
MACHIAVELLI - “THE PRINCE” 

CHAPTER V 

HOW YOU SHOULD GOVERN CITIES OR KINGDOMS THAT, BEFORE 

YOU ACQUIRED THEM, LIVED UNDER THEIR OWN LAWS.  

Whenever those states which have been acquired as stated have been 

accustomed to live under their own laws and in freedom, there are three 

courses for those who wish to hold them: the first is to ruin them, the next is 

to reside there in person, the third is to permit them to live under their own 

laws, drawing a tribute, and establishing within it an oligarchy which will keep it 

friendly to you. Because such a government, being created by the prince, knows 

that it cannot stand without his friendship and interest, and does it utmost to 

support him; and therefore he who would keep a city accustomed to freedom 
will hold it more easily by the means of its own citizens than in any other way.  

There are, for example, the Spartans and the Romans. The Spartans held Athens 

and Thebes, establishing there an oligarchy, nevertheless they lost them. The 

Romans, in order to hold Capua, Carthage, and Numantia, dismantled them, and 

did not lose them. They wished to hold Greece as the Spartans held it, making it 

free and permitting its laws, and did not succeed. So to hold it they were 

compelled to dismantle many cities in the country, for in truth there is no safe 
way to retain them otherwise than by ruining them.  

But when cities or countries are accustomed to live under a prince, and his 

family is exterminated, they, being on the one hand accustomed to obey and on 

the other hand not having the old prince, cannot agree in making one from 

amongst themselves, and they do not know how to govern themselves. For this 

reason they are very slow to take up arms, and a prince can gain them to 

himself and secure them much more easily.  

But in republics there is more vitality, greater hatred, and more desire for 

vengeance, which will never permit them to allow the memory of their former 
liberty to rest; so that the safest way is to destroy them or to reside there. 

CHAPTER XVII  

CONCERNING CRUELTY AND COMPASSION, AND WHETHER IT IS 

BETTER TO BE LOVED THAN FEARED  

Coming now to the other qualities mentioned above, I say that every prince 

ought to desire to be considered compassionate and not cruel. Nevertheless he 

ought to take care not to misuse this compassion. Cesare Borgia was 

considered cruel; notwithstanding, his cruelty reconciled the Romagna, unified 

it, and restored it to peace and loyalty. And if this be rightly considered, he will 

be seen to have been much more merciful than a prince, who misuses his 

compassion and allows a city to become lawless. Therefore a prince, so long as 

he keeps his subjects united and loyal, ought not to mind being accused of 

cruelty; because with a few examples he will be more merciful than those who, 

through too much mercy, allow disorders to arise, from which follow murders 

or robberies; for these are more likely to injure the whole people, whilst those 
executions which originate with a prince offend the individual only.  

 

 



Nevertheless he ought to be slow to believe and to act, nor should he himself 

show fear, but proceed in a temperate manner with prudence and humanity, so 

that too much confidence may not make him incautious and too much distrust 
render him intolerable.  

Upon this a question arises: whether it be better to be loved than feared or 

feared than loved? It may be answered that one should wish to be both, but, 

because it is difficult to unite them in one person, it is much safer to be feared 

than loved.  

Because this is to be asserted in general of men, that they are ungrateful, fickle, 

false, cowardly, covetous, and as long as you succeed they are yours entirely; 

they will offer you their blood, property, life, and children, as is said above, 

when the need is far distant; but when it approaches they turn against you.  

And that prince who, relying entirely on their promises, has neglected other 

precautions, is ruined; because friendships that are obtained by payments, and 

not by greatness or nobility of mind, are not secured, and in time of need 

cannot be relied upon; and men have less hesitation in offending one who is 

beloved than one who is feared, for love is preserved by the link of obligation 

which, owing to the corruptness of men, is broken at every opportunity for 

their advantage; but fear preserves you by a dread of punishment which never 

fails.  

Nevertheless a prince ought to inspire fear in such a way that, if he does not 

win love, he avoids hatred; because he can endure very well being feared whilst 

he is not hated, which will always be as long as he abstains from the property of 

his citizens and subjects and from their women. But when it is necessary for him 

to proceed against the life of someone, he must do it on proper justification and 

for obvious cause, but above all things he must keep his hands off the property 

of others, because men more quickly forget the death of their father than the 
loss of their inheritance. 
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