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It is through the form, content and structure of a text that authors communicate universal values 
in light of the contextual experiences of their time. Both William Shakespeare and Niccolo 
Machiavelli shared the Renaissance humanistic yearning to seek the truth regarding human 
nature and how this functions in the real world, discovering that to maintain stability, a ruler must 
be deceptive, disregarding morality to surpass political challenges. Consequentialist intellectual 
Machiavelli in his political treatise The Prince (1532) cements the vitality of unfiltered power, 
enabling a ruler to enforce their influence without considering the repercussions. Diverging from 
Machiavelli’s dissertation, playwright Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar (1599) offers a more 
dramatic approach in his historical tragedy, displaying the detrimental effect of moral relativism 
upon the individual. While both authors advocate interplay between the enduring debates of 
deceptiveness and moral flexibility in leadership, Shakespeare’s historical tragedy contrasts 
Machiavelli’s speculum principum through his examination of the damaging impact of such 
Machiavellian guidelines, arriving at more dubious conclusions regarding leadership. 
  
Influenced by his disjointed milieu on the Italian Peninsula, Machiavelli was a sycophant due to 
losing his position in the Florentine republic cementing his belief in the amoral nature of politics 
as the foundation to empirical statecraft. Through an aphorism, metaphor and mythological 
allusion to the Roman Goddess Fortuna and the Wheel of Fortune, "Fortune is female and if you 
want to stay on top you have to slap and thrust” Machiavelli implies that leaders, such as the 
decisive Cesare Borgia, did what was absolutely necessary as this leads to stability. However, 
Borgia was not a mindless butcher, he was moral at times that demanded it. This contemporary 
allusion shows Machiavelli’s attitude of a statesman who was able to be both amoral and moral 
stemmed from his anthropocentric humanist views emphasising the divergence from altruistic 
notions of ruling. Leaders who are permanently virtuous is what led to the chaotic, ephemeral 
ruling of Florence, and the other city-states at the time. Diverging from Machiavelli, 
Shakespeare’s milieu was relatively stable under Queen Elizabeth’s reign of terror. However, he 
comments on the possible anarchy that could occur due to the uncertainty of monarchical 
succession, causing many to fear her death would throw England into the turmoil that had 
engulfed it during the Wars of the Roses. Through his dramatisation of amorality in Julius 
Caesar, the brutal ramifications of moral constancy are illustrated through the juxtaposition 
between Brutus’s tragic death with the victory of the duplicitous politician Antony. When Cassius 
suggests to kill Antony, Brutus argues, “our course will seem too bloody […] to cut the head off 
and then hack the limbs […] for Antony is but a limb of Caesar”. The sustained metaphorical 
language exemplifies Brutus’s disinclination towards moral changeability. However, Brutus’s 
hubris is his hamartia, ultimately leading to his death. Thus, amorality in The Prince is simply a 
means to an end, while in Julius Caesar it is dramatised through the pivot of Brutus serving as 
inner conflict. 
   
 
The Prince is substantially less theoretical than the literature on political theory that preceded it, 
reflecting the drastic change in the pragmatic nature of powerplay. This realpolitik, didactic 
approach can be seen through the metaphor and zoomorphism of the fox and the lion to explain 
the combination of cunning and strength that a prince must possess to retain empirical control of 
his state. A prince must alternate between the fox and the lion when circumstances demand, 
acting as a fox "to recognise traps" and as a lion when he must "frighten off wolves." Earlier 
thinkers constructed notions of ideal states, but Machiavelli used expediency to set The Prince 
in actuality to regain favour with Lorenzo de Medici, thus suggesting Machiavelli’s homogenous 
audience compared to Shakespeare’s heterogeneous audience. Therefore, this holistic, 
methodical process of persuasion displays the emergence of pragmatism and the rationality of 
the Renaissance, as it overturned scholasticism. Shakespeare diverges from this idea of 
pragmatism to indicate how Caesar is not experiential which leads to his downfall. Caesar’s 
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hamartia is his hubris exemplified as he solely exhibits the traits of the “lion”. This tunnel vision 
is accentuated in the biblical allusion and simile, “I’m as constant as the northern star”, 
signifying the pinnacle of his vanity and his inability to switch between lion and fox, emphasising 
he lacks the guile statecraft that a fox manifests. Hence, Caesar lacks Machiavelli’s idea of virtù. 
Virtù is evident within Antony, as he is a structural opposite to Caesar, adapting to any situation. 
Shakespeare uses a stage direction: “Antony descends from pulpit”, conveying how Antony 
shifts to the behaviour of the fox, hiding the operation of hierarchy by captivating the plebeians. 
Antony benefits from them removing his political opponents, highlighting the effectiveness of his 
malleability, and his insight of human nature. Shakespeare juxtaposes Antony with Caesar to 
illustrate how Elizabeth, in this case Antony, can balance cruelty and compassion expediently. 
This is evident where she removes the conspiratory threat of Mary, Queen of Scots, but is 
pragmatically magnanimous in her decision to leave Catholics unharmed whereas her father, 
King Henry the 8th persecuted the Catholics. Thus, both texts indicate the shift to pragmatic 
politics and that those who are not practical are overshadowed by those who are. 
  
In conclusion, regardless of their deviating forms and contexts, both texts acknowledge a ruler 
must be deceptive and morally elastic to achieve social stability. However, Shakespeare 
examines the detrimental impact this can have, arriving at more hesitant conclusions than 
Machiavelli, reflecting the uncertainty concerning monarchical succession that pervaded his 
context. Opposing to this, Machiavelli’s cemented notions of moral flexibility and treachery 
spurred from his position as a diplomat amongst the fractured Italian Peninsula. Therefore, while 
both authors advocate moral relativity interweaved with fraudulence, Machiavelli focuses only 
on the outcome of such actions, whereas Shakespeare examines the effect of these principles 
upon the individual. 
 


