In analyzing leadership qualities found in The Coen Brothers’ Miller’s Crossing as outlined in Niccolo Machiavelli’s The Prince, one should take care to explain how the characters in the movie portray, mimic, and sometimes follow exactly what Machiavelli was affirming over 500 years ago.  In doing so, it is necessary to discuss the key characters in Miller’s Crossing that personify certain Machiavellian leadership traits by giving specific examples from the movie itself, i.e. actions taken, dialogue given, and/or particular situations that the characters were facing.  Second, each description from the movie should be accompanied by a specific inference or quote from The Prince with an explanation of the correlation that exists between the two.  Only then can one grasp the full scale of how we, as thinking observers of a retro-era gangster film made in 1990, can see the perceived leadership traits that Machiavelli was defending during his life in Renaissance Italy.           
The first Miller’s Crossing character that deserves much scrutiny is Tom Reagan. Though he is not an official leader of position per se, he is respected as a leader of the streets because of his smarts and calculative abilities.  He is, as Johnny Casper describes, “the man that walks behind the man that whispers in his ears.”  He’s an operator; the main boss’s trusted lieutenant and counselor.  He’s also a shrewd self-confessed “angle” finder. It is by his actions, schemes, strategies, words, and deeds that all the characters in the movie find themselves eventually affected.  
Tom exemplifies what Machiavelli espouses in Chapter 18 of The Prince, entitled “In What Mode Faith Should Be Kept by Princes.”  It is from this chapter that Machiavelli writes “… since a prince is compelled of necessity to know well how to use the beast, he should pick the fox and the lion, because the lion does not defend itself from snares and the fox does not defend itself from the wolves.  So one needs to be a fox to recognize snares and a lion to frighten the wolves.” Tom portrays both qualities, as a good Machiavellian gangster leader should.  Some examples of his “fox-like” cunning qualities include: being able to recognize, almost foretell, the stressful difficulties that will ensue when Leo, the head boss, gives Casper the first “high hat” in the beginning of the movie.  He see’s the repercussions of his boss’s lack of foresight and even tells him “…think about what protecting Bernie (a self-confessed con artist or “grifter”) gets us.  Think about what offending Casper loses us.”  Tom sees Leo ensnaring himself to peril and calls it like he sees it.  
As another slick quality, consider the scene at the end of the movie whereby Tom orchestrates Casper’s murder by Bernie.  His strategy of convincing and deceiving both men to meet at his apartment at 4am in the morning was brilliant.  It allowed Bernie to be put into a position to kill his nemesis, Casper, while setting the stage for Tom’s murder of Bernie.  Only a cunning mastermind could have brought these two individuals together under false pretenses.  And to situate the crime scene in such a manner that it looked like they killed each other in a chance meeting; how incredibly clever. 

Lastly, it was via Tom’s insidious strategizing that finally brought Casper around to compulsively kill Edie Dane in his study. How?  Throughout the film, Tom understands Edie Dane was a threat; especially when they had to take a walk in the woods at Miller’s Crossing to find the body of Bernie.  Afterwards, to eliminate the Dane, Tom methodically convinces Casper that it was his own right-hand henchman that was manipulating the betting odds of Casper’s fixed fights. The dialogue involved with this particular scene is quite compelling and contains key guileful subtleties:

Tom – “If the Dane’s been selling you out on these fights, he’s gonna have to have somebody else to point the finger at.  With Bernie dead, there aint a hell of a lot of people he can point to.”

Casper – “Yeah, the Dane sells me out, makes pretend Bernie’s still doing it.  That’s really pretty.  Bernie leaked the fix, and you take the fall for not killing him.”  Casper then eschews this notion and tries to interpolate Eddie’s innocence by saying “but I know the Dane.  He wouldn’t do this.” 
Tom – “… nobody knows anybody! Not that well.”
Casper – “… the Dane don’t care about money.  It’s not the money.”

Tom – “Then it’s not just the money he’s after.  He’s got a wart on his fanny giving him the fidgets… maybe behind your desk don’t look like a bad place to move to.”

Casper – “You got a lip on you.  But you’re honest.”  (This is unequivocally the most ironic statement in the entire movie).  “That’s something we can’t get enough of in this business.”  

From this point, Casper tells Tom of Dane’s wanting to double cross Reagan by killing him at which point Casper replies “If you double cross once, where does it end… an interesting ethical question.”  Casper then tells him he’ll confront the Dane on the leaking of his fixed fights.  

Tom (facetiously) – “… yeah, ask him if he’s selling you out.  I’m sure he’ll come clean.”

Casper – “I’ll take care of it.”

Tom – “You’re swimming in it.”

Casper explodes and lunges at Tom as if to rip his head off.  As Casper’s nostrils flare, Tom puts his hand on the fuming man’s shoulder and says “Johnny, my chin’s hanging out right along with yours.  I’d worry a lot less if I thought you were worrying enough.”

Casper – “But I am kid.”

This scene, and the dialogue that Tom introduces, works on Casper’s ego and forces him to think further into not only the Dane’s possible desire for money but also the usurping of Casper’s power.  More importantly to Casper, Tom’s words also demand a consideration of the “unethical” position of double crossing another individual.  This overall cunning strategy ultimately played out later in the movie when Casper kills Eddie Dane for being a poster-boy double crosser.   
Though not as predominant, considering he was smart enough at times to manipulate others to do his own bidding, Tom also displayed personal Machiavellian “lion-like” qualities as well.  For instance, when it finally came down to brass tax on Bernie’s fate at the end of the movie, it was Tom who put the slug into Bernie’s brain.  Before the shot is fired, Bernie winces and moans to Tom (again) to “look into your heart.”  Tom points the barrel at Bernie’s head and exclaims “What heart?” as he pulls the trigger.  This scene was the zenith of Tom’s lion-like capabilities; which seemingly stemmed out of pure survival instinct. 
The next character of Miller’s Crossing deserving of Machiavellian analysis is that of Liam ‘Leo’ O’Bannon, the Irish gangster boss of the story.  He instigates a gangland power struggle because of his flippant treatment of an Italian (or “eye-tie”; a colloquial term of the day) underboss, Johnny Casper, in the beginning scene of the movie (previously mentioned above).  Leo’s reaction to Johnny’s eroding financial situation due to Bernie’s leaking of fixed fights creates chaos.  “Twist a pig’s ear and watch him squeal” Leo exclaims as Johnny leaves the room disgusted.  This is the crux of the entire film and derives from Leo’s Machiavellian trait of breeding fear amongst others in his organization.  

As Machiavelli writes in Chapter 17 entitled “Of Cruelty and Mercy, and Whether It Is Better to Be Loved Than feared, or the Contrary” he states that “… each prince should desire to be held merciful and not cruel; nonetheless he should take care not to use this mercy badly.”  He asks rhetorically what is better for a prince (or a contemporary gangster political boss in this analysis): to be loved or feared.  His response: “one would want to be both the one and the other, but because it is difficult to put them together, it is much safer to be feared than loved, if one has to lack one of the two.” Thus, Leo takes this page from Machiavelli and pushes himself onto Casper by asserting his authority at the beginning of the film.  After Johnny’s request to have Bernie’s head is vanquished, Leo tells Johnny that “… you’re exactly as big as I let you be and no bigger, and don’t forget it ever.” And Johnny’s response: “That’s right Leo.  You’re the big shot around here, and I’m just some schnook likes to get slapped around.”  An observer of Machiavelli’s Prince maxims can easily detect that Leo uses his position of authority to propagate fear into his underlings. 

Conversely, it is quite detectible that Leo is appreciated for possessing both Machiavellian leadership traits of creating an atmosphere of mercy as well as fear.  How?  Tom’s relationship with Leo is based more on respect if not pure sincerity for his boss. In fact, Tom experienced more fear under his orchestrated involvement within Casper’s fold than he ever did in Leo’s.  Leo, though flawed in his reasoning and selfish actions, demanded respect, fear, and love from his men. And he got it.  Moreover, it’s because of this that he remained standing on this side of the dirt while others were buried underneath during the later half of the film, i.e. Mink, Eddie Dane, Bernie Bernbaum, and most importantly, Johnny Casper.  

Other examples of Leo’s Machiavellian balance of fear and love in the film also include:  his absolute physical pugilistic beating of Tom when he finds out that his girlfriend, Verna, and he are sexually involved (inflicting fear), the way his men rally around him outside his Shenandoah office when things with Casper heat up (love; by his army of their leader), his insistence of letting the city’s corrupt police force raid Casper’s establishments (inflicting fear on Casper), and his compassionate plea to Tom to consider reentering his organization at the end of the movie (sincerity (love/mercy); directed at Tom).   

The last main character of Miller’s Crossing deserving of Machiavellian analysis is that of Johnny Casper.  It’s not so much the actions this character performed that involves scrutiny but more what he was faced with.  Though he probably would not acknowledge any direct influence, it is obvious that Casper suffered from a bad string of fortune. As Machiavelli writes in Chapter 25 of The Prince entitled “How Much Fortune Can Do in Human Affairs, and in What Mode It May Be Opposed”, he states “… I judge that it might be true that fortune is arbiter of half of our actions, but also that she leaves the other half, or close to it, for us to govern.” He further explains that fortune is like a swollen enraged river that affects all in her path.  A good leader however, should prepare for this river (fortune) by providing “dikes and dams” so that when the time comes, this river can be controlled.  Machiavelli calls such insight and preparation “virtu’” and further elaborates by saying “…it happens similarly with fortune, which demonstrates her power where virtu’ has not been put in order to resist her and therefore turns her impetus where she knows that dams and dikes have not been made to contain her.” So how did fortune, as Machiavelli specifically connotes in The Prince, play a part in Casper’s life?  

First, it started with Leo’s hasty decision to “kick back” at Casper for wanting to rub out Bernie Bernbaum.  Who could have guessed that Leo, out of all people, at that time, was dating Bernie’s sister, Verna.  What a stroke of weird fortune for Casper at that moment; a weirdness that would precipitate an all-out gang war for supremacy.  
Second, out of all people, and at that time, it was also Casper’s incredibly bad fortune that Tom Reagan was having an affair with Verna at the same time she was seeing Leo.  This love triangle, when boiled down to its most destructive parts, was definitely a contributing cause of Casper’s demise at the end of the film.  

This leads to the third fortune that Casper had to confront:  Tom Reagan’s cancerous entry into his life.  How fortune played herself out so well in the first two situations above that forced Tom to sacrifice his position with Leo that lead to his enlistment in Casper’s camp.  Think about it.  If Leo had not been involved with Verna, he would have allowed Casper’s request for Bernie’s head as a gangland courtesy.  Moreover, if Tom had not been with Verna the evening of Rug Daniel’s murder, the same night Leo came calling at 4am to enlist Tom’s assistance of Verna’s whereabouts, he probably would not have gotten Leo furious enough to throw him out of The Shenandoah Club and into Casper’s fold.  Whether this was Tom’s strategy or not, it worked; and it allowed for fortune to consume and destroy Casper.    
Forth, it was bad fortune that Casper had to be affected by his right-hand henchmen’s (Eddie Dane’s) homosexual love triangle with Mink and Bernie Burnbaum.  Without that weird bit of fortune playing in the background, Tom probably would not have figured out the right “angle” to play Casper against the Dane. 

So did Casper show any virtu’ during the film? On the surface, probably, i.e. his raids on Leo’s Shenandoah, his almost terrorist-like methods of smoking Leo’s soldiers from various saloons with bombs, crooked police, and military machine guns, as well as his botched attempt at Leo’s assassination.  Regardless of the turnout however, it was not enough to stop the river of fortune from engorging Casper’s endeavors and eventually his life.   The big question though:  could Casper have exorcised any Machiavellian “virtu’” (or “dam/dike” building to prepare for the fortune stated above) that would have made any difference?  Sure. He could have put a bullet in Leo’s skull at the opening scene when his request to have Bernie’s head was denied; of course he was too ethical for this.   Besides, Miller’s Crossing would have been a film short if this had played out.        
In conclusion, after examining this analysis, one should be able to see the Machiavellian leadership traits that played a role in Miller’s Crossing’s main characters of Tom Reagan, Leo, and Johnny Casper.  Bringing a 500-year-old treatise like The Prince to bear on a contemporary 20th Century film is a testament to how Machiavelli’s views have stood the test of time and probably will into perpetuity; at least while human being continue to rule this earth.             
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