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What Is The Prince About By
Niccolo Machiavelli

An Enduring Guide to Power:
Understanding What The Prince is About

Few  books  in  history  have  generated  as  much  controversy,
fascination,  and enduring relevance as  Niccolò  Machiavelli’s  The
Prince.  Written  in  the  early  16th  century,  this  slim volume has
become synonymous with political cunning, ruthless ambition, and
the cold calculation of power. But to dismiss it as merely a "manual
for  tyrants"  is  to  miss  the  profound and  complex  layers  of  this
foundational  text  of  political  philosophy.  So,  what  is  The  Prince



about  by  Niccolò  Machiavelli?  At  its  core,  it  is  a  pragmatic,
unflinching analysis of how to acquire,  maintain,  and consolidate
political power in a volatile and often treacherous world. It is a work
of revolutionary realism, stripping away the idealistic visions of how
rulers should  behave and replacing them with a stark,  empirical
observation of how they must act to succeed.

The Historical Crucible: The Context
Behind the Book

To truly grasp what The Prince is about, one must first understand
the turbulent world that shaped its author. Niccolò Machiavelli was
a high-ranking diplomat and political philosopher in the Republic of
Florence during a period of intense Italian fragmentation and foreign
invasion. Italy at the time was not a unified nation but a collection of
competing  city-states,  principalities,  and  papal  territories—a
chessboard for the ambitions of powerful families like the Medici,
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the Borgias, and the Sforza, as well as foreign powers like France
and Spain.

Following the fall of the Florentine Republic and the return of the
Medici  family  to  power  in  1512,  Machiavelli  was  accused  of
conspiracy, tortured, and exiled from political life. It was in this state
of forced retirement and bitter disillusionment that he wrote The
Prince,  partly  as  a  sincere  attempt  to  analyze  the  mechanics  of
power, but also as a desperate plea to the Medici ruler, Lorenzo de'
Medici, to see his value and allow him to return to public service.
The book is thus laced with the urgency of a man who has witnessed
the brutal realities of political failure and yearns for a strong leader
to unify  Italy  and drive out  its  foreign occupiers.  This  historical
context  is  absolutely  crucial  when exploring  what  The  Prince  is
about; it is not a fantasy, but a survival guide written in a time of
crisis.



Breaking Down the Cores of Machiavelli’s
Philosophy

The true genius of The Prince lies not in its immorality—as many
critics contend—but in its revolutionary methodology.  Machiavelli
essentially invented modern political science by grounding his advice
not in religious morality or utopian ideals, but in verità effettuale,
or "the effective truth of things." He asks his reader to look at what
rulers  have  actually  done  to  succeed,  not  what  they  should  do
according to Christian ethics or classical virtue.

Virtù and Fortuna: The Dance of Control

One of  the  most  enduring concepts  in  the  book is  the  dynamic
interplay  between  virtù  and  fortuna.  Fortuna  represents  the
unpredictable,  chaotic  forces  of  fate  and  circumstance—things  a
ruler cannot control, such as bad weather, economic downturns, or
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the sudden death of a rival. Machiavelli famously likens fortuna to a
woman or a raging river: it  can be destructive, but a ruler with
sufficient virtù can build dikes and dams to channel its power.

Virtù, in Machiavelli’s vocabulary, is not about being virtuous in a
moral sense. Rather, it is a complex of qualities: strength, audacity,
intelligence, decisiveness, and the willingness to act ruthlessly when
necessary. A prince with virtù is adaptable, able to change his nature
with the times. He understands that what works in peacetime may
fail in a crisis. For Machiavelli, a successful ruler must possess the
foresight  to  prepare  for  misfortune  and  the  boldness  to  seize
opportunity when it presents itself. This concept is central to what
The Prince is about: the idea that human agency and skill can, to a
significant degree, master the vicissitudes of fate.

The Fox and the Lion: The Nature of Effective Power

Perhaps  the  most  famous  passage  in  the  entire  book  involves
Machiavelli’s advice on the dual nature a prince must cultivate. He



argues that a ruler needs to be both a lion and a fox. The lion is
powerful  and  terrifying,  capable  of  scaring  away  wolves  and
inspiring fear.  However, the lion is not cunning enough to avoid
traps. The fox is clever, sly, and able to recognize snares, but it lacks
the brute  strength to  fight  off  large predators.  A  truly  effective
prince must combine both natures: he must be able to use force
like a lion and cunning like a fox.

This duality extends to the central moral dilemma of the book: is it
better for a prince to be loved or feared? Machiavelli’s answer is
pragmatic and famously chilling: it is much safer to be feared than
loved,  if  one  cannot  be  both.  Why?  Because  men  are  generally
ungrateful, fickle, and self-interested. A bond of love can be easily
broken for personal advantage, but a bond of fear is sustained by the
dread  of  punishment,  which  is  far  more  reliable.  However,
Machiavelli is careful to add a crucial caveat: a prince must avoid
being hated. He can be feared, but he must not seize the property or
women of his subjects, as that breeds hatred and conspiracy. This
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nuanced distinction reveals that what The Prince is about is  not
simple brutality, but a calculated management of public perception.

The Ends Justify the Means: Separating Public and
Private Morality

The most controversial aspect of Machiavelli’s work is the idea often
summarized as "the ends justify the means." While Machiavelli never
uses this exact phrase, it perfectly captures his argument. He posits
that for a prince, the ultimate goal is the security and stability of the
state. To achieve this noble end, a ruler may be forced to engage in
actions  that  would  be  considered  immoral  for  a  private
citizen—lying, breaking promises, and even using violence.

Machiavelli argues that a ruler who wishes to always act like a good
Christian will inevitably be ruined among so many who are not good.
He does not say that these actions are good in themselves; he says
they are necessary. The prince must be willing to enter into evil
when necessary. This is a radical departure from previous political



thought, which sought to reconcile political power with divine law.
For Machiavelli, the political sphere has its own logic, its own rules,
and its own moral code, centered on efficacy and the survival of the
state. This pragmatic, amoral approach to statecraft is what makes
understanding what  The Prince is  about  so  essential  for  anyone
studying political theory or history.

Key Chapters and Memorable Advice

The book is structured as a series of short, focused chapters, each
tackling a specific problem of statecraft. The advice is concrete and
grounded  in  historical  examples,  from  the  ancient  world  up  to
Machiavelli’s own time.

On New Principalities: Machiavelli dedicates significant
attention to the challenge of conquering and holding new
territories. He advises that a prince should eliminate the family
of the old ruler and not change the existing laws or taxes too
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drastically. He uses the example of Cesare Borgia, a
notoriously cruel and effective cardinal and military leader, as
a model of how to ruthlessly consolidate power in a newly
conquered state.
On Cruelty and Clemency: This is where Machiavelli
discusses the former Medici ruler, Piero Soderini, who was too
good and gentle, leading to his downfall. He advocates for the
wise use of cruelty. Cruelty should be swift, decisive, and
defensive, ensuring that it is done all at once so that the prince
can then do good and build support. Protracted, inconsistent
cruelty is dangerous and breeds hatred.
On Generosity and Parsimony: Machiavelli debunks the
virtue of generosity. A prince who tries to be generous will
eventually have to tax his people heavily to fund his largesse,
making him hated. It is therefore better to be considered a
miser (parsimonious) because this allows you to defend your
state without burdening your subjects.
On Avoiding Flatterers: In a remarkably modern chapter,



Machiavelli warns his prince about the danger of sycophants
and advisors who only tell him what he wants to hear. He
advises the prince to seek wise counsel and to ask tough
questions, but to maintain his own authority and make his own
final decisions.

The Legacy and Modern Relevance of The
Prince

Many readers ask what The Prince is about today, in our democratic
age.  Is  it  simply  a  historical  curiosity?  Far  from it.  The  book’s
influence is immense and pervasive. The term "Machiavellian" has
entered  our  vocabulary  to  describe  a  duplicitous,  scheming
personality.  But  the  book’s  true  legacy  is  more  profound.

It  fundamentally  altered  the  course  of  political  philosophy  by
divorcing  it  from  theology.  It  laid  the  groundwork  for  modern
political science and realism in international relations. Leaders from



What Is The Prince About By Niccolo Machiavelli

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Lisa & Decker • Read more,
learn more. • Page 11

Napoleon to Mussolini have claimed its influence, and it is studied in
military  academies,  business  schools,  and  political  science
departments  worldwide.

Lessons for the Modern World

The insights of The Prince transcend their 16th-century context. In
the corporate world, the concepts of virtù and fortuna are applied to
strategic  management  and  adapting  to  market  disruptions.  The
advice on building a reputation for toughness while avoiding hatred
is  relevant  for  any  leader  in  a  competitive  environment.  The
warnings against flatterers and the need for decisive action when
facing a crisis are timeless.

Moreover, the book forces us to confront uncomfortable truths about
power. It asks us to look at the gap between the rhetoric of political
leaders (who always speak of justice and the common good) and
their  actual  behavior.  Machiavelli’s  cynical  realism  serves  as  a
powerful  tool  for  critical  thinking,  encouraging  citizens  to  be



skeptical of those in power and to understand that politics is often a
brutal game of competing interests.

Conclusion: A Mirror for Princes, A
Warning for Citizens

So, what is The Prince about by Niccolò Machiavelli? It is far more
than a simple guide to tyranny. It is a stark, brilliant, and deeply
humanistic work that dares to look at politics as it is, rather than as
we wish it to be. It is a treatise on the acquisition and preservation
of power, yes, but it is also a meditation on fate, free will, human
nature, and the tragic choices that leaders must make to survive in a
world of constant danger. For the aspiring ruler, it is a manual of
raw statecraft. For the modern reader, it is a provocation—a mirror
held  up  to  the  uncomfortable  realities  of  political  ambition,  a
timeless  classic  that  continues  to  generate  debate,  analysis,  and
perhaps a little unease, five hundred years after it was written. Its
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power lies in its unblinking honesty, making it an indispensable, if
disquieting, masterpiece of Western thought.


