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acquire, exercise, and maintain power. His emphasis on pragmatism over 
morality, particularly in times of crisis, has influenced governance strategies 
across centuries. In modern politics, leaders continue to apply Machiavellian 
principles, often exploiting or manufacturing crises to solidify control and shape 
public perception. The rise of global challenges—ranging from terrorism and 
pandemics to climate threats—has further intensified the use of these tactics, 
with governments expanding surveillance, curbing civil liberties, and manipulating 
information in the name of security. This paper explores how Machiavellian 
dynamics shape contemporary governance, analyzing the ethical implications of 
fear-driven policies and the delicate balance between security and freedom. By 
examining case studies from surveillance practices to crisis management, this 
study sheds light on the enduring relevance of Machiavelli’s ideas and 
underscores the importance of vigilance to prevent the erosion of democratic 
values. 
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1. Introduction 

Overview: 

Machiavellianism, a term derived from the political philosophy of Niccolò 
Machiavelli, particularly his treatise The Prince (1513), has come to represent a 
form of political strategy that prioritizes pragmatism, manipulation, and the 
pursuit of power over traditional moral considerations. In The Prince, Machiavelli 
offers guidance to rulers on how to maintain power, often through methods that 
involve cunning, deceit, and ruthless pragmatism. His philosophy emphasizes that 
the ends (the stability and strength of the ruler's power) often justify the means, 
even if those means include morally questionable actions. 

Central to Machiavelli’s advice is the importance of appearances, the use of fear 
to control subjects, and the manipulation of circumstances to a ruler’s advantage. 
He advocates for rulers to act decisively in times of crisis and to use fear as a 
more reliable tool than love for maintaining order and obedience. In this sense, 
Machiavelli was a political realist, acknowledging the often brutal realities of 
governance and the necessity for rulers to prioritize survival over virtue. 

In the centuries since its publication, The Prince has been interpreted in a variety 
of ways, and its principles have been applied, consciously or unconsciously, by 
leaders across the world. The strategies Machiavelli outlines are not limited to 
Renaissance Italy but are applicable to modern governance as well. In fact, in 
today’s political landscape, characterized by rapid communication, media 
manipulation, and global crises, the relevance of Machiavellian strategies has only 
intensified. 

Purpose: 

This paper aims to explore how Machiavellian strategies are employed by 
contemporary governments and political leaders, particularly through the 
manipulation of crises as a means to consolidate power and control populations. 
In modern political environments, crises—whether real or manufactured—can 
provide an opportunity for leaders to expand their authority, enact restrictive 
policies, or suppress dissent. The use of fear, surveillance, and the media to 
create a sense of urgency or threat often leads to a population more willing to 
accept limitations on their rights in exchange for a sense of security. 
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By examining the ways in which political leaders exploit crises to maintain or 
enhance their power, this paper will draw parallels between Machiavelli’s classic 
teachings and modern governance. From post-9/11 surveillance expansions to 
authoritarian responses to pandemics, governments have repeatedly used crises 
as a justification for policies that might otherwise be considered excessive or 
unacceptable. This paper will examine these patterns through historical and 
contemporary case studies, exploring both their effectiveness and the ethical 
dilemmas they pose. 

Thesis: 

While The Prince was initially written as a manual for rulers navigating the 
turbulent political landscape of Renaissance Italy, its principles—particularly those 
regarding the use of fear, manipulation, and the careful cultivation of 
appearances—remain highly relevant in modern politics. In today’s world, crises 
such as terrorism, pandemics, and economic instability provide fertile ground for 
the application of Machiavellian strategies. Political leaders and governments 
frequently adopt measures that consolidate their control by playing on the fears 
and insecurities of their populations, all while maintaining the outward 
appearance of benevolence or necessity. 

This paper will argue that Machiavelli’s insights into human nature and power 
dynamics continue to influence modern governance. His emphasis on the use of 
fear to control populations, the manipulation of circumstances to maintain 
power, and the importance of maintaining appearances resonate in the way 
modern leaders manage crises. These strategies, while often effective, raise 
important ethical questions about the balance between security and freedom, as 
well as the role of deception in governance. Through a detailed examination of 
historical and contemporary examples, this paper will show how the 
Machiavellian dynamic is still a powerful force in shaping the relationship 
between leaders and the governed. 

This introduction sets the stage for a comprehensive analysis of Machiavelli’s 
ideas, linking them to current political strategies and providing a foundation for 
exploring their modern applications. The discussion will delve into how 
Machiavellian tactics are especially prevalent during times of crisis, when the 
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need for control, stability, and public safety often outweighs concerns about civil 
liberties and democratic accountability. 

 

2. Machiavelli’s Key Concepts and their Modern Application 

In The Prince, Machiavelli laid out a blueprint for rulers on how to achieve and 
maintain power, focusing on a pragmatic approach that often disregards 
conventional morality. His key concepts—such as the balance between fear and 
love, the idea that the ends justify the means, and the importance of controlling 
crises—have transcended the context of Renaissance Italy and remain relevant in 
today’s political landscape. These ideas continue to influence how leaders govern, 
especially in moments of crisis when the need for swift, decisive action is 
paramount. Below, we explore these concepts in depth and how they are applied 
in modern governance. 

2.1. Fear vs. Love: 

One of Machiavelli’s most famous assertions is that it is better for a ruler to be 
feared than loved, if they cannot be both. His rationale is that while love can be 
fleeting and contingent upon the goodwill of the people, fear is a more reliable 
way to maintain control. People, according to Machiavelli, are self-interested and 
fickle. They may turn on a ruler they love when it suits them, but they will 
hesitate to act against a ruler they fear because fear of punishment is a stronger 
motivator. 

Machiavelli does not advocate for cruelty or unnecessary brutality; rather, he 
advises rulers to maintain a balance where fear does not turn into hatred, as 
hatred can lead to rebellion. A ruler should thus use fear strategically, employing 
it only when necessary and in a way that secures obedience without pushing the 
people into desperation. 

Modern Examples: 

In modern governance, this dynamic is most visible in the way national security 
concerns are used to foster a climate of fear that allows for expanded state 
powers. After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the United States 
implemented the Patriot Act, which granted the government unprecedented 
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surveillance and detention powers in the name of national security. Fear of 
terrorism was used to justify these measures, and the public, gripped by fear, 
largely accepted these encroachments on civil liberties. 

Similarly, leaders around the world have used fear to justify military actions, 
immigration restrictions, and other policies that would otherwise be seen as 
overreaching. By fostering fear—whether of external threats like terrorism or 
internal issues like crime—governments can expand their control, often with the 
consent of the people who seek protection and security. This use of fear aligns 
directly with Machiavelli’s advice to prioritize being feared over being loved, as 
fear provides a more stable foundation for power. 

2.2. The Ends Justify the Means: 

Machiavelli is often associated with the idea that "the ends justify the means," 
though he never states this explicitly. The sentiment, however, runs through The 
Prince. Machiavelli suggests that a ruler should not be bound by conventional 
morality if it prevents them from securing their state or achieving their goals. 
Political power and stability, for Machiavelli, are paramount, and if a ruler must 
deceive, manipulate, or use force to maintain order and protect the state, then 
those actions are justified. 

This approach introduces moral flexibility, where the ruler’s success and survival 
are more important than the ethical implications of their actions. Machiavelli 
recognizes that the political arena is often harsh and that rulers cannot afford to 
be overly scrupulous if they wish to maintain their power. 

Modern Examples: 

Modern governments frequently employ this type of moral flexibility to justify 
controversial policies. One prominent example is the use of mass surveillance 
programs, justified as necessary evils to protect national security. In the wake of 
global terrorism, countries have implemented sweeping surveillance laws that 
encroach on privacy and personal freedoms, all in the name of protecting the 
greater good. Edward Snowden’s revelations about the NSA’s surveillance 
programs in the United States highlighted how governments justify such 
measures as essential tools in the fight against terrorism, even though they 
violate personal privacy on a massive scale. 
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Similarly, military interventions in foreign nations are often justified through 
Machiavellian logic. Leaders argue that while war is destructive and costly, it is 
necessary to achieve a greater good, such as eliminating a threat, spreading 
democracy, or maintaining geopolitical stability. The Iraq War, for example, was 
framed as a necessary intervention to protect the world from weapons of mass 
destruction, despite the absence of concrete evidence. Governments use the 
narrative that their actions, while harsh, are in pursuit of a higher goal, echoing 
Machiavelli’s argument that rulers must sometimes act against traditional moral 
standards for the sake of the state. 

2.3. Maintaining Control Through Crisis: 

Machiavelli believed that crises, both natural and man-made, provide 
opportunities for rulers to strengthen their control. He advised rulers to be adept 
at managing crises and, if necessary, to use them as tools to consolidate power. A 
ruler who navigates a crisis well can emerge stronger, as the people often rally 
behind leadership in times of uncertainty. Crises can also justify extraordinary 
measures that would not be accepted in normal times. 

Machiavelli did not explicitly suggest manufacturing crises, but his advice implies 
that a ruler should be prepared to exploit crises when they arise. In moments of 
fear or instability, people are more likely to accept restrictions on their freedoms 
if they believe it is necessary for their survival. 

Modern Examples: 

The COVID-19 pandemic serves as a prime example of how crises can be used to 
expand governmental control. In response to the public health emergency, many 
governments around the world enacted sweeping restrictions on movement, 
assembly, and personal freedoms. Emergency laws, curfews, and even military-
enforced lockdowns became commonplace, justified by the need to contain the 
virus. While many of these measures were accepted by the public, some critics 
argued that certain governments were using the crisis to centralize power, silence 
opposition, or curtail civil liberties beyond what was necessary. 

Economic recessions and natural disasters also present opportunities for 
governments to exercise greater control. During the 2008 global financial crisis, 
for example, many governments implemented drastic economic measures, 
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including bailouts and austerity programs, which reshaped the global economic 
landscape. These actions, while framed as necessary to prevent further collapse, 
concentrated financial power in the hands of a few institutions and political 
leaders, leading to long-term implications for economic inequality and 
governance. 

2.4. Virtù and Fortuna in Modern Governance: 

Machiavelli’s concepts of virtù and fortuna are central to his understanding of 
successful leadership. Virtù refers to a ruler’s ability to adapt to changing 
circumstances, take decisive action, and exert control over their destiny. A ruler 
with virtù is strong, cunning, and resourceful, able to manipulate events to their 
advantage. Fortuna, on the other hand, represents luck or chance—the 
unpredictable forces that can shape a ruler’s fate. While fortuna is beyond a 
ruler’s control, Machiavelli argued that a strong ruler with sufficient virtù could 
mitigate the effects of bad luck and exploit opportunities presented by good 
fortune. 

Modern Examples: 

In modern governance, successful leaders often demonstrate virtù by seizing 
moments of instability to strengthen their positions. Political leaders who manage 
crises effectively—whether economic, military, or public health-related—can 
enhance their legitimacy and consolidate their power. For example, Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s response to the Great Depression with the New Deal programs 
solidified his leadership and transformed American governance. His ability to 
adapt to the economic crisis with bold, decisive action is a clear demonstration of 
virtù. 

Similarly, leaders often leverage fortuna during election cycles, using moments of 
national uncertainty or crisis to appeal to voters. Leaders who present themselves 
as capable crisis managers can secure re-election by promising stability and 
security in uncertain times. For instance, George W. Bush’s handling of the 
immediate aftermath of 9/11 greatly boosted his popularity, helping him secure 
re-election in 2004. 
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Conclusion: 

Machiavelli’s key concepts—fear versus love, the ends justifying the means, 
control through crises, and the interplay of virtù and fortuna—are not relics of 
Renaissance political thought. They continue to inform modern governance, 
particularly in how leaders manage crises and consolidate power. By examining 
these ideas through contemporary examples, it becomes evident that the 
Machiavellian approach to power remains as relevant today as it was in 
Machiavelli’s time, raising critical ethical questions about the balance between 
power, morality, and the public good. 

 

3. Crisis as a Tool of Governance: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives 

Crises, whether genuine or manufactured, offer political leaders unique 
opportunities to expand their power and influence. Machiavelli, in The Prince, 
recognized that turbulent times often provide a ruler with the chance to solidify 
control, as the chaos of a crisis makes populations more likely to accept strong 
leadership and exceptional measures. Over time, leaders have used crises to 
legitimize actions that would otherwise face public resistance or scrutiny. This 
section explores how crises have been used both historically and in contemporary 
contexts as a tool of governance, examining both manufactured and exploited 
crises, as well as the problem-reaction-solution dynamic. 

3.1. Manufactured or Exploited Crises: 

One of the most powerful tools in a Machiavellian leader’s arsenal is the ability to 
use a crisis—either by manufacturing it or by exploiting an existing one—to justify 
policies that might otherwise be considered unacceptable or extreme. By creating 
a sense of urgency or danger, leaders can present themselves as protectors and 
problem-solvers, consolidating their power as they implement measures that 
restrict freedoms or expand state control. These crises, whether real or perceived, 
often lead to the public surrendering personal liberties in exchange for the 
promise of safety or stability. 
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Historical Examples: 

• The Reichstag Fire (1933, Nazi Germany): A classic example of a 
manufactured or exploited crisis occurred in Nazi Germany with the 
Reichstag Fire. On February 27, 1933, the Reichstag building (the German 
parliament) was set ablaze. Adolf Hitler, newly appointed as Chancellor, 
seized the opportunity to blame the fire on communist agitators, framing it 
as part of a broader conspiracy to destabilize Germany. This crisis allowed 
the Nazi government to pass the Reichstag Fire Decree, which suspended 
civil liberties, allowed for mass arrests of political opponents, and paved the 
way for the consolidation of Nazi power. The event was used to justify a 
broader crackdown on communists, socialists, and other political rivals, 
ultimately enabling Hitler’s rise to totalitarian control. Many historians 
believe that the Nazis either orchestrated the fire themselves or exploited it 
to achieve their political objectives. 

• Gulf of Tonkin Incident (1964, U.S. and Vietnam War): The Gulf of Tonkin 
incident is another historical case where a crisis—whether real or 
exaggerated—was used to justify a significant escalation in governmental 
actions. In August 1964, the U.S. government reported that North 
Vietnamese forces had attacked U.S. Navy ships in the Gulf of Tonkin. In 
response, Congress passed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, which granted 
President Lyndon B. Johnson the authority to take military action in 
Vietnam without a formal declaration of war. It was later revealed that the 
details of the incident had been misrepresented, and the U.S. may have 
used it as a pretext to justify its involvement in the Vietnam War. This crisis 
led to the deployment of hundreds of thousands of U.S. troops and 
escalated a conflict that would last over a decade. 

Contemporary Examples: 

• Financial Bailouts during Economic Crises: The global financial crisis of 
2008 is an example of how governments exploited an economic crisis to 
implement policies that reshaped the financial and political landscape. In 
response to the collapse of major financial institutions, governments 
around the world, particularly in the U.S., enacted large-scale bailouts to 
stabilize the economy. While these measures were framed as necessary to 
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prevent a total economic collapse, critics argued that the crisis was used as 
a pretext to transfer vast amounts of public wealth into the hands of 
private corporations and financial elites. The bailout of large banks and 
corporations, while stabilizing the financial system, also concentrated 
economic power in fewer hands and led to long-term distrust of 
government and financial institutions. 

• Post-Terrorism Security Measures: Since the terrorist attacks of September 
11, 2001, governments around the world have used terrorism as a 
justification for expanding state powers, particularly in the realm of 
surveillance and national security. The U.S. Patriot Act, enacted in the wake 
of 9/11, provided the government with broad authority to monitor 
communications, detain suspects without trial, and conduct searches 
without warrants. Similarly, in Europe, countries have enacted anti-
terrorism laws that have expanded police powers, curtailed civil liberties, 
and increased surveillance of their citizens. These measures, while 
presented as necessary to protect national security, have often been 
criticized for infringing on privacy and individual rights, with the fear of 
terrorism serving as a powerful tool for justifying these actions. 

• Cyber Threats and Mass Surveillance: In the digital age, the threat of cyber 
attacks has been increasingly used by governments to justify widespread 
surveillance programs. Governments have framed the protection of critical 
infrastructure and national security as reasons to implement mass data 
collection programs that monitor citizens' online activity. In many cases, the 
extent of these programs only comes to light through whistleblowers, such 
as Edward Snowden's revelations about the NSA's extensive global 
surveillance operations. The fear of cyber threats has been used to justify 
the expansion of government monitoring in ways that would otherwise be 
met with resistance in more stable times. 

3.2. Problem-Reaction-Solution Model: 

The problem-reaction-solution model is a political strategy closely aligned with 
Machiavellian tactics. This model describes a process by which governments or 
powerful actors create or exploit a problem, elicit a strong emotional reaction 
from the public (often fear or panic), and then present a pre-planned solution 
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that consolidates their power or achieves their goals. This approach is effective 
because it positions the government as the only entity capable of resolving the 
crisis, while often leading to a long-term shift in power dynamics or governance 
structures. 

Examples: 

• Global Financial Crisis of 2008: The 2008 financial crisis offers a clear 
example of the problem-reaction-solution model in action. As the crisis 
unfolded, there was widespread panic in global markets, with governments 
around the world reacting to the collapse of major financial institutions by 
implementing massive bailouts and economic stimulus packages. While 
these measures were presented as necessary to prevent a total economic 
meltdown, the solutions often resulted in the concentration of wealth and 
power in the hands of financial elites, with long-term consequences for 
economic inequality and governance. The public, reacting to the immediate 
threat of economic collapse, accepted these solutions with little resistance, 
despite their long-term effects. 

• COVID-19 Pandemic: The COVID-19 pandemic provides a more recent 
example of how the problem-reaction-solution model can be used to shift 
power dynamics. As the pandemic spread globally in early 2020, 
governments responded with unprecedented measures to control the 
virus’s spread, including nationwide lockdowns, restrictions on movement, 
and the suspension of certain democratic processes. In many countries, 
emergency laws were passed that expanded government powers, allowing 
for greater surveillance, censorship, and restrictions on personal freedoms. 
While these measures were largely accepted by populations due to the 
immediate threat of the pandemic, concerns have since arisen about the 
long-term implications of these policies, especially regarding the erosion of 
civil liberties and the expansion of government control. 

• Climate Change and Environmental Policies: The looming threat of climate 
change is increasingly being framed as a global crisis requiring drastic 
government intervention. While the reality of climate change is undeniable, 
critics of some environmental policies argue that the crisis is sometimes 
used to justify government overreach or to promote corporate interests. 
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For example, some large corporations have used the climate crisis to secure 
government subsidies for renewable energy projects, while at the same 
time continuing environmentally damaging practices. The reaction to the 
problem of climate change has led to shifts in economic and political 
power, with governments and multinational corporations leveraging the 
crisis to implement large-scale changes in energy policies, regulations, and 
taxation. 

Conclusion: 

Throughout history, crises—whether manufactured, exaggerated, or exploited—
have provided governments with opportunities to implement sweeping changes 
that would otherwise face public resistance. The problem-reaction-solution model 
exemplifies how crises can be used as a tool of governance, aligning with 
Machiavellian strategies of consolidating power and controlling populations. By 
understanding these historical and contemporary examples, it becomes clear that 
the manipulation of crises is not a relic of the past, but an ongoing strategy 
employed by leaders seeking to strengthen their authority in the modern world. 
The ethical implications of such strategies, particularly in relation to the balance 
between security and personal freedoms, continue to be a major concern for 
democratic societies. 

 

4. The Role of Fear and National Security 

Throughout history, fear has been one of the most powerful tools used by 
governments to push through policies that may otherwise be met with resistance. 
In the context of national security, fear—whether of external threats like 
terrorism, war, or disease, or internal threats like crime or civil unrest—can create 
an atmosphere in which populations are willing to accept extraordinary measures 
in exchange for a sense of safety. Machiavelli recognized the potency of fear in 
governance, advocating for its careful use to maintain control and prevent 
rebellion. In modern times, national security concerns have often been leveraged 
to justify policies that expand state power, curtail civil liberties, and increase 
surveillance of citizens. This section explores how fear is used to push through 
unpopular policies, the rise of the surveillance state, and the public's acceptance 
of authoritarian measures in the name of security. 
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4.1. Creating a Climate of Fear: 

Fear is an effective tool for rulers or governments to gain compliance, push 
through controversial policies, or suppress opposition. When people are afraid, 
they often prioritize safety over freedom, making them more likely to accept 
policies that infringe on their rights in exchange for protection. This dynamic has 
been seen throughout history and is particularly evident in the modern era with 
the advent of the "War on Terror." After the September 11, 2001, terrorist 
attacks, fear of future attacks allowed the U.S. government to implement 
sweeping security measures that would have likely been rejected under normal 
circumstances. 

Examples: 

• The "War on Terror": In the aftermath of 9/11, the U.S. government 
launched the "War on Terror," a global campaign aimed at eliminating 
terrorist organizations like al-Qaeda. The fear generated by the attacks 
enabled the government to pass legislation such as the Patriot Act, which 
significantly expanded law enforcement's ability to conduct surveillance, 
wiretaps, and searches without traditional judicial oversight. Fear of further 
terrorist attacks was leveraged to justify extraordinary measures, such as 
the indefinite detention of suspects at Guantanamo Bay and the use of 
enhanced interrogation techniques (often criticized as torture). The "War 
on Terror" also reshaped national identity, leading to an increase in 
nationalistic rhetoric and a reevaluation of immigration policies, particularly 
concerning individuals from Muslim-majority countries. The impacts of 
these policies are still felt today, with increased airport security, pervasive 
government surveillance, and a heightened sense of "us vs. them" in 
national discourse. 

• Immigration Policies and Fear: Beyond terrorism, fear has been used to 
shape immigration policies in many countries. Political leaders often evoke 
fear of outsiders—whether through economic concerns (such as jobs being 
"stolen" by immigrants) or security concerns (the potential for immigrants 
to bring crime or terrorism)—to push for stricter immigration laws and 
border controls. In the United States and parts of Europe, populist leaders 
have used fear of refugees and migrants to justify policies like travel bans, 
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border walls, and family separation at the border. In many cases, these 
policies garner public support even if they contradict a nation’s previous 
values of openness and inclusion, highlighting the effectiveness of fear as a 
tool of governance. 

4.2. The Surveillance State: 

In the modern era, fear has also been used to justify the rise of the surveillance 
state. Governments often use crises, particularly related to national security, as a 
pretext to implement mass surveillance programs. Under the guise of protecting 
citizens from terrorism, cyberattacks, or other threats, states have developed vast 
systems of data collection that monitor everything from internet usage to phone 
conversations. While these programs are typically framed as necessary for 
national security, they also raise significant concerns about privacy, individual 
freedoms, and the potential for abuse of power. 

Examples: 

• NSA Global Surveillance Programs: Edward Snowden’s 2013 revelations 
about the U.S. National Security Agency (NSA) revealed the extent of global 
surveillance programs being conducted by the U.S. government in the 
name of national security. Snowden’s leaks showed that the NSA had been 
collecting metadata on millions of phone calls, monitoring internet activity, 
and conducting surveillance on both U.S. citizens and foreign leaders. This 
mass surveillance was justified as part of the broader "War on Terror," with 
government officials arguing that such measures were necessary to detect 
and prevent future terrorist attacks. While some reforms have been 
implemented since the revelations, the NSA's surveillance programs 
continue to operate, and the extent of global surveillance by governments 
remains a contentious issue. 

• China’s Use of Technology to Monitor its Population: In China, fear of 
internal dissent and instability has been used to justify the development of 
one of the most extensive surveillance systems in the world. Through the 
use of facial recognition technology, internet monitoring, and the tracking 
of individuals' online activity, the Chinese government has created a system 
that allows it to monitor and control its population with unprecedented 
efficiency. This surveillance is often framed as necessary to maintain public 
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order and prevent terrorism, but it is also used to suppress dissent, monitor 
political activists, and control ethnic minorities such as the Uyghur 
population in Xinjiang. China's "Social Credit System" further extends 
surveillance by assigning citizens a score based on their behavior, rewarding 
"good" behavior and punishing actions deemed undesirable by the state. 
This level of surveillance is only possible in a society where fear of 
repercussions prevents public resistance, creating a feedback loop where 
surveillance and fear reinforce one another. 

4.3. Public Acceptance of Authoritarian Policies: 

The key to the successful use of fear in governance is the public’s willingness to 
accept authoritarian measures in exchange for the promise of protection. When 
fear is pervasive—whether of terrorism, crime, or disease—populations are more 
likely to tolerate restrictions on their freedoms if they believe those restrictions 
will make them safer. This dynamic has been observed repeatedly throughout 
history, with governments implementing policies that curtail freedom of speech, 
increase surveillance, or limit personal privacy, all with the tacit approval of a 
fearful public. 

Examples: 

• Restrictions on Freedom of Speech: In times of crisis, governments often 
curtail freedom of speech, particularly speech that criticizes the 
government or its policies. This is justified as necessary to prevent the 
spread of misinformation, incitement to violence, or panic. For example, 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, many governments implemented laws that 
restricted what could be said online or in the media about the virus, with 
the stated goal of preventing misinformation. While these laws were 
intended to stop the spread of false information, they also had the effect of 
limiting free expression and stifling legitimate debate about government 
policies. In some countries, critics of the government’s response to the 
pandemic were silenced or arrested under the guise of maintaining public 
order, with many citizens accepting these actions as necessary to prevent 
chaos. 

• Privacy vs. Security: The trade-off between privacy and security is a 
common theme in modern governance, particularly in the context of 
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surveillance. Following terrorist attacks or cyber threats, governments 
often introduce policies that increase their ability to monitor 
communications, search personal devices, or collect biometric data. Many 
citizens are willing to accept these intrusions into their privacy if they 
believe they are necessary to prevent future attacks. For example, after the 
9/11 attacks, many Americans accepted the expansion of government 
surveillance through the Patriot Act because they were more concerned 
with preventing another attack than with the potential loss of their privacy. 
Similarly, in the wake of high-profile cyberattacks, governments have 
introduced new laws that allow for increased monitoring of internet 
activity, with little public resistance. 

• Disease and Public Health Measures: The COVID-19 pandemic is a recent 
example of how fear of disease can lead to the public's acceptance of 
restrictive measures. In many countries, governments introduced 
lockdowns, curfews, and other public health measures that restricted 
personal freedoms. These measures were widely accepted by the public, 
even though they limited freedom of movement and assembly, because 
people feared the spread of the virus and trusted that the government was 
acting in their best interests. The pandemic also led to the implementation 
of contact-tracing programs that tracked individuals' movements and 
interactions, raising concerns about privacy and the potential for these 
systems to be used for surveillance after the pandemic. However, the 
public’s fear of the virus outweighed concerns about privacy, leading to 
widespread acceptance of these measures. 

Conclusion: 

Fear, particularly in the context of national security, is one of the most effective 
tools a government can use to justify the expansion of its power. Whether in the 
form of military interventions, mass surveillance programs, or public health 
measures, fear allows governments to push through policies that might otherwise 
be met with resistance. The rise of the surveillance state and the public’s 
acceptance of authoritarian policies demonstrate the potency of fear in modern 
governance. By creating or amplifying a sense of danger, governments can 
consolidate their power, curtail civil liberties, and increase their control over the 
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population—all with the consent of a fearful public. However, this dynamic raises 
significant ethical questions about the balance between security and freedom and 
the long-term consequences of governing through fear. 

 

5. The Illusion of Democracy: Manipulating Appearances 

Machiavelli’s writings in The Prince provided rulers with a practical guide for 
maintaining power, often advocating for a pragmatic, even ruthless, approach. 
One of his key teachings was the importance of maintaining appearances. 
Machiavelli argued that a ruler must appear virtuous, compassionate, and just, 
but in reality, be prepared to act immorally when necessary to preserve the state. 
This concept of managing appearances remains relevant in modern political 
contexts, where leaders frequently project an image of ethical leadership while 
making decisions and taking actions behind the scenes that may contradict those 
values. The rise of media and propaganda in the modern age has only amplified 
the ability of governments to manipulate appearances, presenting leaders as 
principled and moral while downplaying or distracting from actions that may be 
ethically questionable. This section explores Machiavelli’s emphasis on 
appearances, its modern parallels, and the role of media and propaganda in 
shaping public perception. 

5.1. Machiavelli’s Emphasis on Appearances: 

Machiavelli famously argued that a ruler’s reputation and image are often more 
important than their actual behavior. In The Prince, he advised that rulers must 
cultivate the appearance of virtue while being willing to act immorally when it is 
politically expedient. The masses, Machiavelli observed, are more likely to judge a 
ruler based on what they see and hear rather than what is actually happening 
behind the scenes. Therefore, it is essential for a ruler to present an image of 
compassion, honesty, and justice, even if they are secretly engaging in deception, 
manipulation, or cruelty. This dissonance between appearance and reality is a 
hallmark of Machiavellian political strategy. 

Machiavelli understood that human nature is largely superficial when it comes to 
politics. Most people do not have the time or resources to thoroughly investigate 
the actions of their leaders, and thus rely on appearances to form opinions. A 
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ruler who appears to be virtuous can maintain public support, even if their actions 
are self-serving or unethical. By carefully managing how they are perceived, 
leaders can avoid backlash and maintain legitimacy while pursuing policies that 
might otherwise be unpopular or morally dubious. 

Modern Parallels: 

In modern times, the idea of maintaining appearances while engaging in ethically 
questionable actions is a common feature of political leadership. Leaders often 
present themselves as compassionate or principled in public, while secretly 
pursuing policies or actions that contradict this image. This can be seen in a 
variety of contexts, including foreign policy, domestic governance, and even 
corporate behavior. 

• Peaceful Image vs. Covert Operations: A prominent example of this duality 
is how many world leaders advocate for peace and diplomacy in public 
forums while simultaneously engaging in covert operations, proxy wars, or 
arms deals that destabilize regions. For instance, the United States, under 
several administrations, has publicly promoted democracy and peace while 
covertly engaging in military interventions, drone strikes, and intelligence 
operations in countries like Yemen, Syria, and Afghanistan. These actions 
are often justified as necessary for national security, but they run counter 
to the image of a nation that promotes human rights and peace. This 
dissonance is often hidden from public view or downplayed, allowing 
leaders to maintain the appearance of virtuous leadership. 

• Humanitarianism and Exploitative Policies: Similarly, many governments 
and corporations present themselves as champions of humanitarian causes 
while engaging in policies or practices that exploit vulnerable populations. 
For example, leaders may publicly endorse environmental sustainability or 
human rights while allowing multinational corporations to engage in 
exploitative labor practices in developing countries. This manipulation of 
appearances allows leaders to appeal to progressive values without being 
held accountable for the unethical actions taking place behind the scenes. 

• Corporate Social Responsibility vs. Business Practices: In the corporate 
world, companies often project a socially responsible image by promoting 
charity work, sustainability initiatives, or diversity policies, while 
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simultaneously engaging in practices that harm the environment or exploit 
workers. By carefully curating their public image, corporations manage to 
shield themselves from criticism or accountability for their unethical 
behavior. 

In all of these cases, the manipulation of appearances allows leaders to maintain 
public trust and legitimacy while engaging in morally questionable actions, 
echoing Machiavelli’s advice to appear virtuous even when acting immorally. 

5.2. Media and Propaganda in the Modern Age: 

In Machiavelli’s time, rulers managed their image through public appearances, 
speeches, and written decrees. In the modern era, the rise of mass media and 
propaganda has vastly expanded the capacity for governments and corporations 
to shape public perception. Today, leaders can leverage state-controlled or 
corporate media, social media platforms, and sophisticated public relations 
strategies to craft a carefully managed image. This image often highlights a 
leader’s supposed virtues—such as compassion, strength, or competence—while 
downplaying or distracting from unethical actions or policies. The media’s ability 
to control the narrative, especially in times of crisis, makes it easier for 
governments to manipulate appearances and maintain the illusion of democratic 
accountability. 

Examples: 

• State-Controlled Media in Authoritarian Regimes: In many authoritarian 
regimes, state-controlled media play a central role in shaping public 
perception of the government. By controlling the flow of information, these 
regimes present their leaders as strong, benevolent figures while 
suppressing or downplaying dissent, corruption, and human rights abuses. 
In Russia, for example, state-run media outlets often portray President 
Vladimir Putin as a defender of Russian sovereignty and a protector of 
traditional values, while minimizing coverage of protests, political 
repression, or the negative consequences of his policies. Similarly, in China, 
state-controlled media portray the Chinese Communist Party as a force for 
stability and prosperity, while avoiding critical coverage of issues like 
censorship, human rights abuses, or the treatment of ethnic minorities. 
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• Corporate Media and Crisis Narratives: In democratic countries, corporate-
owned media often plays a similar role in reinforcing a leader’s desired 
image, particularly during crises. During the lead-up to the Iraq War in 
2003, much of the mainstream U.S. media uncritically accepted the 
government’s narrative that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction, 
which was used to justify the invasion. By amplifying the government's 
position and downplaying dissenting voices, the media helped create a 
public consensus in favor of the war, even though the evidence for Iraq's 
WMD program was later proven to be false. This is an example of how 
media can manipulate public perception to support government actions 
that might otherwise be questioned or opposed. 

• Distraction through Media Saturation: One of the most effective ways that 
media can be used to manipulate appearances is by distracting the public 
from a leader’s unethical actions through the saturation of news cycles with 
less critical issues. For example, during periods of economic turmoil or 
political scandal, leaders may shift focus to cultural issues, sports events, or 
celebrity news to divert attention away from their own failures. By 
dominating the media narrative with trivial or emotionally charged stories, 
governments can avoid scrutiny for more pressing political or economic 
concerns. This tactic was famously observed during the Watergate scandal, 
when President Nixon attempted to divert attention from the growing 
investigation by focusing public attention on foreign policy achievements. 

• Propaganda in Times of Crisis: The use of propaganda becomes particularly 
important in times of crisis, when leaders need to maintain control over 
public perception to justify extraordinary measures. For instance, during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, many governments used public health messaging 
to reinforce their image as responsible and decisive leaders. While many of 
these measures were necessary for managing the pandemic, there were 
also instances where governments used the crisis to justify authoritarian 
measures, such as increased surveillance or restrictions on free speech. In 
these cases, media and propaganda played a key role in maintaining public 
support for policies that would likely face more resistance in non-crisis 
situations. 
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Conclusion: 

Machiavelli’s emphasis on appearances is perhaps more relevant today than ever 
before, given the rise of modern media and propaganda. By carefully curating 
their public image, leaders can maintain the illusion of democratic accountability 
while engaging in unethical or self-serving actions behind the scenes. The media, 
whether state-controlled or corporate, often plays a central role in reinforcing 
these appearances, shaping public perception through selective coverage and 
manipulation of narratives. The modern age has thus provided leaders with 
unprecedented tools to manipulate appearances, creating an illusion of virtue and 
democracy even as they act in ways that contradict these ideals. As a result, the 
public must be increasingly vigilant in questioning not only the actions of their 
leaders but also the narratives that are used to justify those actions. 

 

6. Ethical Implications and Resistance to Machiavellian Tactics 

The use of Machiavellian tactics in governance, particularly the manipulation of 
crises to expand state power, raises profound ethical questions. While these 
tactics may offer short-term benefits, such as stability or security, they also risk 
undermining democratic principles and individual rights. Governments, even in 
democratic societies, must grapple with the tension between protecting the 
public and respecting civil liberties. When does the manipulation of a crisis cross 
the line into tyranny? And how can populations resist when such manipulation 
threatens to erode their freedoms? This section explores the ethical dilemmas 
inherent in Machiavellian tactics and provides examples of resistance to 
governmental overreach, emphasizing the ongoing struggle to balance power and 
accountability in times of crisis. 

6.1. The Ethical Dilemma: 

At the heart of the ethical dilemma surrounding Machiavellian tactics is the 
question of whether manipulating crises for political gain can ever be justified for 
the greater good. Machiavelli himself famously argued that rulers must 
sometimes abandon moral considerations to ensure the survival and stability of 
the state. He advocated for actions that would be considered immoral in other 
contexts, such as deceit, manipulation, and even violence, as long as they served 
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the higher goal of maintaining power and order. This pragmatic approach to 
governance, often summarized as "the ends justify the means," raises significant 
ethical concerns, particularly in democratic societies where transparency, 
accountability, and respect for human rights are foundational principles. 

Philosophical Reflection: 

In considering whether Machiavellian tactics can ever be justified, it is important 
to weigh the balance between short-term security and long-term harm. During 
times of crisis—such as wars, pandemics, or economic collapses—governments 
may argue that extraordinary measures are necessary to protect the public. These 
measures can include expanding surveillance, curbing free speech, or restricting 
movement. In some cases, such actions may indeed prevent greater harm, such as 
averting terrorist attacks or controlling the spread of a deadly virus. However, the 
ethical dilemma arises when these measures persist beyond the immediate crisis 
or when they are used to entrench authoritarian control rather than address the 
underlying problem. 

In democratic societies, the ethical limits of such tactics are often defined by the 
principles of proportionality and necessity. Proportionality demands that any 
infringement on rights must be limited to what is strictly necessary to achieve the 
desired goal, while necessity dictates that such measures must be temporary and 
lifted as soon as the crisis has passed. When governments use crises as an 
opportunity to expand their powers indefinitely, or to pursue unrelated political 
objectives, they risk crossing the line into tyranny. This is particularly concerning 
when crises are manufactured or exaggerated for political gain, as it undermines 
trust in institutions and erodes the democratic fabric of society. 

Additionally, human rights serve as an important ethical framework for evaluating 
Machiavellian tactics. International human rights law, as enshrined in documents 
like the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights, establishes clear limits on government actions, even in 
times of crisis. These rights—including freedom of speech, the right to privacy, 
and the right to protest—cannot be indefinitely suspended, even in the name of 
national security or public health. Governments that manipulate crises to violate 
these rights must be held accountable, both by their citizens and by the 
international community. 
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Ultimately, the ethical dilemma of Machiavellian tactics rests on a fundamental 
question: Can a government that sacrifices core democratic values, such as 
transparency, accountability, and human rights, in the name of security still be 
considered a legitimate government? While the pragmatic benefits of crisis 
manipulation may seem appealing in the short term, the long-term 
consequences—such as the erosion of civil liberties and the normalization of 
authoritarian governance—can inflict lasting damage on democratic institutions. 

6.2. Resistance to Crisis Manipulation: 

Throughout history, there have been numerous examples of public resistance and 
legal action challenging government overreach during times of crisis. These 
instances demonstrate the resilience of democratic principles and the capacity for 
citizens and institutions to push back against the use of fear and manipulation to 
justify authoritarian measures. Resistance to Machiavellian tactics takes many 
forms, from court rulings that invalidate unconstitutional laws to mass protests 
that force governments to reconsider repressive policies. Such acts of resistance 
are vital for preserving the integrity of democratic systems, especially in times of 
crisis. 

Examples: 

• Court Rulings Against Overreaching National Security Measures: 

o The U.S. Supreme Court and the Patriot Act: One of the most 
notable legal challenges to government overreach in the name of 
national security occurred in the United States after the passage of 
the Patriot Act. Enacted in the wake of the 9/11 attacks, the Patriot 
Act expanded the government’s surveillance powers, including the 
ability to conduct wiretaps and search personal data without 
traditional judicial oversight. Civil liberties groups argued that these 
measures violated the Constitution, particularly the Fourth 
Amendment’s protection against unreasonable searches and 
seizures. In 2015, the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit 
ruled that the mass collection of telephone metadata by the National 
Security Agency (NSA), as authorized under the Patriot Act, was 
illegal. This ruling was a significant victory for privacy advocates and 



24 
 

demonstrated the role of the judiciary in curbing government 
overreach during times of crisis. 

o Canada’s Anti-Terrorism Act: In Canada, the government passed the 
Anti-Terrorism Act (Bill C-51) in 2015, granting law enforcement 
agencies increased powers to monitor and detain individuals 
suspected of terrorist activities. The bill sparked widespread protests, 
with critics arguing that it violated constitutional rights to privacy and 
free expression. In 2017, Canada’s government responded to these 
concerns by introducing amendments to limit the bill’s most 
controversial provisions, demonstrating how public outcry and legal 
challenges can lead to the reform of crisis-driven policies. 

• Popular Protests: 

o Mass Demonstrations Against COVID-19 Lockdowns: The COVID-19 
pandemic prompted governments worldwide to implement strict 
public health measures, including lockdowns, curfews, and travel 
bans. While many of these measures were necessary to control the 
spread of the virus, they also led to widespread protests, particularly 
in countries where citizens felt that their rights were being unduly 
restricted. In the United States, Germany, and the United Kingdom, 
mass demonstrations took place in 2020 and 2021, with protestors 
calling for an end to lockdowns and criticizing government overreach. 
These protests, though controversial, underscored the tension 
between public health and individual freedoms, and they forced 
governments to reconsider the duration and scope of their 
emergency measures. 

o Protests Against Unconstitutional Surveillance: The public’s 
willingness to resist surveillance measures became particularly 
evident after Edward Snowden’s 2013 revelations about the NSA’s 
mass surveillance programs. The disclosure that the U.S. government 
was monitoring millions of citizens’ communications without 
warrants led to widespread protests and legal challenges. In 
response, the U.S. government introduced the USA Freedom Act in 
2015, which reformed some of the most controversial aspects of the 
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Patriot Act, including ending the bulk collection of telephone 
metadata. This marked a significant instance of public resistance 
leading to the rollback of crisis-driven policies. 

• Whistleblower Actions: 

o Edward Snowden: Snowden’s decision to expose the extent of the 
U.S. government’s surveillance programs sparked global debate 
about privacy, national security, and the ethics of whistleblowing. His 
actions led to legal challenges and forced governments to reexamine 
the balance between security and civil liberties. While Snowden 
remains a divisive figure, his revelations illustrate how individuals can 
challenge Machiavellian tactics by exposing government overreach 
during crises. 

o Chelsea Manning and WikiLeaks: Another prominent example of 
resistance came from Chelsea Manning’s decision to leak classified 
military documents to WikiLeaks, revealing human rights abuses and 
war crimes committed during the Iraq and Afghanistan wars. 
Manning’s leaks, while controversial, brought attention to the ethical 
costs of covert operations and military interventions that were 
justified by the U.S. government in the context of national security. 
This resistance challenged the narrative of ethical leadership 
projected by government officials, exposing the gap between public 
appearances and the realities of wartime conduct. 

Conclusion: 

Machiavellian tactics, particularly the manipulation of crises to expand power, 
present significant ethical challenges for democratic governance. While such 
tactics may offer short-term benefits in the form of security or stability, they 
often come at the cost of civil liberties, transparency, and accountability. The 
ethical dilemma lies in determining when the use of crisis manipulation crosses 
the line into tyranny, and how to ensure that democratic principles and human 
rights are upheld even in times of crisis. 

Resistance to these tactics, whether through legal action, popular protests, or 
whistleblower actions, plays a crucial role in safeguarding democratic values. 
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History shows that governments can and do overreach during crises, but public 
vigilance, judicial review, and civil disobedience can act as checks on such power. 
Ultimately, maintaining the balance between security and freedom requires 
constant vigilance, ensuring that Machiavellian tactics do not undermine the very 
principles that democracies are built upon. 

 

7. Conclusion 

Summary of Key Points: 

Machiavelli’s insights in The Prince have had a lasting influence on modern 
governance, particularly through his pragmatic approach to power and his 
willingness to set aside conventional morality for the sake of political stability. In 
The Prince, Machiavelli advises rulers to employ fear, manipulation, and the 
calculated use of crises to maintain control. These principles, although written for 
the turbulent context of Renaissance Italy, have transcended time, influencing 
both authoritarian regimes and democratic governments alike. 

This paper has shown how Machiavellian tactics manifest in today’s political 
landscape: leaders create or exploit crises to push through policies that would 
otherwise face public opposition, they rely on the strategic use of fear to maintain 
control, and they leverage media and propaganda to shape public perception and 
preserve an image of virtuous leadership. From the expansion of surveillance in 
the name of national security to the manipulation of public health crises, 
governments continue to use Machiavellian strategies to navigate and, at times, 
exploit crises. These tactics offer a powerful framework for maintaining stability, 
but they also introduce significant ethical challenges and concerns about the 
erosion of democratic freedoms. 

Final Thoughts: 

Although The Prince was written for a specific historical context, its principles 
remain relevant for understanding the complex dynamics between fear, power, 
and governance. Machiavelli’s pragmatism—his emphasis on outcomes over 
ethics—continues to resonate, particularly in times of crisis when leaders face 
intense pressure to act decisively. Leaders who can skillfully manage fear and 
manipulate crises are often able to secure control and consolidate power. Yet, as 
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the examples discussed here illustrate, the use of these tactics often comes with 
profound ethical concerns. The prioritization of state security and political 
stability over individual rights can easily cross into authoritarianism if left 
unchecked, threatening the very values that democratic societies are built upon. 

The enduring relevance of Machiavelli’s ideas underscores the need for a critical 
examination of political power, especially in times of instability. As much as these 
tactics can serve the public good in moments of genuine crisis, they also pose a 
risk to the principles of accountability, transparency, and individual freedom. 
Machiavelli’s emphasis on appearances, his justification of manipulation, and his 
advocacy for the use of fear reveal an approach to governance that prioritizes 
control over ethics, a stance that continues to be both appealing and dangerous 
in the context of modern statecraft. 

Implications for the Future: 

As global crises become more frequent and complex—encompassing climate 
change, pandemics, cyber threats, economic instability, and political 
polarization—the temptation to use Machiavellian tactics in governance is likely 
to increase. Each new crisis presents an opportunity for governments to expand 
their powers, often under the pretext of national security or public welfare. While 
such measures may be necessary in the short term, the long-term impact of crisis-
driven policies on democratic freedoms and individual rights is a significant 
concern. The challenge, then, is to ensure that these policies do not become 
permanent fixtures that erode civil liberties in the name of security. 

Looking to the future, it is essential for citizens and institutions to remain vigilant 
in holding leaders accountable. Democracy thrives on a delicate balance between 
safety and liberty, a balance that can be easily disrupted by the unchecked 
expansion of state power during crises. Civil society, the judiciary, and the media 
have crucial roles to play in scrutinizing government actions, especially when they 
involve extraordinary measures that infringe upon fundamental rights. Citizens, 
too, must be active participants, questioning and resisting policies that prioritize 
security over freedom, ensuring that the use of Machiavellian tactics does not 
undermine democratic principles. 

The lessons of The Prince remind us that, while power may be necessary to 
govern, it must be exercised with restraint, transparency, and respect for human 
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dignity. As crises continue to shape the future of governance, society must be 
vigilant in ensuring that the Machiavellian impulse to control does not 
compromise the ethical foundations of democracy. Leaders who navigate crises 
ethically and transparently can foster trust and resilience, proving that 
governance does not require sacrificing values for power. In a world increasingly 
shaped by global challenges, the commitment to balancing security with freedom 
will be one of the defining tests of modern democracy. 
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