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Niccolò Machiavelli’s dedication to  
Lorenzo de’ Medici the Magnificent*

Usually those who wish to gain the favour of a prince approach 
him with those things which they themselves hold most dear or 

which they have seen delight him most; and so we frequently find 
princes presented with horses, arms, cloth of gold, precious stones 
and similar ornaments worthy of their dignity. I therefore, now that 
I wish to present Your Excellency with some token of my service to 
you, have found nothing among my possessions which is more dear to 
me and which I value more than an understanding of the actions of 
great men, acquired by me from a long experience of current affairs 
and an assiduous study of the ancients; and it is this, deeply consid-
ered and examined over a long period, and now condensed into one 
small volume, which I send to Your Excellency.

 And although I judge this work unworthy to come into the 
presence of Your Excellency, I do trust that your benignity may 
make it acceptable, bearing in mind that I could not have given you 
a greater gift than the means of appreciating in a short space of 
time everything that I, during so many years and through so many 
hardships and dangers, have experienced and come to understand. 
This is a work which I have not embellished or crammed with 
rhetorical flourishes, or with splendid and high-sounding words, or 
with any of those extrinsic ornaments or decorations with which so 
many others are accustomed to garnish their writings; my wish has 
been that either my work should not be admired at all, or else that the 
variety of the material in it and the importance of its subject matter 
alone would make it acceptable. Moreover I should not like it to be 
thought presumptuous of a man of low and humble condition to dare 
to discuss and direct the actions of princes: no, just as those who wish 
to draw landscapes place themselves low down on a plain in order 
to examine the nature of hills and high places, and to examine the 
low lands place themselves high up in the hills, so likewise in order 
to understand properly the nature of the populace one must be a 



the prince

�

prince, and to understand properly the nature of a prince one must 
be a commoner.

Be pleased to accept then, Your Excellency, this tiny gift in the spirit 
in which I send it: if you read it and examine it diligently, you will 
perceive that it reveals my greatest desire, which is that you will rise 
to that greatness which your status and your other qualities promise. 
And should Your Excellency from the height of your eminence 
happen to turn your eyes at times to these low places, you will realize 
how much I suffer, continually and undeservedly, from the malignity 
of Fortune.



�

1
What kinds of  principality there are 

and how they are acquired.

All states, all governments, past and present, are or have been 
either republics or principalities. Principalities are either heredi-

tary, where the family of their ruler goes back a long way, or they 
are recently established. The ones established recently are either com-
pletely new, like Milan under Francesco Sforza,* or they are additions 
to the hereditary state of the prince who acquires them, as the King 
of Spain acquired the Kingdom of Naples.* The states acquired in 
this way are either accustomed to living under a prince or used to be-
ing free; and they are acquired by another’s arms or by one’s own, or 
by chance, or by intelligence.

2
Hereditary principalities.

I shall leave any discussion of republics to one side, since I have dis-
cussed them at length elsewhere,* turning instead to principalities, 

filling in the outline given above, and discussing how principalities 
may be governed and preserved.

It is my opinion that it is less difficult to preserve a state which 
is hereditary and accustomed to the family of their prince than 
one which is recently established: it is enough not to neglect the 
constitutional arrangements made by one’s predecessors, and then 
adapt one’s conduct to circumstances as they arise; in this way, if a 
prince is reasonably capable, he will always preserve his state, unless 
some extraordinary and excessive force deprives him of it; and if he 
should be deprived of it, he will regain it whenever the usurper meets 
with any unfavourable circumstances.
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We have in Italy the example of the Duke of Ferrara, who was able 
to resist the attacks of the Venetians in 1484 and those of Pope Julius 
in 1510 simply because his family had been established in that state 
for generations.* The hereditary prince has fewer reasons and less 
necessity to give offence to his subjects: he is therefore more loved; if 
he has no egregious vices to make him hated, it naturally follows that 
his subjects wish him well. Since change always leads to more change, 
the reasons for any innovations which have been made, and even the 
memory of them, have been lost in the course of time and with the 
continuation of the same power.

3
Mixed principalities

It is in newly established principalities that difficulties arise. To 
begin with, if the principality is not completely new, but an addi-

tion to an already existing one (so that the two parts together may 
be called mixed) its instability arises from a problem which is inher-
ent in all new principalities: that is, men are happy to change their 
ruler if they believe this will advantage them, and so they take up 
arms against him; and in this they deceive themselves, because they 
soon realize their condition has become worse. That follows from 
another natural and commonplace necessity: the new ruler is always 
bound to offend his new subjects by the outrages his troops commit 
and by all the other ill-treatment which occurs in any newly acquired 
territory; in this way you make enemies of all those you attacked in 
occupying that principality, and you cannot keep the friendship of 
those who sided with you, since you cannot reward them according 
to their expectations, and neither can you give them strong medicine 
now that you are under an obligation to them; because, whatever 
military force anyone possesses, he must have the backing of the in-
habitants if he is to capture a province. It is for these reasons that 
King Louis XII of France, who occupied Milan quickly, quickly lost 
it; and the first time, Ludovico’s own forces sufficed to take it back 
from him: those citizens who had opened the gates to Louis, finding 
they had deceived themselves and were thwarted of the benefits they 
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had hoped for, could not endure the overbearing actions of their new 
prince.*

It is certainly true that when rebellious territories have been re
conquered they are less likely to be lost: their ruler, seizing the op
portunity  which the rebellion affords, is less cautious in punishing 
the wrongdoers, seeking out those who are suspect, and strengthening 
himself where he is most vulnerable. In this way, all that was needed for 
the King of France to lose Milan the first time was for Duke Ludovico 
to be a threatening presence on the frontier, while the second time it 
required him to have the whole world against him, with all his own 
forces either destroyed or driven out of Italy.* And this all happened 
for the reasons mentioned above. Nevertheless, both the first and 
second time he did lose it.

The reasons for his first loss have been discussed. It now remains to 
give the reasons for his second loss, and to see what countermeasures 
were open to him or are open to anyone in his position who wishes to 
keep possession of his conquest better than the King of France did. 
I must explain therefore that those states which are conquered and 
added to the hereditary state of their conqueror are either part of the 
same country and have the same language, or they are not. When they 
are part of the same country it is very easy to keep them, especially 
if their people are not accustomed to living in liberty; and to secure 
them it is only necessary to eliminate the family line of their former 
lord, because so far as everything else is concerned, if their old way 
of life is preserved and there are no cultural differences, people live 
peacefully enough. We have seen this happen with Burgundy, Brittany, 
Gascony and Normandy, which have for so long been part of France;* 
although there are some linguistic variations, their customs are similar, 
and they find it easy to get along with each other. Whoever conquers 
them and wishes to keep them must bear in mind two things: one, 
their prince’s descendants must be eliminated; and two, neither their 
laws nor their taxes must be altered; in this way they will in a short 
time become one body with the old principality.

However, when states are acquired in a country with a different 
language, different customs and different institutions, then there are 
problems; great good fortune and great abilities are required in order 
to keep such states. One of the best and most efficacious solutions 
would be for those who acquire them to go and live there. This would 
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make their possession more secure and lasting; and this is what the 
Turks have done with Greece: even if they had used every other 
method of keeping hold of that state, they could not have held onto it 
without going to live there. The reason is that, when one is there, one 
sees troubles as they arise, and can deal with them immediately; when 
one is not there, one hears about them when they are full-grown and 
there is no longer any remedy. In addition, the province is not looted 
by one’s officials; and one’s subjects are happy to have immediate 
recourse to their prince; consequently, those who wish their prince 
well have more reason to love him, and those who do not wish him 
well, more reason to fear him. Any potential external aggressor will 
think twice, for he who lives there can only be dislodged with extreme 
difficulty.

 Another and better precaution is to establish colonies in one or two 
places which will act as fetters on that state: it is essential either to do 
this or to keep a large force of cavalry and infantry there. Colonies 
do not cost much; they can be sent there and maintained without any 
expense, or with only a little; they offend no one but those whose 
fields and houses are taken to be given to the new inhabitants, who 
are only a tiny minority in that state; and those whom the prince 
does offend cannot possibly harm him, since they are scattered and 
poor, while all the others on the one hand are unharmed, and for 
this reason should keep the peace, and on the other hand are fearful 
of putting a foot wrong, for fear of suffering the same fate as those 
who have been despoiled. I conclude that these colonies are not 
expensive, they are more loyal, and they do less harm; and those to 
whom harm is done cannot cause any trouble, since they are poor 
and scattered, as I have said. For this reason it should be noted that 
men must be either pampered or eliminated, because they avenge 
slight offences, while they cannot avenge serious ones: consequently, 
if anyone is harmed it must be in such a way that there is no fear of 
vengeance. But, by maintaining instead of colonies a troop of armed 
men, the expense is much greater, enough to use up all the revenue 
of that state for its security, so that the gain turns into a loss; and 
many more people are offended, because it harms the whole state as 
the army chops and changes its quarters; everyone feels the hardship, 
and everyone becomes an enemy; and these enemies can cause harm 
because, although overpowered, they remain in their own home. In 
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every respect, then, such protection is useless, just as that given by the 
colonies is useful.

Again, anyone who is in a province with an alien culture ought to 
make himself head and defender of lesser rulers who are round about, 
and take pains to weaken those who are more powerful, and take care 
that no unforeseen event may lead to the appearance of a foreigner 
as powerful as he is. And one such always will be introduced by those 
who are discontented, either through ambition or fear: this was seen 
when the Aetolians sent the Romans into Greece; and in every other 
province they entered they were introduced by the inhabitants. And 
the way of things is such that, as soon as a foreign potentate enters 
a province, all those there who are less powerful come under his 
influence, moved by the envy which they bear to whoever has been 
in power over them; and the result is that he needs to make no effort 
to win over these less powerful people, since they are straight away 
happy to become one with the state he has conquered. He need only 
take care that they do not acquire too much power or authority; and 
he can easily, with his own forces and their support, crush those who 
are powerful and remain the absolute master of that province. And 
anyone who does not follow this procedure will soon lose what he has 
acquired; and even while he still holds it, he will hold it with infinite 
difficulties and troubles.

The Romans, in the provinces which they conquered, were careful 
to fulfil these requirements: they sent out colonies, they treated the 
weaker favourably without letting their power increase, they weakened 
the powerful, and they did not allow powerful aliens to gain any 
standing there. I shall take the province of Greece as one example: the 
Achaeans and the Aetolians were treated favourably by the Romans; 
the kingdom of Macedonia was weakened; Antiochus was expelled; 
nor did the merits of the Achaeans and the Aetolians ever result in 
permission to raise their status; nor did the blandishments of Philip 
of Macedon ever induce them to be his friends without overwhelming 
him first; nor did the power of Antiochus ever bring them to consent 
to his having any authority in that province.* The Romans, in fact, 
did what all wise rulers ought to do: they must consider not only the 
dissension which is already present, but that which lies in the future, 
and do their utmost to avert it; if they foresee it when it is still far off, 
it can easily be remedied; but if they wait for it to arrive, the medicine 
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comes too late, because the illness is by now incurable. This is similar 
to what the doctors say about consumption: in its early stages it is 
hard to diagnose yet easy to cure, but as time goes on, when it has not 
been diagnosed or treated at the beginning, it is easy to diagnose and 
hard to cure. The same thing happens in affairs of state: if the arising 
evils are discerned from far off (something which only the prudent 
are able to do), they are soon dealt with; but if they have not been 
discerned, but allowed to grow until everyone sees them, there is no 
longer any remedy.

The Romans, however, discerning trouble from afar, always coped 
with it; and they never, in order to avoid a war, allowed any trouble 
to continue, because they knew that war would not be avoided, but 
merely postponed to the advantage of the enemy; they were therefore 
willing to wage war on Philip and Antiochus in Greece, so that 
they would not have to fight them in Italy; for the time being they 
could have avoided fighting in either place, but they did not wish to. 
They were never influenced by the advice we hear from the mouths 
of our present-day wiseacres, to enjoy the benefits time brings, but 
influenced rather by their own power and prudence; because time 
brings everything in its course, and can bring good as well as ill, and 
ill as well as good.

But let us revert to France, and see if she did any of the things which 
have been mentioned; I shall speak not of Charles,* but of Louis, as 
of someone whose progress can be better seen, because he held his 
possessions in Italy longer: and you will see that he did the opposite 
of what he should have done in order to keep hold of territories in a 
foreign land.

King Louis was brought into Italy by the ambition of the Venetians, 
who hoped to gain half of Lombardy by his coming.* I do not criticize 
this decision of the King’s: he wished to gain a foothold in Italy, and 
since he had no friends in that country – indeed all doors had been 
shut in his face by Charles’s conduct – he was obliged to make what 
friends he could; and his decision would have turned out to be a good 
one if he had not made mistakes in his other actions. Once this King 
had taken Lombardy, then, he regained the reputation which Charles 
had lost for him: Genoa yielded; the Florentines became his allies; the 
Marquis of Mantua, the Duke of Ferrara, the Bentivoglio family, the 
Countess of Forlì, the Lords of Faenza, Pesaro, Rimini, Camerino 
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and Piombino, and the inhabitants of Lucca, Pisa and Siena were all 
anxious to be his friends. And then the Venetians could see how rash 
their own policy had been: in order to acquire a couple of towns in 
Lombardy, they had made the King lord of a third of Italy.

Consider now how easily the King might have maintained his 
prestige in Italy if he had observed the above rules, and how he might 
have secured and protected all those friends of his who, since there 
were many of them, and they were weak and fearful either of the 
Church or of the Venetians, were always obliged to be his allies; and 
how by means of them he could have kept himself safe against the 
great powers that remained. But he was no sooner in Milan than he 
did precisely the opposite, by assisting Pope Alexander to occupy 
Romagna. And he did not realize that, with this decision, he weakened 
himself, by alienating his friends and those who had fallen into his 
lap, and strengthened the Church by adding to its spiritual authority, 
which was already great, so much temporal power. And once he had 
made that first mistake he had to go on and make others; so that, to 
put an end to Alexander’s ambitions and prevent his becoming the 
lord of Tuscany, he himself was obliged to come into Italy.* It was 
not enough for him to have strengthened the Church and lost his own 
friends, but in his desire for the Kingdom of Naples he divided it with 
the King of Spain;* and where he had once been the arbiter of Italy, 
he provided himself with an associate and consequently someone to 
whom the ambitious and the malcontents in that country could have 
recourse; and although he could have left a tributary king there,* he 
substituted one who could expel him.

The desire for acquisitions is a very natural and commonplace 
thing; and always, when men achieve what they can, they are praised 
and not criticized; but when they cannot, and yet try to do it by any 
means available, then that is a blameworthy mistake. So if France 
could have attacked Naples with her own forces, she should have done 
so; if she could not, she should not have shared the territory. Sharing 
Lombardy with the Venetians may be excused, since that gained the 
French a foothold in Italy; but sharing Naples was blameworthy, since 
it could not be excused by such a necessity.

Louis had, then, made five mistakes: he had eliminated the lesser 
powers; he had given more power in Italy to one who was already 
powerful; he had introduced into that country a very powerful 
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foreigner; he had not made his home there; he had not introduced 
any colonies into that country. Nevertheless, those five mistakes, if 
he had lived, might not have harmed him if he had not made a sixth 
by reducing the power of the Venetians:* if he had not strengthened 
the Church and brought the Spaniards into Italy, it would have been 
sensible and necessary to limit their power; but once he had taken 
his first decisions, he should not have agreed to their ruin: while they 
remained powerful they would always have discouraged others from 
making incursions into Lombardy, both because the Venetians would 
never have agreed to this unless they themselves became lords of 
Lombardy, and because no others would have wished to take it from 
France to give it to the Venetians; and no one would have had the 
audacity to attack both of them. And if anyone were to say that Louis 
ceded Romagna to Alexander and the Kingdom of Naples to Spain in 
order to avoid a war, I would respond with the arguments given above: 
that is, one should never allow problems to develop in order to avoid 
a war, because one does not really avoid it, but merely postpones it to 
one’s own disadvantage. And if anyone were to mention the promise 
which the King had made to the Pope, to undertake that enterprise in 
return for the annulment of his marriage and a cardinal’s hat for the 
Archbishop of Rouen, I should respond by referring to what I shall 
say below concerning the promises made by princes and how they 
should be kept. King Louis, therefore, lost Lombardy because he did 
not follow any of those procedures followed by others who seized 
territories and wanted to hold onto them. And this is no miracle, but 
something commonplace, normal. I discussed this in Nantes with the 
Cardinal of Rouen* when Valentino (as Cesare Borgia, the son of 
Pope Alexander, was commonly known) occupied Romagna; for when 
the Cardinal of Rouen told me that the Italians had no understanding 
of war, I replied that the French had no understanding of political 
matters; if they had, they would not permit the Church to become 
so powerful. Experience has shown us that the power of the Church 
and of Spain in Italy has been brought about by France, and that they 
have brought about her ruin. From this we can deduce a general rule, 
which is seldom or never found faulty: that anyone who is the cause 
of another becoming powerful will himself be ruined; because that 
power is the result of either skill or force, and both these are regarded 
with suspicion by the one who has become powerful.
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4
Why the kingdom of  Darius, which Alexander had conquered, did 

not rebel against his successors after Alexander’s death.

Considering the difficulties of holding on to newly acquired ter-
ritory, one might wonder how it was that, when Alexander the 

Great became lord of Asia within a few years* and died after he had 
scarcely had time to occupy it, and it would have seemed logical for 
the whole state to rebel, his successors did nevertheless hold on to it; 
and the only difficulties they had in doing so were those which they 
caused among themselves by their own ambition.* I reply that all the 
principalities which come to mind are governed in one of two ways: 
either by a prince and his servants who, as his ministers and through 
his grace and favour, help to govern the realm; or by a prince with 
barons who, not by the prince’s favour but by heredity, have that sta-
tus. Such barons have their own estates and their own subjects, who 
recognize them as their lords and have a natural affection for them. 
Those states which are governed by a prince and his ministers hold 
their prince in higher esteem, since in all the land there is no one who 
recognizes any other superior; and if they do obey anyone else, it is 
as his minister and official, and they have no particular affection for 
him.

Models of these two forms of government are, in our times, the 
Turkish Emperor and the King of France. The whole realm of the 
Turk is governed by one lord; the rest are his servants; and dividing 
his kingdom into regions, he sends into them different administrators, 
whom he changes around when he wants to. But the King of France 
is, in his own kingdom, in the middle of a multitude of hereditary 
lords, recognized by their subjects and loved by them; they have their 
privileges, and the King cannot take those away without incurring 
great danger. So whoever considers both these states, will find it 
difficult to acquire the Turk’s – but, if he does acquire it, easy to hold. 
He will, on the contrary, find it easier in some respects to occupy the 
kingdom of France, but very difficult to hold on to it.

The reasons for the difficulty in occupying the Turkish state are 
that it is neither possible to be summoned into it by the princes of 
that kingdom, nor to have any hope of facilitating your enterprise 
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by the rebellion of those around the prince. The reasons for this are 
given above: since they are all subjects and subservient to the prince, 
it is harder to corrupt them; and if they were corrupted, they could 
hardly be expected to be useful, since they cannot bring the people 
with them, for the reasons already given. Consequently anyone who 
attacks the Turks must expect to find them united, and he must put 
his trust in his own forces rather than in any disarray of theirs. But 
if they were defeated, routed on the field of battle and so unable 
to regroup their armies, there would be nothing left to fear but the 
family of their prince; and with that eliminated there is no one left 
to fear, since no others have any standing with the people: and just as 
the victor, before his victory, could place no hope in them, so he has 
afterwards no reason to fear them.

The opposite is the case in kingdoms governed as France is: it is 
easy to gain entry to them, once one has won over some baron in 
that kingdom; and there are always people who are discontented and 
those who long for change; and they, for the reasons given, can open 
the way into that state for you and facilitate your victory. Holding on 
to that kingdom is, however, fraught with problems, both with those 
who have helped you and those whom you have beaten. And it does 
not suffice to eliminate the prince’s family, since you are still left with 
those who have made themselves leaders in the recent revolt; and, not 
being able either to satisfy them or to eliminate them, you lose that 
kingdom whenever an opportunity arises for someone.

Now if you consider the nature of Darius’s government, you will 
find it similar to the Turk’s; consequently Alexander had first to defeat 
him and put him to rout on the field of battle;* after that victory, when 
Darius was dead, Alexander had the state securely in his control, for 
the reasons given above. And his successors could, if they had been 
united, have enjoyed it in peace; in that kingdom there was no strife 
other than that which they themselves brought about. But states 
organized as France is cannot be possessed in such peace. Hence those 
frequent revolts against the Romans which arose in Spain, France and 
Greece,* because of the numerous principalities in those countries: 
as long as the memory of those principalities endured, the Romans 
were always insecure; once that memory had gone, however, they did, 
because of their long and powerful rule, become secure. When the 
Romans fought among themselves, each of them was able to draw 
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a following from those provinces, according to whatever authority 
he had there; and the provinces, since the families of their ancient 
lords had been eliminated, recognized only the Romans. Taking all 
these things into account, it is no wonder that Alexander was able to 
hold on to the kingdom of Asia with such ease, and that Pyrrhus and 
others had such difficulty in preserving what had been gained.* This 
does not arise from the greater or lesser ability of the victor, but from 
the differing structures of the subject states.

5
How cities or principalities should be governed, when they lived by 

their own laws before they were occupied.

As has been said, when those states which have been gained are 
accustomed to living under their own laws and at liberty, there 

are three ways of holding on to them: the first, to raze them to the 
ground; the second, to go and live there oneself; the third, to let them 
live under their own laws, extracting tribute from them, and creat-
ing among them an oligarchy which will keep them well disposed to-
wards you. This is because that regime, having been created by the 
conquering prince, knows that it cannot survive without his friend-
ship and power, and so has to do everything it can to support him; 
and a city accustomed to living in freedom is more easily held on to 
by means of its own citizens than by any other method, if one does 
wish to preserve it intact.

The Spartans and the Romans are good examples. The Spartans held 
Athens and Thebes and set up oligarchies in them, and nevertheless 
lost them.* The Romans, in order to hold on to Capua, Carthage and 
Numantia, destroyed them and did not lose them;* they tried to hold 
Greece in the same way, more or less, as the Spartans did, freeing it 
and leaving it under its own laws, and they did not succeed: in fact, 
they were forced to destroy many cities in that province in order to 
hold on to it. This is because there is really no other way to secure 
such provinces than by their total destruction. And whoever becomes 
master of a city which is accustomed to living in freedom and does 
not destroy it can expect to be destroyed by it; for it always has, as 
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a justification for its rebellion, its tradition of liberty and its ancient 
institutions; these are never forgotten in the course of time or because 
of favours received. And whatever is done, or whatever precautions 
are taken, if the inhabitants are not disunited or scattered, they will 
never forget that tradition or those institutions, and at the first chance 
they will revert to them; this is what Pisa did after being subject to the 
Florentines for a hundred years.* But when cities and provinces have 
been accustomed to living under one prince, and his hereditary line 
has been eliminated, then – accustomed as they are on the one hand 
to obey, and on the other being without their former prince – they 
cannot agree among themselves to create another prince, and they 
do not know how to live at liberty: the result is that they are more 
reluctant to take up arms, and a prince may more easily conquer them 
and secure them for himself. But in republics there is greater vitality, 
greater hatred, and greater thirst for revenge; the memory of their 
ancient liberty does not and cannot leave them at peace: consequently 
the safest method is either to destroy them or go to live among them.

6
New principalities which are acquired by one’s own  

forces and ability.

No one should be surprised if, in speaking as I do of principalities 
which have completely new princes and governments, I adduce 

the most famous examples: men almost always follow the beaten 
track; and even if one cannot quite keep to the ways that others took, 
or always attain that ability which one is imitating, one should in all 
prudence take to the paths trodden by great men, who are the best 
to imitate, so that, even if one’s ability does not match theirs, it may 
give some inkling of it. One should act as skilful archers do: when the 
mark which they wish to hit is apparently too far away, they know the 
power of their bows, and they aim higher than the destined target, 
not so that their arrows will reach that height, but so that, aiming 
high, they will hit the target.

I am saying, then, that in principalities which are quite new, where 
there is a new prince, there is greater or less difficulty in holding on 
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to them according to the greater or less ability of the conqueror. And 
because this change from being a simple citizen to being a prince 
presupposes either great ability or great good fortune, it would 
appear that either the one or the other of these factors might serve to 
mitigate many of the difficulties somewhat; nevertheless, those who 
have relied less on their good fortune have been the better able to 
maintain their power. It makes things easier if the prince, because he 
has no other states to rule, comes himself to live there. But, thinking 
of those who have become princes by their own skill and not by luck, 
I say that the most outstanding are Moses, Cyrus, Romulus, Theseus 
and the like. Although one should not discuss Moses, since he merely 
carried out God’s orders, he is nevertheless admirable if only for 
that grace which made him worthy to speak with God. But let us 
consider Cyrus and those others who acquired or founded kingdoms: 
they will all be found admirable; and if their actions and individual 
procedures are considered, they will seem no different from those of 
Moses, who had such a great teacher. And if their lives and actions 
are examined, it will be seen that they owed nothing to Fortune but 
an opportunity: this gave them the material to shape into any form 
they wished; without that opportunity, their strong spirits would have 
been extinguished, and without those strong spirits the opportunity 
would have come in vain.

It was therefore necessary for Moses to find the children of Israel 
slaves in Egypt and oppressed by the Egyptians, so that they, to escape 
from their servitude, should be ready to follow him. It was necessary 
for Romulus not to remain in Alba and also to be exposed at birth, 
for him to become King of Rome and founder of that kingdom. It 
was necessary for Cyrus to find the Persians ill-contented with the 
rule of the Medes, and the Medes to have become effeminate through 
a long period of peace. Theseus could not have shown his ability 
if he had not found the Athenians scattered. These opportunities, 
therefore, made these men successful, and their ability allowed them 
to recognize their opportunity; and so their nations were ennobled 
and prospered.

Those who, like them, become princes by their ability, acquire 
their principalities with difficulty, but hold on to them with ease; 
the difficulties which they encounter in acquiring their principalities 
derive in part from the new institutions and procedures which they 



the prince

18

have to introduce in order to found these states and make them secure. 
And it should be borne in mind that there is nothing more difficult to 
arrange, nor more doubtful of success, nor more dangerous to carry 
out, than to be the master and introduce new procedures; because he 
who introduces them makes enemies of those who benefited from the 
old order, while all those who would benefit from the new measures 
will be lukewarm in supporting him. This lack of enthusiasm comes 
partly from their fear of their adversaries, who have the law on their 
side, and partly from men’s lack of faith, since men do not really put 
any trust in new things until they have experienced them; so it comes 
about that any time one’s enemies have an opportunity to attack, they 
do so with a partisan spirit, while the defenders have no enthusiasm, 
with the result that they, together with their prince, are endangered. 
It is necessary, however, if we wish to examine this matter thoroughly, 
to see whether these innovators rely on themselves or on others – that 
is, whether they are reduced to begging or are able to employ their 
own power. In the first case things always turn out badly for them 
and they achieve nothing; but when they rely on their own resources 
and can employ force, then they are seldom in danger. This is why all 
the prophets who were armed were successful, and those who were 
unarmed came to grief. Apart from what has been said, it is the nature 
of people to be fickle: it is easy to persuade them of something, but 
difficult to maintain them in their belief; and therefore it is essential 
to arrange things in such a way that, when they no longer believe, 
they can be forced to believe. Moses, Cyrus, Theseus and Romulus 
could not have kept their institutions honoured for long if they had 
not been armed: think of what happened in our days to Brother 
Girolamo Savonarola,* who came to grief over his new institutions 
once the multitude started to lose faith in them; he had no means 
of either keeping constant those who had believed or of convincing 
the unbelievers. Therefore such men have great difficulty in making 
their way, and on their road they come across perils which can only 
be overcome with great skill: but once they have overcome them, 
and begun to win some respect, since they have eliminated those 
who envied their status, they are left powerful, secure, honoured and 
successful.

To these distinguished examples I would like to add a minor one; 
it may be compared to theirs, and I hope this single instance may 
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stand for other similar ones: I mean Hiero of Syracuse.* Starting as a 
private citizen, he rose to become Prince of Syracuse; and yet he owed 
nothing to fortune but the opportunity: when the Syracusans were 
oppressed, they elected him their captain, and then he was found 
worthy to become their prince. And he had such ability, even as a 
private citizen, that one who wrote about him said, “All that he lacked 
in order to reign was a kingdom.”* He dispensed with the old militia, 
and set up a new one; he discarded old friendships and made fresh 
ones; and since he now had friends and soldiers who were his own, he 
could raise on that foundation whatever building he wished: it took 
therefore a great effort to win the position, and little to maintain it.

   

7
New principalities which are won by the arms of  others  

and with the help of  Fortune.

They who, starting as private citizens, become princes merely by 
good fortune, achieve that status with little effort, but keep it 

only with a great deal of effort; they meet no difficulties along the 
way, indeed they fly along it: all their difficulties begin once they are 
in power. These are such men as are granted a state either for money 
or by the grace and favour of him who grants it: this is what happened 
to many in Greece, in the cities of Ionia and the Hellespont, where 
Darius created many princes to hold those cities for his security and 
glory;* it happened also to those Roman Emperors who, from being 
private citizens, had succeeded to the Empire by bribing their soldiers. 
Such men depend entirely on the good will and fate of whoever has 
favoured them, and these are two very inconstant and unstable things; 
consequently they do not know how to keep, and cannot keep, the 
position they have acquired. They do not know how because, unless 
they have great wisdom and ability, it is not to be expected that they 
should know how to rule, since they have been living as private citi-
zens; and they cannot, because they have no forces that are friendly to 
them and loyal. Moreover, those states which are established rapidly, 
like everything in nature which after it is born grows quickly, cannot 
have their own roots and ramifications; the result is that the first bad 
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