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CHAPTER TWO

MACHIAVELLI AND REALISM

- A QUANTITATIVE 

EXPLANATION-

It is acknowledged by many scholars, including realist authors70, that 

one of the most important legacies that rests at the foundation of the realist 

theory pertains to the ideas formulated by Niccolo Machiavelli. Thus, the 

field of International Relations and, most notably, realism, owe some of their 

key concepts to the work created by the Florentine Secretary.

The present paper is not aimed only at affirming that there exists a 

connection between Machiavelli and the IR theory. This has already been 

asserted and much debated upon. The relevance of the research consists in the 

description of the relationship that exists between the Italian diplomat and 

the realist line of thought. In order to explain the way in which one variable 

has an impact on the other variable, I chose to use the quantitative method of 

content analysis.

The reasons behind my option lay in the fact that I wanted to provide 

a quantitative framework for the analysis of influence in terms of ideas and, 

among the array of quantitative methods of social research, content analysis 

seemed the most pertinent with respect to the topic of the paper. 
                                                
70  One example would be Edward Hallett CARR in The Twenty Years’ 

Crisis 1919-1939, The Macmillan Press, London, 1983, pp. 63-64
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Chapter two of my research shall focus on the quantitative explanation 

regarding the relationship between the two key concepts of the paper. The 

working pattern that shall be employed has already been described in the 

previous pages and it consists of relating one of Machiavelli’s ideas to its 

correspondents in the works of Carr, Morgenthau and Mearsheimer. 

Nonetheless, other realist scholars shall be considered.

The structure of the chapter has been constructed while taking into 

account the following items:

1. The presentation of Machiavelli’s idea that is going to constitute the 

main element in the content analysis method; this shall be 

accompanied by the justification of the choice.

2. The relationship between this idea and the works of Carr, 

Morgenthau and Mearsheimer; these connections shall be 

individually analyzed. At the same time, it shall be envisaged the 

way in which the idea is reflected into other realist works.

3. Interpretation of the findings.
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2.1 The Politics/Morality Division in 

Machiavelli’s Prince

Since the time of the Roman Republic and, most probably, 

even before that, there was absolutely no separation between law, 

religion and morality.71 There used to be a single moral system 

that seemed appropriate for all the existing spheres and for all 

possible subjects within these spheres, no matter if they were 

individuals, statesmen or simply state entities.

The existence of these moral principles does not necessarily 

mean that they were genuinely respected. History offers a great 

variety of examples related to expansionist and imperial policies, 

as well as to despotic rule that disregarded the problem of ethics, 

cruelty, human suffering, so on and so forth. 

The novelty of Niccolo Machiavelli’s work resides in the 

fact that he is the first intellectual that makes the theoretical 

distinction between ethics and other spheres of our lives. In The 

Prince and in any other work, he does not make a clear statement 

with respect to this, but actually implies this reasoning through 

the development of subsidiary argumentation.

I shall use Machiavelli’s distinction between politics and 

morality in the content analysis method. In order to employ this 

argument, it is of the utmost importance to identify, first and 

foremost, this idea in the writings of the Italian intellectual.     

                                                
71 Emil MOLCUT, Drept privat roman, Universul Juridic, Bucuresti, 

2005, p.29
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And that piece of writing that is targeted is, nonetheless, The 

Prince.

As mentioned before, the politics/morality separation is 

not clearly stated by the Florentine. A very logical question that 

may rise is the following: on what grounds can we speak about 

this distinction in the absence of its precise formulation?

The answer to this question may prove to be very generous, 

as, throughout The Prince, Machiavelli provides us with an 

enormous number of arguments72 that lead to the same ultimate 

assumption: political activity is to be performed and judged 

according to a different set of values than those proper to 

ordinary men. 

The arguments that enable us to think in these terms relate 

to Machiavelli’s advice addressed to the prince. Thus, the former 

Secretary of the Republic suggests to the ruler to cultivate his 

virtue, prudence and physical skills in order to perform those

activities that are required from a brilliant statesman73. At the 

same time, he should not pay much consideration to moral 

constraints, as his actions are justified by the development and 

well-being of his state. He should be both a fox, and a lion74 as 

reason of state is much stronger than any ethical consideration.

                                                
72 See Annex A, which contains an enumerative list of quotes from 

Machiavelli’s Prince that are relevant in the shaping of the politics/morality 
distinction

73 Niccolo MACHIAVELLI, The Prince, New American Library, New 
York, 1952, p. 39 & p.90

74 Ibidem, p.92

Extras din volumul @ Petre, I. (2009). Machiavelli and the
Legitimization of Realism in International Relations.

Iasi, Romania: Lumen.



Machiavelli and the Legitimization of Realism in International Relations

53

The prince should not hesitate to eliminate those enemies 

or potential enemies that constitute a danger for his throne or 

principality. The prince should kill when events and times 

demand it; he should show his mercy if this would attract 

benefits75. Not personal, sentimental benefits, but political 

advantage. All in all, a prince should forget, dismiss and disregard 

his human side. He represents, actually, the incarnation of his 

principality. He identifies himself throughout its borders, 

subjects, wealth, power on the international scene. His ultimo ratio

is not his own interest, but the inexorable reason of state.

All of the above stated arguments concur to the same 

theory: political sphere is not governed by the same moral laws as 

those of ordinary human beings. 

The reason for which I chose to use precisely this argument 

is that it represents an important turning point in the history of 

political ideas. It marks the beginning of a new age for science, in 

general, and social and political science, in particular. 

The way in which I shall use the argument in the content 

analysis is the following: I shall report this idea to the works of 

Carr, Morgenthau and Mearsheimer, meaning that I shall search 

for it or for its very close equivalent and quantify the results of 

my search in percentages. The findings shall be later on detailed 

for each of the three realist books that are envisaged and 

compared to other realist writings.

                                                
75 Ibidem, p.62
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2.2. The Reflection of Machiavelli’s 

Politics/Morality Division in the 

Realist Theory

This part of the paper is aimed to highlight the content 

analysis method of research. The subtitle is divided into four 

distinct sections that are going to deal separately with the three 

realist authors that were mentioned throughout the previous 

pages and with a set of other relevant scholars for the topic of the 

paper.

The working pattern is similar for all the three cases. First 

of all, I shall present the idea that bears the Machiavellian 

influence and, afterwards, I shall proceed to its identification and 

reflection throughout the text, using, in this respect, meaningful 

quotes. After discussing the structure of the book, which shall 

encompass information with respect to the work’s parts, chapters 

and pages, I shall continue with the quantification of the idea. 

The quantification of the idea is based upon a calculus that is 

meant to transform the number of pages in which the targeted 

idea is present into percentages. I shall also take into account the 

number of chapters in which the idea is reflected and try to 

provide an explanation for those chapters that do not contain the 

argument at all or in a very small percentage and their opposites, 

the chapters that actually deal with the separation between 

politics and morality on a more consistent basis.
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