
 

 

Texts throughout time explore and evaluate the deceitful, avaricious and ambitious as 
much as the honourable aspects of the human condition, particularly when dealing 
with struggles for power. Subterfuge and political scheming are at the core of the 
infamous early 16th century mirror of princes The Prince by Niccolò Machiavelli, where 
he implicitly and explicitly advises necessity for deceit, artifice, and ruthlessness, 
which he presumes are inherent parts of human nature. He longed for stability in the 
context of internecine wars on the Italian peninsula, utilizing the distinctive aspects of 
the genre, such as an emphasis on logos and citing historical figures, to advise rulers 
how peace may be achieved. Contrastingly, William Shakespeare’s late 16th Century 
history play Julius Caesar uses the dramatic disparity between the characters vying for 
power to reveal Shakespeare’s implicit critique of republican intrigues. It suggests that 
he disdains the deceit and artifice so essential to Machiavelli’s view of humanity and 
favours virtue tempered by ruthlessness, perhaps a reflection of his context of stable 
monarchical rule under Queen Elizabeth I. By comparing these two texts, we conclude 
that through their evaluations of the human condition, The Prince and Julius Caesar 
simultaneously reveal similarities of assumptions about human nature while 
reinforcing their distinctive textual qualities and purposes.  
 
In a context of endless warfare and civil disturbance, we can understand how an 
author would endorse ruthless actions to end the cycle of threats against the stability 
of a state, especially if they considered callousness and ambition to be praiseworthy 
aspects of human nature. Machiavelli’s context of violent uprisings acts, as a catalyst 
for his advice a ruler must have respect in order to eliminate conspiracies against their 
rule. This is best done through terror, as people are fundamentally driven by fear, 
“People must be either pampered or crushed”. However, he metaphorically 
acknowledges that, “the best fortress that exists is to avoid being hated by the 
people”, while revealing a cynical knowledge of the fear inherent in human nature, 
“any injury a prince does a man should be of such a kind that there is no fear of 
revenge.” By contrast, the ruthless characters in Julius Caesar all seem destined for 
failure. Shakespeare’s cunning comparison of his characters positions us to reject the 
avaricious or the arrogant as unfit for kingship, perhaps an insight into his context of 
stable monarchy. Caesar is ruthless but wilfully blind, having banished “Publius 
Cimber”, but having revealed through dramatic irony his poor judgment, “How foolish 
do your fears seem now Calpurnia. Cassius, despite his ruthless desire that Caesar and 
Antony should die, seems equally driven by envy and spite, “Upon what meat does 
Caesar feed that he is grown so great?” and therefore we are not prepared to accept 
him as leader. So although these men have some of the qualities Machiavelli admired, 
it is clear that the play does not present them as worthy of leadership. The two texts 
reach divergent conclusions about the qualities of human nature required in a leader: 
perhaps a reflection of the distinctive amorality of The Prince as compared to the more 
morally judgmental nature of the play.  
 
The texts’ difference in the way they approach desirable qualities of human nature in 
a leader continues. Machiavelli, in a context of constant political betrayals, insinuates 
that a prince must “be prepared not to be virtuous” if it is “necessary for safeguarding 
the state”. He implies the value of an action rests solely on the end result and that the 
need for stability outweighs any moral concern. Brutus also uses the protection of the 



 

 

state as a rationale for his decision “… not that I loved Caesar less, but that I loved 
Rome more.” to assassinate Caesar. However, he is very conscious of his “honour”, 
demanding that the plebeians, “believe me for mine honour”, while foolishly allowing 
Antony both life and room to speak. His human decency is punished by his ultimate 
political failure and death, an implied Shakespearean endorsement of Machiavelli’s 
ruthless perspective. Machiavelli’s brutal use of logos creates a contrast between 
morality and utility but qualifies it: “above all a ruler must make sure that everything 
he does gives people the impression that he is a great man of remarkable qualities”. 
Duplicity is irrelevant as long as he maintains a façade of honour that appeals to the 
pathos of the people, “seeming to be compassionate, loyal, humane, honest and 
religious.” Shakespeare critiques the use of duplicity through the dramatic irony, 
where we are exposed to how Cassius manipulates Brutus, “for who so firm that 
cannot be seduced?” implying that an honourable man, lacking in ruthlessness might 
be a disaster for the state. Machiavelli assumes a ruler must adopt only a façade of 
honour, as is fitting in a text written as a guide to princes. However, Shakespeare, as 
required in a play with a moral message for a broader audience, makes clear that 
honour must be leavened with shrewdness. 
 
In the 16th century, a ruler in a context of plots must become a mastermind at 
balancing intelligence and honour. Machiavelli, particularly, highlights the value of a 
pragmatic ruler. The zoomorphic analogy of the fox and the lion, “a ruler… should take 
on the traits of the fox and the lion;” suggests that an ideal ruler in a world dominated 
by plots and wars is both brave and cunning. He cites “Cesare Borgia” as a man “of 
exceptional prowess” who exemplifies these qualities, “I wouldn’t know what better 
advice to give than to follow his example”. By contrast Shakespeare creates an 
idealised pragmatic ruler in the character of Octavius, who is ruthless enough to 
demand of Lepidus, “Your brother too must die”, and while revealing his honour in 
the way he is prepared to praise the defeated Brutus as “the noblest Roman of them 
all.” Significantly, this mix of pragmatism and intelligence is given the last line of the 
play, "to part the glories of this happy day”, implying that he will be the restorer of 
order. Both texts, despite their differing moral purposes, effectively reach diverging 
conclusions about the qualities of human nature essential in a successful ruler. 
 
Both texts similarly reveal a cynical belief that human nature is fundamentally driven 
by greed, ambition, fear and selfishness, with perhaps a leavening of honour. 
Additionally, their distinctive qualities in form shown in the way the ‘mirror of princes’ 
advises rulers how to exploit these qualities, while the play passes a moral judgment 
and presents us with a potential righteous monarch who overcomes these flaws of 
human nature: each text therefore perfectly reflecting their respective contexts and 
their purposes. 


