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The passage from Chapter 17 of Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Prince underscores a fundamental
principle of political stability: a ruler's primary goal should be to maintain the unity and loyalty of his
subjects. Machiavelli emphasizes that a prince who successfully keeps his subjects united and
content ensures his own security and the stability of his reign. This idea reflects the pragmatic and
often ruthless approach Machiavelli advocates throughout his work, where maintaining power
involves understanding human nature, managing perceptions, and making strategic decisions that
foster cohesion among the populace. In this article, we will explore the significance of this passage,
analyze its core themes, and examine its relevance in both historical and contemporary contexts.

Understanding the Core Message of the Passage

The Importance of Unity
Machiavelli posits that the primary objective of a prince is to preserve the unity of his subjects.
When a ruler maintains the cohesion of his realm, he reduces the risk of internal conflicts,
rebellions, and factions that could threaten his authority. Unity serves as the foundation upon which
stability and prosperity are built.

Maintaining Loyalty and Contentment
According to Machiavelli, a prince must ensure that his subjects are loyal and content. This does not
necessarily mean being loved in the traditional sense but rather maintaining the perception that the
ruler’s authority is legitimate and beneficial. The loyalty of subjects is fragile and must be actively
preserved through policies, justice, and sometimes, strategic deception.

The Role of the Prince’s Reputation
Reputation plays a crucial role in keeping subjects united. A prince who is perceived as just, strong,
and capable fosters trust and allegiance. Conversely, if subjects perceive their ruler as weak or
unjust, their loyalty wanes, and unrest can ensue.



Strategies for Maintaining Subjects’ Unity

Establishing a Strong and Just Rule

Justice and Fairness: Ensuring laws are applied evenly and fairly to prevent grievances.

Effective Governance: Implementing policies that address the needs of the populace.

Security and Defense: Protecting subjects from external and internal threats.

Managing Public Perception

Propaganda and Image Building: Crafting a positive image of the ruler as a protector and1.
benefactor.

Controlling Information: Limiting or shaping dissenting voices to prevent destabilizing2.
rumors.

Celebrating National or Cultural Identity: Fostering a shared sense of pride and belonging3.
among subjects.

Dealing with Factions and Divisions

Divide and Conquer: Exploiting divisions among factions to prevent any one group from
gaining too much power.

Incorporating Elite Groups: Gaining the loyalty of influential groups through favors or
alliances.

Suppressing Rebellions: Using military force when necessary to quash dissent and re-
establish order.

The Balance Between Fear and Love



Machievelli’s Perspective on Ruling
In Chapter 17, Machiavelli famously discusses whether it is better for a prince to be loved or feared.
He concludes that, ideally, a ruler should be both, but if forced to choose, it is safer to be feared
than loved, provided that fear does not breed hatred. This balance is directly related to maintaining
subjects’ unity: fear can serve as a tool to keep subjects obedient, but excessive cruelty can fracture
unity.

Practical Application
A prince must carefully calibrate his use of fear and affection to preserve loyalty. Harsh
punishments, when used judiciously, can deter dissent, but excessive cruelty may alienate subjects
and threaten the cohesion he seeks to maintain.

The Consequences of Disunity

Risks for the Ruler
If a prince fails to keep his subjects united, he risks:

Revolts and uprisings that can overthrow his rule.

Factional conflicts that weaken the state’s stability.

External invasion exploiting internal divisions.

Historical Examples

Roman Empire: Internal divisions contributed to its decline, showcasing the importance of1.
unity.

Medici Dynasty: Their ability to maintain control over Florence depended heavily on unifying2.
various factions.

Modern States: Countries that foster national identity and social cohesion tend to be more3.
stable.



Relevance in Contemporary Politics

Application of Machiavellian Principles Today
Modern political leaders often face the challenge of maintaining national unity amid diverse
populations. Strategies include fostering shared national identities, managing public perception, and
sometimes employing realpolitik approaches similar to those advocated by Machiavelli.

Challenges in the Modern Context

Globalization: Increased interconnectedness complicates efforts to maintain internal
cohesion.

Media and Information Age: Rapid dissemination can both bolster and undermine a ruler’s
image.

Social Divisions: Ethnic, religious, and ideological differences pose ongoing threats to unity.

Conclusion: The Enduring Wisdom of Machiavelli
The passage from Chapter 17 of The Prince encapsulates a pragmatic truth: the stability of a ruler’s
domain hinges on his ability to keep his subjects united. Machiavelli’s insights remain relevant
today, emphasizing that political power is not merely a matter of laws or military might but also of
perception, trust, and strategic management of human nature. Whether in ancient city-states or
modern nation-states, the principle that unity underpins stability continues to resonate. A wise ruler,
according to Machiavelli, recognizes that fostering loyalty and cohesion is an ongoing, dynamic
process—one that requires balancing firmness with fairness, perception with reality, and strength
with subtlety.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main idea conveyed in Chapter 17 of 'The Prince'
regarding a ruler's relationship with his subjects?
Chapter 17 emphasizes that a prince must maintain the unity and loyalty of his subjects by
demonstrating justness, clemency, and a reputation for virtue, ensuring their support and stability of
his rule.



How does Machiavelli suggest a prince should approach
cruelty and mercy to maintain power?
Machiavelli advocates for a balanced approach, suggesting that a prince may need to be cruel at
times to secure order, but should ultimately appear merciful and just to earn the love and respect of
his subjects.

According to Chapter 17, why is it important for a prince to
appear virtuous in the eyes of his subjects?
Because appearances influence public perception, and a prince who appears virtuous can gain trust
and loyalty, which helps maintain stability and prevent rebellion or dissent.

What role does reputation play in a prince's ability to keep his
subjects united, as discussed in Chapter 17?
Reputation is crucial; a prince's perceived virtues or vices can significantly impact his authority.
Maintaining a good reputation helps secure loyalty and deters enemies or rivals.

Does Machiavelli recommend that a prince always act
virtuously, or are there exceptions?
Machiavelli recognizes that while acting virtuously is ideal, rulers must sometimes act against virtue
for the sake of securing their power and the stability of their state.

How does Machiavelli advise a prince to handle the perception
of cruelty?
He suggests that cruelty, if well-used and justified, can be necessary for maintaining order, but it
should be executed swiftly and decisively to minimize ongoing resentment.

What is the significance of unity among subjects according to
Chapter 17?
Unity among subjects is essential for a stable and secure rule, as divided subjects can lead to
rebellion, weakening the prince's authority and threatening his power.

How does Machiavelli differentiate between a prince's private
virtues and public image in Chapter 17?
He emphasizes that a prince's public image must be carefully managed; sometimes, appearing
virtuous is more important than actual virtue, as perception influences loyalty and stability.
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---

Introduction

Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Prince remains one of the most influential treatises on political power and
statecraft ever penned. Among its many chapters, Chapter 17 stands out as a pivotal discourse on
the moral and practical considerations a ruler must navigate to maintain authority and stability. The
passage in question underscores a fundamental principle: a prince’s legitimacy hinges on his ability
to keep his subjects united. This investigation aims to dissect the passage from Chapter 17, analyze
its implications in both historical and contemporary contexts, and explore the enduring relevance of
Machiavelli’s insights into political unity and power.

---

Contextualizing Chapter 17 in The Prince

Historical Background

Written in 1513 during Italy’s turbulent political landscape, The Prince reflects Machiavelli’s
firsthand observations of power struggles among city-states, monarchs, and military leaders.
Chapter 17, titled “Of Cruelty and Clemency, and Whether It Is Better To Be Loved Than Feared,”
delves into the complex ethics of rulership. The chapter’s core argument emphasizes that a prince
must often make pragmatic choices—sometimes resorting to cruelty—to maintain order.

The Passage in Focus

While the entire chapter discusses the balance of cruelty and clemency, the specific passage reads:

> "Therefore, so long as a prince keeps his subjects united and loyal, he may impose upon them
whatever burdens he wishes, provided he maintains their allegiance."

This statement encapsulates a core Machiavellian principle: unity and loyalty are paramount, and
their preservation grants the ruler substantial leeway in exercising authority.

---

The Core Principles of Political Unity in Machiavelli’s
Thought

Unity as the Bedrock of Stability



Machiavelli posits that a divided population is inherently vulnerable. Disunity breeds dissent,
rebellion, and chaos, which threaten a ruler’s position. Conversely, a united populace acts
cohesively, making it easier for the prince to govern, implement policies, and defend the state.

Loyalty as the Ruler’s Shield

Loyal subjects are less likely to revolt, more willing to accept hardships, and serve as a buffer
against external threats. Machiavelli emphasizes that loyalty is cultivated through:

- Maintaining the perception of justice and fairness
- Demonstrating strength and decisiveness
- Providing tangible benefits or security

The Balance of Power and Authority

Machiavelli suggests that as long as the ruler maintains the loyalty and unity of his subjects, he can
exercise authority with relative freedom. This includes imposing taxes, enforcing laws, and even
using cruelty when necessary—since the subjects’ loyalty cushions the potential backlash.

---

Analyzing the Passage: Ethical and Practical
Dimensions

The Pragmatism of Machiavellian Leadership

Machiavelli’s assertion reflects an unapologetic pragmatic realism. Unlike idealists who advocate for
moral virtues as the foundation of good governance, Machiavelli recognizes that the stability of the
state often requires morally ambiguous actions. The key is that these actions do not fracture the
unity and loyalty that sustain the ruler’s power.

Implication: The ruler’s primary duty is to preserve the state, even if it means resorting to cruelty,
deception, or suppression, provided these measures do not cause internal disintegration.

The Role of Perception and Fear

While the passage emphasizes loyalty, Machiavelli also discusses the importance of perception. A
ruler must appear virtuous, just, and compassionate, even if secretly resorting to cruelty. This
duality maintains the subjects’ trust and prevents dissent.

In essence: The ruler’s image must reinforce unity, making it easier to impose burdens without
risking rebellion.



Unity and Contemporary Governance

Modern political science echoes Machiavelli’s insights. Democratic nations, for example, emphasize
social cohesion, national identity, and trust in institutions. When these elements falter, political
unrest often follows. Conversely, authoritarian regimes often leverage propaganda, fear, and loyalty
to sustain power.

---

Critical Examination: Strengths and Limitations

Strengths of Machiavelli’s Perspective

- Realism: Recognizes human nature’s propensity toward self-interest and the importance of
maintaining order.
- Pragmatism: Encourages rulers to prioritize stability over abstract moral considerations.
- Applicability: Offers insights relevant across different political systems and historical periods.

Limitations and Ethical Concerns

- Potential for Abuse: The emphasis on loyalty and unity can justify tyranny, repression, and
unethical actions.
- Undermining Trust: Excessive reliance on fear and manipulation can erode genuine loyalty and
social cohesion over time.
- Neglect of Justice: The focus on stability may overshadow considerations of justice, rights, and
moral virtue.

---

Historical and Modern Examples of Unity as a Political
Tool

Historical Examples

- The Roman Empire: Maintained unity through a combination of propaganda, military strength, and
civic identity.
- Louis XIV of France: Centralized authority and cultivated loyalty through elaborate court rituals
and propaganda.

Modern Examples



- Totalitarian Regimes: Use fear, surveillance, and propaganda to maintain social cohesion—e.g.,
North Korea.
- Nation-Building Campaigns: Governments promoting shared identity to foster national unity—e.g.,
post-apartheid South Africa.

Case Studies

- The fall of the Soviet Union revealed that superficial unity could mask deep-seated discontent,
leading to collapse.
- Post-9/11 America heightened national unity through fear and shared purpose, illustrating the use
of crises to reinforce loyalty.

---

Reevaluating Machiavelli’s Passage in Contemporary
Discourse

The Balance Between Loyalty and Morality

Modern leadership debates often grapple with the tension between effective governance and ethical
standards. Machiavelli’s assertion raises questions:

- Is it acceptable for a leader to impose burdens if it keeps the populace united?
- How does one balance state stability with human rights?

The Role of Trust and Transparency

Contemporary democracies emphasize transparency and accountability, contrasting Machiavellian
tactics. Yet, the core idea remains relevant: trust and social cohesion are vital for political stability.

Implications for Political Leaders Today

- Leaders must cultivate genuine loyalty through effective policies, not solely through coercion.
- Maintaining unity involves addressing diverse interests and fostering inclusive governance.
- Excessive reliance on fear can backfire, leading to unrest and loss of legitimacy.

---

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of Machiavelli’s
Insight

The passage from Chapter 17 of The Prince encapsulates a timeless principle: the strength of a ruler
hinges on their ability to keep their subjects united and loyal. Machiavelli’s pragmatic approach
underscores that stability often depends on a delicate balance—using power wisely, maintaining
order, and understanding human nature.



While his methods may be subject to ethical critique, the core insight remains relevant across
centuries. Whether in monarchies, democracies, or authoritarian regimes, social cohesion and
loyalty continue to be foundational for effective governance. Leaders who understand this
principle—while navigating the ethical complexities—are more likely to sustain their authority and
ensure stability.

The passage invites reflection on the nature of power, the importance of trust, and the strategies
leaders employ to maintain unity. It reminds us that beneath the veneer of morality, pragmatic
considerations often drive political actions—a truth as relevant today as it was in Machiavelli’s Italy.

---
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