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Course Plan

 Tragedy, History, Humanism
¢ The tragic trio

April 20: Tyranny as a Perennial Spiritual Problem | | i
i !
1]

e The Trump era | l

April 27: Theological and spiritual problems
The Trump era (continued)
Tyranny as a philosophical problem: Plato

in theol
'Sr\é:if;::’;fr:; hior:a;gr?istic challenges TY R A N N Y

May 4: Political and structural problems FROM PLATO E
¢ Ancient tyrannies F E

e Modern problems . TO TRUMP C i

¢ American Challenges

May 25: Solutions and opportunities
* Moral citizenship
¢ Enlightened constitutions
* The Value of history, philosophy, and the humanities ANDREW FIALA
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“Rebellion to Tyrants is Obedience to God”

https://www.monticello.org/site/research-and-collections/personal-seal

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:FirstCommitteeGreatSealReverseLossingDrawing.jpg

The Tragic Trio

Hubris
Tyrant $

Cunning

Sycophant Mob Foolishness
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“The return of the office suck-up”
Washington Post, April 25, 2022

* The pinnacle of modern sucking up came on June 12,
2017, at Donald Trump’s first Cabinet meeting, where the
president asked the appointed officials to introduce
themselves and share a few thoughts.

* Mike Pence kicked things off: “Just the greatest privilege
of my life to serve as vice president to a president who is
keeping his word to the American people.” As cameras
rolled and reporters chronicled each homage, every
f)erson at the table lauded Trump for his vision and
eadership. But no one quite matched the
obsequiousness of Chief of Staff Reince Priebus: “We
thank you for the opportunity and the blessing you’ve
given us to serve your agenda.”

* The New York Times’s Glenn Thrush called the 11-minute
spectacle “one of the most exquisitely awkward public
events I've ever seen.”

Questions, issues, considerations

* Contemporary Questions
* Is (or was) Trump a tyrant?
* What motivates the sycophants?
* What do the masses want?

* Philosophy
* Plato’s account of tyranny
* Plato’s solution: philosopher-king
* The modern response to Plato

* Theology:
* Is God a Tyrant?
* Should human beings worship a tyrannical god?

* Should human beings aspire to have god-like power
(and what would that mean)?
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The Trump Era Continued...
Trump’s words on January 6, 2021

* We fight. We fight like Hell and if you don’t fight like \
Hell, you’re not going to have a country anymore.
Our exciting adventures and boldest endeavors
have not yet begun. . .. So we’re going to walk
down Pennsylvania Avenue, and we’re going to the
Capitol and we’re going to try and give. . . The
Democrats are hopeless. They’re never voting for
anything, not even one vote. But we’re going to try
and give our Republicans, the weak ones, because
the strong ones don’t need any of our help, we're
going to try and give them the kind of pride and
boldness that they need to take back our country.
So let’s walk down Pennsylvania Avenue.

¢ https://www.rev.com/blog/transcripts/donald-trump-speech-save-america-rally-transcript-january-6 https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2022/apr/07/trump-
regrets-not-marching-capitol-january-6

January 6 and would-be tyranny

:[ | Admittedly, Trump never said, “Let’s take up arms and
! \!' invade the Capitol.” There is some plausible deniability

: here. Later in the day, Trump called for peace and asked
TYRANNY | therioters to go home. As | said and will argue throughout
FROM PLATO [ this book, Trump is only a would-be tyrant. But the recipe

T TR for violence is here. Giuliani gave some legitimacy to the
claim that the election was stolen. And then Trump talked
about pride, boldness, and the need to fight like hell. The
masses responded to his message and took off down
Pennsylvania Avenue. The insurgents burst into the
Capitol. The violence that resulted was predictable.

ANDREW FIALA
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January 6 and would-be tyranny

S servants in the United States, as well as a separation of

powers and respect for the rule of law. The would-be
}T}K)R,\,,\A[T i\:z tyrant was never able to become a full-fledged tyrant. And
TO TRUMP - | we are now able to learn some important moral and
' political lessons from the Trump era.

’ ! !l! Thankfully there are educated citizens and virtuous public

ANDREW FIALA

More recent developments...
Washington Post Interview, April 7, 2022

* During the attack, Trump watched television, criticized then-
Vice President Mike Pence and made calls pushing lawmakers
to overturn the election as the violent mob of his supporters
ransacked the Capitol. He was eventually persuaded by
lawmakers, family members and others to release a video
asking his supporters to go home — 187 minutes after he
urged them to march to the Capitol during a rally near the
White House. He was described by advisers as excited about
the event.

* Trump, speaking Wednesday afternoon at his palatial
beachfront club, said he did not regret urging the crowd to
come to Washington with a tweet stating that it would "be
wild!" He also stood by his incendiary and false rhetoric about
the election at the Ellipse rally before the rioters stormed the
Capitol. "l said peaceful and patriotic," he said, omitting other
comments that he made in a speech that day.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2022/04/07 /trump-interview-jan6/
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Washington Post Interview, April 7, 2022

* In fact, Trump said he deserved more credit for
drawing such a large crowd to the Ellipse —
and that he pressed to march on the Capitol
with his supporters but was stopped by his
security detail.

* "Secret Service said | couldn't go. | would
have gone there in a minute," he said.

11

Washington Post Interview, April 7, 2022

* The former president praised organizers of the
rally, some of whom have now received
subpoenas from federal authorities, and
repeatedly bragged about the size of the crowd
on the Ellipse, when questioned about the
events of Jan. 6.

* "The crowd was far bigger than | even thought. |
believe it was the largest crowd I've ever spoken
to. | don't know what that means, but you see
very few pictures. They don't want to show
pictures, the fake news doesn't want to show
pictures," he said. "But this was a tremendous
crowd."

12
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Shape-Shifting Sycophants
Vanity Fair, April 21, 2022 (Bess Levin)
P=553

* McConnell and McCarthy Talked a Big Game
About Dumping Trump After January 6, Then Did
Nothing Like the Cowards They Are

* Republican leaders went from privately
demanding Trump’s removal to publicly rolling
over and letting Trump control the party.

* During a January 11 lunch with two advisers,
McConnell reportedly remarked, “The Democrats
are going to take care of the son of a bitch for us,”
adding, “If this isn’t impeachable, | don’t know
what is.”

¢ https://www.vanityfair.com/news/2022/04/mitch-mcconell-kevin-mccarthy-donald-trump-january-6

13

Washington Post, April 25, 2022

Hours after a mob ransacked the U.S. Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021, in

a bid to block the certification of the 2020 presidential election,

Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell described himself as

:'rexhilarated" about the potential damage to President Donald
rump.

"| feel exhilarated by the fact that this fellow finally, totally
discredited himself," McConnell told Jonathan Martin, one of
the authors of a new book called "This Will Not Pass," when
asked about his feelings on the violence and the rioters.

Trump, the Kentucky Republican said, "was pretty thoroughly

discredited by this."

"He put a gun to his head and pulled the trigger," he said,
standing in a doorway of the Capitol after midnight. "Couldn't
have happened at a better time."

"What do you hear about the Twenty-Fifth Amendment?" he TS
asked Martin, eager for intelligence about whether the Cabinet 2/04/25/trump-meconnell-january-6-book/
andhwct()e pt’fSldent might remove Trump from office, according

to the book.

14
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Kevin McCarthy Tape, January 10, 2021
Trump Should Resign (from Newsweek)

I've had a few discussions. My gut tells me no. I'm seriously
thinking of havin%]that conversation with him tonight. |
haven't talked to him in a couple of days.....But what | think
I'm going to do, is I'm going to call him.

This, this is what | think. We know it'll pass the House. |
think there's a chance it'll pass the Senate, even when he's
one;]. Um, and | think there's a lot of different ramifications
or that.

Now, | haven't had a discussion with the Dems, that if he
did resign, would that happen?

Now, this is one personal fear | have. | do not want to get
into any conversation about Pence pardoning.

Again, the only discussion | would have with him is that |
think this will Pass, and it would be my recommendation
that you should resign. Um, | mean that would be my take.
But | don't think he would take it. But | don't know.

https://www.newsweek.com/what-kevin-

mccarthy-tape-says-donald-trump-full-audio-

transcript-1699953

15
PBS, April 22, 2022
 Earlier Thursday, after the Times published its initial story describing
the conversation, McCarthy released a statement calling it “totally false
and wrong.” His spokesman, Mark Bednar, had told the paper,
“McCarthy never said he’d call Trump to say he should resign.”
* Since then, the California Republican has distanced himself from any
criticism of Trump and has avoided directly linking him to what
haJ)pened. Within weeks of the siege at the Capitol McCarthy said he
did not think Trump provoked the attack, as other prominent
Republicans said at the time.
* Instead, McCarthy has cozied up to Trump, visiting him at the former
president’s Florida residence at Mar-a-Lago as he relies on the former
president’s brand for campaign support this fall.
* McCarthy indicated during an interview with The Associated Press this
week in California that Trump will motivate voters to turn out for the
party in this fall’s midterm elections.
* “He’ll motivate, get a lot of people out,” McCarthy said at a GOP event
in Fresno. https://www.newsweek.com/what-kevin-
mccarthy-tape-says-donald-trump-full-audio-
transcript-1699953
*  https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/recording-captures-mccarthy-saying-he-would-urge-trump-to-resign
16
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Plato: Tyranny as a philosophical problem

* The great analogy between spirit and society
* Tyranny is political problem
* And a spiritual problem

* The dissolution of society
* From Philosopher-King to Democracy to Tyranny
* Books 8 and 9 of Republic

* Key characters from Plato
* Thrasymachus: Book 1 of Republic
* Alcibiades: (Symposium, Alcibiades | and Il)
* Theages (Theages)

17

The Tyrant in Plato

* Thrasymachus (Republic, Book 1)
* Justice is whatever is in the interest of the stronger party

* The tyrant is the one who does exactly what he wants,
who demands that others do what he wants, and who is
able and willing to make his enemies miserable

* Gyges’ ring (Republic Book 2)

* We would see that there was no one who would be so
strong of character to stick with justice and have the
resolve to stay away from the goods of others and not
take them, when he is able to take whatever he wants
from the market without fear, and could enter any house
and have sex with whomever he wanted, and could kill,
or release from bonds, anyone he wants, and anything
else, since among men he is equal to a god.

18
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The Tyrant in Plato
* Theages:

* In a dialogue with a young man named
Theages, Socrates asked the youth what
he wanted. Theages responded saying he
would pray to become a tyrant, “if
possible, over all men, and failing that,
over as many as might be possible.” He
continued, “even more, | daresay, that |
might become a god” (Theages 126a).

19

The Tyrant in Plato

 Alcibiades

* Socrates described the ambition of
Alcibiades as the desire to rule the world. He
says that Alcibiades did not merely want to
rule over Athens or over the Greeks but that
he wanted the whole world to be filled with
his “power and name” (Alcibiades 105). As
Socrates explains, Alcibiades wanted to win
the game of honor and glory: to prove to
people that he was more worthy of honor
“than any person who ever existed.” The
character flaw found in Alcibiades is
ambition or “high-spiritedness.” This is an
infllated sense of one’s own power, glory, and
value.

20
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Plato, Republic Book IX

The erotic madness of tyrant’s soul

* When those clever enchanters and tyrant-makers
have no hope of keeping hold of the young man in
any other way, they contrive to plant in him a
powerful erotic love.

* Now, however, under the tyranny of erotic love, he
has permanently become while awake what he
used to become occasionally while asleep, and he
won’t hold back from any terrible murder or from
any kind of food or act. But, rather, erotic love
lives like a tyrant within him, in complete anarchy
and lawlessness as his sole ruler, and drives him,
as if he were a city, to dare anything.

21

Plato, Republic, Book IX

The Tyrant’s “Friends”: sycophants, thieves and fools

. Thex steal, break into houses, snatch purses, steal
clothes, rob temples, and sell people into slavery.
Sometimes, if they are good speakers, they become
sycophants and bear false witness and accept bribes.

* These evils are small, provided that there happen to be
only a few such people.

f/ * Yes, for small things are small by comparison to big

4 ones. And when it comes to producing wickedness and
misery in a city, all these evils together don’t, as the
saying goes, come within a mile of the rule of a tyrant.
But when such people become numerous and conscious
of their numbers, it is they—aided by the foolishness
(un-reasonableness = a-noia) of the people—who
create a tyrant.

22

11



4/27/22

Plato, Republic Book VIII and IX
Decline of the State

Tyranny

23

Plato, Republic Book VIII

Extreme freedom & democracy leads to tyranny/slavery

* Extreme freedom can’t be expected to lead to anything but a change to
extreme slavery, whether for a private individual or for a city.

* Then | don’t suppose that tyranny evolves from any constitution other than
democracy—the most severe and cruel slavery from the utmost freedom.

24

12
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Beyond Plato: Abolishing Tyranny in Social Life

Wollstonecraft: “Tyranny, in whatever part of
society it rears its brazen front, will ever
undermine morality.”

Mary Wollstonecraft

1759-1797

Frederick Douglass: “The tyrant wants no law
above his own will, no associates but men of
his own stamp of baseness.”

Frederick Douglass
1818-1895

Tyranny and Theology

* Tyrant wants god-like power
* BUT: this is bad theology

* Western theology: God is not a tyrant
* Plato’s Euthyphro
* Medieval Theology
* Enlightenment Deism

* God’s glory/power necessarily connected to His goodness

* uman problem of hubris: no human should want to be God

* Secularism as solution
* Limited political power, natural rights, including religious liberty

28

14
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Tyranny and Theology: Historical Examples

 Alcibiades and Alexander the Great

* Alcibiades claimed, in his own defense that he was
worthy of ruling and had a right to rule. Alcibiades
was from a rich family. He won more awards than
anyone else in the Olympic games. And he had done
great things for the city. He concluded that a great
person should not have to lower himself and be
equal to others who are less worthy of honor.

* After Alcibiades, Alexander the Great took up the
task of ruling the world. Alexander turned out to be
as much of a tyrant as Alcibiades. For example,
Alexander adopted the mannerisms of the Persian
emperors. He also killed those who refused to
kowtow to him. Alexander even killed Callisthenes, a
nephew of Aristotle’s, for refusing to treat him like a
god and grovel before him.

29
Tyranny and Theology: Historical Examples
* Pagan cult of the emperor @
* Emperor as a god (deification or ’ ‘M :
apotheosis) EMPEROR
WORSHIP
* And Jesus said to them, “Whose likeness i
and inscription is this?” They said, — :
“Caesar’s.” Then he said to them, J
“Therefore render to Caesar the things
that are Caesar’s, and to God the things
that are God’s.” (Matthew 22: 20-21).
30

15
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Tyranny and Theology: Historical Examples

* Jonathan Mayhew (1750’s)
* “Blasphemy to call tyrants and oppressors God’s ministers.”
* Lovers of God have an obligation to oppose the “hateful
monster” of tyranny
* John Adams
* Christian duty to resist tyranny.

* “The fundamental article of my political creed is that
despotism, or unlimited sovereignty, or absolute power is
the same in a majority of a popular assembly, an
aristocratical counsel, an oligarchical junto and a single
emperor. Equally arbitrary cruel bloody and in every
respect, diabolical” (1815‘

* Mayhew, Discourse Concerning Unlimited Submission, Preface (no page numbers).]

e e e Qg yiogg! Arcives, John Adams
1735-1826
31
Tyranny and Theology: sycophantic worship?
* Sycophantic worship = “sucking up” to the
tyrant god
* Kant condemned this as “sycophantic
worship” unworthy of human beings (or of
God)
* William Godwin (Mary Wollstonecraft’s
husband): “God Himself has no right to be
1756-1836
32
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* Zealotry consists in endeavoring to revere

God by using words and expressions that
indicate submission and devotion in order
to procure favor for oneself by such external
tokens of respect and laudatory
ejaculations. It is a hateful and repulsive
thing to adopt this mode of honoring God,
for in that case we think to win Him over
without being moral, merely by flattery, and
picture Him to ourselves as a mundane ruler
whom we try to please by submissive acts
of service, hymns of praise and sycophancy

Tyranny and Theology: sycophantic worship?

Immanuel Kant
1724-1804

33

* God of the American Revolution was not a tyrant

* He endowed humans with inalienable rights

* Frederick Douglass linked slavery to tyrannical

theology

* He said that the American religion was “a religion
for oppressors, tyrants, man-stealers, and thugs”
that had converted “the very name of religion into

an engine of tyranny.”

Tyranny and Theology in American context

34

17
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Tyranny and Theology:

Emerson’s “Boston Hymn” (1863)

God said,—! am tired of kings, My angel,—his name is Freedom,

| suffer them no more; Choose him to be your king

Up to my ear the morning brings He shall cut pathways east and west.
The outrage of the poor. And fend you with his wing.

Think ye | made this ball

A field of havoc and war,

Where tyrants great and tyrants small
Might harry the weak and poor?

Ralph Waldo Emerson
1803-1882

£l

35

Tyranny and Theology

* Strange theology connected to Trump '
2

* Trump as sent by God... B Vo
* OR: religion use religion as a prop :
. gadsz'gr)ump with Bible at St. John’s Church summer

* Trump’s theology of prosperity

* (Norman Vincent Peale): money and wealth reflect
God’s favor

* > more pagan than Christian

* Views power in absolute terms and focused on
external power (glory = appearance)

36
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TYRANNY

O TRUMP

ANDREW FIALA

FROM PLATO [

Trump “God complex”

It is undemocratic and untrue to believe, as Trump Cabinet
member Rick Perry put it, that Trump’s election was God’s
will. Nor is it true, as former presidential candidate
Michele Bachmann said, that Trump is a kind of savior of
the Christian faith. Bachmann said of Trump, “He is highly
biblical . . . we will in all likelihood never see a more godly,
biblical president again in our lifetime.” This kind of thing
has even influenced the president’s view of himself. In
2019, he re-tweeted a comment about him that said he
was“the King of Israel” and the “second coming of God.”

37

W

TYRANNY

O TRUMP

ANDREW FIALA

FROM PLATO [

Trump “God complex”

it is easy to see that the tyrant has a God complex: he wants to be
the savior, the creator, and the source of things. Or rather, he has
such a deep and prideful belief in himself and his own powers that
he comes to think that he is actually a god, a superman, or a
messiah. In the summer of 2019, this sort of language did in fact
show up in the Trump tragedy.

The president re-tweeted a comment attributed to Wayne Allyn
Root that said Jews in Israel love him like he was “the King of Israe
and the “second coming of God.” The fact that he would re-tweet
such a blasphemous claim shows the problem. This problem extends
to Wayne Allyn Root and other Trump supporters who say these
sorts of things. The sycophants around Trump exaggerate his virtues
in ways that would seem to be sacrilegious.

III

38
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