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Niccoló Machiavelli (MOCK-ee-uh-VELL-ee) was an Italian thinker and
politician who lived from 1429 - 1527, a time when Italy was made up of
many city-states that each had independent governments. For years,
Machiavelli worked for the government of Florence, a powerful city. But he
lost his job when the ruling family was forced out of power. Afterward,
Machiavelli began to think and write about how governments should operate.
He brought the idea of realism into the discussion of politics, meaning that
he wrote about how the world really worked instead of how it could work.

It’s All About Power
Machiavelli is most famous for his 1513 book called The Prince. In this book,
Machiavelli discusses what it takes for a leader to get power and keep it. He
rejected the idea that leaders can earn the right to rule by being morally good.
Instead, Machiavelli argued that a leader’s authority to rule comes from power. He
believed that only a ruler who has power can stay in charge, and being morally
good has nothing to do with being powerful. Machiavelli thought power was very
important because without a powerful ruler, a country could not be secure and safe.

The End Justifies the Means
Machiavelli wrote that the end, or goal, of keeping power was so important that
it was okay to use any means, or method, to keep it. A ruler who wants to stay
in power must be prepared to do anything — even things that are evil or cruel.
According to Machiavelli, the only thing that makes people obey laws is the
threat of force. Therefore, in order to stay in charge, a ruler had to keep people
afraid. Today, we use the word Machiavellian to describe people who seem to
follow this way of thinking.
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Balanced Government
In 1517, Machiavelli wrote a very different book called Discourses on Livy. In this
book, Machiavelli discussed the form of government called a republic. He
admired the government of France, where the power of the king was checked,
or limited, by laws. A separate body called parliament enforced the laws and
could even reject laws. This was a very early version of the idea of checks and
balances — allowing different branches of government to limit each other’s
power. Machiavelli also argued in favor of liberty. He believed people, not rulers,
are best able to choose leaders and make decisions for the common good.

Influence on the United States

Machiavelli made some
good points!

In Discourses on Livy, Machiavelli said that “governments of
the people are better than those of princes.” The Founding
Fathers of the United States agreed. After the Revolutionary War, the Founding
Fathers wanted to make sure a ruling class of people would not take power.
When they set out to form a republic, they paid attention to Machiavelli’s work.
In fact, John Adams, who helped write our Constitution, praised Machiavelli’s
ideas about mixed government. The idea of checks and balances is central to
the form of government they created, and it still works today.
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Very Different Ideas. Machiavelli wrote about two different types of government. Read each statement
below. Decide whether it best applies to a monarchy or a republic. Write the letter in the correct circle.
A. Citizens elect their leader.
B. A prince or king holds power over all the subjects.
C. Power can be divided among branches.
D. Liberty of the people is an important idea.
E. The ruler must keep power at all costs.
F. People help make decisions about government.
G. The government can have checks and balances.
H. Power is concentrated around one person.
I. Doesn’t matter whether the ruler is “good”
J. The type of government in the United States.

B. Design a Book Cover. The Prince and
Discourses on Livy are like self-help books for
people who want to get and keep power. Design
a front cover for one of these books. Your cover
must include: 1) a new title, 2) an illustration,
and 3) a quote to promote the book.

C. Does the End Justify the Means? Is there
ever a situation where the end (goal) is so important
that it doesn’t matter what method is used to
achieve it? Choose one of these goals and explain
what means would and would not be justified:






Defend the country against a foreign invader
Protect your home from a burglar
Keep your job
Stay (or become) popular in school
Make people obey a no-littering law
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**TEACHER GUIDE**

Very Different Ideas. Machiavelli wrote about two different types of government. Read each statement
below. Decide whether it best applies to a monarchy or a republic. Write the letter in the correct circle.
A. Citizens elect their leader.
B. A prince or king holds power over all the subjects.
C. Power can be divided among branches.
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D. Liberty of the people is an important idea.

H

E. The ruler must keep power at all costs.

I

F. People help make decisions about government.
G. The government can have checks and balances.
H. Power is concentrated around one person.

A

I. Doesn’t matter whether the ruler is “good”
J. The type of government in the United States.

B. Design a Book Cover. The Prince and
Discourses on Livy are like self-help books for
people who want to get and keep power. Design
a front cover for one of these books. Your cover
must include: 1) a new title, 2) an illustration,
and 3) a quote to promote the book.
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C. Does the End Justify the Means? Is there
ever a situation where the end (goal) is so important
that it doesn’t matter what method is used to
achieve it? Choose one of these goals and explain
what means would and would not be justified:






Defend the country against a foreign invader
Protect your home from a burglar
Keep your job
Stay (or become) popular in school
Make people obey a no-littering law

Answers will vary. Make sure
covers include:
 A Title

Answers will vary.

 An Illustration
 A Quote

Influence Library

Machiavelli p. 2

