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Seneca vs. Machiavelli on Mercy 

In this assembly I am going to talk to you about the differences between Machiavelli and Seneca’s ideas 
about mercy. This initially appears to be a very abstract topic, but political thinkers and philosophers have 
been actually arguing about the kinds of virtues that leaders should have for millennia. The most famous 
early example is Plato, who argues in The Republic, that leaders should be highly virtuous, and training such 
individuals was the most important task of the state. Plato actually drew up his own utopia in which the 
ruling class were educated for many years so than an individual might become sufficiently wise and virtuous 
to become a leader, a philosopher king.  

We still argue about what kinds of virtues leaders should have: should they be intelligent, humble, ambitious, 
honest, a ‘man of the people’, funny, prudent, wise, etc. But what makes a virtuous leader is not actually the 
question that I am going to be discussing. Instead I am going to ask whether or not leaders should be 
virtuous at all, because that is the challenge that Machiavelli, a 16th century political thinker, posed to his 
contemporaries who were heavily influenced by the classical philosophy that was in vogue at the time, 
including the work of Seneca which I am going to focus on,. We know that Machiavelli studied Seneca’s 
work as a boy, because records of the books repeatedly being taken out of the Florentine library by his father 
survive to this day. 

A primary aim of Machiavelli’s most famous and controversial book The Prince is to ‘satirise’ the classical 
theories of morality which were prevalent in Florence during the time he was writing and demonstrate that 
only a foolish ruler would look to classical philosophers for advice about how to rule their state. The Prince 
is part of a literary genre called ‘mirror for princes’. Typical ‘mirror for princes’ authors until Machiavelli 
had always tried to demonstrate that there was a necessary connection between “moral goodness and 
legitimate authority”: and in 16th century Florence there was also a distinctly Christian spin on this idea 
which suggested that, even if immoral leadership brought success in this life, don’t celebrate because eternal 
damnation awaits unjust rulers in the next. Machiavelli, rejected this idea and in The Prince he tries to 
demonstrate that power and goodness don’t necessarily go hand-in-hand. He makes fun of many of the 
principles of classical morality and demonstrates that obeying the traditional virtues, such as mercy, at all 
times is disastrous for a ruler. [click] Machiavelli knew that this was a controversial position to take as 
suggested  in this quote from the covering letter he sent out with the book.  

I 

Seneca’s letter to the Emperor Nero called ‘On Mercy’, (Nero was not actually considered to be a very moral  
or merciful ruler in the end), is considered the first literature in the ‘mirror for princes’ genre. In it he lays out 
what mercy is to the young ruler, guiding him in when and how to be merciful. He describes mercy as [click] 
“controlling the mind when one has the power to take revenge […] the inclination of the mind towards 
mildness when exacting punishment […] the moderation that removes something from the due and merited 
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punishment”.  Seneca specifically contrasts the merciful ruler (to be aspired to) with the angry or cruel, the 
impetuous or obstinate ruler (to be avoided).  

Machiavelli’s approach to mercy is radically different. He states that, [click] “every Prince must desire to be 
considered merciful and not cruel”, clearly allowing the ruler to act with cruelty, so long as they maintain a 
reputation for mercy. Machiavelli questions whether or not Seneca’s mercy is really a virtue at all. 
His argument goes as follows [click]: 

1. A ruler should aim for the best for the community. 

2. A ruler can act with either mercy or with cruelty towards misdemeanours.  
3. Excessive mercy permits disorders to arise. 
4. Disorder harms the whole community. 

Conclusion: So the ruler should not be excessively merciful and, instead, be willing to act with cruelty when 

necessary.

Machiavelli's argument counters Seneca’s idea that the ruler should always act mercifully towards his 
citizens. and secondly, it questions whether or not mercy (as used by Seneca) is really a virtue at all. 
According to Machiavelli the ruler must learn that, [click] “something which appears to be a virtue, if 
pursued, will result in his ruin; while some other thing which appears to be a vice, if pursued, will secure his 
safety and well-being” demonstrating that he thinks mercy is a quality which only appears virtuous. [click] 
He claims that in the long term the Prince who acts harshly is benefiting the people more than a ‘merciful’ 
Prince who allows disorder to reign for fear of acting cruelly. The harsh ruler is ultimately being more 
compassionate: he is using cruelty to individuals to be be merciful towards the whole state. Machiavelli’s 
argument appears to turn Seneca’s notion of mercy completely upside down! Satirising, or making fun of, 
classical moral philosophy.  

II 
Let’s look at Seneca and Machiavelli’s underlying assumptions. They were both writing in very different 
times, for very different people and so they have taken different ideas for granted in their reasoning. [click] 
In order to make this quite visual as we go through the ideas, I am going to add the background assumptions 
into this Venn diagram so that we can compare and contrast their views easily.  

The defining feature of The Prince is its clear picture of the moral view that ‘the ends justify the means’. For 
Machiavelli these ends are “acquiring and holding down of power, the stability of the state, the maintenance 
of order and general prosperity”. [click] Given the turbulent political backdrop in 16th century Florence in 
which the Italian city states were all either at war with each other, or France, the need for order and stability 
would have appeared to trump the requirements to act morally for Machiavelli. [click] One of the key 
philosophical questions of the book is ‘what means are morally permissible in order to create a stable, 
prosperous state’? [click] Machiavelli argues that moving towards a stable, prosperous state is enough to 
give the ruler permission to act immorally whenever necessary. [click] As you are watching or reading the 
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news, think about the policies you hear in which political leaders are trying to convince us that the end 
justifies the means, for example, that becoming a supposedly prosperous, sovereign nation again is going to 
be worth the traumatic process of Brexiting which we hear a new speech about every week. Or that having a 
supposedly terror-free United States is worth imposing a ban on travellers from majority Muslim countries 
from entering the US, or even Welsh school teachers named Mohammed.  

For Seneca however, only a state with a merciful leader can be stable at all. The people will simply lose faith 
in cruel leaders as they become aware of their immoral behaviour. So Seneca agrees that having a stable state 
is important; but he disagrees about how to achieve it. [click] For Seneca, the ruler doesn’t have any secrets; 
the emperor lives in a glass palace. [click] According to Machiavelli, a ruler should “appear to be all mercy” 
towards his citizens, but, since acting with cruelty is occasionally necessary to prevent disorderliness this 
must be carried out in secret. [click] The ruler, protected by his great majesty, or by preventing the existence 
of a free press, can achieve this. So where Machiavelli and Seneca differ is whether acts of cruelty lead the 
people to despise the ruler. For Seneca they do, but not for Machiavelli, because he presupposes secrecy 
behind the castle walls that Seneca does not. 

Seneca rejects Machiavelli’s notion that ‘the ends can justify the means’. [click] He thinks that cruel 
treatment should not be handed out by the ruler for any reason because it is wrong to be cruel, and the ruler 
does not have free reign to act immorally. 

Machiavelli’s argument relies on his understanding of human nature. For him, [click] men are “ungrateful, 
fickle, simulators, and deceivers, avoiders of danger and greedy for gain [who] forget the death of the father 
more quickly than their loss of inheritance”, “simple-minded”, and unable to control their needs, which 
prevents them from being virtuous. [click] This is a pretty dark picture of human nature. Do you think that it 
is potentially a little too pessimistic? Machiavelli claims it is better for a ruler to be feared than to be loved 
since people are entirely driven by their own ends, only fear of the ruler’s retribution prevents them from 
selfishly rising up against him to claim the crown (or No. 10 Downing Street); love for the ruler cannot be 
strong enough to overcome their selfishness. There are many rulers around the world who are feared by their 
citizens. Is this because the citizens are greedy, or because dictators are paranoid? 

For Seneca [click] mercy is “the greatest of the princely virtues” and he thinks that, that although mercy is 
important for everyone, it is particularly vital for a ruler. This is because be believes the state is a single body 
and the ruler is the soul. All citizens love their emperor like a father, and since [click] “all right-minded 
people regard public interests as more important than private, it follows that the man to whom the whole 
state turns for guidance will also be held dear”.  [click] The ruler, therefore, has a responsibility to maintain 
that bond of love himself and his citizens. In large modern democracies, this love for our rulers appears to be 
a fantasy, and our individualistic outlook radically differs from Seneca’s ideal. But we should not forget that 
we live in a time of peace and prosperity where we can afford to focus on our own needs above the needs of 
others. We only need to know a little but of history of the two World Wars to reflect on the fact that in times 
of strife people have a tendency to pull together and put the needs of society above all else.  
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At the end of ‘On Mercy’, Seneca discusses reasons why the ruler might inflict punishment and attempts to 
show that mercy always brings more benefits than cruelty. Seneca describes mercy as [click] the opposite of 
“inflict[ing] unjust punishments by anger, or by a young man’s impulse, or by the rashness and stubbornness 
of men which have frequently wrested tolerance from even the most placid souls, or even by that pride in 
status that uses terror to display authority” and indicates that a merciful ruler would [click] “with the greatest 
reluctance […] spill even the meanest blood; no one is deprived of favour”.  He specifically states that the 
ruler may enact harsher punishments only when the criminal clearly cannot be reformed; every ‘cure’ for the 
offending behaviour must have been tried. When a crime has been committed, Seneca claims there are three 

reasons why the ruler may exact punishment [click]: 

(a) To improve the person who is punished 
(b) To make the rest of the people better  

(c) To enable the population to live without fear 

Given that these are Seneca’s aims, [click] acting mercifully towards criminals in deciding their punishment 
is obvious, it makes sense: if the aim of criminal justice is to make each criminal more virtuous, then it is 
important that he is given the chance, and desire, to improve. If the punishment inflicted is merciful, he is in 
a better position to reform, as he has not been degraded by his treatment and become resentful of the ruler. 

Let’s try portraying this on a diagram  so that we can get a little clearer about what’s going on [click]. This 
graph on the slide called a desert graph and was designed by Yale Professor Shelly Kagan in 2012; so it it a 
very recent addition to moral philosophy! The x-axis shows the well-being of the individual, and the y-axis 
shows the goodness of this from the point of view of desert. So let’s take an example individual [click] with 
a certain level of well-being, maybe they have a nice house and go to yoga three times a week, and suggest 
that this level of well-being correlates perfectly with their level of desert, how good they are, so they are at 
the peak of their desert graph. They deserve everything they have from a moral point of view. Let’s now 
imagine that someone else has led a very similar life and they are just as morally virtuous, [click] but they 
have had health problems throughout their adult life and so have a much lower level of well-being. This is 
less good from the point of view of desert; the dot is further down the y-axis. They have less than they 
deserve.  

Now let us imagine a situation in which a ruler is deciding whether or not to give a person a slightly merciful 
or slightly cruel punishment for a crime they have committed. [click] On this first neutral view that I have 
shown on the screen it doesn’t matter. If you cannot give someone exactly what they deserve, giving them 
more or less  well-being is irrelevant. [click] When we look at this from a merciful position we might suggest 
that it does matter. The slopes of the lines have shifted in this graph so that if we can only give someone 
slightly more, or slightly less than they deserve, rather than exactly the right amount, it is better to be 
merciful and give them more well-being rather than less. It is better to give them a lighter sentence than they 
deserve for their crime, than to make an example of them. [click] This appears to be in line with Seneca’s 
understanding of merciful punishment, and ties in with the way the criminal justice system operated in 
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Britain in the 1960s and 70s. Since the 80s, however, we have been moving towards a more Machiavellian 
understanding of the role of punishment in society. 

Machiavelli presupposes that punishment is for deterrence and the guilty are punished cruelly to deter others 
from committing crimes. [click] When we look through the eyes of a cruel leader on a desert graph, it is 
better to give someone less well-being than they deserve. [click] A criminal should be punished with a 
harsher sentence than fits the crime, rather than being let off easily in order to deter other potential criminals 

from committing crimes. This means that Machiavelli and Seneca have totally different understandings of 
the role of punishment in society and their ideas about mercy cannot really be compared. Cruelty may be 
better at deterring criminals from offending, but for Seneca this is simply irrelevant; for him punishment is 
about improving the levels of virtue in society (which will have a side benefit of reducing overall crime 
levels) and Machiavelli provides no argument for how cruelty is better than mercy at achieving those 
improved levels of virtue in society. 

Our Venn diagram showing Machiavelli and Seneca’s background assumptions is now complete and we can 
see that their completely contrasting assumptions about the world has led them to their different ideas about 
mercy. Seneca thinks that political leaders should be merciful for all of the reasons on the left, and 
Machiavelli thinks that they should not be merciful (in the traditional sense) for all of the reasons on the 
right. Their views are incoherent; they are incommensurable. So it is worth us taking some time to reflect on 
what we want from our own leaders, because what we think about each of these background assumptions can 
help answer my original question; do we want political leaders that are merciful at all. [click] 

III 

Do you want to live in a society in which rulers can be cruel behind closed doors, engage in torture, or 
assassinate their political rivals? Or do you want to live in a society with an open and free press, where 
political leaders cannot act in the confidence that we, the people, will not find out? Staff will remember the 
expenses scandal in which British politicians were claiming absurd personal expenses in the confidence that 
taxpayers would never find out how their money was being spent. Key news outlets in the US have started 
being prevented from entering the White House. Is this welcome news, allowing the leader to act ruthlessly 
when necessary without interference from the people? 

Do you want a leader who is so virtuous that they cannot compromise on their personal principles for the 
good of the state, who refuses to engage in controversial forms of intelligence gathering, is unwilling to 
torture terrorists for information about the next attack which they are convinced is happening? Or do you 
want a leader who is able to suspend their moral beliefs and fight dirty for the safety of the nation, because 
that is their role; to be immoral so that you don’t have to be? 
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Do you think that people are essentially virtuous, that they want to take care of each other, live in social 
harmony, work together for the greater good? Or do you think that we are all out for ourselves, and that 
people only do things that benefit society when they are only really helping themselves?  

Do you want an American-style or a Norwegian-style prison system? Do you want to live in a state in which 
punishment of criminal is extremely harsh? Do you think solo-confinement is ethical? Do you assume that 
this kind of treatment of individuals is justified by the overall good that a strong criminal justice system 
apparently has on society. Or would you prefer to live in a society in which we assume that people can grow 
and change, move on from their mistakes, learning and improving, becoming better people, people who can 
contribute positively to society? 

Do you want a leader who is merciful… or not? 
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