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LETTER TO FRANCESCO VETTORI 

To His Excellency the Florentine Ambassador to his Holiness the 
Pope, and my benefactor, Francesco Vettori, in Rome. 

Your Excellency. "Favors from on high are always timely, never late." 1 

I say this because I had begun to think I had, if not lost, then mislaid 
your goodwill, for you had allowed so long to go by without writing to 
me, and I was in some uncertainty as to what the reason could be. All 
the explanations I could think of seemed to me worthless, except for 
the possibility that occurred to me, that you might have stopped writing 
to me because someone had written to tell you I was not taking proper 
care of your letters to me; but I knew that I had not been responsible 
for their being shown to anyone else, with the exception of Filippo 
and Paolo.2 

Anyway, I have now received your most recent letter of the 23rd of 
last month. I was delighted to learn you are fulfilling your official 
responsibilities without fussing and flapping. I encourage you to carry 
on like this, for anyone who sacrifices his own convenience in order 
to make others happy is bound to inconvenience himself, but can't be 
sure of receiving any thanks for it. And since fortune wants to control 
everything, she evidently wants to be left a free hand; meanwhile we 
should keep our own counsel and not get in her way, and wait until 
she allows human beings to have a say in the course of events. That 
will be the time for you to work harder, and keep a closer eye on 
events, and for me to leave my country house and say: "Here I am!" 

Since I want to repay your kind gesture, I have no alternative but 
to describe to you in this letter of mine how I live my life. If you decide 
you'd like to swap my life for yours, I'll be happy to make a deal. 

I am still in my country house: Since my recent difficulties began I 
have not been, adding them all together, more than twenty days in 
Florence. Until recently I have been setting bird snares with my own 
hands. I've been getting up before dawn, making the bird-lime, and 
setting out with a bundle of cages on my back, so I look like Geta 

1. Petrarch, Trionfo tkl/a Divinita, 13. 
2. Paolo is Francesco Vettori's brother; Filippo Casavecchia was a close 

mutual friend. 



2 Letter to Vetton· 

when he comes back from the harbor laden down with Amphitryo's 
books.3 I always caught at least two thrushes, but never more than six. 
This is how I spent September;4 since then I am sorry to say I have 
had to give up my rather nasty and peculiar hobby, so I will describe 
the life I lead now. 

I get up in the morning at daybreak and go to a wood of mine where 
I am having some timber felled. I stay there two hours to check on 
the work done during the preceding day and to chat to the woodcutters, 
who are always involved in some conflict, either among themselves or 
with the neighbors. I could tell you a thousand fine stories about my 
dealings over this wood, both with Frosino da Panzano and with others 
who wanted some of the timber. Frosino in particular had them supply 
some cords without mentioning it to me, and when I asked for payment 
he wanted to knock off ten lire he said I had owed him for four years, 
ever since he beat me at cards at Antonio Guicciardini's. I began to 
cut up rough; I threatened to charge with theft the wagon driver who 
had fetched the wood. However, Giovanni Machiavelli intervened, and 
got us to settle our differences. Batista Guicciardini, Filippo Ginori, 
Tommaso del Bene, and a number of other citizens each bought a 
cord from me when the cold winds were blowing. I made promises to 
all of them, and supplied one to Tommaso. But in Florence it turned 
out to be only half a cord, because there were he, his wife, his servants, 
and his sons to stack it: They looked like Gabburra on a Thursday 
when, assisted by his workmen, he slaughters an ox. 5 Then, realizing 
I wasn't the one who was getting a good deal, I told the others I had 
run out of wood. They've all complained bitterly about it; especially 
Battista, who thinks this is as bad as anything else that has happened 
as a result of the battle of Prato. 6 

When I leave the wood I go to a spring, and from there to check 
my bird-nets. I carry a book with me: Dante, or Petrarch, or one of 
the minor poets, perhaps Tibullus, Ovid, or someone like that. I read 
about their infatuations and their love affairs, reminisce about my own, 

3. See John M. Najemy, "Machiavelli and Geta: Men of Letters," in Machia­
velli and the Discourse of Literature, ed. Ascoli and Kahn, 53-79. 

4. Ridolfi points out that Machiavelli must have meant to write November, 
since this is the month for thrush hunting. 

5. In other words, just as the butcher turns a large ox into a small pile of 
steaks, so Tommaso and his family turned a large pile of wood into a small, 
neat, and cheap stack. 

6. The Battle of Prato (1512) had led to the downfall ofSoderini, the return 
of the Medici, and Machiavelli's own dismissal from office. 
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and enjoy my reveries for a while. Then I set out on the road to the inn. 
I chat to those who pass by, asking them for news about the places they 
come from. I pick up bits and pieces of information, and study the dif­
fering tastes and various preoccupations of mankind. It's lunchtime be-
fore I know it. I sit down with my family to eat such food as I can grow c~ 1-u......,­
on my wretched farm or pay forw1th the in~ from my tiny inheritance. 
Once I have eaten I go back to the inn. The landlord will be there, allir, 
usually, the butcher, the miller, and a couple of kiln owners. With them 
I muck about all day, playing card games. We get into endless arguments 
and are constantly calling each other names. Usually we only wager a 
quarter, and yet you could hear us shouting if you were in San Casciano. 
So, in the company of these bumpkins, I keep my brain from turning 
moldy, and put up with the hostility fate has shown me. I am happy for 
fate to see to what depths I have sunk, for I want to know if she will be 
ashamed of herself for what she has done. 

When evening comes, I go back home, and go to my study. On the 
threshold I take off my work clothes, covered in mud and filth, and 
put on the clothes an ambassador would wear. Decently dressed, I 
enter the ancient courts of rulers who have long since died. There I 
am warmly welcomed, and I feed on the only food I find nourishing, 
and was born to savor. I am not ashamed to talk to them, and to ask 
them to explain their actions. And they, out of kindness, answer me. 
Four hours go by without my feeling any anxiety. I forget every worry. 
I am no longer afraid of poverty, or frightened of death. I live entirely 
through them. 

And because Dante says there is no point in studying unless you 
remember what you have learned, I have made notes of what seem to 
me the most important things I have learned in my dialogue with the 
dead, and written a little book On princedom/ in which I go as deeply 
as I can into the questions relevant to my subject. I discuss what a 
principality is, how many types of principality there are, how one ac­
quires them, how one holds onto them, why one loses them. And if 
any of my little productions have ever pleased you, then this one ought 
not to displease you; and a ruler, especially a new ruler, ought to be 
delighted by it. Consequently, I have addressed it to His Highness 
Giuliano. 8 Filippo Casavecchia has seen it; he can give you a preliminary 
report, both on the text, and on the discussions I have had with him: 
though I am still adding to the text and polishing it. 

7. De principatibus, Machiavelli calls it. 

8. Giuliano de' Medici, the senior member of the Medici family after his 
brother, Pope Leo X. 
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4 Letter to Vettori 

You may well wish, Your Excellency, that I should give up this life, 
and come and enjoy yours with you. I will do so if I can; what holds 
me back at the moment is some business that won't take me more than 
six weeks to finish. Though I am a bit concerned the Soderini family 
is there,9 and I will be obliged, if I come, to visit them and socialize 
with them. My concern is that I might intend my return journey to 
end at my own house, but find myself instead dismounting at the prison 
gates. For although this government is well established and solidly 
based, still it is new, and consequently suspicious, nor is there a shortage 
of clever fellows who, in order to get a reputation like Pagolo Bertini's, 
would put me in prison, and leave me to worry about how to get out. 
I beg you to persuade me this fear is irrational, and then I will make 
every effort to come and visit you before six weeks are up. 

I have discussed my little book with Filippo, asking him whether it 
was a good idea to present it or not; and if I ought to present it, then 
whether I should deliver it in person, or whether I should send it 
through you. My concern is that ifl do not deliver it in person Giuliano 
may not read it; even worse, that chap Ardinghelli 10 may claim the 
credit for my latest effort. In favor of presenting it is the fact that the 
wolf is at the door, for my funds are running down, and I cannot 
continue like this much longer without becoming so poor I lose face. 
In any case, I would like their lordships, the Medici, to start putting 
me to use, even if they only assign me some menial task, for if, once 
I was in their employment, I did not win their favor, I would have only 
myself to blame. As for my book, if they were to read it, they would 
see the fifteen years I have spent studying statecraft have not been 
wasted: I haven't been asleep at my desk or playing cards. Anyone 
should be keen to employ someone who has had plenty of experience 
and has learned from the mistakes he made at his previous employers' 
expense. As for my integrity, nobody should question it: For I have 
always kept my word, and I am not going to start breaking it now. 
Someone who has been honest and true for forty-three years, as I have 
been, isn't going to be able to change character. And that I am honest 
and true is evident from my poverty. 

So: I would like you to write to me again and let me have your 
opinion on this matter. I give you my regards. Best wishes. 

Niccolo Machiavegli in Florence 

10 December 1513. 

9. Piero and his brother Cardinal Francesco were in Rome. 

10. Secretary to Pope Leo X. 

THE PRINCE
1 

Niccolo Machiavelli to His Magnificence Lorenzo de' Medice 

Those who wish to acquire favor with a ruler most often approach him 
with those among their possessions that are most valuable in their eyes, 
or that they are confident will give him pleasure. So rulers are often 
given horses, armor, cloth of gold, precious stones, and similar orna­
ments that are thought worthy of their social eminence. Since I want 
to offer myself to your Magnificence, along with something that will 
symbolize my desire to give you obedient service, I have found nothing 
among my possessions I value more, or would put a higher price upon, 
than an understanding of the deeds of great men, acquired through a 
lengthy experience of contemporary politics and through an uninter­
rupted study of the classics. Since I have long thought about and studied 
the question of what makes for greatness, and have now summarized 
my conclusions on the subject in a little book, it is this I send your 
Magnificence. 

And although I recognize this book is unworthy to be given to 
Yourself, yet I trust that out of kindness you will accept it, taking 
account of the fact there is no greater gift I can present to you than 
the opportunity to understand, after a few hours of reading, everything 
I have learned over the course of so many years, and have undergone 
so many discomforts and dangers to discover. I have not ornamented 
this book with rhetorical turns of phrase, or stuffed it with pretentious 
and magnificent words, or made use of allurements and embeilishments 
that are irrelevant to my purpose, as many authors do. For my intention 
has been that my book should be without pretensions, and should rely 

1. For an edition of The Prince which provides extensive notes and apparatus 
see //Principe, ed. L. Arthur Burd (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1891, repr. 
1968): The text is in Italian, but the notes and apparatus are in English. 

2. Lorenzo (1492-1519) was the grandson of Lorenzo the Magnificent 
(1449-92), son ofPiero de' Medici (1471-1503, ruler ofFlorence, 1492-94), 
and nephew of Giovanni de' Medici (1475-1521), who became Pope Leo X 
in 1513. Lorenzo became Duke of Urbino in 1516. We know Machiavelli 
originally intended to give The Prince to Lorenzo's uncle and Leo's brother, 
Giuliano de' Medici (1479-1516). 

5 
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6 The Prince 

entirely on the variety of the examples and the importance of the subject 
to win approval. 

I hope it will not be thought presumptuous for someone of humble 
and lowly status to dare to discuss the behavior of rulers and to make 
recommendations regarding policy. Just as those who paint landscapes 
set up their easels down in the valley in order to portray the nature of 
the mountains and the peaks, and climb up into the mountains in 
order to draw the valleys, similarly in order to properly understand the 
behavior of the lower classes one needs to be a ruler, and in order to 
properly understand the behavior of rulers one needs to be a member 
of the lower classes. 

I therefore beg your Magnificence to accept this little gift in the 
spirit in which it is sent. If you read it carefully and think over what 
it contains, you will recognize it is an expression of my dearest wish, 
which is that you achieve the greatness your good fortune and your 
other fine qualities seem to hold out to you. And if your Magnificence, 
high up at the summit as you are, should occasionally glance down 
into these deep valleys, you will see I have to put up with the unrelenting 
malevolence of undeserved ill fortune. 

Chapter One: How many types of principality are there? And how 
are they acquired? 

All states, all forms of government that have had and continue to have 
authority over men, have been and are either republics or principalities. 
And principalities are either hereditary, when their rulers' ancestors 
have long been their rulers, or they are new. And if they are new, they 
are either entirely new, as was Milan for Francesco Sforza,3 or they 
are like limbs added on to the hereditary state of the ruler who acquires 
them, as the kingdom of Naples has been added on to the kingdom 
of Spain.4 Those dominions that are acquired by a ruler are either 
used to living under the rule of one man, or accustomed to being free; 
and they are either acquired with soldiers belo~KJ!LOlhtrs. or with 
one's own; either through fortune or through(strength [virtu 

.......... .......-"" 

Chapter Two: On hereditary principalities. 

I will leave behind me the discussion of republics, for I have discussed 
them at length elsewhere. I will concern myself only with principalities. 

3. Sforza acquired Milan in 1450. See below, chapter twelve. 

4. Ferdinand the Catholic (1452-1516) acquired Naples in 1504. See below, 
chapters three and twenty-one. 

Dedication 
7 

The different types of principality I have mentioned will be the threads 
from which I will weave my account. I will debate how these different 
types of principality should be governed and defended. 

I maintain, then, it is much easier to hold on to hereditary states, 
which are accustomed to being governed by the family that now rules 
them, than it is to hold on to new acquisitions. All one has to do is 
preserve the structures established by one's forebears, and play for 
time if things go badly. For, indeed, an hereditary ruler, if he is of no 
more than normal resourcefulness, will never lose his state unless some 
extraordinary and overwhelming force appears that can take it away 
from him; and even then, the occupier has only to have a minor setback, 
and the original ruler will get back to power. 

Let us take a contemporary Italian example: The Duke of Ferrara 
was able to resist the assaults of the Venetians in '84, and of Pope 
Julius in 1510, only because his family was long established as rulers 
of that state. For a ruler who inherits power has few reasons and less 
cause to give offense; as a consequence he is more popular; and, as 
long as he does not have exceptional vices that make him hateful, it is 
to be expected he will naturally have the goodwill of his people. Because 
the state has belonged to his family from one generation to another, 
memories of how they came to power, and motives to overthrow them, 
have worn away. For every change in government creates grievances 
that those who wish to bring about further change can exploit. 

Chapter Three: On mixed principalities. 

New principalities are the ones that present problems. And first of all, 
if the whole of the principality is not new, but rather a new part has 
been added on to the old, creating a whole one may term "mixed," 
instability derives first of all from a natural difficulty that is to be found 
in all new principalities. The problem is that people willingly change 
their ruler, believing the change will be for the better; and this belief 
leads them to take up arms against him. But they are mistaken, and 
they soon find out in practice they have only made things worse. The 
reason for this, too, is natural and typical: You always have to give 
offense to those over whom you acquire power when vou 
new ruler, bOillby rmposmg troops upon them, and by c~unrl;s~v~·fue; ,/ 
injuries 1liatfOIIOW asnecessary consequences of the -;cquisition of 

p ower. Thus, you make enemies of all those to whom you have given 
o ffense in acquiring power, and in addition you cannot keep the good-
will of those who have put you in power, for you cannot satisfY their 
aspirations as they thought you would. At the same time you cannot 
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38 The Prince 

made it a military po9.er o be reckoned with, he, who is so good and 
has so many virtue~ [virt' , will not only increase its power, but also 
make it worthy of res ct. 

Chapter Twelve: How many types of army are there, and what 
opinion should one have of mercenary soldiers? 

So far I have discussed one by one the various types of one-man rule 
I listed at the beginning, and I have to some extent described the 
policies that make each type succeed or fail. I have shown the various 
techniques employed by numerous individuals who have sought to 
acquire and to hold on to power. Now my task is to outline the various 
strategies for offense and defense that are common to all these princi­
palities. I said above it was necessary for a ruler to lay good foundations; 
otherwise, he is likely to be destroyed. The principal foundations on 

/ which the power of all governments is based (whether they be new, 
long-established, or mixed) are good laws and good armies. And, since 
there cannot be good laws where there are not good armies, and since 
where there are good armies, there must be good laws, I will omit any 
discussion of laws, and will talk about armies. 

Let me begin by saying, then, that a ruler defends his state with 
armies that are made up of his own subjects, or of mercenaries, or of 
uxiliary forces, or of some combination of these three types. Mercenar­

ie~ an_Q_ auxiliaries are both use_kss_ arui.diDlgerous. Anyonewno-rerres 
on mercenary troops to keep himself in power will never be safe or 
secure, for they are factious, ambitious, ill-disciplined, treacherous. 
They show off to your allies and run away from your enemies. They 
do not fear God and do not keep faith with mankind. A mercenary 
army puts off defeat for only so long as it postpones going into battle. 
In peacetime they pillage you, in wartime they let the enemy do it. 
This is why: They have no motive or principle for joining up beyond 
the desire to collect their pay. And what you pay them is not enough 
to make them want to die for you. They are delighted to be your 
soldiers when you are not at war; when you are at war, they walk away 
when they do not run. It should not be difficult to convince you of 
this, because the sole cause of the present ruin of Italy has been the 
fact that for many years now the Italians have been willing to rely on 
mercenaries. It is true that occasionally a ruler seems to benefit from 
their use, and they boast of their own prowess, but as soon as they 
face foreign troops their true worth becomes apparent. This is why 
Charles, King of France, was able to conquer Italy with a piece of 
chalk; and the person who said we were being punished for our sins 

Chapter Twelve 39 

spoke the truth.
45 

But our sins were not the ones of which he was 
thinking, but those I have been discussing. Because these were the 
sins of our rulers, our rulers as well as the common people had to pay 
the price for them. 

I want now to make crystal clear the worthlessness of mercenary 
armies. Mercenary commanders are either excellent or not. If they are 
excellent, you cannot trust them, for they will always be looking for 
ways of increasing their own power, either by turning on you, their 
employer, or by turning on others whom you want-them to leave alone. 
On the other hand, if they are not first rare' [virtuoso], then they will 
be the ruin of you in the normal course of~vents. And if you want to 
reply the same problems will arise whoever makes-up the army, whether 
they are mercenaries or not, I will argue it depends on whether they 
take their orders from a sovereign or from a republic. A sovereign .JtJ "1 
~&wal'-himsclf....and be his own general. A republic ha?io _r;. '( 
send one of its citizens. If it chooses someone who turns out not to 
be a successful soldier, it must replace him; if it chooses someone who 
is successful, it must tie his hands with laws, to ensure he keeps within 
the limits assigned to him. Experience shows individual sovereigns and 
republics that arm the masses are capable of making vast conquests; 
but mercenary troops are always a liability. Moreover, it is harder for 
a treacherous citizen to suborn an army consisting of his own fellow 
subjects than one made up of foreigners. 

Rome and Sparta were armed and free for many centuries. The 
Swiss are armed to the teeth and do not have to take orders from 
anyone. In ancient history, we can take the Carthaginians as an example 
of the consequences of relying on mercenaries. They were in danger 
of being oppressed by their mercenary soldiers when the first war with 
Rome was over,

46 
despite the fact they employed their own citizens as 

commanders. Philip of Macedon was made general of the Theban 
armies after the death ofEpaminondas; and, after he had won the war, 
he enslaved the Thebans.47 In modem times, Milan, after Duke Filippo 
died, employed Francesco Sforza to fight the Venetians. Once he had 
defeated the enemy at Caravaggio, he joined forces with them to attack 
the Milanese, his employers.48 Sforza his father, who was employed 

45. The chalk was used by Charles's quartermasters to mark the soldiers' 
billets. Savonarola attributed Charles's victory to sins such as fornication and 
usury. 

46. In 346 B.C. 

47. In 338 B.C. 

48. In 1448. 
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by Queen Giovanna of Naples, abandoned her without warning and 
without defenses.49 As a consequence, she was obliged to throw herself 
into the embrace of the King of Aragon in order to hold on to her 
kingdom. If the Venetians and the Florentines have in the past suc­
ceeded in acquiring new territory with mercenary armies, and if their 
commanders have not seized the conquests for themselves, but have 
held onto them for their employers, this, I would argue, is because the 
Florentines h~ had more than their share of luck. For of the first­
ratelvirtuostl c?~anders, whom they would have had reason to fear, 
son\i have not been victorious, some have not been in sole command, 
and some have turned their ambitions elsewhere. It was John Hawk­
wood who did not win: We cannot know if he would have proved 
reliable had he been victorious, but no one can deny that if he had 
won Florence would have been his for the taking. 5° Sforza always had 
to share command with the Braccheschi, and neither could act for fear 
of the other. Francesco turned his ambitions to Lombardy; Braccio

51 

turned his against the church and the Kingdom of Naples. 
But let us look at what happened only a short time ago. The Floren­

tines made Paolo Vitelli their commander. 52 He was a very astute man, 
and, despite being of modest origin, he had acquired a tremendous 
reputation. If he had succeeded in taking Pisa, no one can deny the 
Florentines would have needed his goodwill, for, if he had transferred 
his support to their enemies, they would have been without defenses; 
and if they had managed to keep his support, they would have had no 
choice but to do as he told them. 

Consider next the conquests made by the Venetians. You will see 
they ran no risks and won magnificent victories as long as they relied 
on their own troops, which was until they tried to conquer territory 
on the mainland. When they armed both the nobility and the populace 
they had a magnificent fighting force [operorono virtuosissimamente], but 
when they began to fight on the mainland they abandoned this sound 
policy [questa virtu], and began to copy the other Italian states. When 
they began their conquests on the mainland, because they had little 
territory there, and because their own reputation was fearsome, they 
had little to fear from their mercenary commanders. But as their con­
quests extended, as they did under Carmagnola, they began to discover 

49. In 1420. 
50. Hawkwood (ca. 1320-94) began to be employed by Florence in 1380. 

. 51. Andrea Fortebraccio (1368-1424). 

52. In 1498. 

Chapter Twelve 41 

their mistake. 53 They recognized he was a first-rate [virtuosissimo] gen­
eral, and that they had, under his command, defeated the Duke of 
Milan, but they realized he had lost his taste for war, and concluded 
they could no longer win with him, because he no longer wanted 
victory; but they could not dismiss him, or the land they had acquired 
would go with him. So, in order to neutralize him, they had to kill 
him. Since then they have employed as commanders of their forces 
Bartolemeo of Bergamo, Roberto of San Severino, the Count ofPitigli­
ano, and others like them. With such commanders they had reason to 
fear defeat, not the consequences of victory. And indeed they were 
defeated at Vaila, where, in one day, they lost all they had acquired 
with so much effort in eight hundred years.54 For with mercenary 
troops one acquires new territory slowly, feebly, after many attempts; 
but one loses so much so quickly that it seems an act of God. 

And, since these examples have been drawn from recent Italian 
experience, and since Italy has been entirely dependent on mercenary 
forces for many years, I want to trace the present state of affairs back 
to its source, so that, having seen the origin and development of the 
problem, it will be easier to see how to correct it. You need to under­
stand, then, that in modern times, as soon as the authority of the Holy 
Roman Empire began to be rejected in Italy, and the pope began to 
acquire greater authority in temporal affairs, Italy began to be divided 
into a number of different states. Many of the larger cities went to war 
against the nobility of the surrounding countryside, who had been 
oppressing them, and who were, at first, supported by the emperor. 
The Church, on the other hand, favored the cities in order to build 
up its temporal authority. In many other cities individual citizens estab- . tit:' 
lished princedoms. So Italy came to be more or less divided up between ,...... .,~· 
those who owed allegi~e to the papacy and a number of independent ; A · 

republican city states.\ Since neither the priests nor the citizens of the ...t::: .:z-" 
republics were accustomed to fighting wars, they began to employ~' _ 
foreigners in their armies.\ ...; 

The first to win a reputation for these mercenary troops was Alberigo 
of Conio in the Romagna. 55 Among those who were trained by him 
were Braccio and Sforza, who were, at the height of their powers, the 

53. Francesco Bussone, Count of Carmagnola (b. ca. 1390), hired by the 
Venetians in 1425, executed in 1432. 

54. The Battle ofVaila, generally known as Agnadello, 4 May 1509 . 

55. Really the first Italian: He had been preceded, for example, by Hawkwood. 
He was victor at Marino (1379) and died in 1409. 
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arbiters of Italian affairs. After them came all the others who have 
commanded mercpnaryfurce~ down to the present time. The outcome 
of all their prowess [virtu] has' been that Italy has, in quick succession, 
been overrun bY Charles, plundered by Louis, raped by Ferdinand, 
and humiliated by the Swiss. 

The first objective these mercenary commanders have pursued has 
been to destroy the reputation of the infantry in order to build up that 
of their own forces. They did this because they have had no resources 
of their own, but have been dependent on their contracts. A few infantry 
would have done little for their reputation, while they could not afford 
to feed a large number. So they specialized in cavalry, for they could 
feed a reasonably large number, and with them win respect. It came 
to the point that in an army of twenty thousand soldiers there would 
not even be two thousand infantry. In addition, they have done every­
thing they could to free themselves and their troops from trouble and 
from danger. During skirmishes between opposing forces they did not 
kill each other: Indeed, they not only took prisoners, but released 
them without demanding a ransom. They were in no hurry to assault 
fortifications under cover of darkness, while the defending troops were 
far from eager to mount sorties against their assailants. When they 
made camp they did not protect themselves with trenches or palisades. 
They passed the winters in barracks. And all these practices were 
permitted by their standing orders and were invented, as I said, so 
they could avoid effort and risk: so much so that they have reduced 
Italy to a despicable slavery. 

Chapter Thirteen: About auxiliary troops, native troops, and 
composite armies. 

iliaries are the other sort of useless tro~ You rely on auxiliaries 
when you appeal to another ruler to come with his own armies to assist 
or defend you. This is what Pope Julius did in recent times, when, 
having discovered the incompetence of his mercenary troops during 
the siege of Ferrara, he decided to rely on auxiliaries, and reached an 
agreement with King Ferdinand of Spain that he would come to his 
assistance with his men and arms. 56 Auxiliary troops can be useful and 
good when fighting on their own behalf, but they are almost always a 
liability for anyone relying on their assistance. For if they lose, it is 
you who are defeated; if they win, you are their prisoner. There are 
plenty of examples of this in ancient history, but I do not want to stray 

56. In 1510. 
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from the contemporary case of Pope Julius II; he can have had no idea 
what he was doing when, in the hope of acquiring Ferrara, he placed 
himself entirely into the hands of a foreigner. But he was lucky: The 
outcome was neither defeat nor imprisonment, so he did not have to 
pay the price for his foolish decision. His auxiliaries were routed at 
Ravenna, 

57 
but then the Swiss came along and drove out the victors, 

so that, contrary to everyone's expectation, including his own, he did 
not end up either a prisoner of his enemies, who had fled, or of his 
auxiliaries, for it was not they who had been victorious. Another exam­
ple: The Florentines, having no troops of their own, brought ten thou­
sand French soldiers to take Pisa.58 This decision placed them in more 
danger than at any other time during their troubles. Again, the Emperor 
of Constantinople, in order to attack his neighbors, brought ten thou­
sand Turks into Greece. They, when the war was over, had no intention 
of leaving: This was the beginning of Greece's enslavement to the 
infidels. 59 

He, then, who has no desire to be the victor should use these troops, 
for they are much more dangerous than mercenaries. If your auxiliaries 
win you are ruined, for they are united in their obedience to someone 
else. If your mercenaries win it takes them more time and more favor­
able circumstances to turn against you, for they are not united among 
themselves, and it is you who recruited and paid them. If you appoint 
an outsider to command them, it takes him time to establish sufficient 
authority to be able to attack you. In short, where mercenaries are 
concerned the main risk is cowardice; with auxiliariesitis Yil!ID:_[virttl]. v 

A ~ruler, therefore, will always avoid using mercenary and auxil­
iary troops, and will rely on his own forces. He would rather lose with 
his own troops than win with someone else's, for he will not regard it 
a true victory if it is won with troops that do not belong to him. I never 
hesitate to cite Cesare Borgia as a model to be imitated. This duke 
entered the Romagna with an auxiliary army, for his troops were all 
Frenchmen, and he used it to take Imola and Forli.60 But since he did 
not feel such troops were reliable, he then switched over to mercenaries, 
believing that using them involved fewer risks, and so he hired the 
Orsini and the Vitelli. But in practice he found them unreliable, treach­
erous, and dangerous, and so he got rid of them and formed his own 

~IS 

57. 11 April 1512. 
58. In 1500. 

59. The war lasted from 1341 to 1347; Constantinople did not finally fall to 
the Turks until 1453. 

60. In the winter of 1499-1500. 
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army. And it is easy to see the differences among these three types of 
army, for you only have to consider how the duke's reputation changed, 
depending on whether he was relying on the French alone, on the 
Orsini and the Vitelli, or on his own troops and his own resources. 
With each change of policy it increased, but he was taken seriously 
only when everyone could see he was in complete command of his own 
forces. 

I wanted to stick to examples that are both recent and Italian, but 
I cannot resist mentioning Hiero of Syracuse, since I have already 
discussed him above. He, when he was made commander-in-chief by 
the Syracusans, as I have described, quickly realized their mercenary 
army was worthless, for it was made up of condottieri like our own 
Italian armies. He decided he could not risk either keeping them on, 
or letting them go, so he had them massacred. Thereafter, he went to 
war with troops of his own, not with other people's soldiers. I also 
want to remind you of an Old Testament story that is relevant. When 
David proposed to Saul that he should go and fight with Goliath, the 
Philistine champion, Saul, in order to give him confidence, dressed 
him in his own armor. David, having tried it on, rejected it, saying he 
could not give a good account ofhirnselfifhe relied on Saul's weapons . 
He wanted to confront the enemy armed with his sling and his knife.

61 

In short, someone else's armor either falls off, or it weighs you down, 
or it trips you up. Cqafl~ VII, father of King Louis XI, having through 
good luck and valor [virt~] driven the English out of France, 

62 
recog­

nized that it was essenti~ to have one's own weapons and, so, issued 
instructions for the establishment of a standing army of cavalry and 
infantry. Later, his son King Louis abolished the infantry63 and began 
to recruit Swiss troops. It was this mistake, imitated by his successors, 
that was, as we can see from recent events, the cause of the dangers 
faced by that kingdom.64 For he built up the reputation of the Swiss 
while undermining his own military capacity, for he destroyed his own 
infantry and made his own cavalry dependent on the support of foreign 
troops, for they, having become accustomed to fighting alongside the 
Swiss, no longer think they can win without them. The result is the 
French dare not fight against the Swiss, and without the Swiss they 
are ineffective against anyone else. So the French armies have been 

61. I Kings 17. 

62. In 1453. 

63. In 1474. 
64. Machiavelli is thinking of the defeats of 1512, which had virtually forced 
the French out of Italy. 
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mixed, partly mercenary and partly native. Such a mixed army is much 
preferable to one made up only of auxiliaries or only of mercenaries, 
but it is much inferior to one made up entirely of one's own troops. 
The French example is sufficient to make the point, for the Kingdom 
of France would be able to overcome any enemy if the foundations 
laid by Charles VII had been built upon, or even if his instructions 
had merely been kept in force . But men are foolish, and they embark 
on something that is attractive in its outward appearance, without 
recognizing the evil consequences that will follow from it: a point I 
have already made when talking about consumption. 

A ruler who cannot foresee evil consequences before they have time 
to develop is not truly wise; but few have such wisdom. And if one 

· studies the firstaestructwn oflhe RomanErnpire- one discovers it 
came about as a result of the first recruitment of Gothic soldiers, 65 for 
from that moment the armies of the Roman Empire began to grow 
feeble. And all the strength [virtu~at ebbed from the Romans accrued 
to the Goths. I conclude, the~e, that no ruler is secure unless he 
has his own troops. With~them he is entirely dependent on fortune, 
having no strength [virtu] ith which to defend himself in adversity. 
Wise men have always beli ved and said that, "Nothing is so fragile 
as a reputation for strength that does not correspond to one's real 
capacities." Now one's own troops can be made up out of one's subjects, 
or one's citize~r one's dependents: All others are either mercenaries 
or auxiliaries. i\And the correct way of organizing one's own troops is 
easy to find out by looking over the instructions given by the four rulers 
whose conduct I have approved, or by finding out how Philip, the 
father of Alexander the Great, and how many other republics and 
sovereigns levied and trained troops: I have complete confidence in 

... their methods~ ' 

Chapter Fourteen: What a ruler should do as regards the militia. 

} A ruler, then, should have no other cone no hould 
pay attention to no ng aside from war, military institutions, and the 
training of his soldiers. For this is th~Iy field in which a ruler has 
t o excel:U IS ofSill:lr lmportancef[Virtu] at military prowess not only 
keeps those who have been born rulersi power, but also often enables 
men who have been born private Citizens to come to power. On the 
other hand, one sees that when rulers think more about luxuries than 
about weapons, they fall from power. The prime reason for losing 

65. In 376. 
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power is neglect of military matters; while being an expert soldier opens 
the way to the acquisition of power. 

Francesco Sforza, because he had troops, became Duke of Milan,
66 

having begun life as a private citizen. His descendants, who had no 
taste for the sweat and dust of a soldier's life, started out as dukes 
and ended up as private citizens. For, among the other deleterious 
consequences of not having one's own troops, one comes to be regarded 
with contempt. There are several types of disgrace a ruler should avoid, 
as I will explain below. This is one of them. For there is no comparison 
between a ruler who has his own troops and one who has not. It is 
not to be expected that someone who is armed should cheerfully obey 
someone who is defenseless, or that someone who has no weapon 
should be safe when his employees are armed. For the armed man 
has contempt for the man without weapons; the defenseless man does 
not trust someone who can overpower him. The two cannot get on 
together. So, too, a ruler who does not know how to organize a militia, 
beyond the other dangers he faces, which I have already described, 
must recognize that he will not be respected by his troops, and that 
he cannot trust them. 

j 
fl-o a ruler must think only of military matters, and in time of peace 

he should be even more occupied with them than in time of war. Tnere 
are two ways he can prepare for war: by thinking and by doing. As far 
as actions are concerned, he should not only keep his troops in good 
order and see they are well-trained; he should be always out hunting, 
thereby accustoming his body to fatigue . He should take the opportunity 
to study the lie of the land, climbing the mountains, descending into 
the valleys, crossing the plains, fording rivers, and wading through 
marshes. He should spare no effort to become acquainted with his 
own land, and this for two reasons. First, the knowledge will stand 
him in good stead if he has to defend his state against invasion; second, 
his knowledge and experience on his own terrain will make it easy for 
him to understand any other landscape with which he has to become 
acquainted from scratch. The hills, the valleys, the plains, the rivers, 
the marshes of, for example, Tuscany have a good deal in common 
with those of the other regions of Italy. A knowledge of the terrain in 
one region will make it easy for him to learn about the others. A ruler 
who lacks this sort of skill does not satisfY the first requirement in a 
military commander, for it is knowledge of the terrain that enables you 
to locate the enemy and to get the edge over him when deciding where 

66. In 1450. 
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to camp, in what order to march, how to draw up the troops on the 
field of battle, and where to build fortifications. 

Philopoemon, 
67 

ruler of the Achaeans, is much praised by the histori­
ans, 

68 
but in particular he is admired because during peacetime he 

thought about nothing but warfare. When he was out riding in the 
countryside with his friends, he would often halt and ask: "If the enemy 
were up on those hills, and we were down here with our army, who 
would have the better position? How should we advance, following the 
rule book, to attack him? If we wanted to retreat, how would we set 
about it? If they were retreating, how would we pursue them?" And 
so he would invite them to discuss, as they rode along, all the possible 
eventualities an army may have to face. He listened to their views, he 
explained his own and backed them up with arguments. Thanks to 
this continual theorizing he ensured that, if he was at the head of an 
army, he would be perfectly prepared for anything that might happen. 

Such theorizing is not enough. Every ruler should read history books, 
and in them he should study the actiOns otadniirable men. Re should ­
see how they conducted themselves when at war, study why they won 
some battles and lost others, so he will know what to imitate and what 
to avoid. Above all he should set himself to imitate the actions of some 
admirable historical character, as great men have always imitated their 
glorious predecessors, constantly bearing in mind their actions and 
their ways of behaving. So, it is said, Alexander the Great took Achilles 
as his model; Caesar took Alexander; Scipio took Cyrus. If you read 
the life of Cyrus that was written by Xenophon and then study the life 
of Scipio you will realize to what extent those qualities that are admired 
in Scipio derive from Cyrus: His chastity, his affability, his kindness, 
his generosity, all are modelled upon Cyrus as Xenophon portrays him. 
A wise ruler will follow these examples. He will never relax during 
peacetime, but will always be working to take advantage of the opportu­
nities peace presents, so he will be fully prepared when adversity comes. 
When his luck changes, he must be ready to fight back. 

Chapter Fifteen: About those factors that cause men, and 
especially rulers, to be praised or censured. 

Our next task is to consider the policies and principles a ruler ought 
to follow in dealing with his subjects or with his friends . Since I know 

67. 253-184 B.C. 

68. Livy, bk. 25, ch. 28. Machiavelli would also have known the accounts in 
Plutarch and Polybius. 
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many people have written on this subject, I am concerned it may be 
thought presumptuous for me to write on it as well, especially since 
what I have to say, as regards this question in particular, will differ 
greatly from the recommendations of others.

69 
But my hope is to write 

a book that will be useful, at least to those who read it intelligently, 
and so I thought it sensible to go straight to a discussion of how things 

\ are in real life and not waste time with a discussion of an imaginary 
~·:p~ world. For many authors have constructed imaginary republics and 

V j~"~: principalities that have never existed in practice and never could; for 
,'y t.,.ll' the gap between how people actually behave and how they ought to 

1"\ ~oellaVe is so greaf that anyone-who ignores e.veryday reairty-in order 
to live up-to an ideal will soon disctWerhe haSbTeiftaugiithow to 
destroy himself, not how to prese~self. For anyone who wants 
to act the part of a good man in all circumstances will bring about his 
own ruin, for those he has to deal with will not all be good. So it is 

J 
necessary for a ruler, if he wants to hold on to power, to learn how 
not to be good, and to know when it is and when it is not necessary 

to use this knowledge. 
Let us leave to one side, then, all discussion of imaginary rulers and 

talk about practical realities. I maintain that all men, when people 
talk about them, and especially rulers, because they hold positions of 
authority, are described in terms of qualities that are inextricably linked 
to censure or to praise. So one man is described as generous, another 
as a miser [misero] (to use the Tuscan term; for "avaricious," in our 
language, is used of someone who has a rapacious desire to acquire 
wealth, while we call someone a "miser" when he is unduly reluctant 
to spend the money he has); one is called open-handed, another tight­
fisted; one man is cruel, another gentle; one untrustworthy, another 
reliable; one effeminate and cowardly, another bold and violent; one 
sympathetic, another self-important; one promiscuous, another 
monogamous; one straightforward, another duplicitous; one tough, 
another easy-going; one serious, another cheerful; one religious, 
another atheistical; and so on. Now I know everyone will agree that if 
a ruler could have all the good qualities I have listed and none of the 
bad ones, then this would be an excellent state of affairs. But one 
cannot have all the good qualities, nor always act in a praiseworthy 
fashion, for we do not live in an ideal world. You have to be astute 
enough to avoid being thought to have those evil qualities that would 
make it impossible for you to retain power; as for those that are compati-

69. Machiavelli is thinking in particular of Cicero, De officiis, and Seneca, De 

dementia. 
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ble with holding on to power, you should avoid them if you can; but 
if you cann~ then you should not worry too much if people say you 
have them. tAbove all, do not be upset if you are supposed to have 
those vices a ruler needs if he is going to stay securely in power, for, 
if you think about it, you will realize there are some ways of behaving 
that are supposed to be virtuous [che paml virtu], but would lead to / 
your downfall, and others that are supposed to be wicked, but will lead 
to your welfare and peace of min~ 

Chapter Sixteen: On generosity and parsimony. 

Let me begin, then, with the qualities I mentioned first. I argue it 
would be good to be thought generous; nevertheless, if you act in the 
way that will get you a reputation for generosity, you will do yourself 
damage. For generosity used skillfully [virtuosamente] and practiced as 
it ought to be, is hidden from sight, and being truly generous will not 
protect you from acquiring a reputation for parsimony. So, if you want 
to have a reputation for generosity, you must throw yourself into lavish 
and ostentatious expenditure. Consequently, a ruler who pursues a 
reputation for generosity will always end up wasting all his resources; 
and he will be obliged in the end, if he wants to preserve his reputation, 
to impose crushing taxes upon the people, to pursue every possible 
source of income, and to be preoccupied with maximizing his revenues. 
This will begin to make him hateful to his subjects, and will ensure 
no one thinks well of him, for no one admires poverty. The result is 
his supposed generosity will have caused him to offend the vast majority 
and to have won favor with few. Anything that goes wrong will destabi­
lize him, and the slightest danger will imperil him. Recognizing the 
problem, and trying to economize, he will quickly find he has acquired 
a reputation as a miser. 

So we see a ruler cannot seek to benefit from a reputation as generous 
[questa virtu delliberale] without harming himself. Recognizing this, he 
ought, if he is wise, not to mind being called miserly. For, as time goes 
by, he will be thought of as growing ever more generous, for people 
will recognize that as a result of his parsimony he is able to live on his 
income, maintain an adequate army, and undertake new initiatives 
without imposing new taxes. The result is he will be thought to be 
generous towards all those whose income he does not tax, which is 
almost everybody, and stingy towards those who miss out on handouts, 
who are only a few. In modem times nobody has succeeded on a large 
scale except those who have been thought miserly; the others came to 
nothing. Pope Julius II took advantage of a reputation for generosity 
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in order to win election, but once elected he made no effort to keep 
his reputation, for he wanted to go to war. The present King ofFrance70 

has fought many wars without having to impose additional taxes on 
his people, because his occasional additional expenditures are offset 
by his long-term parsimony. The present King of Spain71 could not 
have aspired to, or achieved, so many conquests if he had had a 
reputation for generosity. 

So a ruler should not care about being thought miserly, for it means 
he will be able to avoid robbing his subjects; he will be able to defend 
himself; he will not become poor and despicable, and he will not be 
forced to become rapacious. This is one of those vices that make 
successful government possible. And if you say: But Caesar rose to 
power thanks to his generosity, and many others have made their way 
to the highest positions of authority because they have both been and 
have been thought to be generous. I reply, either you are already a 
ruler, or you are on your way to becoming one. If you are already a 
ruler, generosity is a mistake; if you are trying to become one then you 
do, indeed, need to be thought of as generous. Caesar was one of 
those competing to become the ruler of Rome; but if, having acquired 
power, he had lived longer and had not learned to reduce his expendi­
tures, he would have destroyed his own position. You may be tempted to 
reply: Many established rulers who have been thought to be immenseiy 
generous have been successful in war. But my answer is: Rule.rs either 
spend their own wealth and that of their subjects, or that of other 
people. Those who spend their own and their subjects' wealth should 
be abstemious; those who spend the wealth of others should seize every 
opportunity to be generous. Rulers who march with their armies, living 
off plunder, pillage, and confiscations are spending other people's 
money, and it is essential they should seem generous, for otherwise 
their soldiers will not follow them. With goods that belong neither to 
you nor to your subjects, you can afford to be generous, as Cyrus, 
Caesar, and Alexander were. Squandering other people's money does 
not do your reputation any harm, quite the reverse. The problem is 
with squandering your own. here is nothing so self-defeating a.s 
generosity, for the more generous you e;-the less you are able to !?e 
generous. Generosity leads to poverty and disgrace, or, if you try to 
escape that, to rapacity and hostility. Among all the things a ruler 
should try to avoid, he must avoid above all being hated and despised. 
Generosity leads to your being both. So it is wiser to accept a reputation 

70. Louis XII. 

71. Ferdinand the Catholic. 
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as miserly, which people despise but do not hate, than to aspire to a 
reputation as generous, and as a consequence, be obliged to face 
criticism for rapacity, which people both despise and hate. 

Chapter Seventeen: About cruelty and compassion; and about 
whether it is better to be loved than feared, or 
the reverse. 

Going further down our list of qualities, I recognize every ruler should 
want to be thought of as compassionate and not cruel. Nevertheless, 
I have to warn you to be careful about being compassionate. Cesare 
Borgia was thought of as cruel; but this supposed cruelty of his restored 
order to the Romagna, united it, rendered it peaceful and law-abiding. 
If you think about it, you will realize he was, in fact, much more 
compassionate than the people of Florence, who, in order to avoid 
being thought cruel, allowed Pistoia to tear itself apart.72 So a ruler 
ought not to mind the disgrace of being called cruel, if he keeps his 
subjects peaceful and law-abiding, for it is more compassionate to 
impose harsh punishments on a few than, out of excessive compassion, 
to allow disorder to spread, which leads to murders or looting. The 
whole community suffers if there are riots, while to maintain order the 
ruler only has to execute one or two individuals. Of all rulers, he who 
is new to power cannot escape a reputation for cruelty, for he is 
surrounded by dangers. Virgil has Dido say: 

Harsh necessity, and the fact my kingdom is new, oblige me to do 
these things, 

And to mass my armies on the frontiers. 73 

Nevertheless, you should be careful how you assess the situation 
and should think twice before you act. Do not be afraid of your own 
shadow. ~policies that are moderated by prudence and sympathy. ../ 
Avoid excessive seif-confidence, which leads to carelessness, and avoid 
excessive timidity, which will make you insupportable. 

This leads us to a question that is in dispute: Is it better to be loved 
than feared, or vice versa?74 My reply is one ought to be both loved 
and feared; but, since it is difficult to accomplish both at the same 
time, I maintain it is much safer to be feared than loved, if you have 

72. In 1501. 
73. Virgil, Aeneid, I, 563-4. 

74. Cicero, De officiis, bk. 2, ch. 7, § 23-24. 
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to do without one of the two. For of men one can, in general, say this: 
They are ungrateful, fickle, deceptive and deceiving, a voiders of danger, 
eager to gain. As long as you serve their interests, they are devoted to 
you. They promise you their blood, their possessions, their lives, and 
their children, as I said before, so long as you seem to have no need 
of them. But as soon as you need help, they tum against you. Any 
ruler who relies simply on their promises and makes no other prepara­
tions, will be destroyed. For you will find that those whose support 
you buy, who do not rally to you because they admire your strength 
of character and nobility of soul, these are people you pay for, but they 
are never yours, and in the end you cannot get the benefit of your 
investment. Men are less nervous of offending someone who makes 
himself lovable, than someone who makes himself frightening. For 
love attaches men by ties of obligation, which, since men are wicked, 
they break whenever their interests are at stake. But fear restrains men 
because they are afraid of punishment, and this fear never leaves them. 
Still, a ruler should make himself feared in such a way that, if he does 
not inspire love, at least he does no~ provoke hatred. For it is perfectly 
possible to be feared and not hated:Y ou will only be hated if you seize 

./ the property or the women of your subjects and citizens. Whenever 
~---

you h~eone,_make sure you have a suitable excuse _and 
an obvious reason; but, above all else, keep your hands off other peo~s 
propertY; for men are quicker to forget the death of their father th! n 
the loss of their inheritance. Moreover, there are always reasons why 
you might want to seize people's property; and he who begins to live by 
plundering others will always find an excuse for seizing other people's 
possessions; but there are fewer reasons for killing people, and one 
killing need not lead to another. 

When a ruler is at the head of his army and has a vast number of 
soldiers under his command, then it is absolutely essential to be pre­
pared to be thought cruel; for it is impossible to keep an army united 
and ready for action without acquiring a reputation for cruelty. Among 
the extraordinary accomplishments of Hannibal, we may note one in 
particular: He commanded a vast army, made up of men of many 
different nations, who were fighting far from home, yet they never 
mutinied and they never fell out with one another, either when things 
were going badly, or when things were going well.75 The only possible 
explanation for this is that he was known to be harsh and cruel. This, 
together with his numerous virtues [virtu], meant his soldiers always 

75. Hannibal (247-ca. 183 B.c.) campaigned in Italy from 218 to 203 B.C. 

Machiavelli's source is Polybius, bk. 11, ch. 19. 
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regarded h~ith admiration and fear. Without cruelty, his other 
virtues [virtu] would not have done the job. Those who write about 
Hannibal without thinking things through both admire the loyalty of 
his troops and criticize the cruelty thay-wa5ft:; principal cause. If you 
doubt my claim that his other virtues (virtu] Jould have been insuffi­
cient, take the case of Scipio.76 He was not only unique in his own 
day, but history does not record anyone his equal. But his army rebelled 
against him in Spain. 

77 
The sole cause of this was his excessive leniency, 

which meant his soldiers had more freedom than is compatible with 
good military discipline. Fabius Maximus criticized him for this in the 
senate and accused him of corrupting the Roman armies. When Locri 
was destroyed by one of his commanders, 78 he did not avenge the 
deaths of the inhabitants, and he did not punish his officer's insubordi­
nation. He was too easygoing. This was so apparent that one of his 
supporters in the senate was obliged to excuse him by saying he was 
no different from many other men, who were better at doing their own 
jobs than at making other people do theirs. In course of time, had he 
remained in command without learning from his mistakes, this aspect 
of Scipio's character would have destroyed his glorious reputation. 
But, because his authority was subordinate to that of the senate, not only 
were the consequences of this defect mitigated, but it even enhanced his 
reputation. 

I conclude, then, that, as far as being feared and loved is concerned, / 
since men decide for themselves whom they love, and rulers decide 
whom they fear, a wise ruler should rely on the emotion he can control, 
not on the one he cannot. But he must take care to avoid being hated, 
as I have said. 

Chapter Eighteen: How far rulers are to keep their word. 

Everybody recognizes how praiseworthy it is for a ruler to keep his 
word and to live a life of integrity, without relying on craftiness. Never­
theless, we see that in practice, in these days, those rulers who have 
not thought it important to keep their word have achieved great things, 
and have known how to employ cunning to confuse and disorientate 
other men. In the end, they have been able to overcome those who 
have placed store in integrity. 

76. Scipio (ca.236-183 B.C.) defeated Hannibal at Zama in North Africa (202 
B.C.). 

77. In 206 B.C. Livy, bk. 28, chs. 24-29. 
78. In 205 B.C. 
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You should therefore know there are two ways to fight: one while re­
specting the rules, the other with no holds barred. Men alone fight in the 
first fashion, and animals fight in the second.79 But because you cannot 
always win if you respect the rules, you must be prepared to break them. 
~. in_particu~ needs to know how to be both an animal and a ~n. 
The classical writers, without saying it explicitly, taught rulers to behave 
like this. They described how Achilles, and many other rulers in ancient 
times, were given to Chiron the centaur to be raised, so he could bring 
them up as he thought best. What they intended to convey, with this story 
of rulers' being educated by someone who was half beast and half man, 
was that it is necessary for a ruler to know when to act like an animal and 
when like a man; and ifhe relies on just one or the other mode ofbehavior 
he cannot hope to survive. 

Since a ruler, then, needs to know how to make good use of beastly 
qualities, he should take as his models among the animals both the 
fox and the lion, for the lion does not know -how to avoid traps, and 
the fox is easily overpowered by wolves.80 So you must be a fox when 
it comes to suspecting a trap, and a lion when it comes to making the 
wolves tum tail. Those who simply act like a lion all the time do not 
understand their business. So you see a wise ruler cannot, and should 
not, keep his word when doing so is to his disadvantage, and when 
the reasons that led him to promise to do so no longer apply. Of course, 
if all men were good, this advice would be bad; but since men are 
wicked and will not keep faith with you, you need not keep faith with 
them. Nor is a ruler ever short of legitimate reasons to justifY breaking 
his word. I could give an infinite number of contemporary examples 
to support my argument and to show how treaties and promises have 
been rendered null and void by the dishonesty of rulers; and he who 
has known best how to act the fox has come out of it the best. But it 
is essential to know how to conceal how crafty one is, to know how to 
be a clever counterfeit and hypocrite. You will find people are so 
simple-minded and so preoccupied with their immediate concerns, 
that if you set out to deceive them, you will always find plenty of them 
who will let themselves be deceived. 

Among the numerous recent cases one could mention, there is one 
of particular interest. Alexander VI had only one purpose, only one 
thought, which was to take people in, and he always found people who 
were willing victims. There never has been anyone who was more 
convincing when he swore an oath, nor has there been anybody who 

79. Cicero, De officiis, bk. 1, ch. 11, § 34. 
80. The fox and the lion are from Cicero, De officiis, bk. 1, ch. 13, § 41. 
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has ever formulated more eloquent oaths and has at the same time 
been quicker to break them. Nevertheless, he was able to find gulls 
one after another, whenever he wanted them, for he was a master of 
this particular skill. 

So a ruler need not have all the positive qualities I listed earlier, 
but he must seem to have them. Indeed, I would go so far as to say 
that if you have them and never make any exceptions, then you will 
suffer for it; while if you merely appear to have them, they will benefit 
you. So you should seem to be compassionate, trustworthy, sympathetic, 
honest, religious, and, indeed, be all these things; but at the same time 
you should be constantly prepared, so that, if these become liabilities, 
you are trained and ready to become their opposites. You need to 
understand this: A ruler, and particularly a ruler who is new to power, 
cannot conform to all those rules that men who are thought good are 
expected to respect, for he is often obliged, in order to hold on to 
power, to break his word, to be uncharitable, inhumane, and irreligious. 
So he must be mentally prepared to act as circumstances and changes 
in fortune require. As I have said, he should do what is right if he 
can; but he must be prepared to do wrong if necessary. 

A ruler must, therefore, take great care that he never carelessly says 
anything that is not imbued with the five qualities I listed above. He 
must seem, to those who listen to him and watch him, entirely pious, 
truthful, reliable, sympathetic, and religious. There is no quality that 
it is more important he should seem to have than this last one. In 
general, men judge more by sight than by touch. Everyone sees what 
is happening, but not everyone feels the consequences. Everyone sees 
what you seem to be; few have direct experience of who you really are. 
Those few will not dare speak out in the face of public opinion when 
that opinion is reinforced by the authority of the state. In the behavior 
of all men, and particularly of rulers, against whom there is no recourse 
at law, people judge by the outcome. So if a ruler wins wars and 
holds on to power, the means he has employed will always be judged 
honorable, and everyone will praise them. The common man accepts 
external appearances and judges by the outcome; and when it comes 
down to it only the masses count; for the elite are powerless if the 
masses have someone to provide them with leadership. One contempo­
rary ruler,81 whom it would be unwise to name, is always preaching 
peace and good faith, and he has not a shred of respect for either; if 
he had respected either one or the other, he would have lost either 
his state or his reputation several times by now. 

81. Ferdinand the Catholic. 


