
Discovery Channel Great Books Series: Machiavelli’s The Prince 
 
Length of Lesson: One class period       Grade Level: 9-12 
Objectives: Students will understand the following: 
1. Machiavelli’s enumeration of leadership qualities for a prince has always been controversial. 
2. Leaders and followers may differ in what they identify as the qualities of a good leader. 
 
Procedure: 
1. The first part of this activity is best carried out before students read The Prince or read about The 
Prince or view the video about it. Tell students that they will have an opportunity in part 1 of this activity 
to describe a good leader in their own words and in part 2 to produce a piece of writing that compares and 
contrasts their description of a good leader with the description put forth by Machiavelli. 
 
2. Begin by having students identify positions that call for leadership—from leader of a service 
organization to leader of a country. Other leadership positions they may think of include these: 

• Spiritual leader of a group of people; leader of spiritual leaders 
• Captain of an athletic team 
• Teacher of a class of students 
• Principal of a school 
• Superintendent of a school district 
• President of the student body 
• General of an army 
• President of a college 
• CEO of a corporation 
• Leader of a labor union 
• Conductor of an orchestra 
• Mayor of a city; governor of a state 

 
3. Given that there is such a broad range of leadership roles, what generalizations can students make about 
the skills that leaders should have? Keep a running list of skills or traits that students think followers like 
in a leader. Some commonly mentioned skills or traits that followers say they like include these: 

• Decisiveness 
• Fairness 
• Ability to bring out the best in people 
• Willingness to work as hard as the followers 
• Strong speaking and public relations skills 
• Honesty 

 
4. Now keep a running list of skills, traits, or powers that students think help a leader get ahead or get 
things done. Are some of the skills, traits, or powers on this list the same as on the preceding list or not? 
Some commonly mentioned skills, traits, and powers that help a leader get ahead or get things done 
include the following: 

• Control of followers’ grades, promotions, or financial situation 
• A threatening personality 
• Good connections with others in positions of leadership 
• Powers of persuasion 
• Trickery 
• Competitiveness 



 
5. Conduct a class discussion on the differences between the items on the first list and the items on the 
second list. Elicit from students that the skills, traits, or powers they may value in a leader are not 
necessarily the same that a leader thinks he or she needs in order to survive. 
 
6. Proceed to your class study of Machiavelli and The Prince. After discussing the man and his principles 
of state leadership, ask each student to prepare, individually, a Venn diagram that shows the following: 

• In the overlapping area, what both the student and Machiavelli think of as essential traits, skills, or 
powers of a leader of a nation 

• On the left, what the student looks for in a leader of a nation but Machiavelli doesn’t 
• On the right, what Machiavelli wants in a leader of a nation but the student doesn’t 
• Make sure students realize that the activity is moving from a discussion of leaders in general to 

leaders of a nation. 
 
7. Using the finished Venn diagram as a prewriting device, direct students to write a compare-and-
contrast essay in which they discuss their views of an ideal state leader and Machiavelli’s views. 
 
Adaptations: Instead of requiring individual Venn diagrams, work with the class as a whole to develop a 
single, large Venn diagram on the board or on poster paper. You may also omit the compare-and-contrast 
essay. 
 
Discussion Questions: 

1. The program refers to Machiavelli’s name as a synonym for evil. How accurate do you feel that 
assessment is? 

2. Machiavelli said that rivers and men can be controlled, but cannot be trusted. Discuss what this 
statement means and whether or not you think it is true. Give another metaphor that would express 
your view on this idea. 

3. Why was Abraham Lincoln cited as an example of a Machiavellian leader? How did Lincoln 
justify his actions? To what extent do you believe he was right to act that way? 

 
Extension: 
 Interview with a Leader: Direct students to interview a local leader, either an elected official or 
an appointed leader. The leader may work for a civic organization, a religious institution, a business, or 
government. Tell students that in the course of the interview it is their responsibility to turn the 
conversation to Machiavelli’s advice for a leader. Have students report back to the class on whether their 
interviewees agree with Machiavelli. 
 
 Contemporary Politicians and Machiavelli: Throughout the video The Prince, the faces of 
modern political leaders are flashed on the screen while attributes of Machiavelli’s Prince are discussed. 
Have the students review the video to identify those leaders and to note what attributes are under 
discussion for each. Then have students conduct research to uncover information about the pictured 
leaders. Does the information prove or disprove the attributes associated with each leader in the video? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Vocabulary: 
 
mercenary 
A soldier hired and paid to serve in a foreign army. 
Context: 
Good arms are the arms of a citizen army not a mercenary army.  
 
republic 
A government in which power resides in elected officials. 
Context: 
You need to have a republic in order to have a citizen army.  
 
steadfast 
Not subject to change. 
Context: 
Appear steadfast, but remain flexible. 
 
strategist 
One who develops a plan for using the political, economic, or military forces of a nation. 
Context: 
He gives us the inner discipline of the strategist.  
 
totalitarians 
Leaders who subordinate and strictly control all others in a state or regime. 
Context: 
For some, it was a veritable guidebook for tyrants and totalitarians.  
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