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Abstract. This paper investigates the enduring tension between political power and morality, a 
dilemma famously articulated by Niccolò Machiavelli, who argued that rulers must "learn how not to 
be good" to maintain authority. The study explores this theme by examining the consequences of 
amoral leadership through a comparative historical analysis, with Nazi Germany serving as the 
primary case study. Using Machiavellian theory as a framework, the research analyzes the use of 
political rhetoric devoid of ethical considerations and the impact of such rhetoric on societal cohesion 
and stability. The methodology includes historical document analysis and ethical-political theory 
comparison to trace how the manipulation of public perception, exemplified by Nazi propaganda. 
The findings suggest that while political pragmatism is sometimes necessary, the abandonment of 
morality fosters manipulation, reckless decision-making, and eventual societal collapse. Thus, the 
paper argues that ethical constraints are essential to effective and sustainable leadership. Finally, it 
highlights the necessity of morality in leadership to ensure longevity and stability. 

Keywords: Power, Morality, Political rhetoric, Amoral leadership, Machiavellianism. 

1. Introduction 

The relationship between power and morality in political leadership presents a timeless dilemma. 

Should a leader abandon ethical considerations in favor of maintaining political power and ensuring 

survival? This question, central to Machiavelli’s The Prince, provokes deep reflection about the 

nature of leadership and its impact on society. In his famous work, Machiavelli argues that the pursuit 

of power often necessitates abandoning traditional moral principles. He claims that a successful ruler 

must “learn how not to be good” in order to navigate the treacherous political landscape. For 

Machiavelli, deception, manipulation, and the use of fear are not just permissible; they are essential 

tools for any leader striving to maintain power. While this approach might offer short-term political 

advantages, history suggests that a purely amoral style of governance leads to disaster. Leaders who 

rule through fear and deceit may secure their positions temporarily, but they often create instability, 

resentment, and ultimately revolt. This was seen in numerous historical instances, such as the reigns 

of tyrants like Stalin or Hitler, whose absolute power came at the cost of immense human suffering 

and long-term societal damage. However, the opposite extreme--complete moral idealism--is equally 

dangerous, as it often leaves leaders unable to make difficult but necessary decisions, especially in 

times of crisis. In moments of war or political turmoil, an inability to act decisively can lead to 

collapse or the rise of even more ruthless powers. Effective leadership, therefore, requires a delicate 

balance between pragmatism and principle. A leader must recognize that while morally questionable 

decisions may be necessary in the pursuit of stability or security, they must also uphold ethical 

constraints to avoid overstepping boundaries that undermine trust in the system. This essay will argue 

that while leaders sometimes must make morally questionable decisions to govern effectively, they 

must also uphold ethical constraints to avoid societal collapse and ensure lasting legitimacy and 

stability. 

2. Political Rhetoric Without Morality Manipulates and Destroys Societies  

Political rhetoric can be a powerful tool for both legitimate leadership and manipulation. It 

involves the strategic use of language to shape public opinion, influence behavior, and justify policies. 

In democratic societies, political rhetoric is often employed to persuade and guide the populace in 

ways that align with ethical values and collective goals. However, when political rhetoric is employed 
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without moral constraints, it transforms into a dangerous weapon of mass manipulation, as 

demonstrated by the events of Nazi Germany. The consequences of using rhetoric for immoral 

purposes are catastrophic, not only for the society in which it is employed but also for the broader 

international community. 

Joseph Goebbels, the Nazi Minister of Propaganda, is perhaps one of the most infamous figures in 

the history of political rhetoric. His mastery of media control allowed him to shape public perception 

and manipulate the masses to support the Nazi regime's morally indefensible policies. Through an 

overwhelming propaganda machine, Goebbels disseminated anti-Semitic, anti-communist, and anti-

liberal rhetoric that portrayed Jews, communists, and political dissidents as existential threats to the 

German state. This manipulation of public sentiment created an atmosphere of fear, hatred, and 

suspicion, which ultimately justified violent, oppressive actions. The Nazi regime’s policies of 

territorial expansion, persecution, and genocide were framed as necessary to protect and preserve the 

purity of the German nation. Through the constant repetition of slogans like “Ein Volk, ein Reich, 

ein Führer”, Goebbels and the Nazi leadership crafted a narrative in which mass extermination and 

conquest were depicted as acts of national salvation, elevating their actions to a higher, almost 

religious purpose. 

The use of such rhetoric exemplifies Machiavelli’s principle from The Prince that a leader must 

“learn how not to be good”. Machiavelli argued that, to maintain power, leaders often must abandon 

conventional morality, manipulating public opinion and employing ruthless tactics when necessary. 

Hitler and Goebbels understood that moral constraints could impede their ability to maintain control 

and achieve their goals. By framing their immoral actions as necessary for the survival of the state 

and the security of the German people, they secured public compliance, even in the face of atrocities. 

The propaganda not only justified extreme measures but also masked the cruelty and horror of the 

regime’s actions. The strategy succeeded in generating mass support for the Nazi agenda, but at a 

tremendous cost--truth, empathy, and basic human values were sacrificed to maintain control. 

However, while this rhetoric provided the Nazi regime with short-term stability, it ultimately 

destroyed the social fabric of Germany and led to its collapse. The regime’s reliance on lies, fear, and 

moral manipulation created a deeply unstable society. Trust in the government was built on deception 

rather than legitimacy, and the divide between the ruling elite and the general populace widened as 

the horrific consequences of their policies unfolded. The moral erosion caused by Goebbels’ 

propaganda would have long-lasting effects on Germany, destabilizing the country in ways that would 

take decades to repair, if they ever could. 

Unfortunately, the manipulative power of rhetoric devoid of morality is not confined to history’s 

past. Similar patterns can be observed in more recent history, particularly during the 1994 Rwandan 

Genocide. The radio station RTLM (Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines) played a critical role 

in inciting hatred between the Hutu and Tutsi ethnic groups. Through inflammatory broadcasts, Hutus 

were encouraged to dehumanize Tutsis, referring to them as “cockroaches” to be exterminated. The 

rhetoric used by RTLM mirrored the dangerous rhetoric of Nazi propaganda, which depicted an entire 

ethnic group as subhuman and unworthy of survival. Just as Goebbels had used emotional appeals to 

convince the German public that Jews were a threat to the nation, RTLM used the same kind of 

language to incite violence against the Tutsi minority. 

In both cases, the strategic use of language and rhetoric became a vehicle for hate, division, and 

violence. Without moral grounding, political rhetoric lost its ethical restraints, morphing into a tool 

of destruction. In both Nazi Germany and Rwanda, entire populations were manipulated by a steady 

barrage of dehumanizing language and inflammatory rhetoric. The result was devastating violence, 

the collapse of social cohesion, and the destruction of human lives on an unimaginable scale. 

Whether in Nazi Germany or Rwanda, the message is clear: when rhetoric is used without ethical 

grounding, it becomes a force that can manipulate entire populations into accepting--and even 

committing—atrocities. Political rhetoric is a potent tool, capable of shaping the course of history. 

But when it is detached from moral principles, it can cause irreparable harm, not only to the immediate 

victims but to the very fabric of society itself. Leaders must recognize the responsibility that comes 
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with wielding such power and ensure that their rhetoric aligns with ethical values, upholding human 

dignity and promoting the common good. Only through a careful balance of rhetoric and morality can 

political leaders avoid the destructive potential of unchecked manipulation. 

3. Amoral Leadership Leads to Reckless Decisions and Ultimate Downfall 

The abandonment of morality in leadership does not merely lead to manipulation; it also fosters 

reckless decision-making with catastrophic consequences. This is evident in the conduct of Adolf 

Hitler during World War II, which offers a stark example of how amoral leadership, driven by 

ideology rather than pragmatism, can result in ruin. One of the most telling manifestations of Hitler's 

rejection of both moral and practical constraints was his implementation of the Lebensraum doctrine, 

which called for the expansion of German territory into Eastern Europe. Framed as essential for 

Germany’s survival, this aggressive expansionism led to the invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941, a 

decision that would ultimately seal the fate of the Nazi regime. 

Hitler’s decision to invade the Soviet Union was driven less by sound strategic reasoning and more 

by ideological fervor and a delusional belief in the racial superiority of the Aryan people. His rejection 

of both morality and practical considerations led him to overlook the fundamental challenges of such 

an undertaking. Lebensraum was not merely a military strategy but an ideological crusade that 

disregarded the well-being of civilians and soldiers alike. In his mind, this was a righteous and 

inevitable expansion of the German Reich, even though it was clear that the logistics of such a military 

operation were not feasible. 

Despite repeated warnings from his generals, Hitler persisted in his delusional vision, convinced 

that his ideological goals would triumph over the practical realities of war. His disdain for pragmatic 

evaluation extended to dismissing the well-being of his own military leadership, blinding them to the 

growing vulnerabilities of the Nazi regime. Hitler’s military decisions were increasingly divorced 

from reality, and he continued to push forward with reckless abandon. The brutal Russian winter, 

overextended supply lines, and fierce Soviet resistance were all dramatically underestimated, showing 

how a leadership model built on ideological obsession and deception, rather than moral and rational 

evaluation, could ultimately lead to self-destruction. 

This pattern of reckless decision-making, driven by an abandonment of moral and pragmatic 

considerations, is not unique to Nazi Germany. A more recent example can be found in Saddam 

Hussein’s decision to invade Kuwait in 1990. Much like Hitler, Saddam’s motivations were fueled 

more by nationalist rhetoric and personal ambition than by careful ethical or strategic calculations. 

Hussein justified the invasion with a combination of historical claims, which were largely unfounded, 

and inflammatory propaganda designed to stoke nationalist fervor in Iraq. He painted the invasion as 

a righteous reclamation of Kuwait, but in doing so, he ignored the broader geopolitical ramifications 

and the realities of military conflict. 

The result of Hussein's invasion was the Gulf War, followed by devastating economic sanctions 

and the ultimate weakening of Iraq’s sovereignty. Much like Hitler, Saddam dismissed moral 

considerations and rational constraints, believing in the invincibility of his regime and convinced that 

Iraq's dominance in the region was inevitable. His disregard for the practical challenges of an 

invasion--such as the military might of a U.S.-led coalition and the strategic vulnerabilities of Iraq--

mirrored the same ideological blindness that led to Hitler's downfall. In both cases, the failure to 

balance ambition with practical realities resulted in reckless overreach, leading to devastation for their 

nations and eventual collapse. 

The downfall of both Hitler and Saddam Hussein illustrates a critical point: while Machiavelli’s 

The Prince suggests that a successful ruler must sometimes operate outside traditional moral codes, 

history reveals that abandoning morality entirely can be ruinous. A leader who rules solely through 

ideology, ambition, and manipulation of the masses loses the ability to assess situations objectively, 

relying instead on delusions of grandeur and an inflated sense of invincibility. Hitler’s disastrous 

invasion of the Soviet Union and Saddam’s ill-fated invasion of Kuwait demonstrate that while 
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immoral leadership may achieve short-term gains--such as territorial expansion or temporary public 

support--it inevitably sows the seeds of long-term disaster. 

Both leaders were blinded by their ideologies, disregarding the basic moral and strategic 

considerations that might have led them to more prudent decisions. The ultimate collapse of their 

regimes shows that leadership founded solely on ideology, devoid of ethical constraints, is not only 

unsustainable but also dangerously reckless. Such leadership creates instability, generates widespread 

suffering, and ultimately leads to the downfall of both the leader and the nation they once sought to 

control. The lessons of Hitler and Saddam Hussein’s reigns are a stark reminder that while pragmatic 

decision-making may sometimes require difficult choices, a complete abandonment of morality and 

rational thought will ultimately destroy a leader’s power and the society they govern. 

4. The Necessity of Morality in Leadership to Ensure Longevity and Stability 

The post-war response to Nazi atrocities further highlights the necessity of morality in leadership. 

The Nuremberg Trials, held between 1945 and 1946, fundamentally rejected the defense used by 

many Nazi leaders--that they were “just following orders”. This defense, which had been central to 

the justifications offered by figures like Adolf Eichmann and other high-ranking officials, was 

deemed unacceptable by the tribunal. The trials established the principle of individual accountability, 

which emphasized that moral responsibility cannot be abdicated, even under authoritarian rule. The 

prosecution of Nazi officials underscored that personal conscience must always prevail over the 

demands of a regime or a political system. This legal and moral precedent set a global standard, 

rejecting the idea that leaders are absolved of responsibility when they follow orders that violate basic 

human rights. 

The Nuremberg Trials not only served as a rebuke to the excuses of Nazi perpetrators but also as 

a defining moment in international law, establishing the foundation for human rights laws and 

international accountability. This precedent highlighted a critical aspect of political leadership: the 

responsibility of leaders to ensure that their actions, even when carried out in the name of efficiency 

or power, align with fundamental ethical principles. Leaders who abandon these ethical 

considerations in the pursuit of power or control ultimately face judgment, whether from international 

institutions, the broader public, or history itself. In this sense, the trials demonstrated that no leader, 

regardless of their position, is beyond moral scrutiny or immune from the consequences of unethical 

decisions. 

Contrasting examples of leaders who successfully balanced pragmatism with morality include 

Winston Churchill and Franklin D. Roosevelt. Both figures navigated the complexities of wartime 

decision-making, often having to choose between morally ambiguous actions and the strategic 

necessities of war. Churchill, while forced to make difficult decisions such as the bombing of German 

cities, never lost sight of the broader moral narrative. He framed the conflict not just as a military 

struggle but as a battle between tyranny and freedom. His speeches, especially those delivered in the 

darkest days of the war, emphasized the importance of democracy and human dignity in the face of 

totalitarianism. While controversial, his decisions during the war were always seen as part of a larger 

effort to safeguard the values of liberty and justice. Churchill’s unwavering commitment to these 

principles helped preserve Britain's internal cohesion and ensured its international reputation 

remained intact, even after the war. 

Similarly, Franklin D. Roosevelt, despite implementing controversial policies like the internment 

of Japanese Americans during World War II, maintained a broader commitment to justice, equality, 

and international cooperation. Although the internment remains a morally questionable decision, 

Roosevelt’s overall vision for the post-war world reflected a commitment to human rights and 

international peace. His leadership played a crucial role in the creation of the United Nations, a 

platform designed to prevent future global conflicts. Roosevelt's leadership was grounded in the belief 

that power should be exercised with an eye toward the greater good, and despite the flaws in some of 

his decisions, his moral compass ultimately guided the development of the post-war liberal order. 
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More recently, Nelson Mandela stands out as a powerful example of moral leadership. After 

decades of imprisonment under South Africa's apartheid regime, Mandela emerged not with 

vengeance, but with a message of reconciliation. He understood that enduring peace required not only 

structural change but also moral leadership that could heal a divided nation. His decision to establish 

the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, aimed at confronting the past without perpetuating cycles 

of violence, reflected a belief in justice that was restorative rather than retributive. Mandela’s 

approach emphasized the importance of healing and unity over retribution, allowing South Africa to 

transition from apartheid to democracy without descending into civil war. His moral vision, which 

prioritized forgiveness and mutual understanding, earned him lasting respect both in South Africa 

and internationally, cementing his legacy as a leader who balanced political pragmatism with 

profound ethical integrity. 

The necessity of balancing morality and pragmatism remains evident in contemporary leadership 

challenges. While no leader can act with perfect moral consistency in every situation, the 

abandonment of ethics in the pursuit of political objectives opens the door to authoritarianism, 

violence, and injustice. Morality functions as a guardrail, helping to prevent decisions that may have 

short-term political appeal but disastrous long-term consequences. When political rhetoric aligns with 

moral values, it not only fosters national unity but also builds the trust of the governed. A leader who 

acts with moral conviction earns the loyalty of their people, not through coercion, but through the 

legitimacy of their actions. 

Furthermore, in an era where global interconnectedness demands cooperation between nations, the 

role of morality in leadership has never been more critical. In an increasingly multipolar world, where 

power dynamics shift constantly, moral leadership ensures that decisions are made with consideration 

for the well-being of others, rather than solely in the pursuit of national interest. Political power 

grounded in moral legitimacy fosters resilience, trust, and lasting stability, not only within a nation 

but across the global community. 

In this way, morality is not a weakness in leadership--it is its most enduring strength. It ensures 

that the exercise of power is not just a means of maintaining control but a tool for serving the greater 

good. Ultimately, leaders who embrace moral responsibility are more likely to leave behind a legacy 

that stands the test of time, one that is remembered not only for its political achievements but also for 

its commitment to justice, equality, and human dignity. 

5. Conclusion 

In summary, political rhetoric without morality manipulates and destroys societies, as seen in Nazi 

Germany. The Nazi regime, led by Adolf Hitler, relied heavily on amoral rhetoric to justify its 

atrocities. The manipulation of public sentiment, alongside the systematic erosion of ethical 

boundaries, led to catastrophic consequences for Germany and the wider world. In such regimes, the 

pursuit of power was prioritized over the well-being of individuals and communities, resulting in 

mass suffering and the eventual downfall of the leadership. This demonstrates the destructive 

potential of leadership that disregards morality, as it leads to reckless decision-making that ultimately 

causes the collapse of not just the leadership but the very fabric of society itself. 

However, it is important to recognize that leaders must sometimes make tough choices that 

challenge conventional moral principles. In times of crisis or war, leaders often face situations where 

they must weigh the greater good against difficult, morally ambiguous decisions. Machiavelli’s 

assertion that leaders cannot always be “good” is valid in this context; sometimes, sacrifices are 

necessary for the survival of the state. But while such decisions may be unavoidable, they must be 

made with careful consideration of the long-term consequences and the ethical limits that safeguard 

the integrity of governance. 

The total abandonment of morality, as seen in history, leads to instability, war, and eventual 

collapse. Leaders who ignore ethical constraints may gain power in the short term, but their actions 

ultimately result in their downfall and the destruction of their nations. In contrast, a successful leader 



Journal of Education, Humanities and Social Sciences EPHHR 2025 

Volume 53 (2025)  

 

262 

is one who balances the pursuit of power with ethical responsibility, ensuring that governance remains 

legitimate and stable. Only by adhering to moral principles can leaders maintain their authority and 

ensure the long-term well-being of their people and society. 
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