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 AN INTRODUCTION

BY TOM BUTLER-BOWDON

Machiavelli’s The Prince has the reputation for being ‘bad’. It is said to have been bedtime reading for Napoleon, Hitler and Stalin, and Shakespeare used the term ‘Machiavel’ to mean a schemer who was happy to sacrifice people for evil aims. Relentlessly attacked by religious figures, it was put on the Catholic Church’s index of prohibited books, and was equally reviled by Protestant reformers.

Yet, in contrast to centuries of popular maligning of Machiavelli, recent research has focused on his ethics and the fact that he was a genuine moral philosopher and well-rounded Renaissance man whose overriding wish was to be useful. Indeed, as Yale’s Erica Benner suggests, The Prince is best seen not as a guide on how to be ruthless or self-serving, but rather as a lens to see objectively the prevailing views of the day, and to open the eyes of the reader as to the motives of others. With this knowledge, the new leader can act in an effective way, making sure their essentially noble goals are kept in sight.

The Prince continues to fascinate, shock, repel and inspire the person of today as much as it did  the reader of the 16th century. Although written as a kind of showcase of its author’s knowledge of statecraft in order to gain employment, and very much concerned with the events of his day, the book’s timeless insights into the nature of power and human motivation have transcended its original setting.




MACHIAVELLI’S WORLD 

To fully appreciate the work we need to get a sense of the times in which its author lived.

Niccolò Machiavelli was born in the city-state of Florence in 1469. Of a respectable family, his father was a lawyer who provided him with a good education in rhetoric, grammar and Latin. Yet this branch of the Machiavelli family was never wealthy, and while still in his teens Niccolò began working for the Florentine state.

At this time Florence was ruled by Lorenzo de’ Medici, the great Renaissance patron of arts who had made Florence the leading state in Italy. But the city’s humanist outlook and wealth brought with it a perception of moral decline, most notably from the outspoken Dominican friar, Girolamo Savonarola. His urging of the creation of a ‘Christian commonwealth’, of which God was sovereign, proved  popular, and following the expulsion of the Medici a republic with a fair amount of democratic representation was instituted. Though Savonarola was executed four years later at the instigation of Pope Alexander VI, who saw him as a threat to the church’s power, the republic itself continued. Machiavelli’s working life spanning 14 years thus began under the powerful but autocratic Medici dynasty and continued in a republic.

At 29, Machiavelli was made Secretary of the Second Chancery of the Republic, and Secretary of the Ten of Liberty and Peace, a foreign affairs and military committee. He was now one of the top civil servants of the republic, a confidant of Pier Soderini, its administrative head, and was constantly deploying and refining his significant rhetorical skills in the preparation of speeches and briefings. He was sent on many diplomatic missions, and able to observe first-hand the most powerful figures of his day including Louis XII, King of France, Emperor Maximilian I and Pope Julius II. He was also part of legations to neighbouring Italian states, which at that time included the Duchy of Milan, the Venetian republic, the Kingdom of Naples and the Papal States.

Though Machiavelli relished this interesting work, it revealed to him the limits to Florence’s power and  the vulnerability of the Italian states in general. Given this, it is then easy to understand his admiration for Cesare Borgia, the Duke Valentino, who through his military prowess created a new power base in the Romagna region of eastern Italy. Machiavelli spent three or four months at his court, and so gained an estimation of him as the paragon of a ‘new Prince’; that is, one who does not inherit a state but creates or takes one. He devotes considerable space in The Prince to Borgia. For Machiavelli, it did not matter that Borgia had a reputation for cruelty and brute force. Rather, the qualities he displayed were just what Italy needed if it was ever to become anything more than a collection of smallish states run by corrupt families, or propped up and controlled by foreign powers.

When however, in 1512, the Medicis were restored to power in Florence with the help of Pope Julius II, Machiavelli’s career came to a sudden end. He was relieved of all his duties and forbidden to leave Florentine territory, but worse was to come. The following year he was accused of plotting against the new regime and thrown into prison where he was tortured. But he made no confession of guilt and was released in a few weeks. Without a source of income, he retreated to the family farm in Percussina, just south of Florence. There, working  outdoors during the day and retiring to his study at night, he read histories and biographies of the great figures of classical Rome and Athens, and wrote. This study of history, combined with his deep experience in state affairs, he believed could result in a valuable contribution to political philosophy, and it was here that he finished composing Il Principe, or The Prince.

For his remaining years he was a man of letters, writing a history of Florence, ironically commissioned by the Medici, and other works including his Art of War, the only historical or political work to be published while he was still alive. He died in 1527.




THE ORIGINALITY OF THE PRINCE 

In the 14th-16th centuries there developed a whole genre of guidebooks for princes, known as specula principlis (‘mirror-for-princes’). These were generally composed for young men about to inherit kingdoms. A notable example, Erasmus’ The Education of a Christian Prince, published only a couple of years after Machiavelli had finished The Prince, exhorted rulers to act as if they were saints, arguing that successful rule naturally corresponds with the goodness of the ruler. Centuries before, Augustine provided a template against which every society  and ruler would be judged through the Middle Ages. Written just after the collapse of the Roman Empire, Augustine’s The City of God provided a stark contrast to the flawed political structures of man, proposing that the fulfilment of human beings lay in turning inward to God.

When we appreciate the hold that such idealizations had over the medieval imagination it is possible to understand the shock that The Prince had created. For not only did Machiavelli not believe that, given human nature, a truly ‘good’ ruler or perfect state could exist, but in fact he viewed the incursion of religious ideals into politics as damaging to the effectiveness of states. While a believing Christian himself, who saw the value of religion in creating a cohesive society, he felt that the direct involvement of the Church in state affairs ultimately corrupted both state and Church. There was no better example of this than the Papal or ecclesiastical states, actual bounded lands within Italy which in Machiavelli’s time during the reign of Pope Alexander VI became a very earthly, powerful force which could make big states like France tremble. Alexander himself had several mistresses and sired many illegitimate children, grew personally very rich through his conquests, and relentlessly advanced his son Cesare Borgia’s military campaigns through  the sale of indulgences (Church dispensations of sin offered at a price). The Pope’s corrupt activities fomented a backlash that would eventually come in the form of the Protestant Reformation.

Machiavelli devotes a chapter to these states in The Prince, but he weighs his words carefully, noting with some sarcasm that since they are “set up and supported by God himself . . . he would be a rash and presumptuous man who should venture to discuss them.” But he does anyway, and the undercurrent of his argument is clear: politics and religion were two different realms, to be judged by different codes. ‘The good’, while a noble aim, was best left to the private and religious spheres, while the effectiveness of a ruler should be measured by virtù, or the decisive strength or prowess (not to be confused with ‘virtue’) needed to build and preserve a state.

For Machiavelli, the Church had steered horribly away from its divine purpose. What he witnessed in his lifetime solidified his view that the rule of states was essentially a secular project, and the constant efforts by families such as the Medici, Orsini and Colonnesi to promote their own within the Church hierarchy and intermarry so as to shore up power alliances was a tawdry business. Yet at the same time he was part of this world, and through his subtle  exposure of these goings on still aimed to guide ambitious rulers to effectively make their way in it.

In The Prince, Machiavelli also had to counter the idealized state that Plato had set forth in The Republic, along with the code for principled political action set down by the Roman orator and statesman, Cicero. His conclusion, though, is that a leader could not be effective operating in a Ciceronian way if all about him are unscrupulous or rapacious. To preserve his good aims, the prince, Machiavelli famously says, must learn “how to be other than good”. A ruler has to make choices that the normal citizen never does, such as whether to go to war or what to do with people trying to kill or overthrow him. So, while it is right to want to always be upstanding in one’s actions, to maintain order and peace and preserve the honour of your state it may be necessary to act in a way that, as a private citizen, you never would.




JUSTIFYING FORCE 

The usual accusation made of the views expressed in The Prince is that they are evil or immoral. Yet Machiavelli is actually better understood as a founder of political science, clinically analysing political situations as they are and providing  prescriptions for action. He sought to minimise upheaval and misery by promoting a strong state that could secure prosperity and security for all within it. Even if the fulfilment of this goal required institutionalised force or violence, it was still an ethical one.

Machiavelli provides an example of his concept. While he was working for the Florentine state, the town of Pistoia was being ravaged by in-fighting. He proposed that Florence take it over to subdue it and bring order. But the public did not have a taste for such an enterprise and washed their hands of it. Left to its own devices, however, there was a blood-bath on the streets of Pistoia. Thus Machiavelli argues:“ . . . he who quells disorder by a very few signal examples will in the end be more merciful than he who from too great leniency permits things to take their course and so to result in rapine and bloodshed; for these hurt the whole State, whereas the severities of the Prince injure individuals only.”





The fact is, any ruler, no matter how benign as a person, must face up to the state’s use of violence to maintain its own existence. As a political actor, the refusal to do anything that does not seem  ‘good’ will only be your ruin. In his remark in chapter six of The Prince that “all armed Prophets have been victorious, and all unarmed Prophets have been destroyed”, Machiavelli is referring to Savonarola, whose fatal mistake, he believed, was that he had no forceful means to see his vision of Florence become real. Though a ‘good man’ by any measure, who tried to bring morality and republican ideals back to the city in contrast to the ruthless Medicis, in the end Savonarola was powerless to stop his own demise.

Of the “two ways of striving for mastery”, Machiavelli noted, that changes done within the law was by far the preferable to that of violence, which was the realm of beasts. Yet at the same time, a Prince must be able to act both as man and beast, and he introduces the famous analogy of a ruler needing to be both “a fox to discern snares, and a lion to drive off wolves.” While noting that, “it is human nature when the sea is calm not to think of storms”, Machiavelli saw the wise leader as spending much of his time during peacetime considering various scenarios of war, and working out how the kingdom will respond if the event actually happens. A prince may fool himself into believing that his energies should be spent on other things, but ultimately his role was to protect and preserve the state itself.

But do Machiavelli’s thoughts on the use of force give carte blanche for rulers to do anything for the sake of maintaining their power? Does ‘might make right’? In his analysis of the occasions on which a ruler may justify violence he is subversive and radical, openly admitting that such things may, by any usual standard, be considered evil. And yet, “if it be permitted to speak well of things evil” as he delicately puts it, there is a distinction between violence that is committed for the reason of creating or preserving a good state, and wanton cruelty that is performed merely to preserve an individual ruler’s power. He does not condemn, for example, Cesare Borgia’s apparent cruelty in allowing one of his subordinates, Remirro de Orco, to be brutally murdered, because it was a step Borgia had to take in order to establish his reign in a particular territory, which itself was a step towards his ultimate aim of unifying the Italian states to make them independent of foreign rule. On the other hand, Machiavelli gives low marks to the Roman emperors Commodus, Caracalla and Maximus, who made cruelty a way of life during their reigns. They became so hated that their premature deaths were inevitable. Therefore, he observes, not only is excess cruelty bad, it is politically unwise.

When it comes to seizing a principality or state, Machiavelli’s general rule is that, “the usurper  should be quick to inflict what injuries he must, at a stroke, that he may not have to renew them daily”. This is, interestingly, just as Sun Tzu wrote in the ancient Chinese The Art of War; that is, if you are going to take or attack something, do it as quickly as possible and with maximum force, so that your foes give up early and, paradoxically, violence can be minimised. In doing so you will be feared, and can later be seen to be magnanimous by your favours. In contrast, a half-hearted coup will allow your enemies to live on, and you will forever be fearful of being overthrown. The key with force is to be economical.

Amid such justifications of violence the modern reader may raise the example of Gandhi, whose moral authority alone forced the mighty British Empire to back down. For a study in power, The Prince does not properly take account of such ‘soft power’, or influence not backed by actual force. Yet Machiavelli was confining his analysis to actual states and their leaders, (Gandhi never had to actually run a state) and to understand him you must appreciate the political context in which he was writing. The Italy of his time, he laments, “has been overrun by Charles, plundered by Louis, wasted by Ferdinand, and insulted by the Swiss”, a state of affairs which would have been prevented if its rulers had had strong national armies. Indeed, if he were  to be born again in the 21st century, Machiavelli would perhaps not be surprised to learn that those states considered most powerful are also backed by the largest armies or firepower (the United States, China, Russia still).

In his naked justification of force Machiavelli realised it was sometimes necessary to “go against religion”, yet as Machiavelli scholar Maurizio Viroli rightly points out, Machiavelli never says to actually go against God. In fact, it can be right to go against the prevailing moral laws set down by the Church, because ultimately God is in favour of the laws and order that a strong state can bring. Rather than power for power’s sake, Machiavelli’s purpose is the establishment of a state that is robust enough to allow the private economy to flourish, that works according to laws and institutions, and that preserves culture. In this belief that God would want a strong and united Italy which was able to bring security to its people and their prosperity, with a flourishing national culture and identity, The Prince is, from its author’s standpoint, a work with a clear moral foundation.

Machiavelli’s stance on power remains relevant to the leader of today. Each of us must make decisions which may not be welcomed by or which may even hurt, those in our charge. Yet we act for the benefit  and long-term well-being of the body that we administer, whether it be a business, some other organization or even a family. In this respect the leader’s role can be lonely, and bring with it great responsibility. Such is the nature of power.




OF THE PEOPLE, BY THE PEOPLE 

Though Machiavelli’s view of human nature was dark, he also believed that a successful state could bring out the best in people, providing a stage on which individuals could find glory through a great act. As political philosopher Hannah Arendt noted, The Prince is an “extraordinary effort to restore the old dignity to politics”, bringing back the classical Roman and Greek idea of glory to 16th century Italy. In it Machiavelli admires the self-made men who rise from humble private stations by their deeds, such as Hiero of Syracuse, risking all for public esteem and the chance of power.

Yet how does this adulation of strong individual action fit with the Republican ethos that runs through Machiavelli’s other writings (Florentine Histories, Discourses), and in fact his lengthy experience working for a republic?

As Viroli argues, The Prince is largely a manual for founding a state, a great enterprise which is  inevitably the inspiration and work of a single person. Machiavelli discusses four ancient examples, Moses, Romulus, Theseus, and Cyrus, who almost single-handedly forged a new nation for their peoples. In his own time, he believed a similar heroic figure was needed to draw together the various kingdoms, duchies, and city-states of the Italian peninsula, founding a single powerful state which, in time, might become a republic governed by the rule of law. Once established, the ruler’s power would then be properly checked and balanced by an array of democratic institutions.

Machiavelli believed people were free agents, not swayed easily. Therefore, there was a qualitative difference between a tyrant who rules by force alone, and a prince who rules by a combination of public support and fear. The conventional wisdom, he notes, is that “he who builds on the people builds on mud”. This was very much the view of the Medici, who in their wars preferred to pay for mercenaries than entrust their own population with weapons. Machiavelli went the other way, strongly advocating a national militia composed of a state’s own citizens. The benefits of this were twofold: first, it would create a new sense of patriotism united under the command of the new prince; and if war came, these soldiers would be strongly motivated to win,  because they were fighting for their homes, families and nation.

Machiavelli was acutely sensitive of the delicate dance of power between the ruler, noble class and people. In chapter nine he states his wariness of a prince ever depending for his power on the nobility, since they will want many favours for installing you, or want to replace you altogether. The support of the people, on the other hand, may be more fickle and less able to be controlled, yet in difficult times it is worth much, providing a source of legitimacy. Indeed, in chapter three he notes, “For however strong you may be in respect of your army, it is essential that in entering a new Province you should have the good will of its inhabitants.” Later he tackles the issue of how a Prince can control a state that has previously lived under its own laws. One option is to destroy it utterly and bring in your own system. However, “a city accustomed to live in freedom, if it is to be preserved at all, is more easily controlled through its own citizens than in any other way.” He notes that the people, no matter how long they are subverted, will not forget the freedoms they once enjoyed or the laws and institutions that made them a proud state. Here Machiavelli veils his republican sympathies thinly, noting that despite the apparent power of usurpers and conquering rulers, the rule of  law and democratic freedoms, so conducive are they to the natural state of man to be able to act as a free agent, have an abiding power that is not easily forgotten or extinguished.

In summary, the ideal state is one that is open enough for remarkable individuals of any station to strive to fulfil their ambitions, yet these largely selfish motives can in fact lead to good outcomes for all, since these special individuals, to succeed over the longer-term, must shape their designs in a way that also satisfies the natural wants of the people.




MACHIAVELLI’S SUCCESS LAWS 

The Prince is usually read as a political tract or a work of history or philosophy, but if you look closer it contains a number of generic success laws that today’s leader or manager can profit from.

The key difference between Machiavelli’s manual and other princely guides of his time is that they were nearly all written for rulers who had inherited their kingdoms. The Prince, in contrast, is aimed at the upstart who had seized power of their own devices, and who had to now keep and legitimize that power. This need to gain credibility and shore up support is what makes the book still highly relevant today, since the chances are that you, too, owe your  current position to hard work, not to patronage or being the scion of a famous family.

Among the book’s many tips (see more in The Effective Leader section), are the following.


Model Yourself on the Great 

Machiavelli’s advice here is a unique blend of his own experience in top-level state affairs and the wisdom he gleaned from a close reading of history. In chapter six he writes:“ . . . the wise man should always follow the roads that have been trodden by the great, and imitate those who have most excelled, so that if he cannot reach their perfection, he may at least acquire something of its savour. Acting in this like the skilful archer, who seeing that the object he would hit is distant, and knowing the range of his bow, takes aim much above the destined mark; not designing that his arrow should strike so high, but that flying high it may hit the target.”





If you study those who have successfully gone before you, some of their prowess or wisdom is bound to rub off. Aim a bit higher than you think you are currently capable, so that even if you not  achieve everything you set out to do, you will find your main target.

You can be creative in your modelling, Machiavelli notes, borrowing and adapting the best features of not just one leader but several. When discussing the qualities needed by a new Prince, Machiavelli comments:“ . . . a Prince . . . cannot imitate the actions of Marcus, nor is it necessary that he should imitate all those of Severus; but he should borrow from Severus those parts of his conduct which are needed to serve as a foundation for his government, and from Marcus those suited to maintain it, and render it glorious when once established.”





‘Marcus’ is of course the ‘philosopher king’ Marcus Aurelius, one of Rome’s great emperors and author of the famous Meditations, and Severus, another successful, if rather more brutal emperor, yet one of the few to die peacefully. Between the two Machiavelli finds his ideal ruler.


Understand that Power is About Image 

In chapter fifteen, regarding the, qualities that may attract praise or blame to a prince, Machiavelli states bluntly: “Since it is my object to write  what shall be useful to whosoever understands it, it seems to me better to follow the real truth of things than an imaginary view of them.” He goes on to say:“ . . . the manner in which we live, and that in which we ought to live, are things so wide asunder, that he who quits the one to betake himself to the other is more likely to destroy than to save himself; since anyone who would act up to a perfect standard of goodness in everything, must be ruined among so many who are not good. It is essential, therefore, for a Prince who desires to maintain his position, to have learned how to be other than good, and to use or not to use his goodness as necessity requires.”





In this masterfully brief chapter Machiavelli weighs every word, knowing he is going against all conventional moral views. For he is not suggesting a prince should do away with certain ‘vices’ and replace them with good qualities, only that he must not be seen to possess those vices which may deprive him of government. By the same token, he must not pursue goodness for goodness’ sake, but exhibit only those ‘good’ qualities that will buttress  his political position. He should be seen to be religious, attending church and so on, even if he is not, as the people expect their leader to feel he is answerable to God.

In general, Machiavelli says, it is better to be seen to be flawed in acceptable areas, and still be successful, than to insist on being morally upright on every issue, but at the cost of losing the kingdom. While this may seem like a justification for tyrants to hang onto power no matter the cost, he is simply pointing out the reality that politics is as much about image as it is substance. The leader who ignores this truth is a fool.


Fortune Favours the Bold

In chapter seven, Machiavelli raises the question of to what extent merit or Fortune account for the success of new rulers. Discussing legendary political founders such as Moses, Theseus and Cyrus, he suggests that great people, although subject to the winds of chance like all of us, do everything they can to succeed on their own terms:“But while it was their opportunities that made these men fortunate, it was their own merit that enabled them to recognize these  opportunities and turn them to account, to the glory and prosperity of their country.”





He also notes that, although such virtuous leaders come to power with great difficulty and over a long timeframe, once in power they tend to stay. In contrast, a hereditary prince may be given power on a plate, but thereafter find it difficult to keep. A leader has to build a foundation of legitimacy and support that will sustain them. People who obtain success through their own abilities, by virtue of their difficult journeys to power, tend to create great loyalty among followers who have observed their prowess, bravery etc. In contrast, those who become rulers simply through fortune or good luck (‘carried as it were on wings to their destination’) are beholden to those who have installed them, and do not have a power base of their own with faithful troops who have been with them through previous battles. They have neither the knowledge of how to rule, or the power to maintain their position, and “like all else that is produced and that grows up rapidly” the first storm will blow them away.

Machiavelli was very interested in the question of how much political success was the result of good luck or merit. He concludes that Fortune’s role in affairs is about half, which although  seemingly large should in no way discourage a prince from doing all he can to secure his own advantage. As a scientist of political results, Machiavelli naturally wished to reduce the role of chance in outcomes, yet he notes that a ruler can create their own luck. Fortune, he suggests, is like a river that can be directed and channelled according to the structures we have put in place. He also observes:“Of this, however, I am well persuaded, that it is better to be impetuous than cautious. For Fortune is a woman who to be kept under must be beaten and roughly handled; and we see that she suffers herself to be more readily mastered by those who so treat her than by those who are more timid in their approaches.”





Fortune, he believed, really did favour the bold.


Be Financially Prudent 

In chapter sixteen, ‘Of liberality and miserliness’, Machiavelli addresses the issue of financial management in a leader.

He starts by saying that one should become known as a generous individuals, but not to the  extent that one acquires the reputation of ‘sumptuous display’, or wasteful use of state money. Because from this naturally follows burdensome taxation and other desperate measures to bring in money which make a leader hated. Far better, he says, to be seen to be something of a miser at the outset, but thanks to careful use of money be in a position to reward the populace when appropriate, or conduct war without bankrupting the state. Thus, instead of hate, the ruler receives only gratitude: “A Prince . . . ought to care little though he incur the reproach of miserliness, for this is one of those vices which enable him to reign.”

Machiavelli’s warning is timeless, applying equally to today’s leaders and their free-spending ways. Although contemporary societies have come to expect government to provide almost everything, in fact long-term political survival rests, as it always does, on the prosperity of citizens. And this is possible by having a solvent state that spends less, and is able therefore to tax less, leaving people with more money in their pockets. His view on this matter is black and white:“In our own days we have seen no Princes accomplish great results save those who  have been accounted miserly. All others have been ruined.”





The advice is applicable to the manager of any organisation or enterprise of today.




MACHIAVELLI’S FINAL, POWERFUL MESSAGE 

The Prince was originally dedicated to Giuliano de’ Medici, son of Lorenzo the Magnificent, but after his early death the work was dedicated to his nephew Lorenzo, Duke of Urbino, who himself died in 1519. Possibly as a result, the book was not published during Machiavelli’s lifetime and was only circulated as a manuscript.

Fate may have played a hand here, as the Medici would probably have been the least receptive readers of the work anyway. From his correspondence, and from his prefacing letter to the book, we know that Machiavelli had a high estimation of his own powers, and despite never being employed again after the return of the Medici to power in 1512 he may have seen it fitting that his insights into statecraft found an audience much greater than a single prince.

Indeed, the rousing last chapter, although a call for some individual to mount the stage and make Italy a  great power, also seems to address the reader of any age and place. In mentioning all the illustrious names he has talked of in his book, he points out:“For although these men were singular and extraordinary, after all they were but men, not one of whom had so great an opportunity as now presents itself to you. For their undertakings were not more just than this, nor more easy, nor was God more their friend than yours.”





We should not be overawed by the fame or glory of those who have gone before, or even those better known figures who are our contemporaries. Whatever they have achieved, Machiavelli says, we can do too. In fact, armed with the wisdom of his book, and taking note to avoid their mistakes and to take a lead from their victories, even more is possible. He sees for the reader “extraordinary and unexampled proofs of Divine favour”, noting that “everything has concurred to promote your greatness”.

However, reflecting his basic philosophy regarding the division of causal power between chance and merit, he states that, “What remains to be done must be done by you”, as ultimately “God will not do everything Himself.”

The Prince ultimately is a book of action, and demands of you, the reader, to act without fear to achieve noble things, acquiring distinction and perhaps a certain glory in your own lifetime.

 

Tom Butler-Bowdon, 2010
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THE EFFECTIVE LEADER

According to Niccolò Machiavelli

• Strives by all their actions to inspire a sense of greatness and goodness: “Nothing makes a Prince so well thought of as to undertake great enterprises.”
• Carefully chooses their heroes, and incorporates their best features into their own self. The great all rest on the shoulders of those who have come before.
• Is perceived to be wise, just, and governed by higher moral laws.
• Uses force or violence only if it is in the best interests of the state.
• Is never wantonly cruel, which attracts hatred; those who hate are well motivated to kill you or have you removed.
• Is never profligate with state funds. It is better to be tight with money at first, then receive gratitude for dispersing it when appropriate, than to spend lavishly and bankrupt the state, which soon leads to your downfall. 
• Understands that politics is as much about image as it is substance, and acts accordingly.
• Is careful of flatterers, who inevitably provide incorrect pictures of the truth.
• Has a handful of close advisers or friends who are allowed to speak their minds without fear.
• Consults widely, but is always seen to making up one’s own mind, since vacillation quickly erodes faith in your rule.
• Backs what they say by force. A leader may be good or effective in all respects, but the perception of weakness is fatal to anyone in power.
• Recognises that Fortune is like a river that can be directed and channelled according to the structures we have put in place, and that one must work for things to go our way.





 Other works by Machiavelli



	Discourses 	Commentary on the work of Roman historian Titus Livius, or Livy, that reveals Machiavelli’s republican sympathies. Completed 1518 or 1519.
	The Mandrake 	Satirical play concerning Florentine society. Written c. 1518, published 1524.
	The Art of War 	Treatise in the form of Socratic dialogue. Written 1519-1520. The only historical or political work to be published in his lifetime, in 1521.
	History of Florence 	Commissioned by Cardinal Giulio de’ Medici in 1520. Completed 1525, published 1532.






Timeline



	1469	Niccolò di Bernardo Machiavelli born in Florence, May 3 Lorenzo de’ Medici becomes ruler of Florence
	1494	Republic of Florence instituted, led by reformist cleric Girolamo Savonarola
	1498	Machiavelli appointed Secretary of the Second Chancery of the Republic, Secretary of the Ten of Liberty and Peace
	1500	First diplomatic mission meets with King Louis XII of France
	1501	Marriage to Marietta Corsini, with whom he will have six children
	1502-1503	Three-four month period in the court of Cesare Borgia, Duke Valentino
	1504	Second mission to France
	1506	Mission to Pope Julius II made secretary to a new Florentine committee, the Nine of the Militia
	1507	Mission to Emperor Maximilian
	1510-1511	Further missions to court of Louis XII
	1512	Fall of Florentine republic, Machiavelli dismissed from positions
	1513	Accused of conspiracy Imprisoned, tortured and released Completes The Prince 
	1518-20	Writes or completes The Mandrake, The Art of War and  Discourses 
	1527	Dies June 21, buried in Santa Croce Church, Florence
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 THE PRINCE




DEDICATION: TO THE MAGNIFICENT LORENZO DI PIERO DE’ MEDICI 

It is customary for such as seek a Princes favour, to present themselves before him with those things of theirs which they themselves most value, or in which they perceive him chiey to delight. Accordingly, we often see horses, armour, cloth of gold, precious stones, and the like costly gifts, offered to Princes as worthy of their greatness. Desiring in like manner to approach your Magnicence with some token of my devotion, I have found among my possessions none that I so much prize and esteem as a knowledge of the actions of great men, acquired in the course of a long experience of modern affairs and a continual study of antiquity. This knowledge most carefully and patiently pondered over and sifted by me, and now reduced into this little book, I send to your Magnicence. And though I deem the work unworthy of your greatness, yet am I bold enough to hope that your courtesy will dispose you to accept it,  considering that I can offer you no better gift than the means of mastering in a very brief time, all that in the course of so many years, and at the cost of so many hardships and dangers, I have learned, and know.

This work I have not adorned or amplied with swelling and high-own language, or any other of those extrinsic attractions and allurements with which many authors are wont to set off and grace their writings; since it is my desire that it should either pass wholly unhonoured, or that the truth of its matter and the importance of its subject should alone recommend it.

Nor would I have it thought presumption that a person of very mean and humble station should venture to discourse and lay down rules concerning the government of Princes. For as those who make maps of countries place themselves low down in the plains to study the character of mountains and elevated lands, and place themselves high up on the mountains to get a better view of the plains, so in like manner to understand the People a man should be a Prince, and to have a clear notion of Princes he should belong to the People.

Let your Magnicence, then, accept this little gift in the spirit in which I offer it; wherein, if you diligently read and study it, you will recognize my extreme  desire that you should attain to that eminence which Fortune and your own merits promise you. Should you from the height of your greatness some time turn your eyes to these humble regions, you will become aware how undeservedly I have to endure the keen and unremitting malignity of Fortune.

 

Niccolò Machiavelli




I
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OF THE VARIOUS KINDS OF PRINCEDOM, AND OF THE WAYS IN WHICH THEY ARE ACQUIRED

All the States and Governments by which men are or ever have been ruled, have been and are either Republics or Princedoms. Princedoms are either hereditary, in which the sovereignty is derived through an ancient line of ancestors, or they are new. New Princedoms are either wholly new, as that of Milan to Francesco Sforza; or they are like limbs joined on to the hereditary possessions of the Prince who acquires them, as the Kingdom of Naples to the dominions of the King of Spain. The States thus acquired have either been used to live under a Prince or have been free; and he who acquires them does so either by his own arms or by the arms of others, and either by good fortune or by merit.




II
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OF HEREDITARY PRINCEDOMS

Of Republics I shall not now speak, having elsewhere spoken of them at length. Here I shall treat exclusively of Princedoms, and, filling in the outline above traced out, shall proceed to examine how such States are to be governed and maintained.

I say, then, that hereditary States, accustomed to the family of their Prince, are maintained with far less difficulty than new States, since all that is required is that the Prince shall not depart from the customs and practices of his ancestors, trusting for the rest to deal with events as they arise. So that if an hereditary Prince be of merely average competence, he will always maintain himself in his Princedom, unless deprived of it by some extraordinary and irresistible force; and even if so deprived will recover it, should any, even the least, mishap overtake the usurper. We have in Italy an example of this in the Duke of Ferrara, who never could have withstood the attacks of the Venetians in 1484, nor those of Pope Julius in 1510, had not his authority in that State been consolidated by time. For since a Prince by birth has fewer occasions and less need to give offence, he ought to be better loved, and will naturally be popular with his subjects unless outrageous vices make him odious. Moreover, the very antiquity and continuance  of his rule will efface the memories and causes which lead to innovation. For one change always leaves a dovetail into which another will fit.




III

[image: 004]

OF MIXED PRINCEDOMS

But in new Princedoms difficulties abound. And, first, if the Princedom be not wholly new, but joined on to the ancient dominions of the Prince, so as to form with them what may be termed a mixed Princedom, changes will come from a cause common to all new States, namely, that men, thinking to better their condition, are always ready to change masters, and in this expectation will take up arms against any ruler; but they deceive themselves, and find afterwards by experience that they are worse off than before. This again results naturally and necessarily from the circumstance that the Prince cannot avoid giving offence to his new subjects, either in respect of the troops he quarters on them, or of some other of the numberless vexations attendant on a new acquisition. And in this way you may find that you have enemies in all those whom you have injured in seizing the Princedom, yet cannot keep the friendship of those who helped you to gain it; since you can neither reward them as they expect, nor yet, being under obligations to them, use violent remedies against them. For however strong you may be in respect of your army, it is essential that in entering a new Province you should have the good will of its inhabitants.

Hence it happened that Louis XII of France, speedily gaining possession of Milan, as speedily lost it; and that on the occasion of its first capture,  Ludovico Sforza1 was able with his own forces only to take it from him. For the very people who had opened the gates to the French King, when they found themselves deceived in their expectations and hopes of future benefits, could not put up with the insolence of their new ruler. True it is that when a State rebels and is again got under, it will not afterwards be lost so easily. For the Prince, using the rebellion as a pretext, will not scruple to secure himself by punishing the guilty, bringing the suspected to trial, and otherwise strengthening his position in the points where it was weak. So that if to recover Milan from the French it was enough on the first occasion that a Duke Ludovico should raise alarms on the frontiers to wrest it from them a second time the whole world had to be ranged against them, and their armies destroyed and driven out of Italy. And this for the reasons above mentioned. And yet, for a second time, Milan was lost to the King. The general causes of its first loss have been shown. It remains to note the causes of the second, and to point out the remedies which the French King had, or which might  have been used by another in like circumstances to maintain his conquest more successfully than he did.

I say, then, that those States which upon their acquisition are joined on to the ancient dominions of the Prince who acquires them, are either of the same Province and tongue as the people of these dominions, or they are not. When they are, there is a great ease in retaining them, especially when they have not been accustomed to live in freedom. To hold them securely it is enough to have rooted out the line of the reigning Prince; because if in other respects the old condition of things be continued, and there be no discordance in their customs, men live peaceably with one another, as we see to have been the case in Brittany, Burgundy, Gascony, and Normandy, which have so long been united to France. For although there be some slight difference in their languages, their customs are similar, and they can easily get on together. He, therefore, who acquires such a State, if he means to keep it, must see to two things; first, that the blood of the ancient line of Princes be destroyed; second, that no change be made in respect of laws or taxes; for in this way the newly acquired State speedily becomes incorporated with the hereditary.

But when States are acquired in a country differing in language, usages, and laws, difficulties multiply, and great good fortune, as well as action, is  needed to overcome them. One of the best and most efficacious methods for dealing with such a State, is for the Prince who acquires it to go and dwell there in person, since this will tend to make his tenure more secure and lasting. This course has been followed by the Turk with regard to Greece, who, had he not, in addition to all his other precautions for securing that Province, himself come to live in it, could never have kept his hold of it. For when you are on the spot, disorders are detected in their beginnings and remedies can be readily applied; but when you are at a distance, they are not heard of until they have gathered strength and the case is past cure. Moreover, the Province in which you take up your abode is not pillaged by your officers; the people are pleased to have a ready recourse to their Prince; and have all the more reason if they are well disposed, to love, if disaffected, to fear him. A foreign enemy desiring to attack that State would be cautious how he did so. In short, where the Prince resides in person, it will be extremely difficult to oust him.

Another excellent expedient is to send colonies into one or two places, so that these may become, as it were, the keys of the Province; for you must either do this, or else keep up a numerous force of men-at-arms and foot soldiers. A Prince need not spend much on colonies. He can send them out and  support them at little or no charge to himself, and the only persons to whom he gives offence are those whom he deprives of their fields and houses to bestow them on the new inhabitants. Those who are thus injured form but a small part of the community, and remaining scattered and poor can never become dangerous. All others being left unmolested, are in consequence easily quieted, and at the same time are afraid to make a false move, lest they share the fate of those who have been deprived of their possessions. In few words, these colonies cost less than soldiers, are more faithful, and give less offence, while those who are offended, being, as I have said, poor and dispersed, cannot hurt. And let it here be noted that men are either to be kindly treated, or utterly crushed, since they can revenge lighter injuries, but not graver. Therefore the injury we do to a man should be of a sort to leave no fear of reprisals.

But if instead of colonies you send troops, the cost is vastly greater, and the whole revenues of the country are spent in guarding it; so that the gain becomes a loss, and much deeper offence is given; since in shifting the quarters of your soldiers from place to place the whole country suffers hardship, which as all feel, all are made enemies; and enemies who remaining, although vanquished, in their own homes, have power to hurt. In every way, therefore, this mode of  defence is as disadvantageous as that by colonizing is useful.

The Prince who establishes himself in a Province whose laws and language differ from those of his own people, ought also to make himself the head and protector of his feebler neighbours, and endeavour to weaken the stronger, and must see that by no accident shall any other stranger as powerful as himself find an entrance there. For it will always happen that some such person will be called in by those of the Province who are discontented either through ambition or fear; as we see of old the Romans brought into Greece by the Aetolians, and in every other country that they entered, invited there by its inhabitants. And the usual course of things is that so soon as a formidable stranger enters a Province, all the weaker powers side with him, moved thereto by the ill-will they bear towards him who has hitherto kept them in subjection. So that in respect of these lesser powers, no trouble is needed to gain them over, for at once, together, and of their own accord, they throw in their lot with the government of the stranger. The new Prince, therefore, has only to see that they do not increase too much in strength, and with his own forces, aided by their good will, can easily subdue any who are powerful, so as to remain supreme in the Province. He who does not manage this  matter well, will soon lose whatever he has gained, and while he retains it will find in it endless troubles and annoyances.

In dealing with the countries of which they took possession the Romans diligently followed the methods I have described. They planted colonies, conciliated weaker powers without adding to their strength, humbled the great, and never suffered a formidable stranger to acquire influence. A single example will suffice to show this. In Greece the Romans took the Achaians and Aetolians into their pay; the Macedonian monarchy was humbled; Antiochus was driven out. But the services of the Achaians and Aetolians never obtained for them any addition to their power; no persuasions on the part of Philip2 could induce the Romans to be his friends on the condition of sparing him humiliation; nor could all the power of Antiochus3 bring them to consent to his exercising any authority within that Province. And in thus acting the Romans did as all wise rulers should, who  have to consider not only present difficulties but also future, against which they must use all diligence to provide; for these, if they be foreseen while yet remote, admit of easy remedy, but if their approach be awaited, are already past cure, the disorder having become hopeless; realizing what the physicians tell us of hectic fever, that in its beginning it is easy to cure, but hard to recognize; whereas, after a time, not having been detected and treated at the first, it becomes easy to recognize but impossible to cure.

And so it is with State affairs. For the distempers of a State being discovered while yet inchoate, which can only be done by a sagacious ruler, may easily be dealt with; but when, from not being observed, they are suffered to grow until they are obvious to everyone, there is no longer any remedy. The Romans, therefore, foreseeing evils while they were yet far off, always provided against them, and never suffered them to take their course for the sake of avoiding war; since they knew that war is not so to be avoided, but is only postponed to the advantage of the other side. They chose, therefore, to make war with Philip and Antiochus in Greece, that they might not have to make it with them in Italy, although for a while they might have escaped both. This they did not desire, nor did the maxim leave it to Time, which the wise men of our own day have always on their lips, ever  recommend itself to them. What they looked to enjoy were the fruits of their own valour and foresight. For Time, driving all things before it, may bring with it evil as well as good.

But let us now go back to France and examine whether she has followed any of those methods of which I have made mention. I shall speak of Louis and not of Charles4, because from the former having held longer possession of Italy, his manner of acting is more plainly seen. You will find, then, that he has done the direct opposite of what he should have done in order to retain a foreign State.

King Louis was brought into Italy by the ambition of the Venetians, who hoped by his coming to gain  for themselves a half of the State of Lombardy. I will not blame this coming, nor the part taken by the King, because, desiring to gain a footing in Italy, where he had no friends, and moreover, owing to the conduct of Charles, every door was shut against him, he was driven to accept such friendships as he could get. And his designs might easily have succeeded had he not made mistakes in other particulars of conduct.

By the recovery of Lombardy, Louis at once regained the credit which Charles had lost. Genoa made submission; the Florentines came to terms; the Marquis of Mantua, the Duke of Ferrara, the Bentivogli, the Countess of Forli, the Lords of Faenza, Pesaro, Rimini, Camerino, and Piombino, the citizens of Lucca, Pisa, and Siena, all came forward offering their friendship. The Venetians, who to obtain possession of a couple of towns in Lombardy had made the French King master of two-thirds of Italy, had now cause to repent the rash game they had played.

Let anyone, therefore, consider how easily King Louis might have maintained his authority in Italy had he observed the rules which I have noted above, and secured and protected all those friends of his, who being weak, and fearful, some of the Church, some of the Venetians, were of necessity obliged to attach themselves to him, and with whose assistance,  for they were many, he might readily have made himself safe against any other powerful State. But no sooner was he in Milan than he took a contrary course, in helping Pope Alexander to occupy Romagna; not perceiving that in embarking on this enterprise he weakened himself by alienating friends and those who had thrown themselves into his arms, while he strengthened the Church by adding great temporal power to the spiritual power which of itself confers so mighty an authority. Making this first mistake, he was forced to follow it up, until at last, in order to curb the ambition of Pope Alexander, and prevent him becoming master of Tuscany, he was obliged to come himself into Italy.

And as though it were not enough for him to have aggrandized the Church and stripped himself of friends, in his desire to possess the Kingdom of Naples, he divided it with the King of Spain; thus bringing into Italy, where before he had been supreme, a rival to whom the ambitious and discontented in that Province might have recourse. And whereas he might have left in Naples a King willing to hold as his tributary, he displaced him to make way for another strong enough to effect his expulsion. The wish to acquire is no doubt a natural and common sentiment, and when men attempt things within their power, they will always be praised rather  than blamed. But when they persist in attempts that are beyond their power, mishaps and blame ensue. If France, therefore, with her own forces could have attacked Naples, she should have done so. If she could not, she ought not to have divided it. And if her partition of Lombardy with the Venetians may be excused as the means whereby a footing was gained in Italy, this other partition is to be condemned as unjustified and unnecessary.

Louis, then, had made these five blunders. He had destroyed weaker States, he had strengthened a Prince already strong, he had brought into the country a very powerful stranger, he had not come to reside, and he had not sent colonies. And yet all these blunders might not have proved disastrous to him while he lived, had he not added to them a sixth in depriving the Venetians of their dominions. For had he neither aggrandized the Church, nor brought Spain into Italy, it might have been at once reasonable and necessary to humble the Venetians; but after committing himself to these other courses, he should never have consented to the ruin of Venice. For while the Venetians were powerful they would always have kept others back from an attempt on Lombardy, as well because they never would have agreed to that enterprise on any terms save of themselves being made its masters, as because others would never  have desired to take it from France in order to hand it over to them, nor would ever have ventured to defy both. And if it be said that King Louis ceded Romagna to Alexander, and Naples to Spain in order to avoid war, I answer that for the reasons already given, you ought never to suffer your designs to be crossed in order to avoid war, since war is not so to be avoided, but is only deferred to your disadvantage. And if others should allege the King’s promise to the Pope to undertake that enterprise on his behalf, in return for the dissolution of his marriage5, and for the Cardinal’s hat conferred on d’Amboise6, I answer by referring to what I say further on concerning the faith of Princes and how it is to be kept.

King Louis, therefore, lost Lombardy from not following any one of the methods pursued by others who have taken Provinces with the resolve to keep them. Nor is this anything strange, but only what might reasonably and naturally be looked for. And on this very subject I spoke to d’Amboise at Nantes, at the time when Duke Valentino, as Cesare Borgia, son to Pope Alexander, was popularly called, was occupying Romagna. For, on the Cardinal saying to me  that the Italians did not understand war, I answered that the French did not understand statecraft, for had they done so, they never would have allowed the Church to grow so powerful. And the event shows that the aggrandizement of the Church and of Spain in Italy has been brought about by France, and that the ruin of France has been wrought by them. Whence we may draw the general axiom, which never or rarely errs, that he who is the cause of another’s greatness is himself undone, since he must work either by address or force, each of which excites distrust in the person raised to power.
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