
Niccolò Machiavelli  

“It is much safer to be feared than loved, if you cannot be both.”​
 – Machiavelli, The Prince 

When we think of politics today—campaigns, power games, statecraft, and 
international diplomacy—many of the strategies have roots in the ideas of one man: 
Niccolò Machiavelli. Often misunderstood as a cold and manipulative thinker, 
Machiavelli was, in fact, one of the first political thinkers to separate politics from 
ethics—to see power as it is, not as it should be. 

Living in Renaissance Italy, a land full of political chaos, rival families, betrayals, 
and foreign invasions, Machiavelli understood the brutal reality of power.  

Unlike Plato and Aristotle, who imagined ideal states, Machiavelli dealt with 
political survival—how leaders can gain, hold, and use power effectively in an 
unpredictable world. 

Context and Background 
●​ Machiavelli was born in Florence, which was at the time a city-state 

surrounded by equally powerful and hostile rivals. Italy was fragmented and 
constantly at war. 

●​ He served as a diplomat and advisor in the Florentine Republic, gaining 
firsthand experience in negotiations, war, and state affairs. 

●​ After the Medici family returned to power, Machiavelli was removed from 
office and even imprisoned. It was during this exile that he wrote his most 
famous works. 

Major Works: 
●​ The Prince (1513) – A guidebook for rulers on how to maintain power. 

●​ Discourses on Livy – A more philosophical and republican text, discussing 
how free governments work. 

●​ The Art of War – On military power and its relation to politics. 

Core Concepts in Machiavelli’s Political Thought 

1. Political Realism: Separating Politics from Morality 
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Machiavelli was one of the first thinkers to openly separate politics from 
traditional morality. In his famous work The Prince, he wrote that “a prince must 
learn how not to be good”, highlighting his central idea—political realism.  

This meant that politics should be understood based on how power actually works, 
rather than how it ideally should work. 

According to Machiavelli, rulers should not be judged by their personal ethics, but 
by their ability to maintain order, security, and stability.  

If achieving these goals requires deception, cruelty, or manipulation, then such 
actions are not immoral—they are necessary tools of statecraft. 

He challenged the Christian ideal of the virtuous, humble ruler, arguing instead that 
“it is better to be feared than loved” if one cannot be both. For Machiavelli, 
political success—securing the survival and strength of the state—was more 
important than acting morally.  

This led to the controversial idea that “the ends justify the means,” though he 
never used these exact words. 

In doing so, Machiavelli laid the foundation for a realist tradition in political 
thought, later influencing thinkers like Hobbes and modern strategic theorists. His 
ideas continue to spark debate about the ethical limits of power and the 
real-world challenges of leadership. 

2. Virtù and Fortuna: Mastering Power and Uncertainty 

Two of Machiavelli’s most original and enduring concepts are Virtù and Fortuna, 
which together explain how leaders navigate the unpredictable world of politics. 

Virtù 

Virtù does not mean moral virtue in the traditional sense. Instead, for Machiavelli, it 
refers to a ruler’s personal qualities—such as skill, strength, courage, 
decisiveness, and political cunning.  

It is the inner power that allows a leader to seize opportunities, adapt to changing 
situations, and shape his own fate. A prince with virtù acts boldly, takes initiative, 
and does not rely solely on luck or tradition. 

Fortuna 

On the other hand, Fortuna represents fate, luck, or chance—the unpredictable 
elements in life and politics that are beyond human control. Fortuna can either raise 
a person to power or bring about sudden ruin. Machiavelli saw fortune as a force of 
chaos that no leader can fully tame. 
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The Ruler’s Challenge 

Machiavelli argued that although fortune plays a major role, a wise ruler must be 
prepared to act decisively when opportunity arises. Those who rely only on luck 
will fail when times change.  

Thus, rulers must build strong institutions, flexible strategies, and readiness for 
crises—tools to resist the wild swings of fortune. 

A Striking Metaphor 

To explain this relationship, Machiavelli offers a famous metaphor: Fortune is like a 
violent river. When it floods, it can sweep away everything in its path. But a wise 
leader, like a good engineer, anticipates the flood and builds levees and dams—that 
is, plans and policies—to reduce its damage.  

This image captures his belief in human agency, even in the face of uncertainty. 

In combining Virtù and Fortuna, Machiavelli presents a realistic view of 
politics—one that recognizes the limits of control, yet emphasizes the importance of 
bold leadership and preparation. 

3. Republicanism in the Discourses: A Hidden Love for 
Liberty 

Although The Prince made Machiavelli famous for advising strong, even ruthless 
rulers, his other major work—Discourses on Livy—reveals a very different side of 
his political thought: one that praises republicanism, citizen freedom, and the 
rule of law. 

Praise for Republican Government 

In the Discourses, Machiavelli expresses deep admiration for the Roman Republic, 
where political power was shared and checked through laws, institutions, and civic 
participation.  

He believed that a republic is the best form of government for securing freedom 
and long-term stability, especially when it encourages active involvement by 
citizens. 

Class Conflict and Liberty 

Unlike many thinkers who feared social conflict, Machiavelli saw tension between 
the upper and lower classes not as a weakness, but as a source of vitality. He 
argued that if managed properly, such conflict protects liberty by preventing any 
one group from dominating.  

The balance of forces pushes institutions to evolve and remain accountable. 
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Virtuous Citizenship as a Safeguard 

For Machiavelli, republics can only survive if citizens remain virtuous, engaged, 
and vigilant. Freedom is always under threat—from external enemies, internal 
corruption, or ambitious leaders.  

Therefore, people must be ready to defend their rights, even if it means 
temporarily accepting harsh measures in times of crisis. 

Reconciling Harshness and Liberty 

This work helps clarify that Machiavelli was not simply a supporter of tyranny. 
Rather, he believed that strong measures, even if undemocratic, may be justified 
when they protect the larger goal of liberty.  

His realism lies in recognizing that ideal freedom sometimes requires firm, even 
uncomfortable decisions. 

Modern Reflection 

This tension remains relevant today. Many democracies face the question: Can 
emergency powers, surveillance, or authoritarian methods be justified to 
protect the state?  

Machiavelli’s thought foreshadows these dilemmas—highlighting the balance 
between liberty and security, democracy and discipline. 

In short, The Discourses reveal Machiavelli's republican heart, showing that 
beneath the tough realism of The Prince was a thinker deeply committed to 
freedom, institutional checks, and the power of civic virtue. 

4. Machiavellianism: Misunderstood or Misused? 

Today, the word “Machiavellian” is often used in a negative sense—referring to 
manipulative, ruthless, or deceitful behavior, especially in politics and corporate 
environments. But this popular image is a distortion of Machiavelli’s actual 
intentions. 

Not Evil—Just Realistic 

Machiavelli did not encourage cruelty for its own sake. He was not promoting 
immorality, but offering a realistic description of how power functions in a world 
full of competition, betrayal, and uncertainty.  

His goal was to help rulers survive and maintain stability, even if that meant 
using morally questionable methods at times. 
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The Role of Appearance 

One of Machiavelli’s most striking insights is that rulers must often appear 
virtuous—kind, just, religious—even if they act differently behind closed doors. In a 
dangerous world, image is a political tool.  

People are more influenced by what they see than by what is real. 

Fear, Not Hatred 

He famously argued that it is better to be feared than loved, because fear is more 
consistent in producing obedience. However, he warned that a ruler must avoid 
being hated, as hatred leads to rebellion and instability.  

This shows his subtle understanding of human emotions in political strategy. 

Modern Echoes 

In today’s world, many leaders still follow Machiavellian logic—projecting a caring, 
democratic image while maintaining control through surveillance, strategic 
alliances, or manipulation of media. This duality of public image and private 
action reflects the lasting relevance of Machiavelli’s insights. 

In sum, Machiavelli’s ideas are often misunderstood or misused. Far from 
glorifying evil, he exposed the uncomfortable truths of politics, urging leaders to 
be effective and realistic, not bound by ideals that may lead to ruin. 

5. Influence on Modern Political Thought and International 
Relations 

Machiavelli’s impact on political theory is profound and lasting, especially in the 
development of modern political science. His ideas broke from tradition and laid 
the groundwork for contemporary political analysis. 

Politics as a Separate Domain 

Machiavelli is often hailed as the father of modern political science because he 
treated politics as distinct from religion and ethics. While previous thinkers often 
intertwined morality with governance, Machiavelli focused purely on practical and 
empirical observations.  

He believed that political leaders should make decisions based on real-world 
circumstances, not moral ideals. 

Practical Political Strategy 

Machiavelli was one of the first to systematically study history, war, and human 
behavior to develop practical political strategies. His emphasis on realism and 
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political outcomes marked a sharp departure from idealist thinking, focusing on 
what actually works in the complex, competitive world of statecraft. 

Influence on Realist International Relations 

Machiavelli’s ideas about power and self-interest also significantly influenced 
realist theories in international relations. Theorists like Hans Morgenthau and 
Kenneth Waltz emphasized that states act primarily in their own self-interest, 
prioritizing power and survival over moral principles.  

This reflects Machiavelli’s core argument that morality should not constrain 
political necessity. 

6. Contemporary Relevance: Why Machiavelli Still Matters 

Machiavelli’s influence is not just limited to theory—his ideas are still deeply 
relevant in modern politics and international relations. 

Realpolitik and Power Struggles 

In today’s realpolitik—a system where pragmatic, power-driven politics 
dominate—Machiavelli’s insights are particularly resonant.  

His ideas help explain the behavior of modern leaders like Vladimir Putin and Xi 
Jinping, who prioritize outcomes over ideals, often using strategic manipulation, 
alliances, and calculated power plays to achieve their goals. 

Political Campaigns and Strategies 

Machiavelli’s focus on political strategy also echoes in the world of electioneering 
and campaign tactics. Modern political strategists often emphasize winning at any 
cost, using targeted media, disinformation, and emotional appeals—strategies that 
reflect Machiavellian principles of shaping public perception and controlling 
outcomes. 

Threats to Democracy 

Machiavelli’s warnings about the fragility of republics remain incredibly relevant 
today. He cautioned that democracies are vulnerable to internal corruption, 
factionalism, and external manipulation—challenges that many modern 
democracies face in the form of political polarization, foreign interference, and 
undermined public trust. 

Machiavelli in Popular Culture 

Machiavelli’s influence extends into popular culture, where his ideas about power, 
strategy, and cunning appear frequently. Shows like House of Cards, Game of 
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Thrones, and Succession portray characters who engage in Machiavellian 
games—using deception, manipulation, and ambition to achieve power.  

These portrayals show that Machiavelli’s ideas continue to capture the 
imagination and offer a realistic lens for understanding the dynamics of power 
and leadership. 

 

In summary, Machiavelli’s realist approach to politics, which emphasizes 
practicality, power, and survival, has had a profound and lasting influence that 
spans international relations, domestic politics, and popular media.  

His insights into leadership, political strategy, and the complex relationship 
between power and morality continue to shape contemporary thought and guide 
political leaders, theorists, and even media creators. Whether in the realm of 
international diplomacy or the strategies employed by modern political figures, 
Machiavelli’s work provides a critical framework for understanding the real-world 
challenges of governance.  

His theories on the necessity of power and pragmatism in politics remain highly 
relevant, shedding light on the tensions between idealism and political necessity 
that still resonate in today’s political landscape. 
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