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On Whether It Is Better to Be Loved or Feared 

Niccolò Machiavelli 
 

Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527) was a Florentine statesman and author of Il Principe (The 
Prince, 1513), from which the following selection is excerpted. Il Principe has become a 

famous and influential work in political theory for its argument that politicians may use 
dishonesty and other treacherous methods to maintain and increase their power. 

 

Continuing now with our list of qualities, let me say that every prince should 

prefer to be considered merciful rather than cruel, yet he should be careful not 
to mismanage this clemency of his. People thought Cesare Borgia was cruel, 
but that cruelty of his reorganized the Romagna, united it, and established it in 
peace and loyalty. Anyone who views the matter realistically will see that this 
prince was much more merciful than the people of Florence, who, to avoid the 
reputation of cruelty, allowed Pistoia to be destroyed. Thus, no prince should 
mind being called cruel for what he does to keep his subjects united and loyal; 
he may make examples of a very few, but he will be more merciful in reality 
than those who, in their tender-heartedness, allow disorders to occur, with their 
attendant murders and lootings. Such turbulence brings harm to an entire 
community, while the executions ordered by a prince affect only one individual 
at a time. A new prince, above all others, cannot possibly avoid a name for 
cruelty, since new states are always in danger. And Virgil, speaking through the 
mouth of Dido, says: 

    Res dura et regni novitas me talia cogunt 
    Moliri, et late fines custode tueri.1 

Yet a prince should be slow to believe rumors and to commit himself to 
action on the basis of them. He should not be afraid of his own thoughts; he 
ought to proceed cautiously, moderating his conduct with prudence and 
humanity, allowing neither overconfidence to make him careless, nor 
overtimidity to make him intolerable. 

Here the question arises: is it better to be loved than feared, or vice versa? I 
don’t doubt that every prince would like to be both; but since it is hard to 
accommodate these qualities, if you have to make a choice, to be feared is 
much safer than to be loved. For it is a good general rule about men, that they 
are ungrateful, fickle, liars and deceivers, fearful of danger and greedy for gain. 
While you serve their welfare, they are all yours, offering their blood, their 
belongings, their lives, and their children’s lives, as we noted above—so long as 
the danger is remote. But when the danger is close at hand, they turn against 
you. Then, any prince who has relied on their words and has made no other 
preparations will come to grief; because friendships that are bought at a price, 
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and not with greatness and nobility of soul, may be paid for but they are not 
acquired, and they cannot be used in time of need. People are less concerned 
with offending a man who makes himself loved than one who makes himself 
feared: the reason is that love is a link of obligation which men, because they 
are rotten, will break any time they think doing so serves their advantage; but 
fear involves dread of punishment, from which they can never escape. 

Still, a prince should make himself feared in such a way that, even if he gets 
no love, he gets no hate either; because it is perfectly possible to be feared and 
not hated, and this will be the result if only the prince will keep his hands off 
the property of his subjects or citizens, and off their women. When he does 
have to shed blood, he should be sure to have a strong justification and 
manifest cause; but above all, he should not confiscate people’s property, 
because men are quicker to forget the death of a father than the loss of a 
patrimony. Besides, pretexts for confiscation are always plentiful; it never fails 
that a prince who starts living by plunder can find reasons to rob someone else. 
Excuses for proceeding against someone’s life are much rarer and more quickly 
exhausted. 

But a prince at the head of his armies and commanding a multitude of 
soldiers should not care a bit if he is considered cruel; without such a 
reputation, he could never hold his army together and ready for action. Among 
the marvelous deeds of Hannibal, this was prime: that, having an immense 
army, which included men of many different races and nations, and which he 
led to battle in distant countries, he never allowed them to fight among 
themselves or to rise against him, whether his fortune was good or bad. The 
reason for this could only be his inhuman cruelty, which, along with his 
countless other talents [virtù], made him an object of awe and terror to his 
soldiers; and without the cruelty, his other qualities [le altre sua virtù] would 
never have sufficed. The historians who pass snap judgments on these matters 
admire his accomplishments and at the same time condemn the cruelty which 
was their main cause. 

When I say, “His other qualities would never have sufficed,” we can see that 
this is true from the example of Scipio, an outstanding man not only among 
those of his own time, but in all recorded history; yet his armies revolted in 
Spain, for no other reason than his excessive leniency in allowing his soldiers 
more freedom than military discipline permits. Fabius Maximus rebuked him in 
the senate for this failing, calling him the corrupter of the Roman armies. When 
a lieutenant of Scipio’s plundered the Locrians, he took no action in behalf of 
the people, and did nothing to discipline that insolent lieutenant; again, this was 
the result of his easygoing nature. Indeed, when someone in the senate wanted 
to excuse him on this occasion, he said there are many men who knew better 
how to avoid error themselves than how to correct error in others. Such a soft 
temper would in time have tarnished the fame and glory of Scipio, had he 
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brought it to the office of emperor; but as he lived under the control of the 
senate, this harmful quality of his not only remained hidden but was considered 
creditable. 

Returning to the question of being feared or loved, I conclude that since 
men love at their own inclination but can be made to fear at the inclination of 
the prince, a shrewd prince will lay his foundations on what is under his own 
control, not on what is controlled by others. He should simply take pains not 
to be hated, as I said. 

1. “Harsh pressures and the newness of my reign / Compel me to these steps; I must maintain / My borders 

against foreign foes. . . .” (Aeneid, II, 563–4). 

 

                                                 


