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The Renaissance Prince: The Views of Machiavelli and Erasmus

AT THE BEGINNING OF THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY, two writers

roduced very different views of political power and how a
ruler should conduct affairs of state. In 1513, Niccold
Machiavelli wrote a short treatise on political power that, justly
or unjustly, has given him a reputation as a political
opportunist, In this selection from Chapter 17 of The Prince,
Machiavelli analyzes whether it is better for a ruler to be loved
than to be feared. Three years later the Dutch intellectual
Erasmus, leader of the Christian humanists (see Chapter 13),
also wrote a treatise on political power, entitled Education of a
Christian Prince. As is evident in this excerpt from his treatise,
Erasmus followed in the footsteps of medieval theorists on
power by insisting that a true prince should think only of his
moral obligations to the people he rules.

chiavelli, The Prince (1513)
This leads us to a question that is in dispute: Is it better to be
loved than feared, or vice versa? My reply is one ought to be
both loved and feared; but, since it is difficuit to accomplish
both at the same time, I maintain it is much safer to be feared
than loved, if you have to do without one of the two. For of
men one can, in general, say this: They are ungrateful, fickle,
deceptive and deceiving, avoiders of danger, eager to gain. As
long as you serve their interests, they are devoted to you.
They promise you their blood, their possessions, their lives,
and their children, as I said before, so long as you seem to
have no need of them. But as soon as you need help, they
tum against you. Any ruler who relies simply on their
promises and makes no other preparations, will be destroyed.
For you will find that those whose support you buy, who do
not rally to you because they admire your strength of
character and nobility of soul, these are people you pay for,
but they are never yours, and in the end you cannot get the
benefit of your investment. Men are less nervous of offending
someone who makes himself lovable, than someone who
makes himself frightening. For love attaches men by ties of
obligation, which, since men are wicked, they break
whenever their interests are at stake. But fear restrains men
because they are afraid of punishment, and this fear never
leaves them. Still, a ruler should make himself feared in such
a way that, if he does not inspire love, at least he does not
provoke hatred. For it is perfectly possible to be feared and
not hated. You will only be hated if you seize the property or
the women of your subjects and citizens. Whenever you have
to kill someone, make sure that you have a suitable excuse
and an obvious reason; but, above all else, keep your hands
off other people’s property; for men are quicker to forget the
death of their father than the loss of their inheritance.
Moreover, there are always reasons why you might want to

seize people’s property; and he who begins to live by
plundering others will always find an excuse for seizing other
people’s possessions; but there are fewer reasons for killing
people, and one killing need not lead to another.

When a ruler is at the head of his army and has a vast
number of soldiers under his command, then it is absolutely
essential to be prepared to be thought cruel; for it is
impossible to keep an army united and ready for action
without acquiring a reputation for cruelty.

Erasmus, Education of a4 Christian Prince (1516)
Follow the right, do violence to no one, plunder no one, sell
no public office, be corrupted by no bribes. . .. As you would
rather stand for an injury than avenge it at great loss to the
state, perchance you will lose a little something of your
empire. Bear that; consider that you have gained a great deal
because you have brought hurt to fewer than you would
otherwise have done. . .. If you cannot defend your realm
without violating justice, without wanton loss of human life,
without great loss to religion, give up and yield to the
importunities of the age!. ..

A good prince ... is a living likeness of God, who is at
once good and powerful. His goodness makes him want to
help all; his power makes him able to do so. On the other
hand, an evil prince, who is like a plague to his country, is the
incarnation of the devil, who has great power joined with his
wickedness. All his resources to the very last, he uses for the
undoing of the human race....

[A good prince is one] who holds the life of each
individual dearer than his own; who works and strives night
and day for just one end—to be the best he can for everyone;
with whom rewards are ready for all good men ... for so
much does he want to be of real help to his people, without
thought of recompense, that if necessary he would not
hesitate to look out for their welfare at great risk to himself;
who considers his wealth to lie in the advantage of his
country; who is ever on the watch so that everyone else may
sleep deeply; who grants no leisure to himself so that he may
spend his life in the peace of his country; who worries himself
with continual cares so that his subjects may have peace and
quiet. . .. He does everything and allows everything that will
bring everlasting peace to his country, for he realizes that war
is the source of all misfortunes to the state.

@ What does Machiavelli have to say about being loved
rather than feared? How does this view contrast with
that of Erasmus on the characteristics of a good ruler?
Which viewpoint do you consider more modern?
Why? Which viewpoint do you think is correct? Why?
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