 
are not acquired, and they cannot be used in time of need. People 
are less concerned with offending a man who makes himself 
loved than one who makes himself feared: the reason is that love 
is a link of obligation which men, because they are rotten, will 
break any time they think doing so serves their advantage; but 
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from wolves, you have to be a fox in order to be wary of traps, and 
a lion to overawe the wolves. Those who try to live by the lion 
alone are badly mistaken. Thus a prudent prince cannot and .. should not keep his word when to do so would go against his 
interest, or when the reasons that made him pledge it no longer 
apply. Doubtless if all men were good, this rule would be bad; but 
since they are a sad lot, and keep no faith with you, you in your 
tum are under no obligation to keep it with them. 

Besides, a prince will never lack for legitimate excuses to 
expl~n away his breaches of faith. Modem history will furnish 
innumerable examples of this behavior, showing how many 
treaties and promises have been made null and void by the faith­
lessness of princes, and how the man succeeded best who knew 
best how to play the fox. But it is a necessary part of this nature 
that you must conceal it carefully; you must be a great liar and 
hypocrite. Men are so simple of mind and so much dominated 
by their immediate needs, that a deceitful man will always find 
plenty who are ready to be deceived. One of many recent ex­
amples calls for mention. Alexander VI never did anything else, 
never had another thought, except to deceive men, and he always 
found fresh material to work on. Never was there a man more 
convincing in his assertions, who sealed his promises with more 
solemn oaths, and who observed them less. Yet his deceptions 
were always successful, because he knew exactly how to manage . 
this sort of business. 

In actual fact, a prince may not have all the admirable qualities 
we listed, but it is very necessary that he should seem to have 
them. Indeed, I will venture to say that when you have them and 
exercise them all the time, they are harmful to you; when you just 
seem to have them, they are useful. It is good to appear merciful, 
truthful, humane, sincere, and religious; it is good to be so in real­
ity. But you must keep your mind so disposed that, in case of 
need, you can tum to the exact contrary. This has to be under­
stood: a prince, and especially a new prince, cannot possibly exer­
cise all those virtues for which men are called "good." To preserve 
the state, he often has to do things against his word, against char­
ity, against hUqlanity, against religion. Thus he has to have a 
mind ready to shift as the winds of fortune and the varying cir­
cumstances of life may dictate. And as I said above, he should not 
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depart from the good if he can hold to it, but he should be ready 
to enter on evil if he has to. 

Hence a prince should take great care never to drop a word 
that does not seem imbued with the five good qualities noted 
above; to anyone who sees or hears him, he should appear all 
compassion, all honor, all humanity, all integrity, all religion. 
Nothing is more necessary than to seem to have this last virtue. 
Men in general judge more by the serise of sight than by the sense 
of touch, because everyone can see but only a few can test by feel­
ing. Everyone sees what you seem to be, few know what you 
really are; and those few do not dare take a stand against the gen­
eral opinion, supported by the majesty of the government. In the 
actions of all men, and especially of princes who are not subject 
to a court of appeal, we must always look to the end. Let a prince, 
therefore, win victories and uphold his state; his methods will 
always be considered worthy, and everyone will praise them, 
because the masses are always impressed by the superficial 
appearance of things, and by the outcome of an enterprise. And 
the world consists of nothing but the masses; the few who have 
no influence when the many feel secure. A certain prince of our 
own time, whom it's just as well not to name, preaches nothing 
but peace and mutual trust, yet he is the determined enemy of 
both; and if on several different occasions he had observed either, 
he would have lost both his reputation and his throne. 

For Discussion and Writing 

1. 	Draw a line down the middle of a sheet of paper and make two lists: 
things for which prin~es are praised on the left and things for which 
they are blamed on the right. Try to match up those qualities that are 
in opposition to each other. 

2. 	"You must be a great liar and hypocrite," Machiavelli advises (par. 15); 
how, here as elsewhere, does Machiavelli argue against traditional 
moral values? How does he show that the commonly assumed effects 
of "doing the right thing" are not the results toward which the prince 
must work? 

3. 	Machiavel,li writes, "Men are so simple of mind and so much domi­
nated by their immediate needs, that a deceitful man will always find 
plenty who are ready to be deceived" (par. 15). Compare his view of 
human nature to that implied by Thomas Jefferson in the final version 



) QUESTIONS ON RHETORIC AND (
1. 	 In the first paragraph, MachiaveIIlstates that his consideration of the subject of leadership 

will differ from that of others wh{ have considered it. Specifically, in what way does he say 
his approach will differ? 

2-:--- In hisfiiSftWopatagraphs, does Mlchiavelli appeal primarily toetlios, logos, orpatlios? Explain; 

3. 	 Provide several examples of juxtrpositions and antitheses from the first two paragraphs. 
Explain their rhetorical effect. 

4. In th.e se~ond paragraph th,e spe.a..fi..ays that "a ~rinc~ must b.~,s.h.. rew.~ e.nough to av?id the 
publIc dIsgrace of those Vlces th. would lose hIm his estate. - Explam _an underlymg as­
sumption behind-that statement. . - -.- -- ~-~-- ­

5. 	 Identify a rhetorical shift in paragrliph 2. 
---------"6~:yze-the-speak.m.ar.gument-in-paragmph.3-accor.din.g..to..the TQl dmin model (explained in 

the Suggested Approaches section of the Buckley essay). Is it sound? 

7. 	 Does paragraph 4 use a claim from the previous paragraph as its support? Explain. 

8. 	 Identify an appeal to logos in paragraph 4. 

9. 	 Explain the effect of the series of "loot, extortion, and plunder" in paragraph 5. 
10, 	 Identify the claims and support forth in paragraph 7. Apply the TOulmin model to this 

paragraph. 
11. 	 Identify and explain an ",,,,,ULH!-' underlying the speaker's position in paragraphs 7 and 8. 
12. 	 sentence of paragraph 12 helps to strengthen its rhetor­

13. snE§K~ presents in the last section, paragraphs 12-17. 

~..J 14. Explain the nature of the the end of the piece. 
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