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by Christian Bittencourt, April 26, 2026

Why Was Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Prince Considered So Dangerous?

The Prince (1513) provoked so violent a reaction from the Church and the political elites of Renaissance Europe, while other critical works of the era were tolerated or even celebrated.

My inquiry begins with the tension between the man and the work. Niccolò Machiavelli was not a cold, isolated theorist, but a man of flesh and blood, profoundly human. Married to Marietta di Ludovico Corsini since 1501, he fathered seven children with her. Despite prolonged absences on diplomatic missions and well-known infidelities, the marriage remained stable and respectful: Marietta managed the household and children during his travels, and Machiavelli treated her with consideration in his wills and letters. In 1513 — the year of his torture and exile — Marietta suffered a miscarriage and lost the child only days after birth, a blow that plunged the author into profound grief at precisely the period when he was writing The Prince.

His letters to Francesco Vettori reveal a sarcastic, self-deprecating, generous, and wounded man. Exiled​[1] to the small farm of Sant’Andrea in Percussina, he describes his daily routine with dark humor: chopping firewood, conversing with peasants at the tavern, playing cards, sharing with his family the meager produce of the land. At night, he would exchange his mud-caked clothes for dignified garments and “converse” with the ancients — Cicero, Livy, Plutarch — finding solace and hope in writing. A republican at heart, he had faithfully served the Florentine Republic for fourteen years as a diplomat, negotiating with kings and popes, before being arrested, tortured by the strappado​[2], and banished​[3] by the Medici.

Faced with this human profile — an imperfect father, an absent yet respectful husband, a loyal friend, and a wounded patriot — the central question arises: how did a man of this kind produce a work so cold and pitiless?

The answer lies in the nature of the text. The Prince abandons all ironic veil or satirical distance. Machiavelli writes in a dry, direct, and pragmatic manner: the ruler must “learn not to be good” when the occasion demands, employ cruelty in well-measured doses, feign virtue, break promises, and prefer to be feared rather than loved. There is no protective humor, no narrative ambiguity. He lays bare techniques of power that work in practice, with concrete examples such as Cesare Borgia. Even though he wrote driven by patriotic pain and the desire to serve a fragmented Italy, the book does not soften reality. It radically separates Christian ethics from raison d’état.

The second question is why this candor was deemed threatening. By openly revealing that politics operates under a different moral code — one separate from the Christian — Machiavelli stripped away the disguise that allowed the system of power to maintain its legitimacy. The Church and the elites, as integral parts of that system, could not tolerate anyone publicly stating what everyone knew in practice but no one admitted in theory.

The final conclusion is inescapable: The Prince was considered dangerous not for advocating evil, but for removing the veil that concealed the real workings of power. The contrast between the human, wounded, and domestic man — who suffered from his children’s absence, the humiliation of exile, and the ruin of Italy — and the surgical coldness of the work makes its demonization all the more revealing. The system did not forgive the one who, despite all his humanity, chose to expose the naked truth. While other critiques operated within moral limits and with protective literary devices, Machiavelli exposed the system as it was — raw, cold, and pragmatic. This is why the book was placed on the Index Librorum Prohibitorum​[4] and the author was stigmatized as a dangerous cynic. The demonization was not a reaction to the content, but to the merciless clarity with which he shattered the distorting mirror of official morality.

Why Thomas More’s Utopia Was Tolerated by the System

How was it possible that Utopia (1516) — written by a devout Catholic, a wealthy attorney, Lord Chancellor, and future martyr of the Church in 1535 — was accepted and celebrated as a humanist work, while Machiavelli’s The Prince was deemed dangerous and prohibited?

My inquiry begins with the tension between More’s personal stance and the content of the work. A man of deep Christian faith, a defender of the hierarchical order, private property, and the authority of the Church, More could scarcely have sincerely endorsed radical proposals such as the complete abolition of private property.

The first question that presents itself is the literary structure of the work. Utopia is not a direct political treatise, but an ironic and ambiguous dialogue. The principal narrator, Raphael Hythloday​[5], bears a name signifying “dispenser of nonsense.” More himself appears as a character and, at the end of the book, praises certain aspects of Utopian society while explicitly rejecting the community of goods, arguing that it would destroy the incentives for labor and respect for authority. The title, Utopia, from the Greek (ou-topos = no place), reinforces the fictional and provocative character of the ideal island.

The second question is the actual function of the work. More employs Utopian society as a satirical mirror to reflect and expose the vices of real Europe: land enclosures that generated poverty, noble greed, unjust wars, and extreme inequality. The critique is indirect, controlled, and wrapped in humanist humor and practical impossibility. Unlike Machiavelli, who lays bare the raw reality of power without disguise, More maintains ironic distance and affirms his own disagreement with the more radical elements.

The third question is why this strategy was tolerated by the system. By operating within Christian moral limits and employing the device of the distorted mirror, More produced a “safe” critique. He criticized Europe by showing what it ought to be, without proposing a literal model to be implemented. His work allowed readers to reflect on social ills without directly threatening the established order or the authority of the Church.

The conclusion is clear and consistent with the reasoning constructed regarding Machiavelli: Utopia was tolerated precisely because it employed the method of the satirical mirror. While Machiavelli removed the veil and showed power
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