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HERTOG 2021 SUMMER COURSES 

MACHIAVELLI’S THE PRINCE 
Vickie Sullivan, Professor, Tufts University 

Although he witnessed at close hand the deeds of both hapless and ruthless European 
rulers of the Renaissance that resulted in devastating wars for the Italian peninsula, it is 
not the life but rather the words of Niccolò Machiavelli that have earned him fame – and 
infamy. Both types of notoriety derive from his most well-known work, his small treatise, 
The Prince. This seminar series will study carefully this classic text to understand 
Machiavelli’s account of virtue and the low, but solid, ground on which recommends we 
construct our political regimes. 

This seminar will meet online weekly on Thursdays from 10 AM to 12 PM ET on the 
following dates: June 17, June 24, July 1, and July 8. 

Course Materials 
• Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. Harvey Mansfield (University of Chicago

Press, 1998)

Discussion Papers: Each fellow will be responsible for completing a brief discussion 
paper (1-2 pages, single spaced). See below for your assignment. Papers are due the 
day before your assigned session by 5 PM ET. They should be posted on the course 
Slack channel and will be part of the assigned readings for the session. Paper-writers 
should be ready to briefly present their ideas during the seminar. 

Resources: 

To learn more about the ideas and figures discussed in this course, we encourage 
you to explore a project supported by the Hertog Foundation: The Great Thinkers 
(http://thegreatthinkers.org/) and Contemporary Thinkers 
(http://contemporarythinkers.org/) websites. These sites are aimed at introducing 
important thinkers in Western thought, with a particular emphasis on politics and 
philosophy.  

Relevant pages include Plato, Aristotle, Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Locke (on The Great 
Thinkers), and Harvey Mansfield and Leo Strauss (on Contemporary Thinkers). 

http://thegreatthinkers.org/
http://contemporarythinkers.org/
https://thegreatthinkers.org/plato/
https://thegreatthinkers.org/aristotle/
https://thegreatthinkers.org/machiavelli/
https://thegreatthinkers.org/hobbes/
https://thegreatthinkers.org/locke/
https://contemporarythinkers.org/harvey-mansfield/
https://contemporarythinkers.org/leo-strauss/
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Thursday, June 17, 2021 

10 AM – 12 PM ET Session I:  Introduction to The Prince; Hereditary & 
Mixed Principalities 

Readings: 

• The Prince, Dedicatory Letter

• The Prince, Chs. 1–5

Discussion Questions: 

1. What light does the dedicatory letter of The Prince cast on the addressee and 
purposes of the work?

2. What might be the significance of Machiavelli’s claim that his political knowledge 
derives both from modern experience and reading ancient works?

3. What light does the analogy to those who sketch landscapes in the dedicatory 
letter of The Prince cast on the distinction between the natures of princes and 
peoples and on Machiavelli’s own status? 

4. What is the underlying basis of the typology of states in The Prince, Chapter 1?
5. Does Machiavelli stick to his announcement in The Prince, Chapter 2 that he will 

leave out reasoning on republics?  (Note the example he offers for wise princes 
to imitate in The Prince, Chapter 3).

6. What are the implications and the moral and political consequences of 
Machiavelli’s assertion in The Prince, Chapter 3 that the desire to acquire is “a 
very natural and ordinary thing”? 

7. What mistakes did King Louis of France make when he invaded Italy? Consider 
what his errors have in common.

8. What are the critical distinctions between the two forms of princely rule that he 
introduces in Chapter 4?

9. What are the implications of the treatment of republics in The Prince, Chapter 5? 
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Thursday, June 24, 2021 

10 AM – 12 PM ET Session II: New Princes; Criminal & Civil Principalities 

Readings: 

• The Prince, Chs. 6–10

Discussion Questions: 

1. Why are founders the most important examples for Machiavelli?  What can we 
learn from their examples that we might not learn otherwise? 

2. How should we understand the treatment of Moses in The Prince, Chapter 6?
3. What is the point of the story of Remirro de Orco in The Prince, Chapter 7?
4. Is Cesare Borgia Machiavelli’s model prince? What mistakes did he make? What 

does he have in common with Machiavelli?
5. Do the distinctions between acquiring by one’s own arms and virtue, and 

acquiring by the arms of others and fortune, hold up?
6. Is crime compatible with virtue and glory?
7. Should a would-be prince in a republic seek to come to power with the support of 

the people or that of the great?
8. What is the ultimate distinction between the people and the great? Is it a 

difference of natures? 
9. What does Machiavelli teach about the nature of obligation in Chapter 10? 

Thursday, July 1, 2021 

10 AM – 12 PM ET Session III: Ecclesiastical Principalities; Arms & 
Politics; Morality & Politics 

Readings: 

• The Prince, Ch. 11–18
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Discussion Questions: 

1. Why does Machiavelli tell the story of Pope Alexander and his son Cesare Borgia 
differently in Chapters 6 and 11? [

2. What are the differences between mercenary and auxiliary arms? Why might Italy 
have become disarmed?

3. How does the point of Machiavelli’s story of David and Goliath differ from its point 
in the Bible?

4. What is the role of writers according to The Prince, Chapter 14? How does this 
square with his discussion of previous writers in The Prince, Chapter 15?

5. What does Machiavelli mean when he declares his “intent” “to write something 
useful to whoever understands it”? What are the implications of this statement for 
his apparent addressee, Lorenzo de Medici?

6. What is Machiavelli’s teaching on “imaginary republics”? Who might he be 
implicitly attacking, and what are the revolutionary implications of this teaching?

7. What harm comes from liberality, according to Machiavelli?
8. What harm comes from mercy, according to Machiavelli?
9. What is Machiavelli’s teaching about morality?
10.  Does Machiavelli’s teaching about morality serve only the prince or his subjects 

as well?
11.  What are the similarities and differences, if any, between the teaching 

Machiavelli ascribes to the ancient writers in The Prince, Chapter 18, and his 
own teaching in that chapter? 

12.  Does it matter what qualities a prince really has, or is appearance all that 
matters? 

Thursday, July 8, 2021 

10 AM – 12 PM ET Session IV: Conspiracies, Soldiers, & Armed  
Subjects; A Prince’s Conduct, Ministers, & Advisers; 
Italy & Fortune; Machiavelli & Philosophy 
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Readings: 

• The Prince, Chs. 19–26

• Letter to Vettori, pp. 107–11

Discussion Questions: 

1. What is the point of the discussion of conspiracies in The Prince, Chapter 19?
2. What is the point of the discussion of the Roman emperors in The Prince,

Chapter 19?
6. Do princes have to avoid being hated by the people?
7. What are the implications of the advice in The Prince, Chapter 20 to arm one’s 

subjects and not to build fortresses for princely rule?
8. Does the end of Chapter 21 make Machiavelli a forerunner of modern 

liberalism?
9. How is it possible for a minister “never to think of himself but always of the 

prince,” given Machiavelli’s view of human nature?
10.  Compare the threefold typology of brains in The Prince, Chapter 22 to the 

distinctions between princes and peoples in the dedicatory letter and between 
the great and the people in Chapter 9. 

11.  What does Machiavelli’s discussion of advisers imply for his own role as a 
teacher or adviser of princes?

12.  What is Machiavelli’s teaching about virtue and fortune? 
13.  How should we understand the treatment of Moses in The Prince, Chapter 26?
14.  Is the plea to liberate Italy in Chapter 26 the culmination or a contradiction of the 

overall argument of The Prince? 
15.  How can Machiavelli be said to be an Italian patriot? In what ways does he 

appear to be disloyal to Italy?
16.  Do the sentiments that Machiavelli expresses in his letter to Vettori make him a 

philosopher? 


