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Allegory of the Cave  
By Plato 

[1] Socrates: And now, let me show in a figure how far our nature is enlightened or unenlightened: — Behold! 
human beings living in a underground den, which has a mouth open towards the light and reaching all along the 
den; here they have been from their childhood, and have their legs and necks chained so that they cannot move, 
and can only see before them, being prevented by the chains from turning round their heads. Above and behind 
them a fire is blazing at a distance, and between the fire and the prisoners there is a raised way; and you will 
see, if you look, a low wall built along the way, like the screen which marionette players have in front of them, 
over which they show the puppets. 

Glaucon: I see. 

Socrates: And do you see men passing along the wall carrying all sorts of vessels, and statues and figures of 
animals made of wood and stone and various materials, which appear over the wall? Some of them are talking, 
others silent. 

Glaucon: You have shown me a strange image, and they are strange prisoners. 

[5] Socrates: Like ourselves; and they see only their own shadows, or the shadows of one another, which the fire 
throws on the opposite wall of the cave? 

Glaucon: True; how could they see anything but the shadows if they were never allowed to move their heads? 

Socrates: And of the objects which are being carried in like manner they would only see the shadows? 

Glaucon: Yes. 

Socrates: And if they were able to converse with one another, would they not suppose that they were naming 
what was actually before them? 

[10] Glaucon: Very true. 

Socrates: And suppose further that the prison had an echo which came from the other side, would they not be 
sure to fancy when one of the passers-by spoke that the voice which they heard came from the passing shadow? 

Glaucon: No question. 

Socrates: To them the truth would be literally nothing but the shadows of the images. 

Glaucon: That is certain. 

[15] Socrates: And now look again, and see what will naturally follow if the prisoners are released and disabused3 of 
their error. At first, when any of them is liberated and compelled suddenly to stand up and turn his neck round 
and walk and look towards the light, he will suffer sharp pains; the glare will distress him, and he will be unable 
to see the realities of which in his former state he had seen the shadows; and then conceive some one saying to 
him, that what he saw before was an illusion, but that now, when he is approaching nearer to being and his eye 
is turned towards more real existence, he has a clearer vision, — what will be his reply? And you may further 
imagine that his instructor is pointing to the objects as they pass and requiring him to name them, — will he not 
be perplexed? Will he not fancy that the shadows which he formerly saw are truer than the objects which are 
now shown to him? 

Glaucon: Far truer. 
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Socrates: And if he is compelled to look straight at the light, will he not have a pain in his eyes which will make 
him turn away to take and take in the objects of vision which he can see, and which he will conceive to be in 
reality clearer than the things which are now being shown to him? 

Glaucon: True. 

Socrates: And suppose once more, that he is reluctantly dragged up a steep and rugged ascent, and held fast 
until he’s forced into the presence of the sun himself, is he not likely to be pained and irritated? When he 
approaches the light his eyes will be dazzled, and he will not be able to see anything at all of what are now called 
realities. 

Glaucon: Not all in a moment. 

Socrates: He will require to grow accustomed to the sight of the upper world. And first he will see the shadows 
best, next the reflections of men and other objects in the water, and then the objects themselves; then he will 
gaze upon the light of the moon and the stars and the spangled4 heaven; and he will see the sky and the stars by 
night better than the sun or the light of the sun by day? 

Glaucon: Certainly. 

Socrates: Last of he will be able to see the sun, and not mere reflections of him in the water, but he will see him 
in his own proper place, and not in another; and he will contemplate him as he is. 

Glaucon: Certainly. 

[25] Socrates: He will then proceed to argue that this is he who gives the season and the years, and is the guardian of 
all that is in the visible world, and in a certain way the cause of all things which he and his fellows have been 
accustomed to behold? 

Glaucon: Clearly, he would first see the sun and then reason about him. 

Socrates: And when he remembered his old habitation, and the wisdom of the den and his fellow- prisoners, do 
you not suppose that he would felicitate himself on the change, and pity them? 

Glaucon: Certainly, he would. 

Socrates: And if they were in the habit of conferring honours among themselves on those who were quickest to 
observe the passing shadows and to remark which of them went before, and which followed after, and which 
were together; and who were therefore best able to draw conclusions as to the future, do you think that he 
would care for such honours and glories, or envy the possessors of them? Would he not say with Homer, Better 
to be the poor servant of a poor master, and to endure anything, rather than think as they do and live after their 
manner? 

[30] Glaucon: Yes, I think that he would rather suffer anything than entertain these false notions and live in this 
miserable manner. 

Socrates: Imagine once more, such an one coming suddenly out of the sun to be replaced in his old situation; 
would he not be certain to have his eyes full of darkness? 

Glaucon: To be sure. 

Socrates: And if there were a contest, and he had to compete in measuring the shadows with the prisoners who 
had never moved out of the den, while his sight was still weak, and before his eyes had become steady (and the 
time which would be needed to acquire this new habit of sight might be very considerable) would he not be 
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ridiculous? Men would say of him that up he went and down he came without his eyes; and that it was better 
not even to think of ascending; and if any one tried to loose another and lead him up to the light, let them only 
catch the offender, and they would put him to death. 

Glaucon: No question. 

[35] Socrates: This entire allegory, you may now append, dear Glaucon, to the previous argument; the prison-house 
is the world of sight, the light of the fire is the sun, and you will not misapprehend me if you interpret the 
journey upwards to be the ascent of the soul into the intellectual world according to my poor belief, which, at 
your desire, I have expressed whether rightly or wrongly God knows. But, whether true or false, my opinion is 
that in the world of knowledge the idea of good appears last of all, and is seen only with an effort; and, when 
seen, is also inferred to be the universal author of all things beautiful and right, parent of light and of the lord of 
light in this visible world, and the immediate source of reason and truth in the intellectual; and that this is the 
power upon which he who would act rationally, either in public or private life, must have his eye fixed. 
 
 

 
“Allegory of the Cave” from The Republic by Plato (380 B.C.) is in the public domain. Source: CommonLit 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.commonlit.org/texts/allegory-of-the-cave
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Civil Disobedience 
By Henry David Thoreau 

1849 
 
I heartily accept the motto, "That government is best which governs least"; and I should like to see it acted up to more 
rapidly and systematically. Carried out, it finally amounts to this, which also I believe- "That government is best which 
governs not at all"; and when men are prepared for it, that will be the kind of government which they will have. 
Government is at best but an expedient; but most governments are usually, and all governments are sometimes, 
inexpedient. The objections which have been brought against a standing army, and they are many and weighty, and 
deserve to prevail, may also at last be brought against a standing government. The standing army is only an arm of the 
standing government. The government itself, which is only the mode which the people have chosen to execute their will, 
is equally liable to be abused and perverted before the people can act through it. Witness the present Mexican war, the 
work of comparatively a few individuals using the standing government as their tool; for, in the outset, the people would 
not have consented to this measure. 
 
This American government- what is it but a tradition, though a recent one, endeavoring to transmit itself unimpaired to 
posterity, but each instant losing some of its integrity? It has not the vitality and force of a single living man; for a single 
man can bend it to his will. It is a sort of wooden gun to the people themselves. But it is not the less necessary for this; 
for the people must have some complicated machinery or other, and hear its din, to satisfy that idea of government 
which they have. Governments show thus how successfully men can be imposed on, even impose on themselves, for 
their own advantage. It is excellent, we must all allow. Yet this government never of itself furthered any enterprise, but 
by the alacrity with which it got out of its way. It does not keep the country free. It does not settle the West. It does not 
educate. The character inherent in the American people has done all that has been accomplished; and it would have 
done somewhat more, if the government had not sometimes got in its way. For government is an expedient by which 
men would fain succeed in letting one another alone; and, as has been said, when it is most expedient, the governed are 
most let alone by it. Trade and commerce, if they were not made of india-rubber, would never manage to bounce over 
the obstacles which legislators are continually putting in their way; and, if one were to judge these men wholly by the 
effects of their actions and not partly by their intentions, they would deserve to be classed and punished with those 
mischievous persons who put obstructions on the railroads. 
 
But, to speak practically and as a citizen, unlike those who call themselves no-government men, I ask for, not at once no 
government, but at once a better government. Let every man make known what kind of government would command 
his respect, and that will be one step toward obtaining it. 
 
After all, the practical reason why, when the power is once in the hands of the people, a majority are permitted, and for 
a long period continue, to rule is not because they are most likely to be in the right, nor because this seems fairest to the 
minority, but because they are physically the strongest. But a government in which the majority rule in all cases cannot 
be based on justice, even as far as men understand it. Can there not be a government in which majorities do not 
virtually decide right and wrong, but conscience?- in which majorities decide only those questions to which the rule of 
expediency is applicable? Must the citizen ever for a moment, or in the least degree, resign his conscience to the 
legislation? Why has every man a conscience, then? I think that we should be men first, and subjects afterward. It is not 
desirable to cultivate a respect for the law, so much as for the right. The only obligation which I have a right to assume is 
to do at any time what I think right. It is truly enough said that a corporation has no conscience; but a corporation of 
conscientious men is a corporation with a conscience. Law never made men a whit more just; and, by means of their 
respect for it, even the well-disposed are daily made the agents of injustice. A common and natural result of an undue 
respect for law is, that you may see a file of soldiers, colonel, captain, corporal, privates, powder-monkeys, and all, 
marching in admirable order over hill and dale to the wars, against their wills, ay, against their common sense and 
consciences, which makes it very steep marching indeed, and produces a palpitation of the heart. They have no doubt 
that it is a damnable business in which they are concerned; they are all peaceably inclined. Now, what are they? Men at 
all? or small movable forts and magazines, at the service of some unscrupulous man in power? Visit the Navy-Yard, and 
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behold a marine, such a man as an American government can make, or such as it can make a man with its black arts- a 
mere shadow and reminiscence of humanity, a man laid out alive and standing, and already, as one may say, buried 
under arms with funeral accompaniments, though it may be, 
 

"Not a drum was heard, not a funeral note, 
As his corse to the rampart we hurried; 

Not a soldier discharged his farewell shot 
O'er the grave where our hero we buried." 

 
The mass of men serve the state thus, not as men mainly, but as machines, with their bodies. They are the standing 
army, and the militia, jailers, constables, posse comitatus, etc. In most cases there is no free exercise whatever of the 
judgment or of the moral sense; but they put themselves on a level with wood and earth and stones; and wooden men 
can perhaps be manufactured that will serve the purpose as well. Such command no more respect than men of straw or 
a lump of dirt. They have the same sort of worth only as horses and dogs. Yet such as these even are commonly 
esteemed good citizens. Others- as most legislators, politicians, lawyers, ministers, and office-holders- serve the state 
chiefly with their heads; and, as they rarely make any moral distinctions, they are as likely to serve the devil, without 
intending it, as God. A very few- as heroes, patriots, martyrs, reformers in the great sense, and men- serve the state with 
their consciences also, and so necessarily resist it for the most part; and they are commonly treated as enemies by it. A 
wise man will only be useful as a man, and will not submit to be "clay," and "stop a hole to keep the wind away," but 
leave that office to his dust at least: 
 

"I am too high-born to be propertied, 
To be a secondary at control, 

Or useful serving-man and instrument 
To any sovereign state throughout the world." 

 
He who gives himself entirely to his fellow-men appears to them useless and selfish; but he who gives himself partially 
to them is pronounced a benefactor and philanthropist.  
 
How does it become a man to behave toward this American government today? I answer, that he cannot without 
disgrace be associated with it. I cannot for an instant recognize that political organization as my government which is the 
slave's government also.  
 
All men recognize the right of revolution; that is, the right to refuse allegiance to, and to resist, the government, when 
its tyranny or its inefficiency are great and unendurable. But almost all say that such is not the case now. But such was 
the case, they think, in the Revolution Of '75. If one were to tell me that this was a bad government because it taxed 
certain foreign commodities brought to its ports, it is most probable that I should not make an ado about it, for I can do 
without them. All machines have their friction; and possibly this does enough good to counterbalance the evil. At any 
rate, it is a great evil to make a stir about it. But when the friction comes to have its machine, and oppression and 
robbery are organized, I say, let us not have such a machine any longer. In other words, when a sixth of the population 
of a nation which has undertaken to be the refuge of liberty are slaves, and a whole country is unjustly overrun and 
conquered by a foreign army, and subjected to military law, I think that it is not too soon for honest men to rebel and 
revolutionize. What makes this duty the more urgent is the fact that the country so overrun is not our own, but ours is 
the invading army.  
 
Paley, a common authority with many on moral questions, in his chapter on the "Duty of Submission to Civil 
Government," resolves all civil obligation into expediency; and he proceeds to say that "so long as the interest of the 
whole society requires it, that is, so long as the established government cannot be resisted or changed without public 
inconveniency, it is the will of God... that the established government be obeyed- and no longer. This principle being 
admitted, the justice of every particular case of resistance is reduced to a computation of the quantity of the danger and 
grievance on the one side, and of the probability and expense of redressing it on the other." Of this, he says, every man 
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shall judge for himself. But Paley appears never to have contemplated those cases to which the rule of expediency does 
not apply, in which a people, as well as an individual, must do justice, cost what it may. If I have unjustly wrested a plank 
from a drowning man, I must restore it to him though I drown myself. This, according to Paley, would be inconvenient. 
But he that would save his life, in such a case, shall lose it. This people must cease to hold slaves, and to make war on 
Mexico, though it cost them their existence as a people.  
 
In their practice, nations agree with Paley; but does any one think that Massachusetts does exactly what is right at the 
present crisis?  
 

"A drab of state, a cloth-o'-silver slut, 
To have her train borne up, and her soul trail in the dirt." 

 
Practically speaking, the opponents to a reform in Massachusetts are not a hundred thousand politicians at the South, 
but a hundred thousand merchants and farmers here, who are more interested in commerce and agriculture than they 
are in humanity, and are not prepared to do justice to the slave and to Mexico, cost what it may. I quarrel not with far-
off foes, but with those who, near at home, cooperate with, and do the bidding of those far away, and without whom 
the latter would be harmless. We are accustomed to say, that the mass of men are unprepared; but improvement is 
slow, because the few are not materially wiser or better than the many. It is not so important that many should be as 
good as you, as that there be some absolute goodness somewhere; for that will leaven the whole lump. There are 
thousands who are in opinion opposed to slavery and to the war, who yet in effect do nothing to put an end to them; 
who, esteeming themselves children of Washington and Franklin, sit down with their hands in their pockets, and say that 
they know not what to do, and do nothing; who even postpone the question of freedom to the question of free trade, 
and quietly read the prices-current along with the latest advices from Mexico, after dinner, and, it may be, fall asleep 
over them both. What is the price-current of an honest man and patriot today? They hesitate, and they regret, and 
sometimes they petition; but they do nothing in earnest and with effect. They will wait, well disposed, for others to 
remedy the evil, that they may no longer have it to regret. At most, they give only a cheap vote, and a feeble 
countenance and God-speed, to the right, as it goes by them. There are nine hundred and ninety-nine patrons of virtue 
to one virtuous man. But it is easier to deal with the real possessor of a thing than with the temporary guardian of it. 
 
All voting is a sort of gaming, like checkers or backgammon, with a slight moral tinge to it, a playing with right and 
wrong, with moral questions; and betting naturally accompanies it. The character of the voters is not staked. I cast my 
vote, perchance, as I think right; but I am not vitally concerned that that right should prevail. I am willing to leave it to 
the majority. Its obligation, therefore, never exceeds that of expediency. Even voting for the right is doing nothing for it. 
It is only expressing to men feebly your desire that it should prevail. A wise man will not leave the right to the mercy of 
chance, nor wish it to prevail through the power of the majority. There is but little virtue in the action of masses of men. 
When the majority shall at length vote for the abolition of slavery, it will be because they are indifferent to slavery, or 
because there is but little slavery left to be abolished by their vote. They will then be the only slaves. Only his vote can 
hasten the abolition of slavery who asserts his own freedom by his vote. 
I hear of a convention to be held at Baltimore, or elsewhere, for the selection of a candidate for the Presidency, made up 
chiefly of editors, and men who are politicians by profession; but I think, what is it to any independent, intelligent, and 
respectable man what decision they may come to? Shall we not have the advantage of his wisdom and honesty, 
nevertheless? Can we not count upon some independent votes? Are there not many individuals in the country who do 
not attend conventions? But no: I find that the respectable man, so called, has immediately drifted from his position, 
and despairs of his country, when his country has more reason to despair of him. He forthwith adopts one of the 
candidates thus selected as the only available one, thus proving that he is himself available for any purposes of the 
demagogue. His vote is of no more worth than that of any unprincipled foreigner or hireling native, who may have been 
bought. O for a man who is a man, and, as my neighbor says, has a bone in his back which you cannot pass your hand 
through! Our statistics are at fault: the population has been returned too large. How many men are there to a square 
thousand miles in this country? Hardly one. Does not America offer any inducement for men to settle here? The 
American has dwindled into an Odd Fellow-one who may be known by the development of his organ of gregariousness, 
and a manifest lack of intellect and cheerful self-reliance; whose first and chief concern, on coming into the world, is to 
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see that the almshouses are in good repair; and, before yet he has lawfully donned the virile garb, to collect a fund for 
the support of the widows and orphans that may be; who, in short, ventures to live only by the aid of the Mutual 
Insurance company, which has promised to bury him decently. 
 
It is not a man's duty, as a matter of course, to devote himself to the eradication of any, even the most enormous, 
wrong; he may still properly have other concerns to engage him; but it is his duty, at least, to wash his hands of it, and, if 
he gives it no thought longer, not to give it practically his support. If I devote myself to other pursuits and 
contemplations, I must first see, at least, that I do not pursue them sitting upon another man's shoulders. I must get off 
him first, that he may pursue his contemplations too. See what gross inconsistency is tolerated. I have heard some of my 
townsmen say, "I should like to have them order me out to help put down an insurrection of the slaves, or to march to 
Mexico;- see if I would go"; and yet these very men have each, directly by their allegiance, and so indirectly, at least, by 
their money, furnished a substitute. The soldier is applauded who refuses to serve in an unjust war by those who do not 
refuse to sustain the unjust government which makes the war; is applauded by those whose own act and authority he 
disregards and sets at naught; as if the state were penitent to that degree that it differed one to scourge it while it 
sinned, but not to that degree that it left off sinning for a moment. Thus, under the name of Order and Civil 
Government, we are all made at last to pay homage to and support our own meanness. After the first blush of sin comes 
its indifference; and from immoral it becomes, as it were, unmoral, and not quite unnecessary to that life which we have 
made. 
 
The broadest and most prevalent error requires the most disinterested virtue to sustain it. The slight reproach to which 
the virtue of patriotism is commonly liable, the noble are most likely to incur. Those who, while they disapprove of the 
character and measures of a government, yield to it their allegiance and support are undoubtedly its most conscientious 
supporters, and so frequently the most serious obstacles to reform. Some are petitioning the State to dissolve the 
Union, to disregard the requisitions of the President. Why do they not dissolve it themselves- the union between 
themselves and the State- and refuse to pay their quota into its treasury? Do not they stand in the same relation to the 
State that the State does to the Union? And have not the same reasons prevented the State from resisting the Union 
which have prevented them from resisting the State? 
 
How can a man be satisfied to entertain an opinion merely, and enjoy it? Is there any enjoyment in it, if his opinion is 
that he is aggrieved? If you are cheated out of a single dollar by your neighbor, you do not rest satisfied with knowing 
that you are cheated, or with saying that you are cheated, or even with petitioning him to pay you your due; but you 
take effectual steps at once to obtain the full amount, and see that you are never cheated again. Action from principle, 
the perception and the performance of right, changes things and relations; it is essentially revolutionary, and does not 
consist wholly with anything which was. It not only divides States and churches, it divides families; ay, it divides the 
individual, separating the diabolical in him from the divine. 
 
Unjust laws exist: shall we be content to obey them, or shall we endeavor to amend them, and obey them until we have 
succeeded, or shall we transgress them at once? Men generally, under such a government as this, think that they ought 
to wait until they have persuaded the majority to alter them. They think that, if they should resist, the remedy would be 
worse than the evil. But it is the fault of the government itself that the remedy is worse than the evil. It makes it worse. 
Why is it not more apt to anticipate and provide for reform? Why does it not cherish its wise minority? Why does it cry 
and resist before it is hurt? Why does it not encourage its citizens to be on the alert to point out its faults, and do better 
than it would have them? Why does it always crucify Christ, and excommunicate Copernicus and Luther, and pronounce 
Washington and Franklin rebels? 
 
One would think, that a deliberate and practical denial of its authority was the only offence never contemplated by 
government; else, why has it not assigned its definite, its suitable and proportionate, penalty? If a man who has no 
property refuses but once to earn nine shillings for the State, he is put in prison for a period unlimited by any law that I 
know, and determined only by the discretion of those who placed him there; but if he should steal ninety times nine 
shillings from the State, he is soon permitted to go at large again. 
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If the injustice is part of the necessary friction of the machine of government, let it go, let it go: perchance it will wear 
smooth- certainly the machine will wear out. If the injustice has a spring, or a pulley, or a rope, or a crank, exclusively for 
itself, then perhaps you may consider whether the remedy will not be worse than the evil; but if it is of such a nature 
that it requires you to be the agent of injustice to another, then, I say, break the law. Let your life be a counter-friction 
to stop the machine. What I have to do is to see, at any rate, that I do not lend myself to the wrong which I condemn. 
 
As for adopting the ways which the State has provided for remedying the evil, I know not of such ways. They take too 
much time, and a man's life will be gone. I have other affairs to attend to. I came into this world, not chiefly to make this 
a good place to live in, but to live in it, be it good or bad. A man has not everything to do, but something; and because 
he cannot do everything, it is not necessary that he should do something wrong. It is not my business to be petitioning 
the Governor or the Legislature any more than it is theirs to petition me; and if they should not bear my petition, what 
should I do then? But in this case the State has provided no way: its very Constitution is the evil. This may seem to be 
harsh and stubborn and unconciliatory; but it is to treat with the utmost kindness and consideration the only spirit that 
can appreciate or deserves it. So is an change for the better, like birth and death, which convulse the body. 
 
I do not hesitate to say, that those who call themselves Abolitionists should at once effectually withdraw their support, 
both in person and property, from the government of Massachusetts, and not wait till they constitute a majority of one, 
before they suffer the right to prevail through them. I think that it is enough if they have God on their side, without 
waiting for that other one. Moreover, any man more right than his neighbors constitutes a majority of one already. 
 
I meet this American government, or its representative, the State government, directly, and face to face, once a year- no 
more- in the person of its tax-gatherer; this is the only mode in which a man situated as I am necessarily meets it; and it 
then says distinctly, Recognize me; and the simplest, the most effectual, and, in the present posture of affairs, the 
indispensablest mode of treating with it on this head, of expressing your little satisfaction with and love for it, is to deny 
it then. My civil neighbor, the tax-gatherer, is the very man I have to deal with- for it is, after all, with men and not with 
parchment that I quarrel- and he has voluntarily chosen to be an agent of the government. How shall he ever know well 
what he is and does as an officer of the government, or as a man, until he is obliged to consider whether he shall treat 
me, his neighbor, for whom he has respect, as a neighbor and well-disposed man, or as a maniac and disturber of the 
peace, and see if he can get over this obstruction to his neighborliness without a ruder and more impetuous thought or 
speech corresponding with his action. I know this well, that if one thousand, if one hundred, if ten men whom I could 
name- if ten honest men only- ay, if one HONEST man, in this State of Massachusetts, ceasing to hold slaves, were 
actually to withdraw from this copartnership, and be locked up in the county jail therefor, it would be the abolition of 
slavery in America. For it matters not how small the beginning may seem to be: what is once well done is done forever. 
But we love better to talk about it: that we say is our mission, Reform keeps many scores of newspapers in its service, 
but not one man. If my esteemed neighbor, the State's ambassador, who will devote his days to the settlement of the 
question of human rights in the Council Chamber, instead of being threatened with the prisons of Carolina, were to sit 
down the prisoner of Massachusetts, that State which is so anxious to foist the sin of slavery upon her sister- though at 
present she can discover only an act of inhospitality to be the ground of a quarrel with her- the Legislature would not 
wholly waive the subject the following winter. 
 
Under a government which imprisons any unjustly, the true place for a just man is also a prison. The proper place today, 
the only place which Massachusetts has provided for her freer and less desponding spirits, is in her prisons, to be put out 
and locked out of the State by her own act, as they have already put themselves out by their principles. It is there that 
the fugitive slave, and the Mexican prisoner on parole, and the Indian come to plead the wrongs of his race should find 
them; on that separate, but more free and honorable, ground, where the State places those who are not with her, but 
against her- the only house in a slave State in which a free man can abide with honor. If any think that their influence 
would be lost there, and their voices no longer afflict the ear of the State, that they would not be as an enemy within its 
walls, they do not know by how much truth is stronger than error, nor how much more eloquently and effectively he can 
combat injustice who has experienced a little in his own person. Cast your whole vote, not a strip of paper merely, but 
your whole influence. A minority is powerless while it conforms to the majority; it is not even a minority then; but it is 
irresistible when it clogs by its whole weight. If the alternative is to keep all just men in prison, or give up war and 
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slavery, the State will not hesitate which to choose. If a thousand men were not to pay their tax-bills this year, that 
would not be a violent and bloody measure, as it would be to pay them, and enable the State to commit violence and 
shed innocent blood. This is, in fact, the definition of a peaceable revolution, if any such is possible. If the tax-gatherer, 
or any other public officer, asks me, as one has done, "But what shall I do?" my answer is, "If you really wish to do 
anything, resign your office." When the subject has refused allegiance, and the officer has resigned his office, then the 
revolution is accomplished. But even suppose blood should flow. Is there not a sort of blood shed when the conscience 
is wounded? Through this wound a man's real manhood and immortality flow out, and he bleeds to an everlasting 
death. I see this blood flowing now. 
 
I have contemplated the imprisonment of the offender, rather than the seizure of his goods- though both will serve the 
same purpose- because they who assert the purest right, and consequently are most dangerous to a corrupt State, 
commonly have not spent much time in accumulating property. To such the State renders comparatively small service, 
and a slight tax is wont to appear exorbitant, particularly if they are obliged to earn it by special labor with their hands. If 
there were one who lived wholly without the use of money, the State itself would hesitate to demand it of him. But the 
rich man- not to make any invidious comparison- is always sold to the institution which makes him rich. Absolutely 
speaking, the more money, the less virtue; for money comes between a man and his objects, and obtains them for him; 
and it was certainly no great virtue to obtain it. It puts to rest many questions which he would otherwise be taxed to 
answer; while the only new question which it puts is the hard but superfluous one, how to spend it. Thus his moral 
ground is taken from under his feet. The opportunities of living are diminished in proportion as what are called the 
"means" are increased. The best thing a man can do for his culture when he is rich is to endeavor to carry out those 
schemes which he entertained when he was poor. Christ answered the Herodians according to their condition. "Show 
me the tribute-money," said he;- and one took a penny out of his pocket;- if you use money which has the image of 
Caesar on it, and which he has made current and valuable, that is, if you are men of the State, and gladly enjoy the 
advantages of Caesar's government, then pay him back some of his own when he demands it. "Render therefore to 
Caesar that which is Caesar's, and to God those things which are God's"- leaving them no wiser than before as to which 
was which; for they did not wish to know. 
 
When I converse with the freest of my neighbors, I perceive that, whatever they may say about the magnitude and 
seriousness of the question, and their regard for the public tranquillity, the long and the short of the matter is, that they 
cannot spare the protection of the existing government, and they dread the consequences to their property and families 
of disobedience to it. For my own part, I should not like to think that I ever rely on the protection of the State. But, if I 
deny the authority of the State when it presents its tax-bill, it will soon take and waste all my property, and so harass me 
and my children without end. This is hard. This makes it impossible for a man to live honestly, and at the same time 
comfortably, in outward respects. It will not be worth the while to accumulate property; that would be sure to go again. 
You must hire or squat somewhere, and raise but a small crop, and eat that soon. You must live within yourself, and 
depend upon yourself always tucked up and ready for a start, and not have many affairs. A man may grow rich in Turkey 
even, if he will be in all respects a good subject of the Turkish government. Confucius said: "If a state is governed by the 
principles of reason, poverty and misery are subjects of shame; if a state is not governed by the principles of reason, 
riches and honors are the subjects of shame." No: until I want the protection of Massachusetts to be extended to me in 
some distant Southern port, where my liberty is endangered, or until I am bent solely on building up an estate at home 
by peaceful enterprise, I can afford to refuse allegiance to Massachusetts, and her right to my property and life. It costs 
me less in every sense to incur the penalty of disobedience to the State than it would to obey. I should feel as if I were 
worth less in that case. 
Some years ago, the State met me in behalf of the Church, and commanded me to pay a certain sum toward the support 
of a clergyman whose preaching my father attended, but never I myself. "Pay," it said, "or be locked up in the jail." I 
declined to pay. But, unfortunately, another man saw fit to pay it. I did not see why the schoolmaster should be taxed to 
support the priest, and not the priest the schoolmaster; for I was not the State's schoolmaster, but I supported myself by 
voluntary subscription. I did not see why the lyceum should not present its tax-bill, and have the State to back its 
demand, as well as the Church. However, at the request of the selectmen, I condescended to make some such 
statement as this in writing:- "Know all men by these presents, that I, Henry Thoreau, do not wish to be regarded as a 
member of any incorporated society which I have not joined." This I gave to the town clerk; and he has it. The State, 
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having thus learned that I did not wish to be regarded as a member of that church, has never made a like demand on me 
since; though it said that it must adhere to its original presumption that time. If I had known how to name them, I should 
then have signed off in detail from all the societies which I never signed on to; but I did not know where to find a 
complete list. 
 
I have paid no poll-tax for six years. I was put into a jail once on this account, for one night; and, as I stood considering 
the walls of solid stone, two or three feet thick, the door of wood and iron, a foot thick, and the iron grating which 
strained the light, I could not help being struck with the foolishness of that institution which treated me as if I were mere 
flesh and blood and bones, to be locked up. I wondered that it should have concluded at length that this was the best 
use it could put me to, and had never thought to avail itself of my services in some way. I saw that, if there was a wall of 
stone between me and my townsmen, there was a still more difficult one to climb or break through before they could 
get to be as free as I was. I did not for a moment feel confined, and the walls seemed a great waste of stone and mortar. 
I felt as if I alone of all my townsmen had paid my tax. They plainly did not know how to treat me, but behaved like 
persons who are underbred. In every threat and in every compliment there was a blunder; for they thought that my 
chief desire was to stand the other side of that stone wall. I could not but smile to see how industriously they locked the 
door on my meditations, which followed them out again without let or hindrance, and they were really all that was 
dangerous. As they could not reach me, they had resolved to punish my body; just as boys, if they cannot come at some 
person against whom they have a spite, will abuse his dog. I saw that the State was half-witted, that it was timid as a 
lone woman with her silver spoons, and that it did not know its friends from its foes, and I lost all my remaining respect 
for it, and pitied it. 
 
Thus the State never intentionally confronts a man's sense, intellectual or moral, but only his body, his senses. It is not 
armed with superior wit or honesty, but with superior physical strength. I was not born to be forced. I will breathe after 
my own fashion. Let us see who is the strongest. What force has a multitude? They only can force me who obey a higher 
law than I. They force me to become like themselves. I do not hear of men being forced to have this way or that by 
masses of men. What sort of life were that to live? When I meet a government which says to me, "Your money or your 
life," why should I be in haste to give it my money? It may be in a great strait, and not know what to do: I cannot help 
that. It must help itself; do as I do. It is not worth the while to snivel about it. I am not responsible for the successful 
working of the machinery of society. I am not the son of the engineer. I perceive that, when an acorn and a chestnut fall 
side by side, the one does not remain inert to make way for the other, but both obey their own laws, and spring and 
grow and flourish as best they can, till one, perchance, overshadows and destroys the other. If a plant cannot live 
according to its nature, it dies; and so a man. 
 
The night in prison was novel and interesting enough. The prisoners in their shirt-sleeves were enjoying a chat and the 
evening air in the doorway, when I entered. But the jailer said, "Come, boys, it is time to lock up"; and so they dispersed, 
and I heard the sound of their steps returning into the hollow apartments. My room-mate was introduced to me by the 
jailer as "a first-rate fellow and a clever man." When the door was locked, he showed me where to hang my hat, and 
how he managed matters there. The rooms were whitewashed once a month; and this one, at least, was the whitest, 
most simply furnished, and probably the neatest apartment in the town. He naturally wanted to know where I came 
from, and what brought me there; and, when I had told him, I asked him in my turn how he came there, presuming him 
to be an honest man, of course; and, as the world goes, I believe he was. "Why," said he, "they accuse me of burning a 
barn; but I never did it." As near as I could discover, he had probably gone to bed in a barn when drunk, and smoked his 
pipe there; and so a barn was burnt. He had the reputation of being a clever man, had been there some three months 
waiting for his trial to come on, and would have to wait as much longer; but he was quite domesticated and contented, 
since he got his board for nothing, and thought that he was well treated. 
 
He occupied one window, and I the other; and I saw that if one stayed there long, his principal business would be to look 
out the window. I had soon read all the tracts that were left there, and examined where former prisoners had broken 
out, and where a grate had been sawed off, and heard the history of the various occupants of that room; for I found that 
even here there was a history and a gossip which never circulated beyond the walls of the jail. Probably this is the only 
house in the town where verses are composed, which are afterward printed in a circular form, but not published. I was 
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shown quite a long list of verses which were composed by some young men who had been detected in an attempt to 
escape, who avenged themselves by singing them. 
 
I pumped my fellow-prisoner as dry as I could, for fear I should never see him again; but at length he showed me which 
was my bed, and left me to blow out the lamp. 
 
It was like travelling into a far country, such as I had never expected to behold, to lie there for one night. It seemed to 
me that I never had heard the town clock strike before, nor the evening sounds of the village; for we slept with the 
windows open, which were inside the grating. It was to see my native village in the light of the Middle Ages, and our 
Concord was turned into a Rhine stream, and visions of knights and castles passed before me. They were the voices of 
old burghers that I heard in the streets. I was an involuntary spectator and auditor of whatever was done and said in the 
kitchen of the adjacent village inn- a wholly new and rare experience to me. It was a closer view of my native town. I was 
fairly inside of it. I never had seen its institutions before. This is one of its peculiar institutions; for it is a shire town. I 
began to comprehend what its inhabitants were about. 

In the morning, our breakfasts were put through the hole in the door, in small oblong-square tin pans, made to fit, and 
holding a pint of chocolate, with brown bread, and an iron spoon. When they called for the vessels again, I was green 
enough to return what bread I had left; but my comrade seized it, and said that I should lay that up for lunch or dinner. 
Soon after he was let out to work at haying in a neighboring field, whither he went every day, and would not be back till 
noon; so he bade me good-day, saying that he doubted if he should see me again. 
 
When I came out of prison- for some one interfered, and paid that tax- I did not perceive that great changes had taken 
place on the common, such as he observed who went in a youth and emerged a tottering and gray-headed man; and yet 
a change had to my eyes come over the scene- the town, and State, and country- greater than any that mere time could 
effect. I saw yet more distinctly the State in which I lived. I saw to what extent the people among whom I lived could be 
trusted as good neighbors and friends; that their friendship was for summer weather only; that they did not greatly 
propose to do right; that they were a distinct race from me by their prejudices and superstitions, as the Chinamen and 
Malays are; that in their sacrifices to humanity they ran no risks, not even to their property; that after all they were not 
so noble but they treated the thief as he had treated them, and hoped, by a certain outward observance and a few 
prayers, and by walking in a particular straight though useless path from time to time, to save their souls. This may be to 
judge my neighbors harshly; for I believe that many of them are not aware that they have such an institution as the jail 
in their village. 
 
It was formerly the custom in our village, when a poor debtor came out of jail, for his acquaintances to salute him, 
looking through their fingers, which were crossed to represent the grating of a jail window, "How do ye do?" My 
neighbors did not thus salute me, but first looked at me, and then at one another, as if I had returned from a long 
journey. I was put into jail as I was going to the shoemaker's to get a shoe which was mended. When I was let out the 
next morning, I proceeded to finish my errand, and, having put on my mended shoe, joined a huckleberry party, who 
were impatient to put themselves under my conduct; and in half an hour- for the horse was soon tackled- was in the 
midst of a huckleberry field, on one of our highest hills, two miles off, and then the State was nowhere to be seen. 
 
This is the whole history of "My Prisons." 
 
I have never declined paying the highway tax, because I am as desirous of being a good neighbor as I am of being a bad 
subject; and as for supporting schools, I am doing my part to educate my fellow-countrymen now. It is for no particular 
item in the tax-bill that I refuse to pay it. I simply wish to refuse allegiance to the State, to withdraw and stand aloof 
from it effectually. I do not care to trace the course of my dollar, if I could, till it buys a man or a musket to shoot one 
with- the dollar is innocent- but I am concerned to trace the effects of my allegiance. In fact, I quietly declare war with 
the State, after my fashion, though I will still make what use and get what advantage of her I can, as is usual in such 
cases. 
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If others pay the tax which is demanded of me, from a sympathy with the State, they do but what they have already 
done in their own case, or rather they abet injustice to a greater extent than the State requires. If they pay the tax from 
a mistaken interest in the individual taxed, to save his property, or prevent his going to jail, it is because they have not 
considered wisely how far they let their private feelings interfere with the public good. 
 
This, then, is my position at present. But one cannot be too much on his guard in such a case, lest his action be biased by 
obstinacy or an undue regard for the opinions of men. Let him see that he does only what belongs to himself and to the 
hour. 
 
I think sometimes, Why, this people mean well, they are only ignorant; they would do better if they knew how: why give 
your neighbors this pain to treat you as they are not inclined to? But I think again, This is no reason why I should do as 
they do, or permit others to suffer much greater pain of a different kind. Again, I sometimes say to myself, When many 
millions of men, without heat, without ill will, without personal feeling of any kind, demand of you a few shillings only, 
without the possibility, such is their constitution, of retracting or altering their present demand, and without the 
possibility, on your side, of appeal to any other millions, why expose yourself to this overwhelming brute force? You do 
not resist cold and hunger, the winds and the waves, thus obstinately; you quietly submit to a thousand similar 
necessities. You do not put your head into the fire. But just in proportion as I regard this as not wholly a brute force, but 
partly a human force, and consider that I have relations to those millions as to so many millions of men, and not of mere 
brute or inanimate things, I see that appeal is possible, first and instantaneously, from them to the Maker of them, and, 
secondly, from them to themselves. But if I put my head deliberately into the fire, there is no appeal to fire or to the 
Maker of fire, and I have only myself to blame. If I could convince myself that I have any right to be satisfied with men as 
they are, and to treat them accordingly, and not according, in some respects, to my requisitions and expectations of 
what they and I ought to be, then, like a good Mussulman and fatalist, I should endeavor to be satisfied with things as 
they are, and say it is the will of God. And, above all, there is this difference between resisting this and a purely brute or 
natural force, that I can resist this with some effect; but I cannot expect, like Orpheus, to change the nature of the rocks 
and trees and beasts. 
 
I do not wish to quarrel with any man or nation. I do not wish to split hairs, to make fine distinctions, or set myself up as 
better than my neighbors. I seek rather, I may say, even an excuse for conforming to the laws of the land. I am but too 
ready to conform to them. Indeed, I have reason to suspect myself on this head; and each year, as the tax-gatherer 
comes round, I find myself disposed to review the acts and position of the general and State governments, and the spirit 
of the people, to discover a pretext for conformity. 
 

"We must affect our country as our parents, 
And if at any time we alienate 

Our love or industry from doing it honor, 
We must respect effects and teach the soul 

Matter of conscience and religion, 
And not desire of rule or benefit." 

 
I believe that the State will soon be able to take all my work of this sort out of my hands, and then I shall be no better a 
patriot than my fellow-countrymen. Seen from a lower point of view, the Constitution, with all its faults, is very good; 
the law and the courts are very respectable; even this State and this American government are, in many respects, very 
admirable, and rare things, to be thankful for, such as a great many have described them; but seen from a point of view 
a little higher, they are what I have described them; seen from a higher still, and the highest, who shall say what they 
are, or that they are worth looking at or thinking of at all? 
 
However, the government does not concern me much, and I shall bestow the fewest possible thoughts on it. It is not 
many moments that I live under a government, even in this world. If a man is thought-free, fancy-free, imagination-free, 
that which is not never for a long time appearing to be to him, unwise rulers or reformers cannot fatally interrupt him. 
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I know that most men think differently from myself; but those whose lives are by profession devoted to the study of 
these or kindred subjects content me as little as any. Statesmen and legislators, standing so completely within the 
institution, never distinctly and nakedly behold it. They speak of moving society, but have no resting-place without it. 
They may be men of a certain experience and discrimination, and have no doubt invented ingenious and even useful 
systems, for which we sincerely thank them; but all their wit and usefulness lie within certain not very wide limits. They 
are wont to forget that the world is not governed by policy and expediency. Webster never goes behind government, 
and so cannot speak with authority about it. His words are wisdom to those legislators who contemplate no essential 
reform in the existing government; but for thinkers, and those who legislate for all time, he never once glances at the 
subject. I know of those whose serene and wise speculations on this theme would soon reveal the limits of his mind's 
range and hospitality. Yet, compared with the cheap professions of most reformers, and the still cheaper wisdom and 
eloquence of politicians in general, his are almost the only sensible and valuable words, and we thank Heaven for him. 
Comparatively, he is always strong, original, and, above all, practical. Still, his quality is not wisdom, but prudence. The 
lawyer's truth is not Truth, but consistency or a consistent expediency. Truth is always in harmony with herself, and is 
not concerned chiefly to reveal the justice that may consist with wrong-doing. He well deserves to be called, as he has 
been called, the Defender of the Constitution. There are really no blows to be given by him but defensive ones. He is not 
a leader, but a follower. His leaders are the men of '87- "I have never made an effort," he says, "and never propose to 
make an effort; I have never countenanced an effort, and never mean to countenance an effort, to disturb the 
arrangement as originally made, by which the various States came into the Union." Still thinking of the sanction which 
the Constitution gives to slavery, he says, "Because it was a part of the original compact- let it stand." Notwithstanding 
his special acuteness and ability, he is unable to take a fact out of its merely political relations, and behold it as it lies 
absolutely to be disposed of by the intellect- what, for instance, it behooves a man to do here in America today with 
regard to slavery- but ventures, or is driven, to make some such desperate answer as the following, while professing to 
speak absolutely, and as a private man- from which what new and singular code of social duties might be inferred? "The 
manner," says he, "in which the governments of those States where slavery exists are to regulate it is for their own 
consideration, under their responsibility to their constituents, to the general laws of propriety, humanity, and justice, 
and to God. Associations formed elsewhere, springing from a feeling of humanity, or any other cause, have nothing 
whatever to do with it. They have never received any encouragement from me, and they never will." 
 
They who know of no purer sources of truth, who have traced up its stream no higher, stand, and wisely stand, by the 
Bible and the Constitution, and drink at it there with reverence and humility; but they who behold where it comes 
trickling into this lake or that pool, gird up their loins once more, and continue their pilgrimage toward its fountain-head. 
 
No man with a genius for legislation has appeared in America. They are rare in the history of the world. There are 
orators, politicians, and eloquent men, by the thousand; but the speaker has not yet opened his mouth to speak who is 
capable of settling the much-vexed questions of the day. We love eloquence for its own sake, and not for any truth 
which it may utter, or any heroism it may inspire. Our legislators have not yet learned the comparative value of free 
trade and of freedom, of union, and of rectitude, to a nation. They have no genius or talent for comparatively humble 
questions of taxation and finance, commerce and manufactures and agriculture. If we were left solely to the wordy wit 
of legislators in Congress for our guidance, uncorrected by the seasonable experience and the effectual complaints of 
the people, America would not long retain her rank among the nations. For eighteen hundred years, though perchance I 
have no right to say it, the New Testament has been written; yet where is the legislator who has wisdom and practical 
talent enough to avail himself of the light which it sheds on the science of legislation? 
 
The authority of government, even such as I am willing to submit to- for I will cheerfully obey those who know and can 
do better than I, and in many things even those who neither know nor can do so well- is still an impure one: to be strictly 
just, it must have the sanction and consent of the governed. It can have no pure right over my person and property but 
what I concede to it. The progress from an absolute to a limited monarchy, from a limited monarchy to a democracy, is a 
progress toward a true respect for the individual. Even the Chinese philosopher was wise enough to regard the 
individual as the basis of the empire. Is a democracy, such as we know it, the last improvement possible in government? 
Is it not possible to take a step further towards recognizing and organizing the rights of man? There will never be a really 
free and enlightened State until the State comes to recognize the individual as a higher and independent power, from 
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which all its own power and authority are derived, and treats him accordingly. I please myself with imagining a State at 
least which can afford to be just to all men, and to treat the individual with respect as a neighbor; which even would not 
think it inconsistent with its own repose if a few were to live aloof from it, not meddling with it, nor embraced by it, who 
fulfilled all the duties of neighbors and fellow-men. A State which bore this kind of fruit, and suffered it to drop off as 
fast as it ripened, would prepare the way for a still more perfect and glorious State, which also I have imagined, but not 
yet anywhere seen. 
 
THE END 
 
 

 
Civil Disobedience by Henry David Thoreau is in the public domain. Source: Civil Disobedience  
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The Prince 
By Machiavelli 

 
CHAPTER XIV — THAT WHICH CONCERNS A PRINCE ON THE SUBJECT OF THE ART OF WAR 
A prince ought to have no other aim or thought, nor select anything else for his study, than war and its rules and 
discipline; for this is the sole art that belongs to him who rules, and it is of such force that it not only upholds those who 
are born princes, but it often enables men to rise from a private station to that rank. And, on the contrary, it is seen that 
when princes have thought more of ease than of arms they have lost their states. And the first cause of your losing it is 
to neglect this art; and what enables you to acquire a state is to be master of the art. Francesco Sforza, through being 
martial, from a private person became Duke of Milan; and the sons, through avoiding the hardships and troubles of 
arms, from dukes became private persons. For among other evils which being unarmed brings you, it causes you to be 
despised, and this is one of those ignominies against which a prince ought to guard himself, as is shown later on. 
Because there is nothing proportionate between the armed and the unarmed; and it is not reasonable that he who is 
armed should yield obedience willingly to him who is unarmed, or that the unarmed man should be secure among 
armed servants. Because, there being in the one disdain and in the other suspicion, it is not possible for them to work 
well together. And therefore a prince who does not understand the art of war, over and above the other misfortunes 
already mentioned, cannot be respected by his soldiers, nor can he rely on them. He ought never, therefore, to have out 
of his thoughts this subject of war, and in peace he should addict himself more to its exercise than in war; this he can do 
in two ways, the one by action, the other by study. 
 
As regards action, he ought above all things to keep his men well organized and drilled, to follow incessantly the chase, 
by which he accustoms his body to hardships, and learns something of the nature of localities, and gets to find out how 
the mountains rise, how the valleys open out, how the plains lie, and to understand the nature of rivers and marshes, 
and in all this to take the greatest care. Which knowledge is useful in two ways. Firstly, he learns to know his country, 
and is better able to undertake its defence; afterwards, by means of the knowledge and observation of that locality, he 
understands with ease any other which it may be necessary for him to study hereafter; because the hills, valleys, and 
plains, and rivers and marshes that are, for instance, in Tuscany, have a certain resemblance to those of other countries, 
so that with a knowledge of the aspect of one country one can easily arrive at a knowledge of others. And the prince 
that lacks this skill lacks the essential which it is desirable that a captain should possess, for it teaches him to surprise his 
enemy, to select quarters, to lead armies, to array the battle, to besiege towns to advantage. 
 
Philopoemen1, Prince of the Achaeans, among other praises which writers have bestowed on him, is commended 
because in time of peace he never had anything in his mind but the rules of war; and when he was in the country with 
friends, he often stopped and reasoned with them: "If the enemy should be upon that hill, and we should find ourselves 
here with our army, with whom would be the advantage? How should one best advance to meet him, keeping the 
ranks? If we should wish to retreat, how ought we to pursue?" And he would set forth to them, as he went, all the 
chances that could befall an army; he would listen to their opinion and state his, confirming it with reasons, so that by 
these continual discussions there could never arise, in time of war, any unexpected circumstances that he could not deal 
with. 
 
But to exercise the intellect the prince should read histories, and study there the actions of illustrious men, to see how 
they have borne themselves in war, to examine the causes of their victories and defeat, so as to avoid the latter and 
imitate the former; and above all do as an illustrious man did, who took as an exemplar one who had been praised and 
famous before him, and whose achievements and deeds he always kept in his mind, as it is said Alexander the Great 
imitated Achilles, Caesar Alexander, Scipio Cyrus. And whoever reads the life of Cyrus, written by Xenophon, will 
recognize afterwards in the life of Scipio how that imitation was his glory, and how in chastity, affability, humanity, and 
liberality Scipio conformed to those things which have been written of Cyrus by Xenophon. A wise prince ought to 

                                                             
1 Philopoemen, "the last of the Greeks," born 252 B.C., died 183 B.C. 
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observe some such rules, and never in peaceful times stand idle, but increase his resources with industry in such a way 
that they may be available to him in adversity, so that if fortune chances it may find him prepared to resist her blows. 
 
CHAPTER XV — CONCERNING THINGS FOR WHICH MEN, AND ESPECIALLY PRINCES, ARE PRAISED OR BLAMED 
It remains now to see what ought to be the rules of conduct for a prince towards subject and friends. And as I know that 
many have written on this point, I expect I shall be considered presumptuous in mentioning it again, especially as in 
discussing it I shall depart from the methods of other people. But, it being my intention to write a thing which shall be 
useful to him who apprehends it, it appears to me more appropriate to follow up the real truth of the matter than the 
imagination of it; for many have pictured republics and principalities which in fact have never been known or seen, 
because how one lives is so far distant from how one ought to live, that he who neglects what is done for what ought to 
be done, sooner effects his ruin than his preservation; for a man who wishes to act entirely up to his professions of 
virtue soon meets with what destroys him among so much that is evil. 
 
Hence it is necessary for a prince wishing to hold his own to know how to do wrong, and to make use of it or not 
according to necessity. Therefore, putting on one side imaginary things concerning a prince, and discussing those which 
are real, I say that all men when they are spoken of, and chiefly princes for being more highly placed, are remarkable for 
some of those qualities which bring them either blame or praise; and thus it is that one is reputed liberal, another 
miserly, using a Tuscan term (because an avaricious person in our language is still he who desires to possess by robbery, 
whilst we call one miserly who deprives himself too much of the use of his own); one is reputed generous, one 
rapacious; one cruel, one compassionate; one faithless, another faithful; one effeminate and cowardly, another bold and 
brave; one affable, another haughty; one lascivious, another chaste; one sincere, another cunning; one hard, another 
easy; one grave, another frivolous; one religious, another unbelieving, and the like. And I know that every one will 
confess that it would be most praiseworthy in a prince to exhibit all the above qualities that are considered good; but 
because they can neither be entirely possessed nor observed, for human conditions do not permit it, it is necessary for 
him to be sufficiently prudent that he may know how to avoid the reproach of those vices which would lose him his 
state; and also to keep himself, if it be possible, from those which would not lose him it; but this not being possible, he 
may with less hesitation abandon himself to them. And again, he need not make himself uneasy at incurring a reproach 
for those vices without which the state can only be saved with difficulty, for if everything is considered carefully, it will 
be found that something which looks like virtue, if followed, would be his ruin; whilst something else, which looks like 
vice, yet followed brings him security and prosperity. 
 
CHAPTER XVI — CONCERNING LIBERALITY AND MEANNESS 
Commencing then with the first of the above-named characteristics, I say that it would be well to be reputed liberal. 
Nevertheless, liberality exercised in a way that does not bring you the reputation for it, injures you; for if one exercises it 
honestly and as it should be exercised, it may not become known, and you will not avoid the reproach of its opposite. 
Therefore, any one wishing to maintain among men the name of liberal is obliged to avoid no attribute of magnificence; 
so that a prince thus inclined will consume in such acts all his property, and will be compelled in the end, if he wish to 
maintain the name of liberal, to unduly weigh down his people, and tax them, and do everything he can to get money. 
This will soon make him odious to his subjects, and becoming poor he will be little valued by any one; thus, with his 
liberality, having offended many and rewarded few, he is affected by the very first trouble and imperilled by whatever 
may be the first danger; recognizing this himself, and wishing to draw back from it, he runs at once into the reproach of 
being miserly. 
 
Therefore, a prince, not being able to exercise this virtue of liberality in such a way that it is recognized, except to his 
cost, if he is wise he ought not to fear the reputation of being mean, for in time he will come to be more considered than 
if liberal, seeing that with his economy his revenues are enough, that he can defend himself against all attacks, and is 
able to engage in enterprises without burdening his people; thus it comes to pass that he exercises liberality towards all 
from whom he does not take, who are numberless, and meanness towards those to whom he does not give, who are 
few. 
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We have not seen great things done in our time except by those who have been considered mean; the rest have failed. 
Pope Julius the Second was assisted in reaching the papacy by a reputation for liberality, yet he did not strive afterwards 
to keep it up, when he made war on the King of France; and he made many wars without imposing any extraordinary tax 
on his subjects, for he supplied his additional expenses out of his long thriftiness. The present King of Spain would not 
have undertaken or conquered in so many enterprises if he had been reputed liberal. A prince, therefore, provided that 
he has not to rob his subjects, that he can defend himself, that he does not become poor and abject, that he is not 
forced to become rapacious, ought to hold of little account a reputation for being mean, for it is one of those vices 
which will enable him to govern. 
 
And if any one should say: Caesar obtained empire by liberality, and many others have reached the highest positions by 
having been liberal, and by being considered so, I answer: Either you are a prince in fact, or in a way to become one. In 
the first case this liberality is dangerous, in the second it is very necessary to be considered liberal; and Caesar was one 
of those who wished to become pre-eminent in Rome; but if he had survived after becoming so, and had not moderated 
his expenses, he would have destroyed his government. And if any one should reply: Many have been princes, and have 
done great things with armies, who have been considered very liberal, I reply: Either a prince spends that which is his 
own or his subjects' or else that of others. In the first case he ought to be sparing, in the second he ought not to neglect 
any opportunity for liberality. And to the prince who goes forth with his army, supporting it by pillage, sack, and 
extortion, handling that which belongs to others, this liberality is necessary, otherwise he would not be followed by 
soldiers. And of that which is neither yours nor your subjects' you can be a ready giver, as were Cyrus, Caesar, and 
Alexander; because it does not take away your reputation if you squander that of others, but adds to it; it is only 
squandering your own that injures you. 
 
And there is nothing wastes so rapidly as liberality, for even whilst you exercise it you lose the power to do so, and so 
become either poor or despised, or else, in avoiding poverty, rapacious and hated. And a prince should guard himself, 
above all things, against being despised and hated; and liberality leads you to both. Therefore it is wiser to have a 
reputation for meanness which brings reproach without hatred, than to be compelled through seeking a reputation for 
liberality to incur a name for rapacity which begets reproach with hatred. 
 
CHAPTER XVII — CONCERNING CRUELTY AND CLEMENCY, 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 clement 
and not cruel. Nevertheless he ought to take care not to misuse this clemency. 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 the Florentine people, who, to avoid a reputation for 
cruelty, permitted Pistoia to be destroyed. 2 Therefore a prince, so long as he keeps his subjects united and loyal, ought 
not to mind the reproach 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 wont to injure the whole 
people, whilst those executions which originate with a prince offend the individual only. 

      

And of all princes, it is impossible for the new prince to avoid the imputation of cruelty, owing to new states being full of 
dangers. Hence Virgil, through the mouth of Dido, excuses the inhumanity of her reign owing to its being new, saying: 
 

"Res dura, et regni novitas me talia cogunt 
Moliri, et late fines custode tueri." (*) 

 
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. 

(*) . . . against my will, my fate 

                                                             
2 During the rioting between the Cancellieri and Panciatichi factions in 1502 and 1503. 
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A throne unsettled, and an infant state, 
Bid me defend my realms with all my pow'rs, 
And guard with these severities my shores. 

 
Christopher Pitt. 

 
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, when, of the two, either must be dispensed with. 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, may indeed be earned, but they are 
not secured, and in time of need cannot be relied upon; and men have less scruple in offending one who is beloved than 
one who is feared, for love is preserved by the link of obligation which, owing to the baseness 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 manifest 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 patrimony. Besides, pretexts for 
taking away the property are never wanting; for he who has once begun to live by robbery will always find pretexts for 
seizing what belongs to others; but reasons for taking life, on the contrary, are more difficult to find and sooner lapse. 
But when a prince is with his army, and has under control a multitude of soldiers, then it is quite necessary for him to 
disregard the reputation of cruelty, for without it he would never hold his army united or disposed to its duties. 
 
Among the wonderful deeds of Hannibal this one is enumerated: that having led an enormous army, composed of many 
various races of men, to fight in foreign lands, no dissensions arose either among them or against the prince, whether in 
his bad or in his good fortune. This arose from nothing else than his inhuman cruelty, which, with his boundless valour, 
made him revered and terrible in the sight of his soldiers, but without that cruelty, his other virtues were not sufficient 
to produce this effect. And short-sighted writers admire his deeds from one point of view and from another condemn 
the principal cause of them. That it is true his other virtues would not have been sufficient for him may be proved by the 
case of Scipio, that most excellent man, not only of his own times but within the memory of man, against whom, 
nevertheless, his army rebelled in Spain; this arose from nothing but his too great forbearance, which gave his soldiers 
more license than is consistent with military discipline. For this he was upbraided in the Senate by Fabius Maximus, and 
called the corrupter of the Roman soldiery. The Locrians were laid waste by a legate of Scipio, yet they were not 
avenged by him, nor was the insolence of the legate punished, owing entirely to his easy nature. Insomuch that 
someone in the Senate, wishing to excuse him, said there were many men who knew much better how not to err than to 
correct the errors of others. This disposition, if he had been continued in the command, would have destroyed in time 
the fame and glory of Scipio; but, he being under the control of the Senate, this injurious characteristic not only 
concealed itself, but contributed to his glory. 
 
Returning to the question of being feared or loved, I come to the conclusion that, men loving according to their own will 
and fearing according to that of the prince, a wise prince should establish himself on that which is in his own control and 
not in that of others; he must endeavour only to avoid hatred, as is noted. 
 

CHAPTER XVIII — CONCERNING THE WAY IN WHICH PRINCES SHOULD KEEP FAITH    
Every one admits how praiseworthy it is in a prince to keep faith, and to live with integrity and not with craft. 
Nevertheless our experience has been that those princes who have done great things have held good faith of little 
account, and have known how to circumvent the intellect of men by craft, and in the end have overcome those who 
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have relied on their word. You must know there are two ways of contesting, the one by the law, the other by force; the 
first method is proper to men, the second to beasts; but because the first is frequently not sufficient, it is necessary to 
have recourse to the second. Therefore it is necessary for a prince to understand how to avail himself of the beast and 
the man. This has been figuratively taught to princes by ancient writers, who describe how Achilles and many other 
princes of old were given to the Centaur Chiron to nurse, who brought them up in his discipline; which means solely 
that, as they had for a teacher one who was half beast and half man, so it is necessary for a prince to know how to make 
use of both natures, and that one without the other is not durable. A prince, therefore, being compelled knowingly to 
adopt the beast, ought to choose the fox and the lion; because the lion cannot defend himself against snares and the fox 
cannot defend himself against wolves. Therefore, it is necessary to be a fox to discover the snares and a lion to terrify 
the wolves. Those who rely simply on the lion do not understand what they are about. Therefore a wise lord cannot, nor 
ought he to, keep faith when such observance may be turned against him, and when the reasons that caused him to 
pledge it exist no longer. If men were entirely good this precept would not hold, but because they are bad, and will not 
keep faith with you, you too are not bound to observe it with them. Nor will there ever be wanting to a prince legitimate 
reasons to excuse this non-observance. Of this endless modern examples could be given, showing how many treaties 
and engagements have been made void and of no effect through the faithlessness of princes; and he who has known 
best how to employ the fox has succeeded best. 
      
But it is necessary to know well how to disguise this characteristic, and to be a great pretender and dissembler; and men 
are so simple, and so subject to present necessities, that he who seeks to deceive will always find someone who will 
allow himself to be deceived. One recent example I cannot pass over in silence. Alexander the Sixth did nothing else but 
deceive men, nor ever thought of doing otherwise, and he always found victims; for there never was a man who had 
greater power in asserting, or who with greater oaths would affirm a thing, yet would observe it less; nevertheless his 
deceits always succeeded according to his wishes, because he well understood this side of mankind. 
 
Therefore it is unnecessary for a prince to have all the good qualities I have enumerated, but it is very necessary to 
appear to have them. And I shall dare to say this also, that to have them and always to observe them is injurious, and 
that to appear to have them is useful; to appear merciful, faithful, humane, religious, upright, and to be so, but with a 
mind so framed that should you require not to be so, you may be able and know how to change to the opposite. 
 
And you have to understand this, that a prince, especially a new one, cannot observe all those things for which men are 
esteemed, being often forced, in order to maintain the state, to act contrary to fidelity, friendship, humanity, and 
religion. Therefore it is necessary for him to have a mind ready to turn itself accordingly as the winds and variations of 
fortune force it, yet, as I have said above, not to diverge from the good if he can avoid doing so, but, if compelled, then 
to know how to set about it. 
 
For this reason a prince ought to take care that he never lets anything slip from his lips that is not replete with the 
above-named five qualities, that he may appear to him who sees and hears him altogether merciful, faithful, humane, 
upright, and religious. There is nothing more necessary to appear to have than this last quality, inasmuch as men judge 
generally more by the eye than by the hand, because it belongs to everybody to see you, to few to come in touch with 
you. Every one sees what you appear to be, few really know what you are, and those few dare not oppose themselves to 
the opinion of the many, who have the majesty of the state to defend them; and in the actions of all men, and especially 
of princes, which it is not prudent to challenge, one judges by the result. 
 
For that reason, let a prince have the credit of conquering and holding his state, the means will always be considered 
honest, and he will be praised by everybody; because the vulgar are always taken by what a thing seems to be and by 
what comes of it; and in the world there are only the vulgar, for the few find a place there only when the many have no 
ground to rest on. 
One prince of the present time, whom it is not well to name, never preaches anything else but peace and good faith, and 
to both he is most hostile, and either, if he had kept it, would have deprived him of reputation and kingdom many a 
time. 
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CHAPTER XIX — THAT ONE SHOULD AVOID BEING DESPISED AND HATED 
Now, concerning the characteristics of which mention is made above, I have spoken of the more important ones, the 
others I wish to discuss briefly under this generality, that the prince must consider, as has been in part said before, how 
to avoid those things which will make him hated or contemptible; and as often as he shall have succeeded he will have 
fulfilled his part, and he need not fear any danger in other reproaches. 
 
It makes him hated above all things, as I have said, to be rapacious, and to be a violator of the property and women of 
his subjects, from both of which he must abstain. And when neither their property nor their honor is touched, the 
majority of men live content, and he has only to contend with the ambition of a few, whom he can curb with ease in 
many ways. 
 
It makes him contemptible to be considered fickle, frivolous, effeminate, mean-spirited, irresolute, from all of which a 
prince should guard himself as from a rock; and he should endeavour to show in his actions greatness, courage, gravity, 
and fortitude; and in his private dealings with his subjects let him show that his judgments are irrevocable, and maintain 
himself in such reputation that no one can hope either to deceive him or to get round him. 
 
That prince is highly esteemed who conveys this impression of himself, and he who is highly esteemed is not easily 
conspired against; for, provided it is well known that he is an excellent man and revered by his people, he can only be 
attacked with difficulty. For this reason a prince ought to have two fears, one from within, on account of his subjects, 
the other from without, on account of external powers. From the latter he is defended by being well armed and having 
good allies, and if he is well armed he will have good friends, and affairs will always remain quiet within when they are 
quiet without, unless they should have been already disturbed by conspiracy; and even should affairs outside be 
disturbed, if he has carried out his preparations and has lived as I have said, as long as he does not despair, he will resist 
every attack, as I said Nabis the Spartan did. 
 
But concerning his subjects, when affairs outside are disturbed he has only to fear that they will conspire secretly, from 
which a prince can easily secure himself by avoiding being hated and despised, and by keeping the people satisfied with 
him, which it is most necessary for him to accomplish, as I said above at length. And one of the most efficacious 
remedies that a prince can have against conspiracies is not to be hated and despised by the people, for he who 
conspires against a prince always expects to please them by his removal; but when the conspirator can only look 
forward to offending them, he will not have the courage to take such a course, for the difficulties that confront a 
conspirator are infinite. And as experience shows, many have been the conspiracies, but few have been successful; 
because he who conspires cannot act alone, nor can he take a companion except from those whom he believes to be 
malcontents, and as soon as you have opened your mind to a malcontent you have given him the material with which to 
content himself, for by denouncing you he can look for every advantage; so that, seeing the gain from this course to be 
assured, and seeing the other to be doubtful and full of dangers, he must be a very rare friend, or a thoroughly obstinate 
enemy of the prince, to keep faith with you. 
 
And, to reduce the matter into a small compass, I say that, on the side of the conspirator, there is nothing but fear, 
jealousy, prospect of punishment to terrify him; but on the side of the prince there is the majesty of the principality, the 
laws, the protection of friends and the state to defend him; so that, adding to all these things the popular goodwill, it is 
impossible that any one should be so rash as to conspire. For whereas in general the conspirator has to fear before the 
execution of his plot, in this case he has also to fear the sequel to the crime; because on account of it he has the people 
for an enemy, and thus cannot hope for any escape. 
 
Endless examples could be given on this subject, but I will be content with one, brought to pass within the memory of 
our fathers. Messer Annibale Bentivogli, who was prince in Bologna (grandfather of the present Annibale), having been 
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murdered by the Canneschi, who had conspired against him, not one of his family survived but Messer Giovanni3, who 
was in childhood: immediately after his assassination the people rose and murdered all the Canneschi. This sprung from 
the popular goodwill which the house of Bentivogli enjoyed in those days in Bologna; which was so great that, although 
none remained there after the death of Annibale who was able to rule the state, the Bolognese, having information that 
there was one of the Bentivogli family in Florence, who up to that time had been considered the son of a blacksmith, 
sent to Florence for him and gave him the government of their city, and it was ruled by him until Messer Giovanni came 
in due course to the government. 
 
For this reason I consider that a prince ought to reckon conspiracies of little account when his people hold him in 
esteem; but when it is hostile to him, and bears hatred towards him, he ought to fear everything and everybody. And 
well-ordered states and wise princes have taken every care not to drive the nobles to desperation, and to keep the 
people satisfied and contented, for this is one of the most important objects a prince can have. 
 
Among the best ordered and governed kingdoms of our times is France, and in it are found many good institutions on 
which depend the liberty and security of the king; of these the first is the parliament and its authority, because he who 
founded the kingdom, knowing the ambition of the nobility and their boldness, considered that a bit to their mouths 
would be necessary to hold them in; and, on the other side, knowing the hatred of the people, founded in fear, against 
the nobles, he wished to protect them, yet he was not anxious for this to be the particular care of the king; therefore, to 
take away the reproach which he would be liable to from the nobles for favouring the people, and from the people for 
favouring the nobles, he set up an arbiter, who should be one who could beat down the great and favour the lesser 
without reproach to the king. Neither could you have a better or a more prudent arrangement, or a greater source of 
security to the king and kingdom. From this one can draw another important conclusion, that princes ought to leave 
affairs of reproach to the management of others, and keep those of grace in their own hands. And further, I consider 
that a prince ought to cherish the nobles, but not so as to make himself hated by the people. 
 
It may appear, perhaps, to some who have examined the lives and deaths of the Roman emperors that many of them 
would be an example contrary to my opinion, seeing that some of them lived nobly and showed great qualities of soul, 
nevertheless they have lost their empire or have been killed by subjects who have conspired against them. Wishing, 
therefore, to answer these objections, I will recall the characters of some of the emperors, and will show that the causes 
of their ruin were not different to those alleged by me; at the same time I will only submit for consideration those things 
that are noteworthy to him who studies the affairs of those times. 
 
It seems to me sufficient to take all those emperors who succeeded to the empire from Marcus the philosopher down to 
Maximinus; they were Marcus and his son Commodus, Pertinax, Julian, Severus and his son Antoninus Caracalla, 
Macrinus, Heliogabalus, Alexander, and Maximinus. 
 
There is first to note that, whereas in other principalities the ambition of the nobles and the insolence of the people only 
have to be contended with, the Roman emperors had a third difficulty in having to put up with the cruelty and avarice of 
their soldiers, a matter so beset with difficulties that it was the ruin of many; for it was a hard thing to give satisfaction 
both to soldiers and people; because the people loved peace, and for this reason they loved the unaspiring prince, whilst 
the soldiers loved the warlike prince who was bold, cruel, and rapacious, which qualities they were quite willing he 
should exercise upon the people, so that they could get double pay and give vent to their own greed and cruelty. Hence 
it arose that those emperors were always overthrown who, either by birth or training, had no great authority, and most 
of them, especially those who came new to the principality, recognizing the difficulty of these two opposing humours, 
were inclined to give satisfaction to the soldiers, caring little about injuring the people. Which course was necessary, 
because, as princes cannot help being hated by someone, they ought, in the first place, to avoid being hated by every 
one, and when they cannot compass this, they ought to endeavour with the utmost diligence to avoid the hatred of the 

                                                             
3    Giovanni Bentivogli, born in Bologna 1438, died at Milan 1508. He ruled Bologna from 1462 to 1506. Machiavelli's strong 
condemnation of conspiracies may get its edge from his own very recent experience (February 1513), when he had been arrested 
and tortured for his alleged complicity in the Boscoli conspiracy. 
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most powerful. Therefore, those emperors who through inexperience had need of special favour adhered more readily 
to the soldiers than to the people; a course which turned out advantageous to them or not, accordingly as the prince 
knew how to maintain authority over them. 
 
From these causes it arose that Marcus, Pertinax, and Alexander, being all men of modest life, lovers of justice, enemies 
to cruelty, humane, and benignant, came to a sad end except Marcus; he alone lived and died honoured, because he had 
succeeded to the throne by hereditary title, and owed nothing either to the soldiers or the people; and afterwards, 
being possessed of many virtues which made him respected, he always kept both orders in their places whilst he lived, 
and was neither hated nor despised. 
 
But Pertinax was created emperor against the wishes of the soldiers, who, being accustomed to live licentiously under 
Commodus, could not endure the honest life to which Pertinax wished to reduce them; thus, having given cause for 
hatred, to which hatred there was added contempt for his old age, he was overthrown at the very beginning of his 
administration. And here it should be noted that hatred is acquired as much by good works as by bad ones, therefore, as 
I said before, a prince wishing to keep his state is very often forced to do evil; for when that body is corrupt whom you 
think you have need of to maintain yourself—it may be either the people or the soldiers or the nobles—you have to 
submit to its humours and to gratify them, and then good works will do you harm. 
 
But let us come to Alexander, who was a man of such great goodness, that among the other praises which are accorded 
him is this, that in the fourteen years he held the empire no one was ever put to death by him unjudged; nevertheless, 
being considered effeminate and a man who allowed himself to be governed by his mother, he became despised, the 
army conspired against him, and murdered him. 
 
Turning now to the opposite characters of Commodus, Severus, Antoninus Caracalla, and Maximinus, you will find them 
all cruel and rapacious-men who, to satisfy their soldiers, did not hesitate to commit every kind of iniquity against the 
people; and all, except Severus, came to a bad end; but in Severus there was so much valour that, keeping the soldiers 
friendly, although the people were oppressed by him, he reigned successfully; for his valour made him so much admired 
in the sight of the soldiers and people that the latter were kept in a way astonished and awed and the former respectful 
and satisfied. And because the actions of this man, as a new prince, were great, I wish to show briefly that he knew well 
how to counterfeit the fox and the lion, which natures, as I said above, it is necessary for a prince to imitate. 
 
Knowing the sloth of the Emperor Julian, he persuaded the army in Sclavonia, of which he was captain, that it would be 
right to go to Rome and avenge the death of Pertinax, who had been killed by the praetorian soldiers; and under this 
pretext, without appearing to aspire to the throne, he moved the army on Rome, and reached Italy before it was known 
that he had started. On his arrival at Rome, the Senate, through fear, elected him emperor and killed Julian. After this 
there remained for Severus, who wished to make himself master of the whole empire, two difficulties; one in Asia, 
where Niger, head of the Asiatic army, had caused himself to be proclaimed emperor; the other in the west where 
Albinus was, who also aspired to the throne. And as he considered it dangerous to declare himself hostile to both, he 
decided to attack Niger and to deceive Albinus. To the latter he wrote that, being elected emperor by the Senate, he was 
willing to share that dignity with him and sent him the title of Caesar; and, moreover, that the Senate had made Albinus 
his colleague; which things were accepted by Albinus as true. But after Severus had conquered and killed Niger, and 
settled oriental affairs, he returned to Rome and complained to the Senate that Albinus, little recognizing the benefits 
that he had received from him, had by treachery sought to murder him, and for this ingratitude he was compelled to 
punish him. Afterwards he sought him out in France, and took from him his government and life. He who will, therefore, 
carefully examine the actions of this man will find him a most valiant lion and a most cunning fox; he will find him feared 
and respected by every one, and not hated by the army; and it need not be wondered at that he, a new man, was able 
to hold the empire so well, because his supreme renown always protected him from that hatred which the people might 
have conceived against him for his violence. 
 
But his son Antoninus was a most eminent man, and had very excellent qualities, which made him admirable in the sight 
of the people and acceptable to the soldiers, for he was a warlike man, most enduring of fatigue, a despiser of all 
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delicate food and other luxuries, which caused him to be beloved by the armies. Nevertheless, his ferocity and cruelties 
were so great and so unheard of that, after endless single murders, he killed a large number of the people of Rome and 
all those of Alexandria. He became hated by the whole world, and also feared by those he had around him, to such an 
extent that he was murdered in the midst of his army by a centurion. And here it must be noted that such-like deaths, 
which are deliberately inflicted with a resolved and desperate courage, cannot be avoided by princes, because any one 
who does not fear to die can inflict them; but a prince may fear them the less because they are very rare; he has only to 
be careful not to do any grave injury to those whom he employs or has around him in the service of the state. Antoninus 
had not taken this care, but had contumeliously killed a brother of that centurion, whom also he daily threatened, yet 
retained in his bodyguard; which, as it turned out, was a rash thing to do, and proved the emperor's ruin. 
 
But let us come to Commodus, to whom it should have been very easy to hold the empire, for, being the son of Marcus, 
he had inherited it, and he had only to follow in the footsteps of his father to please his people and soldiers; but, being 
by nature cruel and brutal, he gave himself up to amusing the soldiers and corrupting them, so that he might indulge his 
rapacity upon the people; on the other hand, not maintaining his dignity, often descending to the theatre to compete 
with gladiators, and doing other vile things, little worthy of the imperial majesty, he fell into contempt with the soldiers, 
and being hated by one party and despised by the other, he was conspired against and was killed. 
 
It remains to discuss the character of Maximinus. He was a very warlike man, and the armies, being disgusted with the 
effeminacy of Alexander, of whom I have already spoken, killed him and elected Maximinus to the throne. This he did 
not possess for long, for two things made him hated and despised; the one, his having kept sheep in Thrace, which 
brought him into contempt (it being well known to all, and considered a great indignity by every one), and the other, his 
having at the accession to his dominions deferred going to Rome and taking possession of the imperial seat; he had also 
gained a reputation for the utmost ferocity by having, through his prefects in Rome and elsewhere in the empire, 
practised many cruelties, so that the whole world was moved to anger at the meanness of his birth and to fear at his 
barbarity. First Africa rebelled, then the Senate with all the people of Rome, and all Italy conspired against him, to which 
may be added his own army; this latter, besieging Aquileia and meeting with difficulties in taking it, were disgusted with 
his cruelties, and fearing him less when they found so many against him, murdered him. 
 
I do not wish to discuss Heliogabalus, Macrinus, or Julian, who, being thoroughly contemptible, were quickly wiped out; 
but I will bring this discourse to a conclusion by saying that princes in our times have this difficulty of giving inordinate 
satisfaction to their soldiers in a far less degree, because, notwithstanding one has to give them some indulgence, that is 
soon done; none of these princes have armies that are veterans in the governance and administration of provinces, as 
were the armies of the Roman Empire; and whereas it was then more necessary to give satisfaction to the soldiers than 
to the people, it is now more necessary to all princes, except the Turk and the Soldan, to satisfy the people rather the 
soldiers, because the people are the more powerful. 
 
From the above I have excepted the Turk, who always keeps round him twelve thousand infantry and fifteen thousand 
cavalry on which depend the security and strength of the kingdom, and it is necessary that, putting aside every 
consideration for the people, he should keep them his friends. The kingdom of the Soldan is similar; being entirely in the 
hands of soldiers, it follows again that, without regard to the people, he must keep them his friends. But you must note 
that the state of the Soldan is unlike all other principalities, for the reason that it is like the Christian pontificate, which 
cannot be called either an hereditary or a newly formed principality; because the sons of the old prince are not the heirs, 
but he who is elected to that position by those who have authority, and the sons remain only noblemen. And this being 
an ancient custom, it cannot be called a new principality, because there are none of those difficulties in it that are met 
with in new ones; for although the prince is new, the constitution of the state is old, and it is framed so as to receive him 
as if he were its hereditary lord. 
 
But returning to the subject of our discourse, I say that whoever will consider it will acknowledge that either hatred or 
contempt has been fatal to the above-named emperors, and it will be recognized also how it happened that, a number 
of them acting in one way and a number in another, only one in each way came to a happy end and the rest to unhappy 
ones. Because it would have been useless and dangerous for Pertinax and Alexander, being new princes, to imitate 
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Marcus, who was heir to the principality; and likewise it would have been utterly destructive to Caracalla, Commodus, 
and Maximinus to have imitated Severus, they not having sufficient valour to enable them to tread in his footsteps. 
Therefore a prince, new to the principality, cannot imitate the actions of Marcus, nor, again, is it necessary to follow 
those of Severus, but he ought to take from Severus those parts which are necessary to found his state, and from 
Marcus those which are proper and glorious to keep a state that may already be stable and firm. 
 
 

 
The Prince By Machiavelli is in the public domain. Source: Gutenberg.org 
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