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Pandemic Philosophy Schedule/Plan

• September 8: The Bioethical
• Global Health
• Health Care and Public Health
• Evaluating Harm and Health
• Ethics of Quarantine

• September 15: The Political
• Stoic vs. Emotive Politics
• The Mask Debate
• The “China Virus Syndrome”
• Protest
• Polarization

• September 22: The Spiritual
• Religious Liberty 
• Judgment, Humility, and God’s Will
• Aesthetics
• Apocalypse

• September 29: The Existential
• Individual Mortality
• The Decline of Civilizations 
• The Plague Metaphor
• The Indifference of Nature
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TThhee  EEtthhiiccss  CCeenntteerr
http://www.fresnostate.edu/artshum/ethicscenter/

• @FresnoEthicsCenter; Youtube: Fresno State Ethics Center

• Tuesday, Sept 15, 4PM: Ethics of Democracy with Student Leaders
bit.ly/TECdemocracy20

• Thursday, Sept 17, 11AM: Elections, Trust, and Democracy
https://fresnostate.zoom.us/j/93431046819 Meeting ID: 934 3104 
6819
• Lisa Bryant, Professor of Political Science, Fresno State
• Brandi L. Orth, Fresno County Clerk/Registrar of Voters
• Paul Gronke, Director of the Early Voting Information Center, Reed College 
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FFiirree  WWiissddoomm
https://andrewfiala.com/fire-wisdom/

The Buddha said everything is burning. The senses 
are on fire, he said, as is the mind. Suffering arises 
when the flames of the spirit are fanned by ragged 
hyperventilating and breathless passion. Negative 
emotions burn the soul and fuel terrible explosions.

Anger and resentment grow along with violence 
and fear. These flames are scorching our social 
world today. We need to moderate our breathing 
and keep the sparks of hate away from the powder 
kegs.
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FFiirree  WWiissddoomm
https://andrewfiala.com/fire-wisdom/

The solution is containment and prevention. A forest fire cannot be quenched. It 
can only be contained. The same is true of pandemics and of violence. Control the 
burn. Keep kindling and flame safely apart. Breathe from the belly.
This is a simple lesson taught by ancient sages. Control the negative emotions that 
incinerate the spirit. Watch your breath. Conserve your fuel. And tend your hearth.
We should also discover the cooling balm of compassion. This fiery world contains 
too much mourning. Let’s comfort the grieving. And hold fast to patient hope. The 
winds will shift. The rains will come. The smoke will clear. And someday these ashes 
will give birth.

These Sierra fires are flashing a warning. We have grown 
too fast. We live too furiously. We burn too brightly. Our 
breathing is shallow and feverish. Life is out of 
balance. The world is on fire.
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Trump & Covid According 
to Bob Woodward (Rage)

Feb. 7: Told Bob Woodward: “You just 
breathe the air and that’s how it’s passed... 
It’s also more deadly than even your 
strenuous flus.”

March 18: Told Woodward: “ I wanted to 
always play it down… I still like playing it 
down because I don’t want to create a panic.”

April 13: Told Woodward: “this thing is a killer 
if it gets you. If you’re the wrong person, you 
don’t have a chance.”  “So this rips you 
apart… It is the plague.”

https://www.vox.com/2020/9/15/21437802/trump-woodward-audio-coronavirus-killer;  
https://apnews.com/c9f35842f7bb355be72842d15a8f7c02

Emotive Politics
• Appear Strong & Decisive
• Manipulate Information
• Ex. Infection Numbers

• Emotional Words/Images
• Ex. “Liberate!”
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Stoic Politics 
Enlightenment

Emotive Politics
Romanticism 

Natural Law and Cosmopolitanism Personality, Charisma, and Nationalism

Reason and Reality Mood, Whim, Image, and Will

Controlled Emotion à Justice and Virtue Powerful Emotions: Anger, Envy, Resentment, Hatred, 
but also Love, Joy, and Belonging

The Greater Good and The Long Term Moments/Episodes of emotional outbursts without 
continuity

Truth as Objectivity Truth as Subjective Confession

Seeking Stability through law Episodic and Mercurial

Managing Change through careful Reform Radical and Revolutionary

Universal Human Concerns and “Human Rights” Narrowly focused interest groups and identity politics

Liberty and Utility Balanced Liberty as Expressive Individualism
Utility as Profit
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AAnncciieenntt LLeessssoonnss:: SSttooiicciissmm  aanndd  tthhee  AAnnttoonniinnee PPllaagguuee

De la Croix, The Last Words of Marcus Aurelius
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TThhee  AAnnttoonniinnee PPllaagguuee  ((165 – 180 CE)
Named for “MMaarrccuuss  AAuurreelliiuuss  AAnnttoonniinnuuss”
• 169: Plague kills Marcus’s co-emperor (and adopted “brother”) Lucius 

Aurelius Verus
• 180: Marcus dies… perhaps of plague?
• Millions killed (from Rome to China)
• Roman physician Galen worked during this time

Stoic a-patheia and eu-patheia = proper emotions 
• Courage, rationality, and indifference to things we cannot control
• Subdue panic, rage, false images, superstition
• Ignore the opinion of the mob and desire for fame/reputation
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HHooww  CClliimmaattee  CChhaannggee  aanndd  PPllaagguuee  HHeellppeedd  BBrriinngg  DDoowwnn  tthhee  
RRoommaann  EEmmppiirree
Smithsonian Magazine, December 2017
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/how-climate-change-and-
disease-helped-fall-rome-180967591/

• The Antonine plague coincided with the end of the optimal climate 
regime, and was probably the global debut of the smallpox virus. The 
empire recovered, but never regained its previous commanding 
dominance.
• Climate had a major role in the rise and fall of Roman civilization. The 

empire-builders benefitted from impeccable timing: the characteristic 
warm, wet and stable weather was conducive to economic 
productivity in an agrarian society.
• A less favorable climate undermined its power just when the empire 

was imperiled by more dangerous enemies—Germans, Persians—
from without
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Marcus Aurelius (121 – 180 CE)
Meditations

• If it is not right, don’t do it. If it is not true, don’t 
say it.
• All things happen according to the universal 

nature.  Everything which happens, always 
happened so and will happen so, and now happens 
so everywhere.
• The famous and the fortunate… where are they all 

now? 
Smoke and ash and a tale, or not even a tale. 
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Marcus Aurelius, Meditations

• Do you sit with wicked men or does 
experience persuade you to flee from them 
like the plague?  For corruption is much more 
a plague than such distemper and change of 
this environment and atmosphere; for plague 
is a disease to animals--but wickedness is a 
plague to human beings.

• Do not act as if you were going to live ten 
thousand years. Death hangs over you. 
While you live, while it is in your power, be 
good! 
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Marcus Aurelius, Meditations

• From Apollonius I learned freedom of will 
and undeviating steadiness of purpose; and 
to look to nothing else, not even for a 
moment, except to reason; and to be always 
the same, in sharp pains, on the occasion of 
the loss of a child, and in long illness.

• From Maximus I learned self-government, 
and not to be led aside by anything; and 
cheerfulness in all circumstances, as well as 
in illness.
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Stoic Ethics: FFrreeeeddoomm FFrroomm DDiissttrreessss
The Example of Galen (129 – 200 CE)
• Prince of Physicians à Primary Source 

for Medieval Medicine
• Galen treated Marcus Aurelius’s

stomach disorder with opium, praised 
Marcus’s temperance and fortitude
•Marcus dies (180)
• The plague—and subsequent failures 

of leadership—begin the downfall of 
Rome

15

Stoic Ethics: FFrreeeeddoomm  FFrroomm  DDiissttrreessss
The Example of Galen (129 – 200 CE)
• Galen, Avoiding Distress 

(Περι αλυπιας; Consolation from Grief)—from 
192 CE
• Manuscript discovered in 2005 at a monastery in 

Greece

• Galen’s work and books destroyed by fire at the 
Temple of Peace and libraries on the Palatine 
Hill—including rare and personal copies
• Galen had intended to move copies out of Rome 

but the fire destroyed them before he did!
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Stoic Ethics: FFrreeeeddoomm  FFrroomm  DDiissttrreessss
The Example of Galen (129 – 200 CE)
• One should not be distressed by any 

material loss provided that what 
remains is adequate for the care of 
one’s body. 
• The primary aim of possessions is to 

keep one from hunger, cold or thirst. If 
one happens to have more than is 
necessary for these purposes, one 
should use it for good works.
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Stoic Ethics: FFrreeeeddoomm  FFrroomm  DDiissttrreessss
The Example of Galen (129 – 200 CE)
• I do not care about the loss of possessions 

without quite being deprived of them all and 
sent to a desert island, or of bodily pain 
without quite making light of being placed in 
the bull of Phalaris. What will distress me is 
the ruination of my homeland, or a friend 
being punished by a tyrant, and other similar 
things, and I pray to the gods that none of 
this should ever happen to me.
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Stoic Ethics: FFrreeeeddoomm  FFrroomm  DDiissttrreessss
The Example of Galen (129 – 200 CE)
•We should be grateful like 

Zeno who lost everything he 
owned in a shipwreck:
• “You have done us a favor, 

Fate, by driving us to the 
philosopher’s cloak”

19
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“To Mask or Not to Mask”
https://andrewfiala.com/to-mask-or-not-to-mask/
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TThhee  MMaasskk  DDeebbaattee

Why Wear a Mask? Why Not Wear a Mask?
Protect Self Personal Liberty

Protect Others Hoping for Herd Immunity 

Show Solidarity with Front Line Workers Resisting Small-time Tyranny

Encourage others to participate in public health 
and take pandemic seriously

Masks don’t really work
AND maybe the pandemic is a hoax

Virtue signaling: Caring, Concerned, Democratic, 
Anti-Trump, etc.

Virtue signaling: Macho, Unafraid, Republican, Pro-
Trump, etc.
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The case of Nino Vitale
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/ohio-lawmaker-refuses-wear-mask-because-he-says-it-dishonors-n1201106

• "This is the greatest nation on earth founded 
on Judeo-Christian Principles. One of those 
principles is that we are all created in the 
image and likeness of God. That image is 
seen the most by our face. I will not wear a 
mask," Rep. Nino Vitale, a Republican, wrote 
on Facebook. "That's the image of God right 
there, and I want to see it in my brothers 
and sisters."
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The case of Nino Vitale
https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/07/09/889356233/stop-getting-tested-ohio-politician-tells-
constituents

• Ohio state Rep. Nino Vitale is urging his constituents not 
to get tested for the coronavirus, flouting advice from 
health officials — and from another Republican 
lawmaker, Gov. Mike DeWine.

• "This is what happens when people go crazy and get 
tested," Vitale wrote on Facebook this week. "STOP 
GETTING TESTED!"

• Vitale was evidently incensed by an order from DeWine 
and state health officials that people in seven Ohio 
counties with severe outbreaks must wear face coverings 
when out in public. That order took effect Wednesday.

• Vitale shared an altered graphic about the order — in 
that version, there is an extra message at the bottom:

• "!! NEVER GET TESTED !!"
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Polarization of Masks
Gallup Poll, July 13, 2020
https://news.gallup.com/poll/315590/americans-face-mask-usage-varies-greatly-demographics.aspx
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Stoic vs. Emotive Politics

• Emotive:
• Masks as expressive of values = Virtue Signaling

• Masks as oppressive of individual liberty
• OR masks as expressing solidarity

• Mask or No-Mask and Group Belonging

• Stoic:
• Masks either work or do not = Objectivity
• Reason should guide their use
• Same rules should apply to all people
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TThhee  CChhiinnaa  VViirruuss  SSyynnddrroommee
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““TThhee  CChhiinnaa  SSyynnddrroommee””  MMeettaapphhoorr

• Failure to contain a nuclear reaction will 
melt all the way to China…

• China as mysterious other…

• “China Virus”…

• Deflecting the blame and connecting to 
anti-Chinese American sentiment
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Photo from press conference March 19, 2020
“Corona” is crossed out and replaced by “Chinese”

President Trump's notes from Thursday's coronavirus 
briefing show someone crossed out the word “Corona” in 
coronavirus and replaced it with the word “Chinese.”
This picture captured by Washington Post Photographer 
Jabin Botsford, comes as Trump has stepped up his efforts to 
scapegoat China for the spread of the coronavirus.
The change in tone from the White House comes as the 
number of cases in the US rises on a daily basis, and despite 
Trump initially praising China's President Xi Jinping for his 
handling of the crisis.

https://www.cnn.com/world/live-news/coronavirus-outbreak-03-
19-20-intl-hnk/h_21c623966aa148dbeed242de4e94943e

29

Trump says he’ll stop saying “China Virus”
March 24, 2020
https://www.cnn.com/2020/03/24/politics/donald-trump-pull-back-coronavirus-chinese-virus/index.html

• President Donald Trump said Tuesday that he has decided to pull back 
from associating the novel coronavirus with China, which he had 
previously done by calling it the “China virus” or the “Chinese virus.”
• "Look, everyone knows it came out of China, but I decided we 

shouldn't make any more of a big deal out of it," Trump told Fox 
News. "I think I've made a big deal. I think people understand it."
• The President said he didn't regret using the terms to describe the 

virus and defended his past adoption of the terms by referencing 
other infectious diseases that are named after where they originate.
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Trump Republican National Convention Speech
August 28, 2020
https://www.cnn.com/2020/08/28/politics/donald-trump-speech-
transcript/index.html

• China would own our country if Joe 
Biden got elected. Unlike Biden, I 
will hold them fully accountable for 
the tragedy they caused. In recent 
months, our nation, and the rest of 
the world, has been hit with a 
once-in-a-century pandemic that 
China allowed to spread around the 
globe.
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President Trump Sept. 10, 2020 Press Conference
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-press-briefing-091020/

• Joe’s decision to publicly attack the China ban proved he 
lacks the character or intelligence or instinct to do what 
is right.

• Now Biden has launched a public campaign against the 
vaccine, which is so bad, because we have some vaccines 
coming that are incredible.

• Biden is perfectly happy to endanger the lives of other 
people by doing something that he thinks is going to help 
him politically because his polls are getting very 
bad. They’re getting very shaky.

• This was an election that was going to be very easy, very 
quick, and then the China virus came in and I had to go 
back to work politically, unfortunately.

• Biden’s record demonstrates that if he had been in 
charge of this very serious, highly, highly contagious 
epidemic or pandemic — the China virus — countless 
more Americans would have died.
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President Trump Sept. 10, 2020 Press Conference
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-press-briefing-091020/

• Q But you told Bob Woodward this is — this is worse than the most 
deadly — “deadlier than the most strenuous flu.”
• THE PRESIDENT: Okay.
• Q And then you went out and said, “It’s just like the flu.”
• THE PRESIDENT: What I went out and said is very simple —
• Q And that it was “going to go away.”
• THE PRESIDENT: Listen, what I went out and said is very simple: I want to 

show a level of confidence and I want a show strength as a leader, and I 
want to show that our country is going to be fine, one way or the 
other. Whether we lose one person — we shouldn’t lose any, because this 
shouldn’t have happened. This is China’s fault. This is nobody’s fault but 
China. China should not have allowed it to happen.
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Protests
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What’s worth protesting?

• Racial Injustice
• Police Brutality
• Economic Dislocation
• Environmental Disaster
• Being Required to Wear a Mask…

35

A New Era of Social Protest?
• Global Protests 2019: Latin America, Hong Kong, Middle East
• Black Lives Matter, Anti-Police Protests, and Anti-Lockdown 

Protest 2020

•What does this tell us about the 
health of society and democracy?
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NNeeeedd  ffoorr  LLeessssoonnss  iinn  NNoonnvviioolleennccee

• Violence muddies the waters, making moral 
judgment more difficult. When fists fly on both 
sides, it becomes hard to tell who is right and 
who is wrong. But nonviolence is edifying and 
enlightening. When armed forces assault 
vulnerable and exposed bodies, clarity 
dawns. When bullies beat and gas defenseless 
people, moral judgment crystalizes.

• Andrew Fiala, “Nonviolence and Naked Power”: 
https://andrewfiala.com/nonviolence-and-naked-
power/
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AA  ddiiffffeerreenntt  kkiinndd  ooff  ““pprrootteesstt””
Trump Indoor Rally, Reno, NV, Sept. 12, 2020
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/trump-rally-nevada-indoors-henderson-las-vegas/

• In open defiance of state regulations and his 
own administration’s pandemic health 
guidelines, President Trump on Sunday hosted 
his first indoor rally since June, telling a packed, 
nearly mask-less crowd in Henderson, Nevada 
that the nation was "making the last turn" in 
defeating the virus.
• Eager to project a sense of normalcy in imagery, 

Mr. Trump soaked up the raucous cheers inside a 
warehouse. Relatively few in the crowd wore 
masks, with one clear exception: Those in the 
stands directly behind the president, whose 
images would end up on TV, were mandated to 
wear face coverings.
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AA  ddiiffffeerreenntt  kkiinndd  ooff  ““pprrootteesstt””
Trump Indoor Rally, Reno, NV
Sept. 12, 2020
https://www.rev.com/blog/transcripts/donald-trump-minden-nevada-rally-speech-transcript-september-12

• The governor of your state tried very hard to stop us from 
having this event tonight. He didn’t like us having… They can 
have riots and they can have all sorts of things and that’s 
okay, you can burn up the house, that’s okay. We call this a 
protest because if you call it a protest, you’re allowed to 
have it. It’s okay. So if anybody asks you outside, this is 
called a friendly protest, okay?
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Stoic vs. Emotive Politics

• Emotive:
• Protests as expressive of values = Virtue Signaling
• Protests as expressions of anger, hope, etc.
• Protests as symbolic
• Protests as Group Belonging
• Protests are healthy outbursts

• Stoic:
• Do Protests work? 
• Reason should guide policy not ”people power”
• Goal is justice and equality
• Protests indicate disorders among the people
• Statesmen ought to respond with wise legislation
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PPoollaarriizzaattiioonn
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PPoollaarriizzaattiioonn  ooff  MMaasskkss
Gallup Poll, July 13, 2020
https://news.gallup.com/poll/315590/americans-face-mask-usage-varies-greatly-demographics.aspx
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PPoollaarriizzaattiioonn  rreeggaarrddiinngg  CChhiinnaa
Pew Research Center, July 30, 2020
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/07/30/americans-fault-china-for-its-role-in-the-spread-of-covid-19/
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PPoollaarriizzaattiioonn  aanndd  TThhee  FFiirreess
Joe Biden, Speech Sept. 14, 2020
https://www.rev.com/blog/transcripts/joe-biden-climate-change-speech-transcript-september-14

• The West is literally on fire. And Trump blames 
the people whose homes and communities are 
burning. He says, “You got to clean your floors. 
You got to clean your forest.” Donald Trump’s 
climate denial may not have caused these fires 
and record floods and record hurricanes, but if 
he gets a second term, these hellish events will 
continue to become more common, more 
devastating and more deadly.
• We need a President who respects science, who 

understands that the damage from climate 
change is already here. And unless we take 
urgent action, it will soon be more catastrophic. 
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PPoollaarriizzaattiioonn  aanndd  TThhee  FFiirreess
President Trump Discussion Sept. 14, 2020
https://www.rev.com/blog/transcripts/donald-trump-receives-briefing-on-california-wildfires-
transcript-september-14

• Wade Crowfoot (CA Secretary for Natural 
Resources): I think we want to work with you to 
really recognize the changing climate and what it 
means to our forests and actually work together 
with that science, that science is going to be key, 
because if we ignore that science and put our head 
in the sand and think it’s all about vegetation 
management, we’re not going to succeed together 
protecting Californians.
• Trump:  Okay. It’ll start getting cooler.
• Crowfoot: I wish-
• Trump: You just watch.
• Crowfoot: I wish science agreed with you.
• Trump: Well, I don’t think science knows, actually.
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Conclusion:
Stoic “Therapy” for Polarization
• Truth is Objective
• Duty to The Greater Good and The Long Term
• Be reconciled to fate.
• Focus on Cosmopolitan Natural Law
• Develop reason and control emotion
• Suffering is common and life is not perfect
• Bad people are usually ignorant and not wicked
• Everyone has a duty… and work to do 
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