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Tyranny and Democracy: 
Past and Present

Dr. Andrew Fiala
afiala@csufresno.edu

Apr. 20, 27, May 4
NOTE: May 11 will be postponed to May 25

https://andrewfiala.com/lecture-powerpoints/
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Course Plan
• April 20: Tyranny as a Perennial Spiritual Problem

• Tragedy, History, Humanism
• The tragic trio
• The Trump era

• April 27: Theological and spiritual problems
• The Trump era (continued)
• Tyranny as a philosophical problem: Plato
• Tyranny in theology
• Secular and humanistic challenges

• May 4: Political and structural problems
• Modern problems
• Ancient tyrannies
• American Challenges

• May 25: Solutions and opportunities
• Moral citizenship
• Enlightened constitutions
• The Value of history, philosophy, and the humanities
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The Tragic Trio

Tyrant

MobSycophant

Hubris

Cunning

Foolishness
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Remedies/Conclusions

• Spiritual Remedies
• Wisdom, Vigilance, Citizen-Philosophers
• Moral, Theological, and Civic Education

• Institutional Remedies
• Wise dysfunction of U.S. Constitution
• Constitution evolved (beyond slavery) à Need for further evolution

• Philosophy and the Humanities
• Camus: “tyrants indulge in monologues over millions of solitudes.”
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A Modern Solution: Republic with 
Constitutional Safeguards

A nation of philosophers is as little to be expected as 
the philosophical race of kings wished for by Plato.

—James Madison, Federalist 49
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Polarization and Discontent
The insurrectionists who stormed the 
Capitol believed that they were patriots 
fighting for liberty and in defense of the 
Constitution. Pro-Trump groups often 
declared themselves to be true patriots. 
“Patriot caravans” were organized to 
support Trump. At the January 6 rally 
preceding the insurrection, Alabama 
congressman Mo Brooks said, “Today is 
the day that American patriots start 
taking down names and kicking ass.” 
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Polarization and Discontent
• 57 of republicans think that January 6 was an “act of patriotism”
• The New Republic poll (May 2022 issue)

• https://newrepublic.com/article/166027/democracy-poll

Blue = Dem.
Red = Rep.
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Polarization and Discontent
• The New Republic poll (May 2022 issue)

• https://newrepublic.com/article/166027/democracy-poll
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Polarization of Education

• 1619 Project vs. 1776 Project
• Anti-Critical Race Theory
• Anti-Equity and Inclusion
• Anti-LGBTQ education
• “Not just Florida. More than a dozen states 

propose so-called 'Don't Say Gay' bills” (NPR, 
April 10, 2022: 
https://www.npr.org/2022/04/10/10915433
59/15-states-dont-say-gay-anti-transgender-
bills). 
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From 1776 Report

• Universities in the United States are often today 
hotbeds of anti-Americanism, libel, and 
censorship that combine to generate in students 
and in the broader culture at the very least 
disdain and at worst outright hatred for this 
country. 

• As we approach the 250th anniversary of our 
independence, we must resolve to teach future 
generations of Americans an accurate history of 
our country so that we all learn and cherish our 
founding principles once again. We must renew 
the pride and gratitude we have for this incredible 
nation that we are blessed to call home. 
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Trump Era Ban on “Divisive Concepts” in Federal Employment 
(Executive Order 13950 of September 22, 2020)
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/09/28/2020-21534/combating-race-and-sex-stereotyping

• “Divisive concepts” means the concepts that (1) one race or sex is inherently 
superior to another race or sex; (2) the United States is fundamentally racist or 
sexist; (3) an individual, by virtue of his or her race or sex, is inherently racist, 
sexist, or oppressive, whether consciously or unconsciously; (4) an individual 
should be discriminated against or receive adverse treatment solely or partly 
because of his or her race or sex; (5) members of one race or sex cannot and 
should not attempt to treat others without respect to race or sex; (6) an 
individual's moral character is necessarily determined by his or her race or sex; 
(7) an individual, by virtue of his or her race or sex, bears responsibility for 
actions committed in the past by other members of the same race or sex; (8) any 
individual should feel discomfort, guilt, anguish, or any other form of 
psychological distress on account of his or her race or sex; or (9) meritocracy or 
traits such as a hard work ethic are racist or sexist, or were created by a particular 
race to oppress another race. The term “divisive concepts” also includes any 
other form of race or sex stereotyping or any other form of race or sex 
scapegoating.
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“Florida Rejects Publishers’ Attempts to Indoctrinate Students” 
(from Florida Department of Education)
https://www.fldoe.org/newsroom/latest-news/florida-rejects-publishers-attempts-to-indoctrinate-students.stml

• Tallahassee, Fla., April 15, 2022 – Today, Commissioner of Education Richard 
Corcoran approved Florida’s initial adoption list for mathematics instructional 
materials properly aligned to Florida’s Benchmarks for Excellent Student Thinking 
(B.E.S.T.) Standards. 
• The approved list followed a thorough review of submissions at the Department, 

which found 41 percent of the submitted textbooks were 
impermissible with either Florida’s new standards or contained 
prohibited topics – the most in Florida’s history. Reasons for 
rejecting textbooks included references to Critical Race Theory 
(CRT), inclusions of Common Core, and the unsolicited addition 
of Social Emotional Learning (SEL) in mathematics. 
• The highest number of books rejected were for grade levels K-5, where an 

alarming 71 percent were not appropriately aligned with Florida standards or 
included prohibited topics and unsolicited strategies.
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Fiala, Fresno Bee, June 13, 2021
On Critical Race Theory Bans
https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/readers-opinion/article252054073.html

• Criticism can be divisive. But banning critique is a bad idea. Unanimity that results from 
censorship is not genuine. The productive solution is more enlightened critique.

• I say this in response to efforts in several states to prohibit “critical race theory” (CRT) 
from being taught in schools. CRT claims that racism is deeply embedded in American 
institutions.

• The reaction against CRT follows a script written by Donald Trump. Last fall he described 
CRT as a “crusade against American history.” He said it was “toxic propaganda, ideological 
poison, that, if not removed, will dissolve the civic bonds that tie us together, will destroy 
our country.”

• But prohibiting a theory does not make it false. To disprove a theory, you need to 
critically examine it. Rather than censoring CRT, let’s encourage students to listen 
carefully to what critics have to say about racism. If the critics are wrong, let students 
prove them wrong. If they are right, then let’s empower young people to imagine 
productive solutions. Ideological indoctrination is wrong, whether it occurs in defense of 
CRT or against it.
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Fiala, Fresno Bee, June 13, 2021
On Critical Race Theory Bans
https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/readers-opinion/article252054073.html

• Adults ought to confront problems with honesty, sincerity, and creative intelligence. Let’s 
model that behavior for our children. American kids know that there are racial problems 
in America. Riots in the streets make it clear. Preventing them from thinking critically 
about these problems won’t solve them. Our kids need lots of critical tools so that they 
can imagine solutions to our problems. Silencing the critics is not a useful strategy.

• Censors sometimes seem to think that the critical theorist is conjuring these problems 
into existence. But critical theory is not a conjuring act. Rather, it brings to light the 
skeletons in the closet. The critical theorist does not create these specters. They are 
already there.

• Critical theory is about enlightenment. One of the most famous mottos of enlightenment 
is “sapere aude,” which means “dare to be wise.” Wisdom requires the courage to 
confront the world without illusions. The light of truth exposes things as they are, not as 
we want them to be.

• You have to shine this light into the closet. Ignoring the skeletons hidden there, won’t 
make them disappear. You also have to look in the mirror. If you don’t like what you see 
there, turning off the light won’t help.
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Moral Citizenship

• I know no safe depository of the ultimate 
powers of the society, but the people 
themselves: and if we think them not 
enlightened enough to exercise their 
control with a wholesome discretion, the 
remedy is, not to take it from them, but to 
inform their discretion by education. This is 
the true corrective of abuses of 
constitutional power. 
• Thomas Jefferson

Thomas Jefferson
1743-1826
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A few good men…

• Eugene Goodman is a cop with a nearly 
mythological name. As the mob stormed 
the Capitol, Officer Goodman led rioters 
away…
• The quick thinking and virtue of one good 

man can help to prevent rioters from 
wreaking havoc. This quick-witted act of 
courage shows us the importance of 
individual action, ingenuity, and integrity. 
In order for democracy to work, more of 
us need to become good men and 
women, like Eugene Goodman. 

16
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Citizen-Philosophers

• We find ourselves as citizens. From 
within this condition we seek virtue, 
wisdom, and enlightenment so that we 
might become vigilant guardians of our 
own liberty.

• Vigilance must be combined with 
nonviolence, solidarity, and fidelity to 
law so that it does not become 
vigilantism. 
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Community of Citizen-Philosophers

• A community in which good people enjoy freedom, 
while treating each other with kindness, hospitality, 
and respect. 
• Kant’s “kingdom of ends”: an ideal community in 

which each person respects the autonomy of the 
other. In addition to respect, compassion is also 
needed, as well as accountability. 
• Citizen-philosophers respect one another: they 

refuse to enslave, oppress, and exploit their fellows. 
They are also compassionate. They are actively 
concerned with the well-being of others, and they 
support one another in pursuit of virtue, wisdom, 
freedom, and the goods of friendship.

18
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Community of Friends

• Requires: accountability, truthfulness, sincerity, 
and commitment to justice. 
• Accountability is, after all, another way of 

speaking of vigilance: vigilant people hold 
themselves and others accountable. 

• Wise and virtuous people need to live in 
community with other wise and virtuous people. 
Virtuous friends help us become better. Our own 
virtue, in turn, helps our friends live well. 

19

The Tyrant lacks friends…

• The tyrannical person will surround himself 
with sycophants, flatterers, and morons. And 
while he will have a clique of obsequious 
hangers-on, the tyrant will not have any real 
friends. 
• Plato says, “The tyrant lives his whole life 

without friends. He is always either a master 
or a slave. He never enjoys true freedom or 
genuine friendship” (Republic 576a). 

20
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Socratic (Enlightened) Patriotism

• Socratic patriotism connects love of country with love 
of wisdom, truth, and virtue. The philopolis from 
Socrates’s point of view must also be a philosopher, 
who acts as a vigilant gadfly, reminding his friends and 
countrymen to pursue virtue, justice, and wisdom. 
• Philosophical patriots ought to ask themselves 

questions such as:
• “Is my country good?”
• “Is my country or party worthy of my love?”
• “Am I exhibiting courage, wisdom, and integrity in my 

patriotism?” 
• “Does my country or party stand for truth, justice, and 

liberty?” 
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Cosmopolitan Liberty

• Fannie Lou Hamer: “The changes we have to 
have in this country are going to be for the 
liberation of all people—because nobody’s 
free until everybody’s free.”

• Simone de Beauvoir: “Am I really working for 
the liberation of everyone?” 

Fannie Lou Hamer
1917-1977

Simone de Beauvoir
1908-1986

22
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Philosophical Friendship

• A virtuous friend will remind his drinking buddies that 
amusement alone is insufficient. It is okay to laugh 
and play, but this must not come at the expense of 
truth, honor, and integrity. 
• A virtuous friend will also remind his business friends 

that the pursuit of wealth and prestige is only part of 
a good social life and a mere means toward freedom, 
self-sufficiency, and the development of higher good. 
• Finally, a virtuous friend will encourage those he is 

most intimate with to examine their own souls and 
question their fundamental values. The best 
friendships are philosophical: they focus on self-
examination and self-limitation, actualizing key 
philosophical maxims such as “nothing in excess” and 
“know thyself.” Our best friends hold us accountable 
while respecting our autonomy. 
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Vigilance and Accountability

• Fiala: “Virtuous people are vigilant and 
accountable. They are watchful and on guard, 
seeking to avoid ignorance, stupidity, and 
complicity.”

• Camus: All the rest—health, integrity, purity (if you 
like)—is a product of the human will, of a vigilance 
that must never falter. The good man, the man who 
infects hardly anyone, is the man who has the 
fewest lapses of attention 
• Albert Camus

1913-1960

24
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Moral and Civic Education

• Critical pedagogy that encourages citizens to 
think critically about civic rituals, monuments, 
and ideals is what transforms citizens into 
citizen-philosophers. These days, civic education 
must also include difficult conversations about 
polarization, racism, religious tension, and the 
challenges of media literacy, science literacy, and 
so on. To be an enlightened citizen requires a 
general all-around education that teaches us to 
be critical thinkers in a world that is complicated 
and polarized. 
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The Limits of Moral and Civic Education

• I have suggested moral and civic education as a 
solution for our problem. But it is clear that 
tyrants, morons, and sycophants will resist this 
effort. 

• One significant impediment we must confront, as 
we conclude our thinking about education, as a 
remedy for the problem of tyranny is that many 
people just don’t care to be educated, virtuous, 
vigilant, or wise. 

26
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The Enlightened Constitution

• Three different components of our system came 
into play here in limiting Trump’s attempt to use the 
power of the executive branch to subvert 
democracy to keep himself in power: 

1. The courts refused to undermine the election 
result. 

2. The Congress, including the presiding officer, Mike 
Pence, re- fused to accede to the president’s 
demand to overturn the election result. 

3. And state-level officials refused to acquiesce to 
Trump’s demand for recounts that would be 
favorable to him. 

27

Wisdom of Mixed Government
• Madison, Federalist, 51
• Ambition should be made to counteract ambition. 
• In framing a government which is to be administered by 

men over men, the great difficulty lies in this: you must 
first enable the government to control the governed; 
and in the next place oblige it to control itself.

• John Adams (letter of 1788)
• The great Maxim of a Legislature therefore, Should be, 

to leave no Passion in Society without a Control; No 
action without a Reaction. 

James Madison
1751-1836

John Adams
1735-1826

28
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Flaws in the Constitution 
• Sanford Levinson has compared the U.S. Constitution to the 

constitutions of the fifty American states. He concludes, “The U.S. 
Constitution is, by far measure, the most undemocratic constitution 
among the fifty-one constitutions that exemplify constitutionalism in 
America.”

• Ex.: California has a population of about 40 million, while Wyoming has 
about 600,000 people—but each state has only two senators.

• There are also a number of American citizens who are not represented 
in the Senate, such as the nearly 700,000 people living in the District of 
Columbia. 

• This kind of problem will be exacerbated by changing demographics. In 
a recent article, Levinson points out, “By 2040, it is estimated that 70 
percent of the population will live in 15 states—30 Senate votes—while 
the remaining 30 percent of Americans will have 70 senators.” 

• SanfordLevinson,“TheConstitutionistheCrisis,”TheAtlantic,October 1, 2019, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2019/10/the-constitution-is -the-crisis/598435/
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Impeachment?

• Trump impeached twice by the House
• Not convicted by the Senate twice

• Constitution requires two-thirds 
majority for conviction

• Polarization?
• Is there a flaw in the impeachment 

process?
• Or is this an effective restraint on the 

power of the House?

30
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Stability of U.S. Presidency

• One of the virtues of the Constitution may 
be that it does not allow for the kind of 
tumult that a more permissive system of 
impeachment would. In parliamentary 
systems, the prime minister is more easily 
deposed. And in some American states, 
governors can be subject to recall votes. 
The apparent near-impossibility of 
convicting and removing a president shows 
that the American presidency is more stable 
than the executive power in those other 
systems.
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Tragedy and Politics

• Human beings are flawed: we each have the tendency 
to be become tyrannical, sycophantic, and moronic. 
Political life can fall apart for a variety of reasons.

• The U.S. Constitution has endured, not because it is 
perfect or created for a world of angels or philosopher-
kings. Rather, it works because it prevents us from 
succumbing to the temptations of tyranny, sycophancy, 
and foolishness. This is a non-ideal constitution for a 
non-ideal world. And as we have seen, it may not be 
sustainable or sufficient: would-be tyrants may learn 
from the Trump era and improve their efforts to grab 
power. Or the system may fall apart due to the 
polarization, distrust, and dysfunction that we have 
witnessed during this tumultuous time. 

32
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The Founder’s Profound Blind Spot 

• While the founders argued against the tyranny of 
England, they continued to tyrannize their own 
slaves. George Washington owned more than 
300 slaves. Thomas Jefferson owned more than 
600 human beings during the course of his life. 
And James Madison owned 100 slaves.

• Despite the profound blind spot of race and 
slavery, they seemed to understand that political 
power ought to be restrained by morality and by 
wisdom.

33

Philosophy, History, and the Humanities

• Human-nature will not change. In any future 
great national trial, compared with the men of 
this, we shall have as weak, and as strong; as silly 
and as wise; as bad and good. Let us, therefore, 
study the incidents of this, as philosophy to learn 
wisdom from. 
• —Abraham Lincoln, November 10, 1864 
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Philosophy, History, and the Humanities

• Albert Camus
• Tyrants indulge in monologues over millions 

of solitudes.
• It is not surprising, therefore, that art 

should be the enemy marked out by every 
form of oppression. It is not surprising that 
artists and intellectuals should have been 
the first victim of modern tyrannies. . . . 
Tyrants know there is in the work of art an 
emancipatory force.

35

Philosophy, History, and the Humanities

• Iris Murdoch
• Tyrants always fear art because tyrants want 

to mystify while art tends to clarify. The good 
artist is a vehicle of truth, he formulates 
ideas which would otherwise remain vague 
and focuses attention upon facts which can 
then no longer be ignored. The tyrant 
persecutes the artist by silencing him or by 
attempting to degrade or buy him.

• ”Salvation by Words” (1972) Iris Murdoch
1919-1999
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But also: The Tragedy of Art
As Propaganda and Titillation 

Raphael, Homer
From Parnassus
(1510’s)

Raphael, Plato
From School of 
Athens (1510’s)

All poetic imitators, beginning 
with Homer, imitate images of 
virtue and all the other things 
they write about and have no 
grasp of the truth.

Republic, Book 10

• Plato bans the poets from the ideal city 
(Republic 568)
• The poets praise tyrants
• The poets also inflame the desires of the 

mob

• They (the poets) draw the polities towards 
tyrannies or democracies… And, further, 
they are paid and honored for this, chiefly, 
as is to be expected, by tyrants, and 
secondly by democracy.

37

Poetry, Politics, Education, and Philosophy

• A more permanent and proactive cure for 
tyranny must involve structural changes that 
prevent would-be tyrants from assuming 
absolute power, as well as moral education 
that puts pride in its place. Constitutional 
remedies are not the purview of a poet. But 
the poet can show us the spiritual problem. 
What is needed—and what the poet 
provides—is an understanding of human 
nature, which shows that the sort of un-
bridled power the tyrant seeks is the shadow 
of a shadow. 
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Poetry, Politics, Education, and Philosophy

• Lack of education—about philosophy, theology, 
morality, and political thought—has led to current 
problems. President Trump and his supporters seem 
to misunderstand to wisdom of the Western 
philosophical and religious tradition. What is lacking 
is, in a word, enlightenment. The founding fathers 
of the United States were products of the 
Enlightenment, well educated in the wisdom of the 
Bible, the ancient philosophical tradition, and 
developments in modern (seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century) philosophy and theology. This 
vision and comprehensive understanding of virtue, 
philosophy, religion, and political life was missing in 
Trump’s worldview. 
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Questions?
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