
The Prince – Ideas and Principles 
 

1.  Practical Realism: You will see a very pragmatic approach to diplomatic history in The 

Prince, and a very narrow attention to the mechanics of government.  The Prince is about how 

principalities are won, maintained and/or lost–that is all.  The role of the prince is to do whatever 

is necessary to preserve the state.  Machiavelli’s use of the word “state” in this context is the first 

usage of the idea, and is the reason we use the word as we do today.  “This prince” as described 

in the book is ruler of a more treacherous time, an unstable world with a despotic regime.  

Machiavelli did not prefer this situation to others.  The truth is that this was the situation in Italy 

and especially Florence, and thus,  The Prince aims narrowly to give advice in such 

circumstances.  The main theme is that the preservation of the state is first and foremost, and 

thus to this the leader must pay their full attention, and use all means. 

 

2.  Virtu’ (virtue) and Fortuna; the Lion and the Fox: These are the main themes and images of 

character referred to throughout The Prince.  The prince needs certain virtues, and first among 

these is skill at the art of war.  The main skills are not “virtues” as we commonly think of them, 

but those things that will make the leader ready to seize opportunity (good fortune) or be ready 

when bad and unexpected things happen (bad fortune).  Fortuna (fortune) cannot always be 

controlled, and the prince who is unready to deal with misfortune will lose the state.  Hence–the 

character of the prince is to be like a lion and a fox.  The Fox suggests cleverness, craft, and the 

ability to “control outward seeming an inward being” (a very modern idea of the symbolic nature 

of Politics).  Craft, as long as it works, is essential, and should never allow “idealism and 

morality” to interfere with wise judgment.  The Lion refers to the art of war, and the willingness 

to be brutal, to inflict cruelty.  Cruelty is not for its own sake, and should never be over used.  In 

fact, if violence and arms can be avoided–GOOD!  But–the prince must be ready to pounce like 

the lion, and to use force quickly and dispassionately. 

 

3.  Moral Indifference: The great criticism of Machiavelli as a person is what is called his “moral 

indifference.”  In fact, there is good reason to argue that this is not a fair characterization of him–

but it does arise in The Prince, and it fairly defines “Machiavellianism.”  Here it means: the 

game is for power–which is pursued like an object itself–but the true objective is preservation of 

the state (principality).  The Prince must be above morality in doing what is needed to maintain 

power.  On the other hand–a prince should try to “appear” moral at all times, and to inculcate 

good moral principles among the people.  Thus–there is in The Prince a double-standard for 

people and the leaders.  Rulers who are wise must be above morality–on the other hand, the 

people are easier to govern and have a better community if they are a moral people. 

 

4.  Major and Related Principles found in The Prince: 

 

Major Principles: 

 

A.  Human nature–people are basically self interested and fearful.  In the real world, away from 

the Christian spiritual values (as Mach. Might say) people care about their property and material 

wealth more than their mother.  People are motivated by egoism, and governments are founded 

on the weakness and insufficiency of the human individual.  As was later said in The Federalist 



Papers: “If all men angels, then no government would be necessary.”  Is this an accurate 

portrayal of human nature?  Ask the students–and find examples in the texts & current events. 

 

B.  The role of the lawgiver: this is often seen in The Prince–moral and civic virtues grow out of 

the law–not vice versa.  The original lawgiver is pivotal–and when society is corrupt, the 

lawgiver must take it in hand.  Given the egoism of human individuals, then only the ruler can 

hold it together–one who is above the law.  Is this right?  Does democracy work well with this 

notion?  What about the “rule of law”?  Ask the students.  Shouldn’t rulers and citizens be 

governed by the same laws which reflect ultimate moral and civic virtues??  Or should we be 

governed PRIMARILY BY THAT WHICH WORKS BEST AT HOLDING THE STATE 

TOGETHER–WITHOUT REGARD TO THE ENDS?? 

 

C  Popular government: popular government or republic is the best form because a government 

that is supported by its citizens (rather than one imposed on them) is always most legitimate and 

works best.  The larger the state, the more this is true.  (Very modern idea).  Un fortunately–this 

is not always a practical method of rule (as in Florence in 1512). 

 

Related Principles–seen throughout The Prince: 

 

A.  Machiavelli despised noble classes.  Aristocrats are parasites who indulge themselves at the 

expense of the people.  The ruler may use a noble class, but should never allow them to get 

between the ruler and the people. 

 

B.  Machiavelli hated mercenaries: hired soldiers are little more than thugs, who fight for profit.  

When challenged they will retreat.  The strong state has a healthy popular army, maintained by 

and in the name of the people–the common people.  These soldiers will die for their country. 

 



C. National Patriotism: You see this at the end of The Prince–it is short and can be read 

aloud in class.  Why does Machiavelli write this book?  Why does he care?  Because 

Italy, still not a unified nation, was being dominated and “sucked dry” by foreigners, and 

armies and mercenaries who were despoiling the “Italian soil and heritage”.  A great ruler 

was needed to unify and protect Italy.  This motivated Machiavelli to write The Prince–

and it is surely the first very secular expression of what has evolved into the modern 

forms of nationalism which dominated the last two centuries in the West.  At least in the 

past two centuries, what has been more powerful than the idea and the institution of the 

nation-state.  Ask the students to consider this idea–and ask them to consider if 

nationalism and nations as we know them are going to persist in the future, in our 

new, globalized world order??  Discuss what vision of power is present in this book.  

How is it accurate?  Where does it fail?  (One chief problem with The Prince in my 

mind is the pursuit of power too much for its own sake.  This idea has led to great 

violence and depravity in human history and politics). 

 
 


