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Introduction 

Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527) is one of the most influential political philosophers in history, 

known primarily for his treatise The Prince. His works mark a significant shift in political theory, 

diverging from the more moralistic approach of earlier thinkers such as Plato and Aristotle, and 

advocating for a pragmatic, often cynical approach to political leadership. Machiavelli's 

contributions are not limited to politics; he also wrote extensively on military strategy, history, 

and literature. His ideas have been the subject of intense debate, interpretation, and even 

misinterpretation since his death. 

 

This essay will explore Machiavelli's life, works, and legacy, with a focus on The Prince, his views 

on power, ethics, and human nature, and the lasting impact of his ideas on political thought.  

Niccolò Machiavelli's work, particularly The Prince, has been a controversial foundation for 

discussions around leadership, politics, and power. In Machiavelli in Kindergarten, Peter Schooff 
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draws a surprising parallel between Machiavellian tactics and the dynamics of childhood 

interactions in a kindergarten setting. This research aims to explore the nuances of Schooff’s 

arguments and examine whether Machiavellian principles, often considered manipulative and 

strategic, can be observed and applied in early childhood behavior. The study will also address 

the implications of such observations on early education, leadership development, and human 

nature. 

Niccolò Machiavelli's work, especially The Prince (1513), has had a profound impact on the 

understanding of political strategy, power dynamics, and leadership. Traditionally, his ideas are 

viewed through the lens of political philosophy, emphasizing pragmatic, sometimes 

manipulative, approaches to leadership. In Machiavelli in Kindergarten, Peter Schooff makes a 

provocative argument by suggesting that even at a young age, children engage in behavior that 

reflects Machiavellian principles. This comparison offers an unconventional perspective on early 

childhood development and questions long-standing assumptions about innocence and morality 

in children. 

 

This research proposal aims to thoroughly investigate Schooff's argument, examining whether 

children exhibit behaviors analogous to Machiavellian strategies. It will analyze how power 

dynamics, social manipulation, and conflict resolution manifest in kindergarten settings. 

Furthermore, the study will explore the potential educational and psychological implications of 

these findings, providing insight into how early leadership skills develop and how such behaviors 

should be understood and guided by educators and parents 

 

## Early Life and Historical Context 

 

Niccolò Machiavelli was born on May 3, 1469, in Florence, Italy, during a period of political 

instability and shifting power dynamics. The Italian peninsula was divided into multiple city-

states, each with its own government and foreign alliances. Florence was a republic, though its 

political life was heavily influenced by powerful families, most notably the Medici. Machiavelli's 

upbringing and education would have exposed him to the classical texts of antiquity, especially 

the works of Roman historians, which would later influence his writings. 

 

Machiavelli's career began in the Florentine government in 1498, shortly after the fall of 

Girolamo Savonarola, a radical religious reformer who had ruled Florence briefly. Machiavelli 

was appointed to the position of secretary in the Florentine Republic's foreign office, and he 

soon became involved in diplomatic missions across Europe, interacting with political leaders 

and military commanders. His experiences during this time, particularly his observations of 



 

 

3 

power politics in France, the Holy Roman Empire, and especially Cesare Borgia's actions in 

central Italy, would profoundly shape his political thinking. 

 

In 1512, the Medici family returned to power in Florence, leading to the dissolution of the 

republic. Machiavelli was dismissed from his position, imprisoned, and tortured on charges of 

conspiracy. After his release, he retreated to his estate outside Florence, where he began 

writing. It was during this period of exile that he composed his most famous works, including 

The Prince. 

- *Machiavellian Philosophy: An exploration of Machiavelli’s key principles, particularly in *The 

Prince, focusing on power, strategy, and manipulation. 

- *Childhood Development*: An overview of early childhood psychological and behavioral 

development, particularly in social interactions, competition, and conflict resolution. 

- *Educational Theory*: Analysis of current theories in early childhood education and leadership 

development, examining how power dynamics are addressed in educational contexts. 

- *Leadership Studies*: Research on how leadership skills develop and how Machiavellian 

concepts influence modern leadership theories. 

The literature review will cover a broad range of topics to create a solid foundation for analyzing 

Peter Schooff’s ideas and for studying Machiavellian traits in children. Key areas of focus 

include: 

 

- *Machiavellianism and Political Philosophy: A detailed examination of Machiavelli’s core 

principles, focusing on key concepts such as the use of manipulation, the necessity of 

maintaining power, the role of fear versus love, and the ethics of leadership. This section will 

reference *The Prince and Discourses on Livy to extract relevant philosophical ideas. 

- *Psychological and Behavioral Theories in Early Childhood*: 

    - *Social Learning Theory*: Proposed by Albert Bandura, this theory posits that children learn 

behaviors by observing others and through social interactions. This will provide a framework for 

understanding how strategic behavior may develop early on. 

    - *Cognitive Development Theories*: The works of Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky will be 

examined to understand how children’s thinking evolves, particularly regarding social 

interactions, power, and conflict resolution. 

    - *Moral Development*: Lawrence Kohlberg’s stages of moral development will help assess 

whether children are capable of understanding the ethical implications of manipulative or 

strategic behavior. 
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- *Leadership Studies and Child Development*: 

    - *Leadership Traits in Childhood*: Exploring early indicators of leadership, including 

assertiveness, conflict management, and peer influence, in child development literature. 

    - *Power Dynamics in Group Play*: Research on group interactions among children, especially 

in unstructured environments like playgrounds and classrooms, to assess whether children 

naturally develop hierarchies and power dynamics. 

   

- *Educational Theory and Practice*: 

    - *Classroom Management*: How educators perceive and manage aggressive, dominant, or 

manipulative behaviors in young children. 

    - *Character Education*: The importance of fostering traits such as empathy, fairness, and 

cooperation in early education, and how these goals may conflict with Machiavellian 

interpretations of behavior. 

 

 

## The Prince: A Radical Departure in Political Thought 

 

Written in 1513 but not published until after his death in 1532, The Prince is Machiavelli's best-

known and most controversial work. The book is often interpreted as a manual for acquiring and 

maintaining power, and its central themes have sparked centuries of debate about the nature of 

political leadership, ethics, and morality. 

 

At the heart of The Prince is Machiavelli's rejection of the idealism that characterized much of 

the political thought of his time. Unlike thinkers such as Plato and Aristotle, who emphasized the 

importance of virtuous leadership and the role of the state in promoting the good life, 

Machiavelli argued that political leaders must prioritize the survival and success of the state 

above all else. This often means making decisions that are morally questionable or outright 

unethical. 

 

Machiavelli's most famous maxim, "It is better to be feared than loved," encapsulates his belief 

that a ruler must be pragmatic and willing to use force when necessary. He argued that while it 

is ideal for a prince to be both loved and feared, it is rare for a leader to inspire both feelings. 
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Therefore, if forced to choose, it is safer for a ruler to rely on fear, as it is more reliable and 

easier to maintain than love, which is fickle and subject to change. 

 

### Virtù and Fortuna 

 

Two key concepts in The Prince are virtù and fortuna, which represent the… 

 

*Machiavelli in the Kindergarten: A Criticism* 

 

Machiavelli’s influence on political theory and practice is profound, shaping much of the modern 

discourse around power, governance, and ethics. His seminal work, The Prince, remains a key 

text in understanding the practical applications of authority and leadership. But what happens 

when we take Machiavelli’s principles and apply them to a setting as innocent and malleable as 

the kindergarten? The very idea evokes a sense of paradox. How can the cunning, manipulative 

strategies of The Prince exist alongside the simplicity, purity, and educational foundation of 

early childhood environments? 

 

This essay seeks to critique the hypothetical scenario of “Machiavelli in the Kindergarten,” 

exploring the implications of such an application of political theory on young minds. In doing so, 

it evaluates the intersection between power, leadership, and moral development in early 

childhood education. 

 

### Machiavelli’s Core Ideas 

 

To understand the potential absurdity or danger of Machiavelli's principles in the kindergarten, 

we must first grasp his fundamental ideas. In The Prince, Niccolò Machiavelli outlines several key 

concepts: 

 

1. *Ends Justify the Means: Perhaps the most well-known principle from *The Prince is the 

argument that a ruler must do whatever is necessary to achieve and maintain power, even if the 

means are morally dubious. Actions such as deception, manipulation, and even cruelty are 

justified if they lead to a stable and prosperous state. 
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2. *Human Nature is Flawed*: Machiavelli argues that humans are inherently self-interested and 

untrustworthy. Thus, a ruler cannot rely on the goodness of people but must anticipate betrayal, 

laziness, and corruption. 

 

3. *Virtù and Fortuna: Machiavelli introduces the concepts of *virtù (a leader’s strength, skill, 

and cunning) and fortuna (luck or fate). A successful ruler knows how to wield virtù to navigate 

the unpredictability of fortuna. 

 

4. *The Lion and the Fox*: A ruler, Machiavelli suggests, should balance the qualities of both the 

lion and the fox. The lion symbolizes strength and force, while the fox represents cunning and 

deceit. The ability to use both qualities when necessary is essential for maintaining power. 

 

In the political realm, these principles might seem pragmatic, even if morally questionable. But 

when applied to a kindergarten, where the focus is on nurturing, cooperation, and moral 

development, these ideas become controversial, if not outright harmful. 

 

### Power in Early Childhood Education 

 

Early childhood education, especially in settings like kindergartens, is characterized by a focus 

on social and emotional development. Children learn how to interact with peers, express 

themselves, and navigate the world through structured play, guided instruction, and moral 

teaching. The idea of introducing Machiavelli’s principles into such an environment raises 

numerous concerns. 

 

First, the concept of the ends justifying the means runs counter to the moral framework of early 

childhood education. Teachers are expected to model ethical behavior, teaching children about 

honesty, fairness, and kindness. In a Machiavellian kindergarten, where manipulation and deceit 

are acceptable, children would learn that winning and achieving their desires at any cost is more 

important than the process or the impact on others. Such an approach would erode the 

foundational values of empathy and cooperation that kindergartens aim to instill. 

Furthermore, Machiavelli’s view of human nature as inherently flawed conflicts with the 

principles of childhood development. While young children may display selfish tendencies 

(which is developmentally appropriate), educators work to guide children towards more 
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prosocial behavior. Teaching children that they cannot trust others and should always anticipate 

betrayal would create a toxic environment, fostering mistrust, fear, and competition rather than 

collaboration and mutual support. 

 

### The Innocence of Childhood vs. Machiavellian Realism 

 

Childhood is often viewed as a time of innocence, where moral lessons about right and wrong 

are learned through interaction with caregivers and peers. The introduction of Machiavellian 

tactics—where children might be encouraged to outwit and deceive each other to gain favor or 

resources—would corrupt this developmental process. Such a scenario would undermine the 

cultivation of virtues like honesty, kindness, and cooperation, which are vital for social cohesion. 

 

In a traditional kindergarten, teachers emphasize values such as sharing, helping others, and 

playing fair. Children are taught that everyone should have a turn, that lying is wrong, and that 

being kind is more important than winning. However, in a “Machiavellian kindergarten,” the 

opposite would be true. Children might be taught that it is acceptable to lie or manipulate as 

long as they achieve their goals. The message would be clear: ends justify the means. The long-

term effects of such teachings could be disastrous, leading to a generation of individuals who 

prioritize personal gain over collective well-being. 

 

### Virtù and Fortuna in the Classroom 

 

The Machiavellian concepts of virtù and fortuna also present challenges when applied to the 

kindergarten setting. Virtù, in the context of political leadership, involves the skill and cunning 

needed to maintain power. While it is important to teach children skills like critical thinking and 

problem-solving, framing these skills in terms of manipulating others or achieving dominance 

would be detrimental. Children in kindergarten are still developing their sense of identity and 

moral compass; introducing them to the idea that success comes from outsmarting others 

would distort their understanding of personal achievement and ethical behavior. 

 

Similarly, the concept of fortuna (luck or fate) can be problematic. While it is true that life is 

unpredictable and that teaching children resilience in the face of challenges is important, the 

idea that success is largely determined by uncontrollable forces could lead to a sense of 

helplessness or fatalism. Kindergartens typically focus on empowering children, encouraging 

them to take initiative and believe in their ability to effect change in their environment. A 
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Machiavellian approach, however, might suggest that no matter how hard one works, success is 

ultimately determined by fate, which could be demotivating for young children. 

 

The Lion and the Fox: Strength vs. Cunning in the Playground 

One of Machiavelli's most famous metaphors is the idea that a successful ruler must be both a 

lion and a fox. The lion symbolizes strength and force, while the fox represents cunning and 

deception. In a kindergarten, applying this metaphor would lead to problematic power dynamics 

among children. Encouraging young children to use both force and cunning to get their way 

would likely result in an environment of bullying, deceit, and manipulation.  

 

Rather than fostering a sense of community, this approach would create an atmosphere of 

competition and fear. Children might start to see their peers as obstacles to overcome rather 

than friends to collaborate with. The emphasis on strength and cunning would undermine the 

development of important social-emotional skills such as empathy, conflict resolution, and 

cooperation. 

 

### Critique of Machiavelli in the Kindergarten: Ethical Concerns 

 

The primary ethical concern in applying Machiavellian principles to a kindergarten setting lies in 

the potential damage to children's moral development. Early childhood education is designed to 

help children develop a sense of right and wrong, learn how to interact positively with others, 

and build a foundation for future ethical decision-making. Introducing Machiavellian tactics into 

this environment would distort these lessons, teaching children that deceit and manipulation 

are acceptable ways to achieve their goals. 

 

Moreover, the application of Machiavelli's ideas in such a setting would likely exacerbate 

existing inequalities among children. In any group of children, there are natural differences in 

abilities, temperament, and social skills. A Machiavellian approach would likely benefit those 

children who are naturally more assertive or cunning, while leaving behind those who are more 

introverted, empathetic, or cooperative. This could lead to a widening of social inequalities and 

an increase in bullying or exclusionary behavior. 

 

### Conclusion: The Paradox of Machiavelli in the Kindergarten 
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Ultimately, the idea of “Machiavelli in the Kindergarten” is a paradox. Machiavelli’s political 

theories are designed for adults navigating complex power structures, not for young children 

who are just beginning to learn how to interact with the world. The core principles of 

Machiavellianism—deception, manipulation, and the belief that the ends justify the means—are 

fundamentally incompatible with the goals of early childhood education, which focuses on 

fostering moral development, empathy, and cooperation. 

 

Applying Machiavellian ideas to a kindergarten setting would not only be inappropriate but 

potentially harmful. It would create an environment where children are encouraged to prioritize 

personal gain over the well-being of others, undermining the very values that early childhood 

education seeks to instill. Instead of fostering a sense of community, kindness, and fairness, a 

Machiavellian kindergarten would teach children that success comes from outsmarting and 

overpowering others—a lesson that could have long-lasting negative effects on their moral 

development and social relationships. 

 

In conclusion, the criticism of Machiavelli in the kindergarten is clear: his principles, while 

perhaps useful in the realm of politics, have no place in the moral and educational development 

of young children. Kindergartens should focus on teaching children how to work together, solve 

problems ethically, and build positive relationships with their peers, not on how to manipulate 

and deceive others to get ahead. 

 

 

Outcomes 

 

- A detailed understanding of Peter Schooff’s interpretation of Machiavellian principles in 

kindergarten. 

- Evidence supporting or refuting the presence of Machiavellian strategies in childhood 

interactions. 

- Recommendations for educators on addressing power dynamics in early childhood education. 

- A contribution to leadership studies by exploring the roots of leadership behavior in early 

childhood. 
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. Timeline 

 

| Task                            | Duration   | 

|----------------------------------|------------| 

| Literature Review                | 2 months   | 

| Data Collection (Observation & Interviews) | 3 months   | 

| Data Analysis                    | 2 months   | 

| Writing & Revisions              | 2 months   | 

| Final Submission                 | 1 month    | 

 

. Conclusion* 

 

This research will provide valuable insights into the relationship between Machiavellian 

principles and childhood behavior, contributing to broader discussions in psychology, education, 

and leadership. By critically engaging with Peter Schooff’s Machiavelli in Kindergarten, the study 

will open up new avenues for understanding power and strategy in early human development. 
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