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Machiavelli religion and policy

Niccolo Machiavelli, a key figure in Renaissance political thought, is best known for his
pragmatic and sometimes controversial views on power and governance. His most famous
work, The Prince, often emphasizes the importance of realpolitik—political decisions
based on practical objectives rather than moral or ideological considerations. A significant
aspect of Machiavelli’s political philosophy concerns religion—not as a matter of personal
faith, butas a powerful instrument for maintaining order and strengthening the state. This
essay explores how Machiavelli viewed religion in the context of political policy, particularly
how rulers could manipulate religious belief to achieve political ends.

Religion as a Tool of the State

In The Prince and Discourses on Livy, Machiavelli repeatedly shows a utilitarian approach
to religion. He does not focus on spiritual salvation or theological truth, but rather on how
religion can serve political stability. According to Machiavelli, religion is valuable because it
can instill moral discipline among the people, promote unity, and legitimize the authority of
rulers. He praises ancient Roman religion not for its metaphysical content but for its
political utility. In Discourses on Livy, he writes, “Our religion, moreover, has glorified
humble and contemplative men rather than active men. It has assigned the highest good to
humility, abjection, and contempt for worldly things, whereas the other [pagan] religion
placed the highest good in greatness of soul, strength of body, and all the things that make
men very strong.”

For Machiavelli, the Roman Republic succeeded in part because its leaders manipulated
religious belief to instill civic virtue and discipline. He admired how Roman leaders used
omens, public rituals, and religious authority to maintain social order. In contrast, he
criticizes the Catholic Church for weakening civic virtue and contributing to Italy's political
fragmentation.

Religion and Hypocrisy

One of Machiavelli’'s most provocative arguments is that a prince should appear religious—
evenif heis not. In The Prince, Chapter XVIII, he argues that rulers must often act immorally
for the sake of the state. He famously asserts that a prince must be "a fox to recognize traps
and a lion to frighten wolves." In this context, religion becomes a tool of deception. A ruler
should appear compassionate, faithful, and just—but only if these appearances serve
political ends. Machiavelli writes, “It is well to appear merciful, faithful, humane, religious,
upright, and to be so; but with a mind so framed that should you require not to be so, you
may be able and know how to change to the opposite.”



This idea—that religion is not inherently good, but only useful—deeply challenged the
dominant Christian moral framework of the time. Machiavelli’s prince may not be religious
in private belief, but must use the appearance of religion to gain public trust and
obedience.

Religion and Republicanism

While The Prince is often associated with tyranny, Machiavelli’s Discourses on Livy shows a
different side of his thinking, one more favorable to republican government. Even here,
however, religion is seen in political terms. He praises early Rome’s civil religion for uniting
citizens around a shared identity. In his view, religion fosters a sense of duty and communal
responsibility—essential qualities in a functioning republic. He criticizes the corruption of
the Catholic Church for undermining these values, arguing that religious institutions should
support, not hinder, the strength of the state.

Conclusion

Machiavelli’s approach to religion is starkly pragmatic. He does not reject religion
altogether, but he strips it of its spiritual content and evaluates it solely based on its
usefulness to political power. For Machiavelli, religion is valuable not because it is true, but
because it helps rulers govern more effectively. It can be used to inspire virtue, command
loyalty, or justify authority—but it must always serve the ultimate goal: the preservation and
strengthening of the state. In this sense, Machiavelli laid the groundwork for modern
secular political thought, in which religion is subordinate to political necessity.



