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Abstract 

We do not usually think about a government’s role in our pursuit of truth until we 

have been lied to by a government. In such cases, there is usually much hostility towards 

the government that lies, which can inspire election shifts, constitutional changes, and 

even mass revolutions. My paper will address the role of a government in our pursuit of 

truth and ask what our ethical duties are to governments that willfully lie to its citizens. 

Aristotle’s analysis in his Politics provides a foundation for my research of this question. 

Aristotle presents a government as a facilitator of virtuous lives for its citizens. Relying 

on this groundwork, Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism and Soviet era 

literature show that a government cannot be the proprietor of truth, but that it must create 

an environment in which the citizens know that truth exists and can freely pursue it. 

When a government does lie, as historical examples in Czechoslovakia and Poland 

demonstrate, our duties to a lying government do not diminish nor do they increase. 

Instead, our duties take on greater gravity, for it must be the people’s responsibility to 

take up the role of creating an environment to pursue truth and practice virtue when the 

government has shirked this responsibility. These insights can help us in our current 

political environment to foster a society which protects the capacity to seek truth and 

builds the virtue to do so. 
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1. Introduction 

We do not usually think about a government’s role in our pursuit of truth until we 

have been lied to by a government. And in instances where this occurs, there is usually 

much hostility towards the government that lies, a hostility that can inspire election shifts, 

constitutional changes, and even mass revolutions. However, being creatures with 

intellect and will, the truth and how we come to know it has a large bearing on who we 

are and what we do. Having a proper understanding of the functioning of the universe 

bears on our life from simple questions like, “What time should I wake up?” to the 

deepest questions like “What is the meaning of life?”1 Regarding the importance of truth 

in our daily life, how a government conveys the truth ought to be of greater concern to us 

and on our minds more often than when lying scandals occur. Furthermore, when a 

government lies, there is much temptation to detract, flee, or take down the system. On a 

personal level, such actions make sense, as we would likely take trust and responsibilities 

away from a person we learned to be a liar. Our ethical duties to governments are 

different than our ethical duties to each other, though. This is evident in civil obedience, 

for we are not asked to obey every single person in society, only the ruling law. And so I 

ask, what is the role of a government in our pursuit of truth, and what are our ethical 

duties to governments that willfully lie to their citizens?  

Aristotle’s Politics provides a foundation for research of this question. Aristotle 

presents a government as a facilitator of virtuous lives for its citizens. Relying on this 

groundwork, Hannah Arendt’s thoughts in The Origins of Totalitarianism and other 

literature from the Soviet era give further insight into how a government ought to relate 

 
1 See The Consolation of Philosophy, Book I, Section VI for further reflections on the meaning of life. 
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to truth. The insights from these sources will show that a government cannot be the 

proprietor of truth, but that it must create an environment in which the citizens can freely 

pursue truth. It is not the government’s role to propagate any ideology it thinks is true. 

Rather, a government ought to create an ordered environment in which its citizens know 

that truth exists and can pursue it freely. And when a government does lie, further 

historical examples in Czechoslovakia and Poland demonstrate that our duties to a lying 

government do not diminish, nor do they increase. Instead, our duties take on greater 

gravity, for the people must take up the role of creating an environment to pursue truth 

and better practice virtue when the government has shirked this responsibility. To draw 

back to Aristotle, insights from Arendt and the Soviet-era authors support Aristotle’s 

notion that governments and citizens have natural duties and that these duties are to 

promote and practice virtue and to pursue the truth. Finally, these insights can help us in 

our current political environment to foster a society in which the capacity to seek truth 

and the virtue to do so is protected. But we must be reminded of our political nature and 

so seek this society with the help of a government devoted to the pursuit of truth and the 

promotion of virtue. 

 

2. The Nature of Government and Duties to Governments 

 To further investigate into an ideal government’s roles and our duties to 

government, it is important to establish the natural parameters of a government. Aristotle, 

in his work the Politics, presents a time-tested understanding of natural duties of states 

and citizens, and so we will turn to him. Some may reject this first step of considering 

natural duties and consider it unnecessary or even wrong. However, the nature of truth 
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and its relation to ethics and to society demands the classical, axiomatic approach. If a 

government loses a definitional, truth-oriented structure, a government loses all tangible 

forms of its original purpose to bring people together, which I will show later when 

considering the duties of a government and historical examples in Soviet literature. 

Furthermore, I will later show how time-tested examples such as the fall of the Soviet 

Bloc and the influencers for these examples like Václav Havel, Václav Benda, and 

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn draw on Aristotelian, natural duties of governments for their 

success. And so, turning towards Aristotle’s Politics, we can begin to understand the 

nature of government and so better know the roles of a government.  

 Aristotle’s Politics outlines what a state is and the ideal version of it and further 

evaluates how various states are more equipped to reach the ideal state. To begin, 

Aristotle’s summation of the nature of a state is as follows: 

“When several villages are united in a single complete community, large enough 

to be nearly or quite self-sufficing, the state comes into existence, originating in 

the bare needs of life, and continuing in existences for the sake of a good life.”2 

In this framework, the seeds of a state are in a familial village, which when it realizes that 

it cannot suffice on its own in its pursuit of the ultimate good, joins other villages in their 

common desire of a good life. A family on its own is subject to attacks from others, a 

limited technology in health and production, a more confined array of arts, and limited 

collective wisdom. A family has much to gain by joining others, not to mention what 

Aristotle says is the main motivation: the good life.3 Furthermore, a family creates the 

 
2 Aristotle. The Politics of Aristotle. Translated by Benjamin Jowett. The Modern Library. Random House, 

Inc., 1943, I:2:1252b:28. 
3 American philosopher Mortimer Adler aptly states this idea of Aristotle, saying, “…the most telling point 

in favor of the position that the state is made for man, not man for the state, lies in our recognition of the 
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seed for our desire for human bonding and companionship, which once this has been 

more fully realized, instills into ourselves the need to seek it further. And so a community 

of families allows an individual to seek this need in a wider community than a single 

family. Lastly, Aristotle shows that while families teach the virtue of love, for there is a 

common blood interest, a state teaches the virtue of justice, where a person must act 

rightly to someone they are not bound to in familial love.4  

In that the good life for Aristotle is the life of virtue, a state is better suited for 

humans to possess virtue. Aristotle remarks,  

“every community is established with a view to some good…But, if all 

communities aim at some good, the state or political community, which is the 

highest of all, and which embraces all the rest, aims at good in a greater degree 

than any other, and at the highest good.”5  

A state embraces the virtuous living of its citizens as its own good. In this way, a state is a 

promoter of justice and all other virtues.6 A state has the role of promoting other virtues 

because it has as its interest the good of all of its citizens, which includes the whole 

 
fact that participating in the social common good is indispensable to the happiness of human 

beings…Human beings cannot lead good lives in total isolation from one another. We are social, not 

solitary, animals. We depend for our happiness upon associating with others, living in society and deriving 

the benefits that living in society confers upon us, especially the goods that are not wholly within our power 

to obtain for ourselves.” 

Adler, Mortimer J. A Vision of the Future: Twelve Ideas for A Better Life and a Better Society. Macmillan 

Publishing Company, 1984, pgs. 130-131. 
4 Aristotle, The Politics of Aristotle, I:2:1253a:31. 
5 Ibid., I:1:1252a:1. 
6 Mortimer Adler also comments on this from Aristotle, saying, “That is why laws are made to prescribe 

what the members of a state should or should not do in order to deal justly with one another. If everyone 

had the habit of being just in all his dealings with others, there would be no need for such laws or for their 

enforcement by the state. But since few individuals are perfectly just, and since some are habitually 

inclined to be unjust, laws that prescribe just conduct must be enforced by the state to prevent one 

individual from seriously injuring another by violating his or her rights…What we do directly for a few 

others out of our love for them, we do indirectly for all the rest by obeying laws that require us to act for 

the welfare of the community in which they, as well as we, live.” 

Adler, Mortimer J. Aristotle for Everybody: Difficult Thought Made Easy. Simon and Schuster, Inc., 1978, 

pgs. 116-117. 
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development of virtue in each citizen. And so, while families may simply come together 

in a state for the “bare needs of life,” a state seeking the good of its citizens will further 

seek the full virtuous living of its citizens. 

 Aristotle later shows the role of the state in developing the bond of justice in its 

citizens: “But justice is the bond of men in states, for the administration of justice, which 

is the determination of what is just, is the principle of order in political society.”7 In other 

words, a state is the facilitator of justice, and the two ought to always exist together. Even 

when one man deals with another outside of state issues, justice is put into practice, and 

so the state’s administration of justice matters here too. Aristotle says that a state even 

holds the capacity to administer justice to those outside of the law and so bring some 

amount of virtue to those without it. From these two aspects of a state’s relation to justice, 

the first responsibilities of a state are evident. It is the state’s specific responsibility to 

promote the virtue of justice in society, and it is also its responsibility to be a promoter of 

all virtuous living. There ought to be no greater encourager of virtue amongst the people 

than the state itself, for it is the only body that has the responsibility of administering 

virtue to all people. The acquirement of all virtues is the responsibility of the individual, 

but the administration of all virtues including justice is the responsibility of the state.  

 Furthermore, if it is the state’s responsibility to administer virtue, then it is also 

the responsibility of those who make up the state—the citizens that is—to be virtuous. 

Aristotle also emphasizes this when he says, “A city can be virtuous only when the 

citizens who have a share in the government are virtuous, and in our state all the citizens 

share in the government.”8 A state can only encourage and inspire virtue if it strives for 

 
7 Aristotle, The Politics of Aristotle, I:2:1253a:31. 
8 Ibid., VII:14:1332a:32. 
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virtue itself. Otherwise, the state will be seen as a hypocritical and demanding figure that 

is not worthy of obedience. Furthermore, an encourager and promoter of virtue ought to 

know how to be virtuous in order to expect true virtue from its citizens. A full 

understanding of the path to virtue is only possible if it is put into action rather than 

merely being known about. And for the state to be virtuous, its members must be 

practitioners of virtue. Upon this point, it is evident that one of the citizens’ 

responsibilities to the state is to strive for a life lived in virtue, even if the state is less 

virtuous than a single citizen. The virtue of the whole state comes from its parts, and so 

the state relies on the virtue of each citizen. The state’s power to administer virtue comes 

directly from the citizens, who, as I noted earlier, are the reason for the government’s 

existence. A government has its origins in the shared hopes of a group of people, and so it 

is the people and their virtue who give it existence and power to do its own job of 

administering virtue. Thus, it is of great importance for a government in its power and 

administration of virtue that its citizens are indeed virtuous. 

 The beginning of a state’s relationship with the truth also comes from its fostering 

of virtue. A state seeking virtue makes the claim that a virtuous life is the best path to 

fulfillment and happiness. This is a truth claim, and for it to be shared through the 

instruction of virtue also requires the propagator to commit to at least the foundational 

truth that virtue ought to be learned. A state must teach virtue, and Aristotle supports this 

notion saying, “There are three things which make men good and virtuous; these are 

nature, habit, rational principle.”9 The rational principle pursues what is true and seeks 

understanding, but it must be formed within the context of human relationship, most 

 
9 Ibid. 
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especially within a society. A citizen ought to turn towards the administrator of virtue, the 

state, for its understanding. Of course, a state can poorly administer virtue, and in such 

cases, a citizen ought to turn towards others for proper formation. Even in this case 

though, a citizen learns from other people—formed by others in the society—for the 

development of the rational principle. Nevertheless, a good state will provide accurate 

knowledge of virtue for the rational citizen to receive, learn, and acquire. The teaching of 

virtue is at least the beginning of a state’s relationship to truth.  

 This definitional and virtue-based approach to understanding governmental duties 

is necessary for our ultimate goodness. This is because the true moral code for humans to 

live by points to having a defined path towards what is good, and the joy that comes from 

living a truly virtuous life points to the inherent goodness in a government that has a 

moral code based on virtue.  

Firstly, there is some true code for what is good. For if there were nothing that 

was truly good, then there is no sense of the word. If nothing was good, we would not 

even be able to say that truth is good; but we definitively know the opposite, for no one 

wants to be deceived. Some may also say that there is not an objective good but instead a 

subjective one. There being a subjective good is definitionally equivalent to there being 

nothing truly good, and so there must be an objective good.10  

Given that there is a definitive code for what is good, then there must be a true 

and definite way for a government to promote this. Virtue and the pursuit of truth seem to 

be the core of what is good for a state to administer. This is because a life in virtue and 

 
10 For further reading on an objective code of morals, C.S. Lewis in The Abolition of Man addresses and 

promotes the understanding that morality is objective in the second section on the Tau—his name for the 

objective moral law. 

Lewis, C.S. The Abolition of Man. HarperCollins, 1974. 
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the pursuit of truth provides the joy of living a truly good life. On this subject, Aristotle 

says, “Let us acknowledge then that each one has just so much of happiness as he has of 

virtue and wisdom.”11 For Aristotle, the happy life comes from a life of excellence, where 

we live properly balanced in all ways. This proper balance comes from the process of 

finding the mean between excesses of vices. Such a mean creates balanced habits, and 

when they are all balanced, then a person is living excellently with all types of actions as 

they ought to be. At this mean lies virtue—the mean of vices. And only when a person is 

acting virtuously can they go through life happily, free from the cares that are caused by 

living in vice. When a state places virtue at the core of its moral law, it helps to promote 

virtue in its citizens and by doing so cultivates happiness. Aristotle also says in the 

Politics that, “it is evident that the form of government is best in which every man, 

whoever he is, can act best and live happily.”12 By defining a government’s duties as 

being towards virtue, we can begin to pave the way for the best form of government in 

which the happiness of the people is what is sought.  

Also increasing a person’s happiness is the pursuit of truth, which must be placed 

at the core of the moral law. The previous president of the Czech Republic and a survivor 

of Soviet rule, Václav Havel said to the Czech people, “The essential aims of life are 

present in every person. In everyone there is some longing for humanity’s rightful 

dignity, for moral integrity, for free expression of being and a sense of transcendence over 

the world of existence. Yet, at the same time, each person is capable, to a greater or lesser 

 
11 Aristotle, The Politics of Aristotle, VII:1:1323b:22. 
12 Ibid., VII:2:1324a:24. 
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degree, of coming to terms with living within the lie.”13 Written within every person is 

the desire to know the truth of reality and to use such knowledge to live a truly good 

life—what some philosophers have called the natural law.14 No one wants to be lied to, 

and everyone wants to know more of the wonder of the world. Certainly, there are those 

things which we desire to know less, but we all have areas where we desire to know the 

truth of things more. It is innately within us to wonder about the world and to seek further 

knowledge of how things are. Our good is connected to our pursuit of truth, and for this, 

the pursuit of truth must be at the core of the moral law of a state, too.  

From these factors of virtue and truth, a definitional approach to duties in a 

government is appropriate. It is clear that a state, in order to fulfill the objective moral 

law, must have defined duties towards promoting virtue and towards pursuing the truth. 

These principles will lead us forward now as we explore how a government ought to 

fulfill these duties practically and what citizens’ duties are to governments that don’t 

fulfill them. Furthermore, we will find from historical examples that this definitional 

approach of Aristotle has influenced the success of writers and leaders in their fight 

against Soviet Bloc control. 

 

3. Truth and the State 

 We have established that a government has duties for promoting virtue and the 

pursuit of truth. A government’s responsibility towards truth is thus very serious if it 

 
13 Havel, Václav, and John Keane. “The Power of the Powerless.” In The Power of the Powerless: Citizens 

Against the State in Central Eastern Europe. Oxford, UNITED KINGDOM: Taylor & Francis Group, 

1985. http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/carroll/detail.action?docID=4692143. 
14 Thomas Aquinas in Prima Secundae Partis of the Summa Theologica, questions 90-97, has more to say 

on this. 
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desires to provide for the success and happiness of its citizens. Not only does a 

government have grave responsibility to the truth, but the implications of a government 

neglecting or overemphasizing its responsibilities to truth are drastic. Consider for 

example a government that does not commit itself to any truths. In such a government, 

there is no objective line between lawlessness and living in accord with the law. 

Alternatively, a government that spreads a propagandistic misrepresentation of the truth 

can convince people to believe things that may undermine its own structure. I will show 

in this section with the help of Hannah Arendt’s and Rod Dreher’s descriptions of 

totalitarian governments and examples from Soviet writers that how a government relates 

to the truth is the most important factor in its structure, development, and health of 

society. I will begin this explanation identifying the truths to which a government is 

responsible. Then I will look at two extreme forms of how a government can relate to the 

truth, to be followed by a middle ground approach between these extremes as a preferred 

relationship between the government and the pursuit of truth. This will set me up to see 

later how the Soviet Bloc writers support Aristotle’s approach to the natural duties of 

governments. 

 

3.1 The Truths Taught by a State 

A government seeking to foster the pursuit of truth could teach many truths, from 

things like basic mathematical axioms to other more debated subjects like the existence 

of God. Let us quickly dive into what I mean when I discuss how a government teaches 

or fosters the pursuit of truth. 



12 
 

Beginning with the most basic of truths, those that are a priori, these truths are 

able to be deduced sitting in one’s own armchair. The process of learning a priori truths 

begins when a person is taught logic, and from there, all a priori truths are at our 

fingertips to be discovered on our own. The basics of math and counting, the necessity 

for the existence of truth, and the laws of logic are all a priori truths though that make 

themselves apparent to each of us at some point in life. So, while a government has an 

interest in teaching these basic truths to young children, these will inevitably be made 

apparent through a passing on of logic. As such, a government’s duty to teaching easily 

deduced a priori truths is less serious than its duty to other types. 

 The area of veracity that takes on greater gravity is a government’s relation to the 

more uncertain a priori truths like whether God exists, what our purpose is, or how we 

are to treat others. It is of these questions that the greatest debates and conflicts have 

ultimately stemmed. The historical causes of these conflicts certainly are important, but 

even more important is how the historical causes are influenced by moral choices—which 

all return to an individual perception of what is moral. It was not the action of an assassin 

that was the principal cause of World War I, but it was the assassin’s perception of anger 

and the murderous response to anger. These uncertain, moral truths are significant, and 

so, when it comes to a government preserving peace and administering and teaching 

virtue, the inner thoughts of its citizens and how the citizens come to know these types of 

truths are of great concern. It is for these truths’ significance that a government must have 

the greatest responsibility and care in addressing these truths. And it is these types of 

truths that I am addressing when discussing how a government relates to the truth. 
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There are three possible responses to the responsibility required from these truths. 

The first response is to grasp onto and radically promote an idea of truth that will become 

a society’s fiction. The second response is to do the exact opposite and reject any notion 

of objective truth for the individual freedom of every citizen in the pursuit of “their own 

truth.” And the last response is a balance of the two, where a foundation of truth is 

established and yet individual freedom to work within this framework is preserved. In the 

following sections, I will delve into each of these ways a government can relate to the 

truth, and explain with the help of Arendt, Dreher, and Soviet Bloc writers why this last 

option is the preferred relation. 

 

3.2 Traditional Totalitarian Governments and Truth 

 A government that grasps onto and radically promotes an idea of truth takes 

advantage of one of its key characteristics: consistency. In her The Origins of 

Totalitarianism, Hannah Arendt points out that,  

“What convinces masses are not facts, and not even invented facts, but only the 

consistency of the system of which they are presumably part. Repetition, 

somewhat overrated in importance because of the common belief in the masses’ 

inferior capacity to grasp and remember, is important only because it convinces 

them of consistency in time.”15 

A characteristic of truth is that it is consistent with reality, and by being consistent with 

reality, truth statements will also be consistent with each other. It is for this reason that 

certain beliefs can be grouped into larger categories of  “isms.” “Isms” go to show how 

 
15Arendt, Hannah. “Totalitarianism.” In The Origins of Totalitarianism, 303–479. Harcourt  

Brace and Company, 1979, pg. 351. 
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each of us desire consistency of the truth, for it is much more common to latch onto an 

“ism” than to hold onto beliefs of various truths that could be from various categories. 

Governments can take advantage of this consistency and promote their own collection of 

“truths.” In such scenarios, the people are much more likely to grasp onto the “ism” 

simply for the sake of consistency, as Hannah Arendt points out. And even if the 

collection of beliefs is not convincing at first, a government that consistently promotes it 

will win people because of “consistency in time.”16 Granted, if having the right answers 

to the questions of the universe is our main goal, then such a scenario is not entirely 

negative. For, if a government promotes an “ism” that has entirely true beliefs, then the 

government would be helping the people to succeed to the goal of knowing what is true.  

However, the pursuit of truth is more similar to the virtuous life in that the action 

itself is more important than the product. Havel asserts in “The Power of the Powerless” 

that in every person there exists the longing for moral integrity, human dignity, free 

expression of being, and a sense of transcendence over the world of existence.17 One of 

the greatest components of this longing is the free expression of being, which is the 

capacity to choose your own way throughout life. This component shapes the value of all 

the others. We can see this by looking at the value given to the other longings stated by 

Havel when free expression of being occurs and when it does not occur. Take for example 

moral integrity. When a person freely makes a good moral choice, there is much more 

value to such a decision than if it is made for them by a government or a parent. When 

someone learns on their own that they are wrong about something, there is much more 

value in such an experience than if this is just something they believe by blind obedience. 

 
16 Ibid. 
17 Havel and Keane, “The Power of the Powerless.” 
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And when the human dignity of pursuing truth and doing what is good requires effort and 

sacrifice on one’s own part, there is much more personal value to the truth and what is 

good than if it is just something influenced by the government as well. In all of these 

scenarios, it is clear that the free expression of being makes each of these discoveries and 

moral breakthroughs all the more valuable. Even in situations where mistakes are made 

and learned from or when a not-so-ideal end is reached, what is more important is the 

free action of will in the person involved to strengthen the will’s desire for what is good 

and the intellect’s apprehension of the truth.  

Therefore, a government that propagates a set “ism” for its citizens with tight and 

strict boundaries does not aid the citizen in strengthening the will to desire virtue through 

the “free expression of being,” nor does it help the citizen’s intellect to be stronger in 

pursuing what is true. When all the answers and moral questions are answered, there is 

not much to strengthen our resolve in pursuit of what is good. Without such individual 

and free choices for what is good, the citizen is much more likely to push back against 

what is given by the state, not because what is given is bad or false, but simply because 

each of us as humans desire to achieve what is good and to have a personal pursuit of the 

truth. As such, a government that focuses on an “ism” does not live up to its duties that 

we saw described in Aristotle’s Politics; such a government prefers social uniformity 

instead of individual virtue in desiring what is good. Individual virtue can only come 

through virtuous struggle, and when a government denies this need in its citizens, the 

citizens are more likely to resentfully hold onto the “ism” from the government and in 

turn more likely to revolt out of their resentment.  
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Furthermore, a government’s principal duty to the virtue of justice cannot be 

sought in a government that promotes an “ism.” The administration of justice in a state 

requires that all virtues be promoted. Additionally, justice desires what is good, and for 

citizens to be just, they must have a strengthened resolve for what is good. So, when a 

government denies citizens the capacity to struggle for all other virtues, then the citizen’s 

commitment to justice shrinks to mere rule-following instead of full assent and love of 

what is good. A government that holds onto truth tightly and seeks to force an entirely 

true “ism” on its people inevitably fails in its duties to justice and its duty to administer 

virtue to the citizens of the state. Such “isms” certainly do a good job with controlling the 

masses, but this is only for the perceived good of consistency instead of the true good of a 

free pursuit of truth. 

 

3.3 Governments That are Agnostic to Truth 

A second extreme is a totalitarian agnosticism to the existence of the truth and an 

avoidance of teaching it. Governments that deny any commitment to the truth or any 

commitment towards the pursuit of truth run into similar problems as those that radically 

promote an “ism.” While a lack of commitment to any truth statements at first seems 

entirely contradictory to a government that pushes a set of truths, the same outcome 

occurs. We see these types of governments as reactions to those totalitarian regimes in 

which truth is firmly propagated. This is especially a modern-day phenomenon after the 

aggressive totalitarian states of Nazi Germany and the U.S.S.R. Political philosopher Rod 

Dreher points this out when he says in his book Live Not by Lies,  
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“The essence of modernity is to deny that there are any transcendent stories, 

structures, habits, or beliefs to which individuals must submit and that should bind 

our conduct. To be modern is to be free to choose.” 18 

In each of these governments that reject any structure, there are predictable effects. 

Firstly, a government that rejects any commitment to the truth and remains in agnostic 

belief of the it—or of the good that comes from pursuing it—does indeed posit a belief 

about a truth statement. A commitment of action implies a commitment to the veracity of 

some belief, this belief being that it is better to remain uncommitted to the truth than to 

commit to it. A government that does not commit to the veracity of some truths and 

instead commits to a position of open unknowingness does so out of the fear of stepping 

on the freedom of its citizens. In fear of the alternative of propagating a strict “ism,” a 

government that does not commit to truth propagates the idea that it is for everybody to 

find entirely on their own. Such an attitude does not give itself over to justice but instead 

gives itself over to pride and atomization because a self-focused pursuit of the truth 

forgets that it describes an entirely shared reality—not an isolated one. The element of the 

individual pursuit of truth as one of the most important desires within humans is certainly 

important, however, such a desire ought to lead us to a shared unity of thought and action 

with those around us. And so, the exaltation of the personal pursuit of truth over one that 

protects the bond of justice does not commit to the fullness of truth. There is a lack of 

shared moral truths to protect justice, and as such there is a lacking of the bond that 

brings people together to even form a healthy society. 

 
18 Dreher, Rod. Live Not by Lies. Penguin Random House, 2020, pg. 115. 



18 
 

Dreher’s Live not by Lies comments on America’s ‘tolerance’ of a multi-facetted 

array of ideas for the sake of personal freedom. In regards to this freedom, Dreher states: 

“After all, if true freedom is defined as freedom of choice, as opposed to the classical 

concept of choosing virtue, then the door is wide open to reforming religion along 

therapeutic lines centered around subjective experience.”19 To first break down this quote 

in its relevance to a government that does not commit to truth, it is clear that one that 

does not commit to truth sees freedom as strictly limited to one’s individual choice. In 

any society, this freedom to choose must be protected, but not in all scenarios. A 

government ought to limit this freedom in ways such as prohibiting murder, prohibiting 

stealing, and other bad actions. However, if a government does not commit to the 

existence of truth, it does not possess the strength of authority in laws prohibiting such 

actions. When a government says that there is doubt about certain truths, then the people 

ought to question whether the government is right about withholding moral judgement on 

actions that go against justice. The government also loses moral authority if it blatantly 

lies to the citizens or is dishonest abouts its own practices, a subject we will delve into 

later. There is no strength of authority in governments like this, and the individual 

opinion carries greater weight than the shared end of the citizens, which is the good life. 

Secondly, Dreher shows that the exaltation of the personal choice exalts the subjective 

experience over the shared experience in a state. Of course, a state must not forget the 

subjective experience of its citizens, as we saw with governments that hold on too tightly 

to the truth. Allowing the state’s teaching to be vague on the existence of truth sacrifices a 

common goal for individual ones, and when there is no common goal, then there is no 

 
19 Ibid., pg. 13. 
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need for society. Yet, we as humans cannot resist common goals, and we need society to 

be fully virtuous, in order to be well balanced in all things and live rightly. And so, the 

fault of a government in being agnostic towards truth brings the death of a shared culture 

and the atomization of people. 

This atomization of citizens in a truth-agnostic government especially leads to the 

same result as a government that grips onto truth and forces an “ism” onto people. In 

order for people to confuse consistency with truth in a government that forces an “ism” 

on its citizens, Hannah Arendt points out that a government must atomize its citizens. She 

says, regarding Soviet and Nazi totalitarian control of the masses, 

 “Social atomization and extreme individualization preceded the mass movements 

which…attracted the completely organized, the typical “nonjoiners” who for 

individualistic reasons always had refused to recognize social links or 

obligations.”20 

The social atomization in these countries allowed for the governments to more easily 

control the citizens and thus more easily force their “ism” onto the citizens. Social 

atomization removes any feeling of bondage to others, even those of justice, and as such, 

people are more likely to commit themselves to “isms” than to relationship with the 

people around them. In governments where social atomization is a result of a government 

not committing to any truths or cultural values, the same result of forced ideas can easily 

occur and so strip the individual of any free choice. Such occurrences could happen by a 

booming voice in the economic industry or a popular preacher who holds the sways of 

the people, spreading some “ism” that takes off.  

 
20 Arendt, “Totalitarianism,” pg. 316-317. 



20 
 

And so a government that does not commit itself to any truth or cultural values 

prepares its own grave by allowing other “isms” to take hold of the citizens. A preference 

of absolute free choice for citizens thus will inevitably result in the enslavement of choice 

to an easily accepted “ism” in the face of mass-atomization.  

 

3.4 A Healthy Relation Between Government and the Truth 

 The median option for a government is to establish some set of foundational 

truths to create a shared culture and so hold the moral law in balance with the free pursuit 

of truth by the citizens. There are three outcomes of such a relation to truth.  

First, a government that acts in this way establishes some foundation of truth and 

moral values such that a common culture can be shared. As such, the existence of truth 

about what is good is preserved. Only from this shared foundation can a society pursue 

justice and keep some form of moral integrity and shared society. A teaching of basic 

ethical principles and moral axioms does not go against the pursuit of truth, but aids in its 

discovery.  

Secondly, a government that acts in this way preserves and assists the innate 

human desire to pursue moral integrity and the knowledge and understanding of reality in 

truth. Just because there are some laws and ethical principles for the citizens to follow 

does not deny human freedom. Instead, if these laws and principles are good, they aid 

human freedom in its pursuit of truth by providing some structure. Similar to how 

musical notes for a piano aid in making beautiful music, so too do basic laws aid in the 

flourishment of human freedom. And in preserving the individual pursuit of truth, the 

excellence that occurs from its personal discovery can still occur in such a state. 
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Third, a government that acts in this way pursues virtue in state relations and for 

its citizens. Such a government seeks a balance between obedience and freedom, between 

a teaching of the truth and its pursuit. If the virtuous mean is good for the individual, then 

so too is it good for the society, and as such, the balance between teaching a rigid “ism” 

and not teaching anything at all is the virtuous mean for states. 

 In this virtuous mean, social atomization is less likely to occur, the pursuit of 

justice can remain forefront in the goals of a state, and the promotion of virtues by the 

government also remains. The government then can fulfill its duties towards virtue. 

Social atomization is less likely to occur because a foundation of moral truths taught by 

the government helps bind the citizens to a common culture. In this common culture, the 

citizens have something to bond over. Along with the common culture, a state that finds a 

mean between total truth propagation and truth agnosticism helps to promote the bond of 

justice. For justice to exist in a state, the individual choice for justice by the citizens and 

the moral law which binds the citizens to pursue it must be present. With justice present, 

not only can citizens rely on the bond of a shared culture, but so too can they rely on a 

shared interest of treating others well. Lasty, the promotion of virtues by the government 

is present through the teaching of moral laws and through the insurance of justice, 

instilling virtue as the basis of culture in a government’s society. Culture is one of the 

most influential factors of a state. Culture creates a common ethos, it brings people 

together for celebrations and enjoyment, and it provides a moral attitude through which 

the citizens can better treat each other and live more justly. If a government instills moral 

laws and justice as the basis of its culture, the citizens will see these things as what brings 

them social bondage, greater joy in celebration, and more peace through justice. As such, 
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a government that instills some truth into the culture and allows people to remain free in 

the culture ensures that virtue is promoted, the pursuit of truth is protected, and this 

whole process is enjoyable. 

 In such a state with shared virtue and the individual pursuit of truth as its basis—

where social atomization cannot create any lacking in the human pursuit for what is 

good—Aristotle’s vision for a truly just society can be reached. Such a state has what it 

needs to continue “in existence for the sake of a good life.”21 The individual desire for a 

good life unites the individual to the society, and if the government pursues what is good, 

then it shares in the good interests of the citizens. On the subject of this shared life 

between the government and the individual, Rod Dreher in Live Not by Lies adds,  

“To those who want to keep cultural memory alive, Connerton warns that it is not 

enough to pass on historical information to the young. The truths carried by 

tradition must be lived out subjectively. That is, they must not only be studied but 

also embodied in shared social practices—words, certainly, but more important, 

deeds.”22  

This model for how a culture carries some foundation of truth presents an ideal for how a 

government ought to propagate it. Such a government in this model does not push truth 

onto its citizens, overlooking the subjective and personal ideal for its pursuit. Nor does a 

government in this model ignore the reality that there are some basic truths that should be 

shared in culture. Instead, a government like this presents examples of truth through 

action. It enforces a moral code for what actions are good and bad, and if the actions are 

truly good, it is the individual’s responsibility to support this enforcement. Here, virtuous 

 
21 Aristotle, The Politics of Aristotle, I:2:1252b:28. 
22 Dreher, Live Not by Lies, pg. 116. 
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action requires governmental enforcement and individual assent. When the two are 

separated, you end up with a society that either promotes free choice over truth or a 

society that promotes an “ism” of truth over free choice. The two must be held in balance, 

within the unity of the citizens seeking a common goal. 

Returning to the value of truth in a state, it is of utmost importance for the 

individual that a government creates an environment of truth-seeking. For if a 

government does not find the balance between truth and free choice, society will fall on 

either side of the balance with one that executes a totalitarian rule on citizens or one that 

rejects some semblance of truth and inevitably finds itself in a similar totalitarian rule of 

tolerance. In either of these governments, the individual is lost—whether it be through 

the loss of their free choice or of the societal support of the pursuit of truth. And when 

there is no guidance towards the pursuit of truth by a government, the individual will be 

weakened to be susceptible to totalitarian rule. Hannah Arendt warns, “The ideal subject 

of totalitarian rule is not the convinced Nazi or the convinced Communist, but people for 

whom the distinction between fact and fiction…and the distinction between true and 

false…no longer exist.”23 Each of us as individuals need a culture that longs for and seeks 

truth, and without this, we receive an intellect that is darkened by culture and 

consequently a will that is weakened in its desire for what is good. When the will is 

weak, there is not a strong desire for virtue to stand up to and stop the enslavement by 

totalitarian governments. And in such a government, the individual is lost, resulting in a 

society that is no longer for the people but for the totalitarian structure. Here we see the 

complete perversion of a government. A government should exist for the people’s shared 

 
23 Arendt, “Totalitarianism,” pg. 474. 
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desires for the good, and when it abandons this notion, it becomes oriented towards its 

own goals instead of the people’s. Actions in which a government does not respect its 

natural goal are objectively evil. As such, two actions of a government that are always 

wrong are the rejection of the free choice of its citizens and the denial of the existence of 

truth. These two actions are truly society killers and show the weight of a government’s 

duty towards free choice in its individuals and the pursuit of truth by its individuals. 

Ultimately, both of these actions deny the humanity that is the origin for even the 

need of the government. What was once good in a government is now perverted towards 

a bad end. And so, the actions of over-domination and truth rejection are the worst actions 

a government can do to its people and itself. Arendt aptly described the treatment of 

people by such governments when she wrote, “Totalitarianism strives not toward despotic 

rule over men, but toward a system in which men are superfluous.”24 The original intent 

of a government to serve the people has been rejected by ignoring the people themselves, 

and the abandonment of the original good of a society is truly the worst—a serpent eating 

its own tail. 

A government then has an incredible duty in staying true to its original purpose to 

promote virtue—the strengthening of the wills of the people to desire what is good —and 

to promote the pursuit of truth—the strengthening of the people’s intellectual capacity to 

see reality. These are perhaps the most important things a government can do for its 

citizens. And at the root of both of these actions is the truth. The promotion of virtue and 

the strengthening of the will need direction from the truth. These two duties of a 

government make up the basic duties towards the truth. Drawing back to the nature of 

 
24 Ibid., pg. 457. 
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government as discussed in the beginning of this paper, government takes its structure 

and basic duties from truth and so finds its basis and moral end there. Truth is the origin 

and the end of a government, bringing it forth and urging it onwards, towards the truth. 

Citizens in the Eastern Bloc countries saw the need for a government to have this 

proper relation with the truth and responded with writings of their own. From their 

literature, we find a defense of the Aristotelian, natural duties that governments have. 

These citizens who were under totalitarian governments address the need for a 

government to protect the pursuit of truth, urging a reorientation towards it. We will see 

more examples in the next section as they present practical ways for a government to 

protect the pursuit of truth, but we will begin with one writer in this section. Václav 

Havel, once president of Czechoslovakia and a staunch advocate for truth, definitively 

states this in his essay on responding to totalitarian states, “The Power of the Powerless,” 

when he says,  

“The first conclusion to be drawn, then, is that the original and most important 

sphere of activity, one that predetermines all the others, is simply an attempt to 

create and support the independent life of society as an articulated expression of 

living within the truth.”25  

For Havel, the act of supporting a society to live within the truth is the sphere of activity 

that “predetermines all the others,” and he supports the idea that this is the origin of any 

common societal interest. Not only does truth take the role of the origin of a good society, 

but also living within it to Havel is the “most important sphere of activity.” As the most 

important activity, it is therefore the original motive of and the end goal of society. A 

 
25 Havel and Keane, “The Power of the Powerless.” 
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government must continue to uphold this sphere of activity if it seeks to “support the 

independent life of society” and so support the individual pursuit of truth and free will. 

 

3.5 The Practical Application of Protecting the Pursuit of Truth 

 What this looks like in a society is another question, though. We will next look at 

what exactly it means for a government to foster the individual “expression of living 

within the truth.” And before we can get into this, we must first look at what it practically 

means for a government to be of the truth.  

We all can appreciate a government that guides us to what is true. We also can 

appreciate our governments when they are transparent with us citizens. However, it is not 

right to say that a government that is devoted to transparency is therefore devoted to 

truth. While a government that is fully transparent with its citizens may well be telling its 

citizens the full truth of its actions, it may be lacking in its devotion for its citizens to 

pursue what is true. Furthermore, a government could be entirely devoted to its citizens 

pursuing the truth and yet withhold security information, thus not being entirely 

transparent for the safety of the citizens. While we appreciate transparency from a 

government, it is no substitute for the pursuit of truth. Transparency eases the anxieties of 

the citizens and helps the citizens to better give their trust to a government.  

However, a government that is more devoted to the pursuit of truth and less 

devoted to transparency is better than one that is entirely transparent with its citizens and 

yet not for the citizens’ pursuit of truth. This is because the truth is inherently what we 

seek while transparency can simply be a mask over a government promoting an “ism.” 

Sure, truth and transparency can exist together, but so too can transparency with many 
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false ideas. The realness of truth is what we desire, and governments that are devoted to 

the pursuit of truth by its citizens seek to help its citizens find this realness. Transparency 

does not guarantee knowledge of what is true, yet transparency may be more of an 

indicator of a government’s devotion to the truth. All in all, there is no substitute for the 

real truth to appease our inherent desire for it.26 And so, a government is the best if it is 

devoted to the pursuit of that real truth. For a government to be of the truth, it must have 

a devotion towards its citizens pursuing the fullness of truth, not some substitute. 

 A devotion to anything is carried out in some action, though. And so, we must 

now delve into the problem of understanding what sort of actions a government ought to 

have for showing its devotion towards its citizens pursuing what is true. Having already 

stated that a government has duties to the promotion and administration of virtue, it is 

clear that a government ought to teach about virtue or to at least teach a shared culture of 

values. Here is the most pronounced teaching role of a government in the passing on of 

culture and values. A government that promotes a culture of values for the development 

of virtues provides all of its citizens, even those who in their free choice reject the 

government’s teaching, with the tools to pursue the truth well. All other education is 

good, but it is worthless without an education in what is virtuous. The amount of 

information a person knows has no use without an ethical code to use such information. 

Currently we see many societies that focus more on the education of mere facts and 

information rather than a proper formation of moral values.27 However, a government 

 
26 See The Consolation of Philosophy Book I, Section VII for more on the need for knowledge. 
27 C.S. Lewis also addresses this problem in The Abolition of Man in the section, “Men Without Chests.” 

He argues that schools have stopped teaching students to have the proper moral response to things that 

evoke such responses and instead schools have taught that there are no proper responses, just a myriad of 

responses. 

The public schooling system in America amongst other countries is an example of this. For further 

information on the recent development of value teaching in America, see on page 1 and pages 74-83 from 
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would find greater merit in focusing on the moral education of its citizens than on the 

factual education of its citizens.  

 Of course, it could be argued that a forceful teaching and promotion of virtue or 

the teaching of such a culture is more similar to totalitarian propagandization than to 

respect and devotion towards the citizens’ free pursuit of the truth. Afterall, there is a 

sense of a tight grip onto the truth and the citizens’ adherence to it in such a society. 

However, this can be avoided by a government allowing its citizens to accept or to reject 

its teaching. Virtue must be taught and administered, but only the adherence to justice is 

required in a government for the safety and the well-being of all of the citizens. All other 

virtues that are taught could be rejected by the people in a society. But for the society’s 

unity, the government must only require a strict adherence to the virtue of justice. By 

allowing the people to reject the teaching of the culture or the virtues, a government gives 

the people the freedom to pursue what is true. And in doing so, a government avoids the 

over-reaching totalitarian propagandization of its citizens in favor of a devotion to what is 

true, the preservation of justice, and a commitment to freedom. 

 A further question into the teaching of virtues is what virtues a government ought 

to teach. Certainly, we see governments teaching different principal values throughout 

different societies and times. For example, there is a cultural emphasis on familial honor 

and staying out of the way of others in Asian countries while in America there is greater 

emphasis put on freedom and individual gain.28 As part of this, a culture’s historical 

background has much to say as to what virtues the society and government emphasize. In 

 
this source: Eskew, Douglas Stephens. “Values Education in American Public Schools: An Overview with 

Implications for the Future,” n.d. https://getd.libs.uga.edu/pdfs/eskew_douglas_s_200408_edd.pdf. 
28 For more information on this cultural characteristic of Asian nations, consider the influence of the 

Confucian treatise, the Classic of Filial Piety: https://chinesenotes.com/xiaojing/xiaojing001.html.  
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America, freedom is so heavily emphasized because it was the urge that birthed the 

country. Even with virtues having greater emphasis based on certain historical origins, a 

government still ought to decide how to implement others and to apply some correction 

to those that may be over-emphasized by the passings of history. I will not argue for a 

definitive set of virtues for a government to teach, but I will argue that the most 

consistent and historically significant set of virtues are those cardinal virtues which have 

gained such great attraction over time. These virtues are fortitude, prudence, temperance, 

and justice. Each of these virtues covers vast areas of life, and in doing so eliminate the 

need for a government to promote a vast array that would not be easy to apply.  

 Of these virtues, prudence comes first. Prudence is the habitual disposition to 

judge what is the moral course of action. Additionally, prudence guides, rules, and uses 

all of the other virtues rightly. The second of these virtues is temperance which is the 

virtue of moderation. Temperance moderates pleasure for the sake of what is good. Next, 

fortitude, also known as courage, is focused on doing what is right in the face of fear or 

suffering so that a virtuous life may be achieved. And lastly, justice focuses on giving 

others what they ought to receive and fulfilling obligations to others.29 Together, all of 

these virtues work for the good of the individual, and so it is worth a government’s time 

considering how to implement into its teaching these most basic habits. It is important to 

iterate again, in relation to teaching, a government must not reject its duty to teach 

especially justice. The state has at its deepest concern the relation of citizens for the end 

of the good life. Justice is the only virtue directly concerned with other citizens, but 

 
29 For further reading on these basic virtues, see Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. American Philosopher 

Mortimer Adler also renumerates these virtues in chapter 4 of his book A Vision of the Future: Twelve Ideas 

for a Better Life and a Better Society. 
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because each of the virtues can influence the others, they all—especially prudence—are 

indirectly concerned with the good of others through the virtue of justice. Without a 

commitment to teaching justice, a government will inevitably fail in its pursuit of 

bringing people together through the bond of justice. And so, all of the virtues must be 

taught for the fullness of justice. 

 The last positive duty that a government has towards the pursuit of truth by its 

citizens is the duty to be as transparent as possible. As I said earlier, transparency is not to 

be preferred over the pursuit of truth by the citizens, but it is something that is still to be 

desired. Transparency can be a marker of a government that is more devoted to what is 

true, and whenever possible, it ought to be sought for the comfort of the people. 

Transparency helps to show the people that a government is concerned with the truth to 

the utmost extent and thus encourages them to also be concerned with pursuing what is 

true.  When a government is transparent with the citizens as much as it can be given 

safety concerns, the citizens can have greater confidence that there is no duplicity in the 

government. And when there is no duplicity, the citizens see that the government is more 

concerned with the truth. The citizens are more likely to then respect and seek what is 

true when there is an example of devotion for them to live by. As such, a government in 

its devotion to the truth ought to be as transparent as possible so as to set an example for 

its citizens. 

 Aside from the two positive duties of teaching virtues and being as transparent as 

possible, the rest of the duties that a government has to what is true are negative—duties 

that let the people pursue what is true by their own will. Czech freedom leader Václav 

Benda, in an inquiry on his idea of the ‘parallel polis’ as a response to governments that 
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have shirked their duties towards the truth, said that “The parallel polis establishes, or 

rather renews, relationships that, in return, give its members the dignity of participating in 

decisions that concern the community, and in creating that community’s structures.”30 We 

can discern through this statement what negative duties a government might have in 

letting an environment of the truth flourish. For, Benda says that a parallel polis must 

“renew” relationships that were neglected under totalitarian rule, implying that such 

relationships were in place at some point. These relationships that once existed are those 

of citizens working for the good of a state, “creating that community’s structures.” These 

relationships were neglected by the government, and the citizens had to create an 

environment or a “parallel polis” through which they could again find these relationships. 

And so, the first characteristic of this negative duty is that the government must allow an 

environment to exist that permits and encourages citizens to take civic action in their 

government. A totalitarian government fills its civic offices with people who are 

committed party members, and then it seeks to dominate all other spheres of public life 

with party members. This goes against the human desire for a “free expression of being,” 

and it goes against a free pursuit of the truth. Alternatively, a government that lets a truth 

pursuing environment grow must also remove itself from social life such that the citizens 

can learn what is human again instead of simply living a bureaucratic life. When a 

government gets too big, the human aspects of the pursuit of truth and virtue are easily 

forgotten. In establishing an environment for the citizens to thrive in and be free, a 

government must decrease in size and bureaucracy.  

 
30 Benda, Václav, Milan Šimečka, Ivan M. Jirous, Jiří Dienstbier, Václav Havel, Ladislav Hejdánek, Jan 

Šimsa, and Paul Wilson. “Parallel Polis, or An Independent Society in Central and Eastern Europe: An 

Inquiry.” Social Research 55, no. 1/2 (1988): 211–246, pg. 227. 
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Further, Václav Havel in his essay “The Power of the Powerless” demonstrates 

what kind of environment a government ought to foster: 

“In other words, are not these informed, nonbureaucratic, dynamic, and open 

communities that comprise the “parallel polis” a kind of rudimentary 

prefiguration, a symbolic model of those more meaningful ‘post-democratic’ 

political structures that might become the foundation of a better society?”31 

Here, Havel lays out a few more characteristics of a truth-pursuing, societal environment. 

We have already noted that an environment ought to have open communities for civic 

action and nonbureaucratic. Havel says that an environment ought also to be informed 

and dynamic. For this first characteristic of being informed, a government must step back 

in the area of information and let the citizens have freedom of speech. A government that 

protects the freedom of speech protects the right for citizens to communicate new ideas 

and their own pursuit of truth. Such allowance of communication in turn allows citizens 

to seek information and strengthens the citizens’ desires for what is true. Further, in that 

the environment is dynamic, the people must have the capacity to hold power and to work 

creatively in society. Such an environment must allow citizens to have access to the arts, 

technological development, and governmental roles. In seeking all of these characteristics 

in the environment of their society, a government creates a space for the citizens to 

pursue what is true. 

 Throughout this section, we have considered the specific duties that a government 

has towards what is true. First, a government ought to teach some foundational truths 

about virtue and allow the citizens to freely pursue these. In doing so, a government will 

 
31 Havel and Keane, “The Power of the Powerless.” 
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ensure that it does not become totalitarian or atomizing in its efforts. Second, a 

government ought to teach virtues with an openness to a rejection of its teaching for all of 

them except justice. The teaching of and adherence to justice is necessary for the 

functioning of any good society. Third, a government ought to seek transparency, but not 

in a way that puts truth last. Transparency ought to be sought for the comfort of the 

people and for the government’s witness to living in the truth. Lastly, a government ought 

to cultivate an environment for the citizens to pursue truth by allowing them more room 

for civic action, decreasing government oversight and bureaucracy, allowing the freedom 

of speech, and giving them greater capacities for creativity in the arts, in technology, and 

in civic roles. And in the end, an environment like this, as explained to us by the Soviet 

Bloc writers, bears the marks of Aristotelian, natural duties for governments, which I will 

further explain later. 

 

4. How We Ought to Respond to Governments that Lie 

 Of course, a government does not always live up to these four duties. And when a 

government does not live up to these duties, a society begins its collapse. When a 

government fails to promote the pursuit of truth and fails to be honest with its citizens, 

the citizens realize that the government is no longer seeking their own good. At this point, 

the citizens are likely to find some way to rise up and revolt against the government, 

seeing the government is no longer working for them. In this section, we will consider 

how the citizens ought to respond to a government that lies to us and leads society away 

from a devotion to the truth. 
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The possible responses that I see to this problem are to flee the country, to resort 

to quietism, to seek power within the corrupt government for good or bad purposes, to 

revolt, and lastly to even more seriously commit to virtue and the pursuit of truth. This is 

by no means a definitive, comprehensive list, but a list that contains what I see as the 

main possible responses to corrupt governments. I will demonstrate that these first four 

responses are lacking, being more oriented towards power rather than truth. This leaves 

the last response—the commitment to virtue and the pursuit of truth—as the preferred 

response.  

 

4.1 Fleeing Society 

For the response of fleeing, a citizen moves from their own country to another out 

of dislike for their own country’s government, and of all of these responses, it is the most 

understandable. Afterall, when civil unrest and a lack of peace endangers one’s family, 

then it is only natural to flee the problem and find someplace where your family is safe 

and can thrive. This response is also truth oriented, as citizens who flee their government 

in favor for another certainly could be looking for a government that is devoted to truth. 

Furthermore, many families do not choose their society, and so at least in this lack of 

assent, these families will have weaker duties to a society than those that originally chose 

to form it.  

 There are nonetheless, however, some unfavorable consequences to the action of 

fleeing a country. Firstly, fleeing is never an easy or preferable decision, even in the case 

of a terribly oppressive government. We all gain sentiment and connections to the land 

and people we know, which adds difficulty in leaving. If there is any justice in a society, 
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bonds will form, and even without this bond, we cannot help but prefer our homeland 

over any other land. A love for the “patria” is something common amongst all peoples, 

and the homeland provides unity amongst the people and nostalgia and shared sentiment 

in each of the lives of the citizens. For these reasons, it is never preferable to flee your 

home in cases of totalitarian domination. It is always more desirable to stay, and if a 

family chooses to flee, there is much sadness and despair.32  

Secondly, the search for a better society can never guarantee that you will find a 

better society or one that does promote the pursuit of truth. It could be the case that all 

other proximate societies are just as the society you are in. Of course, the government 

that a fleeing citizen runs to may be a better government than their own, but the capacity 

for corruption is present in all societies, even those that are the most just.  

Lastly, when fleeing a government, there is the sense that those who flee reject the 

bond of justice that had existed amongst the people and so desert those who still seek the 

good for the society they had shared. Even if the citizens fleeing were not part of the 

original formation of their society, there is still some benefit that each family gains from 

society, and as such, there exists some amount of indebtedness to the people there.  

 Considering the citizens’ duties to pursue virtue and the truth in light of these 

factors, fleeing a country exists in an ethical grey area. Of course, in cases where a 

citizen’s life is on the line if they do not flee, it seems more ethical to protect life through 

fleeing. However, if it is only corruption you flee, it is not clear whether it is moral to flee 

the country. The duties for shared societal virtue and the pursuit of truth as well as any 

 
32 Consider the stories from the books of the Bible in which the Jewish people were in exile, away from 

their homeland. There are countless examples from the prophets detailing the sorrows felt by the Jewish 

people in exile. 
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benefits that had been received from the bond of justice require the citizen to seek the 

good of the society instead of their own good.33 Furthermore, the lack of a guarantee for a 

perfect country to flee to implies that the pursuit of virtue, truth, and goodness begins 

with wherever we each find ourselves now. We cannot seek to simply possess what is 

good, but virtue demands that we work in some cases to create that good we seek. And a 

“flee in the face of any corruption” attitude shows a desire to possess what is good rather 

than a desire to work for it. Given this, it seems that it is our ethical duty to stay in our 

society and work for virtue and truth even amidst lies from the government. And so, this 

should be our ethical duty unless our life or a family member’s life is on the line.  

 

4.2 Political Quietism 

 The option of quietism as a passive, fear-for-trouble response quickly appears 

morally reprehensible. Quietism is the action of being silent about the wrongdoings of 

society and going about one’s life without acknowledging or acting against them. People 

who resort to this response may do so out of the desire to not cause any trouble. Granted, 

undue trouble should not be caused, and citizens should not be overwrought by every 

little misstep of a government. But in cases where a government is clearly rejecting its 

duty, quietism looks away and allows the government to carry out its evil actions. And 

not only is the truth not sought in action by those who are quietists, but they also forget 

their humanity and morality. On this subject, the words of Václav Havel are particularly 

pointed:  

 
33 Plato delves into this topic in the Socratic dialogue, Crito. Socrates tells Crito that an injustice cannot be 

answered with an injustice and argues that escaping his prison sentence would go against the just obligation 

that he has to be in prison by the justice of the state. 
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“A person who has been seduced by the consumer value system, whose identity is 

dissolved in an amalgam of the accouterments of mass civilization, and who has 

no roots in the order of being, no sense of responsibility for anything higher than 

his own personal survival, is a demoralized person.”34 

When citizens refuse to speak or work for the truth in favor of remaining quiet so as to 

not get into trouble, they immediately go along with the totalitarian state, taking what the 

state has to offer in return for security. And in cases where the state rejects what is good, 

the citizens betray their own human dignity and sense of morality. So, quietism alienates 

citizens from who they are as human beings, as I will further show. 

A first negative aspect of quietism is that quietism neglects the virtue of fortitude. 

Fortitude rightfully stands up in the face of fear, danger, and evil so as to fight for what is 

good.35 If the government is consistently doing something wrong by lying to its citizens 

or by moving further and further away from an environment that promotes the pursuit of 

truth, it is a citizen’s duty to step up and say something. If a citizen is afraid to do 

something merely out of a fear of causing trouble, then fortitude has been rejected in 

favor of comfort.  

A second pitfall of quietism is that those who resort to it will quickly find their 

voice entirely silenced, being unable to speak up even if they change their mind. When a 

government continually lies, the lies get bigger and bolder and the corruption more 

extreme. It is a hard and long fought fight for the pursuit of virtue and truth, but it is a 

quick fall into evil and lies. And if a citizen does not speak up when they have a chance 

 
34 Havel and Keane, “The Power of the Powerless.” 
35 In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle says regarding fortitude, “courage is a mean with respect to what 

inspires confidence and fear in the situations spoken of, and it chooses and endures what it does because it 

is noble to do so, or because it is shameful not to.” Book 3.7. 
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and simply ignores the wrongdoings of a society, that citizen may find themself in a 

corrupt society soon afterward. In such disparity, the government often has no patience or 

desire to hear what the citizens have to say, as the government at this point is relentless in 

its commitment to its own goals. A government like this no longer considers the citizens’ 

voice and can use its power to suppress any uprisings. In this situation, quietism turns 

into a forced silence and so lacks moral value.36  

Both of these factors also point out that quietism detracts from the full pursuit of 

truth. As noted above, quietism does not speak for or work for the truth in the face of fear, 

and nor will a quietist response find later opportunities in society to speak or work for the 

truth. Since the pursuit of truth is the foundation of our life in virtue and our end goal, 

these factors show that quietism goes directly against our natural duties towards the 

pursuit of truth. As such, those who resort to quietism go against the full pursuit of truth, 

and as such this action is not moral. 

 Of course, there are times when silence has value. Complete proclamation of what 

is true in the face of a government that lies is often not the best tactic for a lengthy fight 

against totalitarianism. For example, continued street-preaching against the state will 

likely land a person directly in prison. Sometimes, the better action is to speak in 

moments where your voice can have greater reverberation and so allow the message to 

have greater weight. We can consider the proverbs in this case: the words of a person who 

speaks less carry greater weight.37 And if we are looking for the truth to have greater 

 
36 For further reflection on the effects of quietism during the Shoah, see Martin Niemöller’s famous poem, 

“First they came for…”: https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/martin-niemoeller-first-they-

came-for-the-socialists 
37 Proverbs 17:28 (NAB), “Even fools, keeping silent, are considered wise; / if they keep their lips closed, 

intelligent.” 
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weight, then it may be of more interest to say fewer words. Silence in the face of lies can 

also have a protesting effect. Dreher points out that, “Sometimes silence is an act of 

resistance.” Continuing, he says, “Not just standing up for the truth by communicating 

loudly—keeping silent when you aren’t expected to be silent. That, too, is telling the 

truth.”38 When a government asks you to speak or show your support for a lie by 

speaking, silence is a powerful tool for protesting. So, the truth does not have to be 

proclaimed to be shown. These two situations of silence, however, are different than a 

fearful hiding from any confrontation with the government; both require courage. In both 

situations, it is still better to say and do something than to do nothing and ignore the lies 

of the government. As such, a quietistic-like response in the face of these situations could 

be justified, however a total commitment to quietism is hard to morally justify. 

 

4.3 Will to Power 

 Along with the response of quietism, a “will to power” response focuses on going 

along with what the government is doing and seeks to possess power in the government. 

Sometimes, this is done out of good intention so as to change society from the inside out. 

Sometimes, this is done out of desperation for any sort of good thing that could be gained 

from having a position of power. Regardless of the intention, it seems that this response is 

also not to be counted as morally dependable in totalitarian governments. In some cases, 

though, this response could bear fruit in governments that are simply agnostic towards 

truth. 

 
38 Dreher, Live Not by Lies, pg. 107. 
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 If one seeks this response from a good intention within a totalitarian government, 

they are likely to be foiled. Granted, historical cases have proved differently, as is the 

case with Oskar Schindler in World War II having enough economic power to help Jews 

and yet still maintain good relations with the Nazis.39 In most scenarios, though, 

surrounding yourself with corruption will likely lead to the corruption of yourself. 

Hannah Arendt addresses this phenomenon when she discusses the nature of totalitarian 

organization:  

“But within the organizational framework of the movement, so long as it holds 

together, the fanaticized members can be reached by neither experience nor 

argument; identification with the movement and total conformism seem to have 

destroyed the very capacity for experience, even if it be as extreme as torture or 

the fear of death.”40 

In the structure of the movement, conformism is so stressed that individual experience 

and ideas are rooted out. There is no room for your own ideas because the ideas of the 

totalitarian government are constantly on your mind and in your actions. Of course, 

though, one can possibly still hold onto their ideas, and this is where the “framework of 

the movement” can fall apart and allow for people to have their own experience. Oskar 

Schindler is an example of the tiny crack that can break the framework of the movement 

apart. Such occurrences are not to be relied on for total opposition to totalitarian rule, 

though, for these occurrences are rare and do not rely on a whole societal change but 

rather on the work of a single person. A single person in power needs strength from 

 
39 Bartrop, Paul R. “Schindler, Oskar.” In Resisting the Holocaust : Upstanders, Partisans, and Survivors, 

240–43. Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2016. https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=8bd66de8-

eb26-3a3f-b90a-7eb3c9438b21. 
40 Arendt, “Totalitarianism,” pg. 308. 
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others to change the whole society. As such, from good intentions, a “will to power” 

response can bear fruit, but is unlikely to change the whole totalitarian movement without 

the help of other methods or other people in power. 

 As for a “will to power” response out of desperate intentions, these actions are 

less defensible. A desperate approach lacks an intent for seeking truth and goodness and 

instead only seeks power for the sake of protection. When one no longer has hope for 

their own good, it is easy to turn to the government in desperation. And, since this action 

lacks an orientation towards what is good and what is true, it is inherently less morally 

defensible and therefore deserves less consideration. 

 What does deserve more consideration is a “will to power” response in a 

government that is agnostic towards the truth. A government like this has rejected to take 

a stance on truth and instead proclaims tolerance to all ideas. To seek power in a 

government so as to speak what is good and true could have a greater outcome in a 

government that has shirked its natural duty for the sake of tolerance. For, in a society 

that is agnostic towards the truth, there is not an overbearing standard of what is true. As 

such, there is less pressure on those who hold positions of power to abdicate good 

intentions. Of course, discouragement in one’s intent can still occur from failed efforts or 

other societal pressures. However, the good intent of the person seeking power can find 

more success simply through perseverance in advocating for what is true and what is 

good. And so, in a society where the government is simply agnostic to what is true, there 

are greater chances of success for someone seeking power so as to promote what is good 

and true.  
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4.4 Violent Revolution 

 The last response that we will consider before turning towards the preferred 

response is the response of violent revolution. This is the reactive and historically typical 

response to any bad government. It seems that throughout all of human history, 

revolution is most often the immediate response. In many cases, revolutions have proved 

fruitful so as to create governments that at least at first seek what is good and true. The 

American Revolution is a particular example of revolutions-gone-right. We will save any 

debate about the revolution’s fruit in the present day and age, but we can say that things 

turned out well for the revolutionaries for a period of time. Alternatively, there are 

revolutions that have had grievous outcomes. The French Revolution, the Bolshevik 

Revolution, and the Chinese Revolution are all examples that show evidence of the 

terrible outcomes possible through revolutions.41 While revolutions can turn out well, 

there is a larger list of revolutions that did not turn out well than there is a list of 

revolutions that did turn out well.  

 The moral implication of revolutions begins with the means of revolutions. I am 

referring to violent revolutions here, and so violent revolutions have violent means. Of 

these means, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn in his essay Live Not by Lies—not to be confused 

with Rod Dreher’s work by the same name—says to the Russian people, “No thank you, 

fathers of enlightenment! We now know that the vileness of the means begets the vileness 

of the result. Let our hands be clean!”42 Solzhenitsyn in his imploration to his fellow 

citizens to live not by lies, seeks to compel the citizens to not resort to violent revolution. 

 
41 For more information on these revolutions, see: Goldstone, Jack A. Revolutions: A Very Short 

Introduction. Oxford University Press, 2023. 
42 Solzhenitsyn, Aleksandr. “Solzhenitsyn Live Not by Lies.” Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn Center, February 17, 

2022. https://www.solzhenitsyncenter.org/live-not-by-lies. 



43 
 

He has seen the results of the revolutions that occurred in the enlightenment era, and he 

has also seen the result of the revolution in his native land of Russia. Not wanting to risk 

the violent complications of war and the societal aftermath, he washes his hands clean. 

Solzhenitsyn shows by this that revolutions do not fulfill the duties of citizens or states in 

their working for justice. A state seeks stability through justice, and its citizens seek what 

is true and good through justice to each other. Revolutions, while they may come from 

good intentions, jeopardize the bond of justice in a state and the just relations between 

citizens. Justice, which seeks to bring men together for the sake of the common good, 

stands in contradiction to the separating nature of war. Of course, any fight can have the 

fruit of greater unity afterwards. However, the consequences of fights with violent means 

can be drastic. It may be the case that a revolutionary fight with words is justified, and 

this is another response that we will consider. However, when the consequences of 

physical revolutions are the death of citizens and a psychological and cultural trauma, it 

seems that fights with words may be preferred in the pursuit of justice over physical wars. 

And so, it is the case that for the pursuit of justice, violent revolutions are not preferrable 

to other types of fights for justice.43 

 
43 In Environmental Ethics: The Central Issues, Gregory Bassham deals with a similar issue on the matter 

of “Environmental Disobedience.” Basham concludes that between conscientious refusal, conscientious 

evasion, militant action, and civil disobedience as forms of protest to environmental measures, civil 

disobedience is usually the easiest to defend. Basham considers militant action to be the least defensible 

because of the risk of violence and the likelihood of serious backlash among other reasons. See: Bassham, 

Gregory. “Environmental Disobedience.” In Environmental Ethics: The Central Issues, 207–15. Hackett 

Publishing Company, Inc., 2020. 

Furthermore, Thomas Aquinas in his work On Kingship, To the King of Cyprus says, “Should private 

persons attempt on their own private presumption to kill the rules, even though tyrants, this would be 

dangerous for the multitude as well as for their rulers. This is because the wicked usually expose 

themselves to dangers of this kind more than the good, for the rule of a king, no less than that of a tyrant, is 

burdensome to them since, according to the words of Solomon: ‘A wise king scattereth the wicked.’ 

Consequently, by presumption of this kind, danger to the people from the loss of a good king would be 

more probable than relief through the removal of a tyrant.” 

Thomas Aquinas. “Tyranny and Christian Allegiance.” In On Kingship, to the King of Cyprus, edited by I. 

Th. Eschmann, translated by Gerald B. Phelan. Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1978, no. 47. 
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 Secondly, Solzhenitsyn prophetically warns against revolutions for the atrocities 

that are often caused by their vile means. In countries that have a historical record of 

being swayed through violent movements of power, the new ruling powers often times 

face violence in return. We see this in some African and South American countries where 

countries change leaderships from one to the next—from revolution to revolution.44 In 

each of these cases, the violent revolutions carry a spirit that is against the peace and 

physical security of the people. The people cannot settle down or find physical peace 

because the spirit of violence continues to instill a power struggle within the nation. And 

so, violent revolutions show that they may tend to carry a spirit of unending violence. 

 Considering how the means of violent revolutions do not give away to justice and 

how these revolutions often beget further violence, it seems apparent that such 

revolutions are not preferrable. Even though history has selected violent revolutions as its 

favorite response, we must look for something preferable. 

 

4.5 The Preferred Response for Virtue and the Pursuit of Truth 

 The responses of fleeing, quietism, “will to power,” and revolution have proven to 

be less than morally defensible. The responses that presented the strongest case for their 

morality were the responses of fleeing and the “will to power” in governments that are 

agnostic towards the truth. But even in these cases, there were not any definitive 

arguments to show their whole moral integrity. To answer this problem, I will now argue 

with the help of Václav Benda and Václav Havel that a more serious commitment to 

 
44 For further reading on African and South American political turnover, see: Hoeres, Peter, and Hubertus 

Knabe. After Dictatorship: Instruments of Transitional Justice in Post-Authoritarian Systems. 

Basel/Berlin/Boston, GERMANY: Walter de Gruyter GmbH, 2023. 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/carroll/detail.action?docID=30591568. 
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virtue and the pursuit of truth is morally preferable because of its commitment to these 

and because of its historical effectivity. 

 This preferred response is rather simple and may seem obvious considering the 

duties a citizen has towards virtue and the truth that we have outlined previously. Havel 

comments on this simpleness, saying, “But an essential part of the “dissident” attitude is 

that it comes out of the reality of the human here and now.”45 In situations of a lying 

state, citizens ought to commit themselves to no other duties than these original ones of 

practicing virtue and pursuing the truth. Yet, while a citizen’s original duties do not 

change, a citizen ought to take them with greater seriousness and responsibility 

considering the dire situation of their state. These duties help give the citizens greater 

moral authority in changing the government, help orient the people away from the goals 

of the corrupted state and towards their shared goals, and show historical effectiveness. 

Lastly, these duties ought to be taken more seriously than in normal times because the 

wellness of the citizens and the state depends on them even more. And yet while there is 

greater gravity, this preferred response has a simple beginning, as Solzhenitsyn says, “We 

are not called upon to step out unto the square and shout the truth, to say out loud what 

we think—this is scary, we are not ready. But let us at least refuse to say what we do not 

think!...Our way must be: Never knowingly support lies!”46 The more intense practice of 

virtue and pursuit of truth begins simply, allowing all people to take part in this brave 

action of dissidence. 

 In that these original duties help the citizens to have greater moral power in 

changing the government, an individual commitment to virtue is an attractive and 

 
45 Havel and Keane, “The Power of the Powerless.” 
46 Solzhenitsyn, “Solzhenitsyn Live Not by Lies.” 
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imitable quality. As such, when a few people choose a virtuous response to a government 

that does not have virtue, then others will be more inspired to follow such a response and 

join ranks with them. At this point, those citizens who are living virtuous lives will not 

only have greater say among the populace, but so too will these citizens by their imitable 

virtue have greater chances in swaying those who hold power. On the subject of the 

imitability of virtue, it is a consistent phenomenon that humans look for guidance to those 

who firmly commit to what is good. When people are looking for leaders, they always 

look for those who have the highest moral integrity, for they know that not only will that 

leader protect the interests of the group but will also protect each citizen’s individual 

interests. Havel speaks to the characteristics of those who choose this response: “The 

principles of control and discipline ought to be abandoned in favor of self-control and 

self-discipline.”47 We do not see moral integrity in those who seek to lord power over 

others, but we rather see it in those who possess the greatest self-mastery, the greatest 

self-control. Furthermore, all people want to know what those who have the greatest 

virtue will say and do in the face of a moral dilemma.48 We see a historical example of 

this with the public’s focus on the Catholic Church as she discerned her response to the 

development of the birth control pill. While not everyone agreed with her response, 

everyone was certainly concerned with what the Church, a known example of virtue, 

would say on the subject.49 Those who commit themselves to virtue further set a clear 

example when they choose not to rebel. Aristotle notes that, “Those who excel in virtue 

 
47 Havel and Keane, “The Power of the Powerless.” 
48 See Aristotle’s association of prudence with good political reasoning in Book 6, Chapter 8 of the 

Nicomachean Ethics. 
49 For further reading on societal response to the Church’s decision, see: Geusau, Leo Alting von. 

“International Reaction to the Encyclical Humanae Vitae.” Studies in Family Planning 1, no. 50 (1970): 8–

12. https://doi.org/10.2307/1964800. 
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have the best right of all to rebel (for they alone can with reason be deemed absolutely 

unequal), but then they are of all men the least inclined to do so.”50 It is evident then that 

those who are virtuous not only are in the limelight for what action they will choose, but 

will also consistently show the way to the virtuous response. Instead of rebelling, 

Aristotle’s solution is to continue in virtue and to not lose the course. And this continuing 

in virtue, when it is shared by others, gives all of the citizens greater moral authority 

when seeking to change the government. 

 Secondly, a commitment to virtue and the pursuit of truth orients the masses’ 

interests away from those of the state and towards their own. Social atomization and the 

consistent teaching of the state, as Hannah Arendt points out, causes a citizen to give up 

their individuality for a place in the state-protected mass.51 The practice of virtue re-

emphasizes the importance of the individual, for a virtuous person sees the value of 

others through justice. It also helps a person to see the value of self through a deepened, 

individual desire for what is good and through prudence, which helps us see things as 

they are. And by re-emphasizing the individual, a commitment to virtue helps an 

individual citizen to remember the potential goodness of their own interests and to see 

that they are not the state’s. Benda notes the importance for a government to be for the 

citizens’ interests when he says, “The moral justification of a citizen’s right and duty of a 

citizen to participate in the affairs of a community (affairs that are ‘political’ in the 

broadest sense of the word) is beyond all doubt.”52 Civic participation and responsibilities 

 
50 Aristotle, The Politics of Aristotle, V:1:1301a:39. 
51 Arendt, “Totalitarianism,” pg. 316-317. I also addressed this issue in section 3.3 of this essay. 
52 Benda, Václav. “The Parallel Polis.” In The Long Night of the Watchman - Essays by Václav  

Benda, 1977-1989, edited by F. Flagg Taylor IV, translated by Barbara Day, 49–56. St. Augustine’s Press, 

2017. https://paralelnipolis.cz/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/pp.pdf. 
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belongs to each citizen, not to some distant authority. This realization has a small effect 

in one citizen, but this quickly becomes monumental through the admirable and imitable 

nature of living a life of virtue, as discussed previously. And in the case where many 

citizens recognize their interests as being forgotten by a government, resistance to the 

government’s interests will grow. Instead of resentment to a government, what must be 

harbored is a great focus on the development of the goals of the people. This 

development of the goals of the people is precisely what happened in countries like 

Poland and Czechoslovakia, when the citizens realized their ideals were not shared by 

their governments and committed themselves to the development of private industry. 

Václav Benda described such a situation with his idea of the “parallel polis”:  

“I am therefore suggesting a strategy that should gradually lead us out of the blind 

alley we are in today. This strategy can be summarized in two phrases: what 

unifies and drives us must continue to be a sense of moral commitment and 

mission; and this drive should be given a place and a perspective in the creation of 

a parallel polis.”53 

Benda did not say that the people’s unity and drive should be for the destruction of their 

current government, but instead for a “moral commitment and mission.” Such a unified 

moral commitment carries greater strength such that virtuous living can be directed 

towards the development of private industry and civic activity in what Benda calls the 

“parallel polis.” The parallel polis properly represents the interests of the citizens of a 

state and allows the citizens to enact their interests through a parallel government—not a 

replacing one—so as to have a governmental structure that takes up the duties of 

 
53 Benda, “The Parallel Polis.” 
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administering virtue and fostering a life devoted to the truth. Through such a structure, 

motivated and unified in virtue, the citizens can more properly realize their interests, not 

relying on the corrupt government to fulfill them. All of this begins with a strengthening 

of commitment to virtue and the pursuit of truth. 

 Our earlier claims about the environment of truth that a government ought to 

create also shows us what type of actions the people must commit to in a parallel polis.54 

These actions, as Benda pointed out, are the renewing of relationships that “give its 

members the dignity of participating in decisions that concern the community, and in 

creating that community’s structures.”55 In restoring and renewing relationships for the 

good of the community, actions ought to be oriented towards allowing citizens to take up 

civic duties, promoting the creative pursuit of what is true through various schools and 

industries, disseminating accurate and relevant information for the people, and promoting 

dynamism in the civic activities. When the citizens devote themselves to activities such 

as these through their parallel polis, they create an environment devoted to the truth, 

regardless of if the government fulfills its duty to promote such an environment or not. 

Citizens can find great power in restoring the importance of truth to a society through 

actions like these in a parallel polis. Havel speaks to this in “The Power of the 

Powerless,” saying, “Independent initiatives address the hidden sphere; they demonstrate 

that living within the truth is a human and social alternative and they struggle to expand 

the space available for that life.”56 The power found by citizens through a parallel polis is 

the power inherent in human dignity. This newfound recognition instills confidence in 

 
54 See pgs. 30-33. 
55 Benda, et. al., “Parallel Polis: An Inquiry.” pg. 227. 
56 Havel and Keane, “The Power of the Powerless.” 
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humanity again, as Havel says: “[the independent initiatives] they help-even though it is, 

of course, indirect help-to raise the confidence of citizens; they shatter the world of 

appearances and unmask the real nature of power.”57 The citizens are encouraged by 

these initiatives to further pursue truth and virtue for their own dignity, which holds great 

power in goodness and truth. Further, both Václav Benda and Václav Havel found such 

success with the parallel polis through the freedom movement in Czechoslovakia. By 

setting up “parallel” routes for citizens to be civically and creatively engaged with the 

pursuit of truth, virtue, and civic responsibilities, these movements in these countries 

were able to push over-bearing states aside without force. The idea of the parallel polis in 

this way shows great success for citizens to revolt through a pursuit of living in virtue and 

truth instead of causing violent revolutions.58 

 Lastly, not only was there small-scale individual success from these movements. 

These movements were also successful in totally casting off lying governments. When 

the citizens devoted themselves to virtue and the pursuit of truth and lived this devotion 

out through the parallel polis, the citizens ultimately held greater moral authority than 

their governments.  Against such a moral authority, the government could not withstand 

the efforts of the citizens without losing face, for there was such integrity and popularity 

 
57 Ibid. 
58 For information on the success of the cultural revolution and the idea of the “parallel polis” in 

Czechoslovakia, see: Stokes, Gale. “The Glorious Revolutions of 1989.” In Walls Came Tumbling Down: 

The Collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe. Cary, UNITED KINGDOM: Oxford University Press, 

Incorporated, 1993. http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/carroll/detail.action?docID=728742. 

 

For more on the Solidarity movement in Poland, much akin and yet prior to the revolution that occurred in 

Czechoslovakia, see first: Zuziak, Władysław. “The Rise of Philosophy of Solidarity in Poland.” 

Text.Chapter. Uniwersytet Papieski Jana Pawła II w Krakowie Wydawnictwo Naukowe. Accessed April 8, 

2025. https://doi.org/10.15633/9788383700274.04. 

 

Also:  Dabrowski, Patrice M. “People’s Poland: From Stalinism to Solidarity.” In Poland: The First 

Thousand Years. Ithaca, UNITED STATES: Cornell University Press, 2014. 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/carroll/detail.action?docID=3382606. 
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to the citizens’ actions. In the success of these movements, we see exactly what we 

discussed would be the effects of living in virtue and truth: the increase of moral 

authority of the citizens and the increase of awareness of the goals of the citizens instead 

of the state. Both in Poland and Czechoslovakia, the solidarity and cultural movements 

took on greater and greater popularity through their moral integrity and commitment to 

the pursuit of freedom, truth, and virtuous living.59 And in both of these countries, the 

citizens remembered their natural purposes through this commitment and sought these in 

favor of the goals of the states. These effects of virtue and truth in the hearts and minds of 

the citizens truly changed the shape of the society such that the governments in which 

they lived could not help but change. The interior change of these nations caused the 

political structures to be utterly replaced. 

 All of this can occur if the citizens take virtue and truth more seriously. And it is 

here where the most extensive part of our ethical duties are to corrupt governments. The 

citizens in these governments must commit stout-heartedly to a life of virtue and the 

pursuit of truth, or else the situation in their country will remain exactly the same or 

worsen. The price for regaining liberty is, to use the words of Václav Benda who lived 

through a corrupt government, “a sense of moral commitment and mission.”60 Such a 

commitment and mission takes total commitment, not just partial. Partial commitment 

will not merit a virtuous and truth pursuing state. The price of such freedoms is the 

commitment of one’s whole life. And while this certainly is the case on an individual 

level, Aristotle extends such responsibilities to all the people of a society. He says, “for 

happiness cannot exist without virtue, and a city is not to be termed happy in regard to a 

 
59 See the previous reference. 
60 Benda, “The Parallel Polis.” 
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portion of the citizens, but in regard to them all.”61 For the whole society to be saved, not 

only must a citizen give their whole self to virtue and the truth, but so too must every 

citizen. To encourage others under Soviet rule in this path, Solzhenitsyn assured, “The 

more of us set out together, the thicker our ranks, the easier and shorter will this path be 

for us all!”62 Here we are reminded that it takes every citizen’s effort for the 

transformation of the state, but that there will be an easier transformation if more people 

take the cause seriously. Of course, we must wonder if this is truly ever possible. Political 

action has never been able to provide for all of man’s wants after all and there is usually 

some dissension in all societies.63 Even in this, though, the ideal state is the one in which 

each of the citizens have given themselves over to virtue and truth, such that the whole 

state is then also given over to the same.  

 Of course, there is no guarantee that this response will be successful. Afterall, it 

may not have success in implementation, and citizens may still find themselves at odds 

with their government, even if they are living virtue and truth-centered lives. As is the 

case with most political gambles in the face of an oppressive power, there is no guarantee 

for success. Furthermore, the political atmosphere may remain hostile. And of course, this 

response will never provide a perfect government. A perfect government does not and 

will not exist so long as corruptible humans exist. Given this reality, I believe this 

response to still have merit. A virtue and truth-centered response shows historical success, 

and, even if this response does not change the government, at least the hearts of the 

 
61 Aristotle, The Politics of Aristotle, VII:14:1332a:32. 
62 Solzhenitsyn, “Solzhenitsyn Live Not by Lies.” 
63 Consider here the philosophy of Utopia from Thomas More. The word ‘utopia’ has taken on the 

connotation of “a perfect place,” but the word itself literally means “no place,” for a perfect place does not 

exist. Also consider Machiavelli in chapter 25 of The Prince. In this chapter, Machiavelli admits that 

fortune ultimately will have the last say in political matters, causing trouble by knocking down princely 

powers. 
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citizens will be changed for the good. If the citizens are virtuous and pursuing the truth 

even with a corrupt government, then they are living in a manner that fulfills the natural 

duties of governments to begin with. At the beginning of this paper, we noted that the 

natural duties of a government are the administration of virtue and the fostering of the 

pursuit of truth. If the citizens are practicing virtue and pursuing the truth of their own 

accord, then they are achieving the end of the government’s duties. The citizens can by 

their own efforts fulfill the government’s duties, so long as they put even greater effort 

and focus into living virtuous lives and pursuing the truth. Furthermore, the value of even 

one citizen living a more virtuous life is insurmountable and worth every individual 

effort. Václav Havel recognizes this, saying that a virtue and truth-focused response, 

“places more importance on often repeated and consistent concrete action-even 

though it may be inadequate and though it may ease only insignificantly the 

suffering of a single insignificant citizen-than it does in some abstract 

fundamental solution in an uncertain future.”64 

In this way, virtue and truth-centered efforts focus more intently on bettering the lives of 

the immediate individuals around us, and these efforts at least improve our immediate 

world and society. These efforts remind us that happiness is not dependent on some over-

arching political structure, but rather comes from moral virtue, attainable by all people in 

all types of governments. 

 From this, we have an ethical response to governments that lie. After having 

looked at the potential responses of fleeing a country, resorting to quietism, seeking 

power within a corrupt government, and seeking change through violent revolutions, we 

 
64 Havel and Keane, “The Power of the Powerless.” 
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see that there is more to be wanted in morality than these responses can offer. The 

preferred solution is then a stay of course in virtue and truth. The citizens ought to remain 

committed to living virtuously and pursuing the truth—and to even double down on their 

efforts in the face of a government that has shirked these duties. By doing so, the citizens 

may find greater moral authority in the face of the government, a remembrance of their 

own interests rather than the government’s, and success as exemplified by the historical 

examples of the solidarity and cultural movements in Poland and Czechoslovakia. And in 

the end, it is the hope that the citizens from their virtuous and truth-centered lives can 

together reform their government, such that it is also committed to the administration of 

virtue and the creation of an environment where the citizens can freely pursue truth. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 Throughout this essay, we have seen what Aristotle’s philosophy of virtue and 

politics has to say about a government’s duties, relation to the truth, and how we ought to 

relate to governments that reject a good relationship to the truth. The negative aspects of 

totalitarian governments as shown by Hannah Arendt and the political ideas from Václav 

Benda, Václav Havel, and Rod Dreher helped us to see that a government that promotes 

virtue and an environment where the citizens can freely pursue what is true has the 

potential to provide greater fruits in life to its citizens. As such, this better type of 

government is preferrable to one that teaches a hard-lined ideology to its citizens or one 

that is entirely agnostic to the existence of truth. We also further noted that a government 

ought to teach virtue and basic moral principles such that the citizens have a foundation 

to practice virtue and pursue the truth. A government ought also to strive for transparency 
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whenever possible for the sake of holding an example of truthfulness for its citizens. 

Further relying on the works from Benda, Havel, Dreher, and Solzhenitsyn, we looked at 

various responses the citizens could have to a government that lies. We saw that fleeing 

the government does not necessarily escape the problems of corruption, a quietist 

response neglects one’s duty to virtue and truth, a “will to power” response does not have 

guaranteed success, and a violent revolution often breeds further violence. One response 

that shows itself as being ethically preferable is a strengthening of commitment by the 

citizens to living a life of virtue and pursuing what is true. Such a response has historical 

success in Poland and Czechoslovakia and at least would help the citizens seek the end 

goal of governments, which is a life of virtue and truth. As such, this seems to be the 

preferred ethical response to governments that lie to us. 

 Additionally, the points from Benda, Havel, and Solzhenitsyn regarding virtue 

and truth point to and support Aristotle’s natural, virtue and truth-based duties of 

governments and citizens. Looking back to the section on Aristotle, we saw that he finds 

great importance in the education of citizens in the truth and how each can pursue the 

truth. He also stresses the balance between order and freedom, such that the government 

is not a tyranny and that the people do not have tyrannical rule. Aristotle further sees the 

existence of the state as being for the administration and teaching of virtue. Lastly, 

Aristotle is certainly against rebellion and revolution and prefers the change of state to 

occur through virtuous living. We can deduce a connection between these points from 

Aristotle and from the writings of Benda, Havel, and Solzhenitsyn.  

Firstly, just as Aristotle stressed the importance of truth in the lives of the citizens 

and in the rule of a government, so too do all of these thinkers emphasize the truth. To 
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counter the lies of the governments that they are in, this is their greatest emphasis. 

Solzhenitsyn’s work is called Live Not by Lies, Havel repeatedly stresses the importance 

of “living within the truth,” and Benda emphasizes the role of truthful information in the 

political life of the citizens.65 They all believe that the pursuit of and living in the truth is 

the only way to escape the tyrannical lies of their own governments. This directly ties to 

Aristotle who sees the pursuit of truth as part of the “good life” and as necessary for the 

development of citizens.66 As noted, Aristotle believes that people come together in 

governments for a goal of shared wisdom—possessing truth as an end—and that virtues 

take their origin from truth, for virtues are natural—meaning their practice is of nature, 

written into reality.67 Aristotle further supports the proper education of the rational 

principle of citizens for their own pursuit of the truth and for their practice of virtue.68 

And in this emphasis on truth by the Soviet-era writers, we see not only directions for 

how to respond to corrupt governments, but also a recommitment to the natural, truth-

oriented origins and goals of government as outlined by Aristotle.  

 Secondly, we see this confirmation occur through the shared emphasis on the 

balance between the freedom of the citizens and the order of the state. Solzhenitsyn 

stresses how important it is for the citizens to individually speak and practice what is true 

in the face of evil governments.69 Havel shows in “The Power of the Powerless” that 

 
65 Benda, “The Parallel Polis.” “The circulation of information must be considered as important as the 

actual preparation of the material. Everyone who complains today about the lack of information should feel 

obliged to circulate the information they do receive more effectively.” 
66 Aristotle, The Politics of Aristotle, VII:1:1323b:22. “Let us acknowledge that each one has just so much 

of happiness as he has of virtue and wisdom, and of virtuous and wise action.” 
67 See again Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. 
68 Aristotle, The Politics of Aristotle, VII:14:1332a:32. “There are three things which make men good and 

virtuous; these are nature, habit, rational principle.” 
69 Solzhenitsyn, “Solzhenitsyn Live Not by Lies.” “Our way must be: Never knowingly support lies!” 
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individual power and freedom comes from a life of independent societal activity.70 Benda 

balances these two writers with his example of the parallel polis—a system of order that 

does not over-burden the citizens but through which the citizens can live more freely in 

the truth.71 Each of these writers stress the importance of a balance between societal order 

and individual freedom. Similarly, Aristotle stresses that a government ought not to be 

over-bearing on the lives of the citizens and that governments exist from the citizens’ 

needs.72 Returning to Aristotle’s words, his definition of the best state is one in which, 

“every man, whoever he is, can act best and live happily.”73 Aristotle recognizes the 

importance for some societal order through a state and yet the protection of individual 

freedoms for the happiness of every person. And here again, we see Benda, Havel, and 

Solzhenitsyn confirming the natural duties of a state to protect freedom and maintain 

order from Aristotle’s Politics.  

  A third point of confirmation between these writers is in the emphasis on upright 

and virtuous living. We see Solzhenitsyn rejecting any violent action to go against the 

government.74 Havel similarly stresses the importance of moral integrity75, and Benda 

 
70 Havel and Keane, “The Power of the Powerless.” “The first conclusion to be drawn, then, is that the 

original and most important sphere of activity, one that predetermines all the others, is simply an attempt to 

create and support the independent life of society as an articulated expression of living within the truth.” 
71 Benda, “The Parallel Polis.” “I am therefore suggesting a strategy that should gradually lead us out of the 

blind alley we are in today. This strategy can be summarized in two phrases: what unifies and drives us 

must continue to be a sense of moral commitment and mission; and this drive should be given a place and a 

perspective in the creation of a parallel polis.” 
72 Aristotle, The Politics of Aristotle, I:2:1252b:28. “When several villages are united in a single complete 

community, large enough to be nearly or quite self-sufficing, the state comes into existence, originating in 

the bare needs of life, and continuing in existences for the sake of a good life.” 
73 Ibid., VII:2:1324a:24. 
74 Solzhenitsyn, “Solzhenitsyn Live Not by Lies.” “No thank you, fathers of enlightenment! We now know 

that the vileness of the means begets the vileness of the result. Let our hands be clean!” 
75 Havel and Keane, “The Power of the Powerless.” “The principles of control and discipline ought to be 

abandoned in favor of self-control and self-discipline.” 
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focuses on moral development through the parallel polis.76 Aristotle, among other 

philosophers, definitively focuses on the development of virtue in citizens. He is, of 

course, not the only political philosopher to do so, but the point remains that he sees the 

development of virtues as the natural focus of government.77 With Aristotle, the Soviet 

Bloc writers confirm the importance of virtue in society. 

 Lastly, there is a strong overlap between Aristotle’s opinion on violent revolution 

and the thoughts of the Bloc writers on revolution. Solzhenitsyn strongly condemns the 

use of violence to overthrow the corrupted government.78 Furthermore, Havel encourages 

a life devoted to the truth as a response to corrupted governments instead of a violent 

revolution to set things right.79 And lastly, Benda encourages the citizens to create a 

virtuous, counterfeit state to fulfill the roles of a state—protecting freedom, virtue, and 

the truth—and yet be uncorrupted.80 Aristotle does not support the use of revolutions to 

overthrow tyrannies either and defers to the virtuous citizens to decide how best to 

change society.81 Benda, Havel, and Solzhenitsyn strongly affirm Aristotle’s preference 

for virtue to lead and be the cause of any societal change. 

 
76 Benda, “The Parallel Polis.” “The moral justification of a citizen’s right and duty of a citizen to 

participate in the affairs of a community (affairs that are ‘political’ in the broadest sense of the word) is 

beyond all doubt.” 
77 Aristotle, The Politics of Aristotle, VII:9:1329a:13. “This follows from our first principle, for happiness 

cannot exist without virtue, and a city is not to be termed happy in regard to a portion of the citizens, but in 

regard to them all.” 
78 See reference no. 74. 
79 Havel and Keane, “The Power of the Powerless.” “Thus an attitude that turns away from abstract 

political visions of the future toward concrete human beings and ways of defending them effectively in the 

here and now is quite naturally accompanies by an intensified antipathy to all forms of violence carried out 

in the name of a better future, and by a profound belief that a future secured by violence might actually be 

worse than what exists now; in other words, the future would be fatally stigmatized by the very means used 

to secure it.” 
80 See reference no. 71.  
81 Aristotle, The Politics of Aristotle, V:1:1301a:39. “Those who excel in virtue have the best right of all to 

rebel (for they alone can with reason be deemed absolutely unequal), but then they are of all men the least 

inclined to do so.” 
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 Of course, these writers are not directly referencing Aristotle with these shared 

sentiments. Neither is it obviously clear that they have Aristotle’s philosophy of the 

natural order of government in mind when writing. But we can conclude that their 

emphasis on virtuous living and the pursuit of truth as an end to civic life and 

governmental responsibility is present in their works, just as Aristotle stresses this in the 

Politics. And so, while in this paper we looked specifically at what Aristotle, Arendt, 

Havel, Benda, Solzhenitsyn, and Dreher have to say about the relationship between a 

government and the truth and our response to corrupt governments, the Soviet Bloc 

writers show that their thoughts have a strong connection with the Aristotelian, moral 

tradition of governments possessing natural duties. And as proven by the success of these 

authors in their fights against totalitarianism, such Aristotelian thought is effective for not 

only pursuing virtue and the truth, but for fighting back against those governments that 

have forgotten these natural duties. 

 

5.1 Present Day Significance 

Considering these ethical duties, it is time to see what we can garner from this 

reflection in our present situation. With the rise of globalization and governments 

continually expanding their global relations, we are seeing further disconnect between the 

government and its citizens. In fact, for most of the world powers, it is clear that the 

government is more focused on and concerned with its own global interests than on the 

interests of the citizens. We as people have truly given these governments the power to 

become Leviathans82, exacting what they want for their own needs rather than being “for 

 
82 A Leviathan, from the work of the same name by Thomas Hobbes, is an over-bearing government that is 

the effect of the people of a nation giving up their “natural freedom” in favor of a social contract theory 
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the people” in all things. Additionally, in an age where the existence of truth is questioned 

and what is true is popularly thought to be determined by those who have power, 

governments have not committed themselves to a devotion to truth. Instead, governments 

and movements within them have become caught in power struggles for the capacity to 

have their narrative be the mainstream ideology spoken. From wokeism to traditionalism, 

and from liberalism to conservatism, this phenomenon is easily seen in the United States. 

Every four years there is a power struggle simply for one group to have the capacity to 

promote their “ism” as the ideology of the nation. The common pursuit of truth is 

forgotten, and we have instead resorted to fighting about whether my “truth” or your 

“truth” gets to run the country for another four years. To add onto this even more, 

globalization, the rise of technology, and community splitting crises like the COVID-19 

pandemic have caused separation and atomization to increase amongst citizens of all 

nations. Increased separation does not promote justice; it increases individualism. 

Furthermore, we have seen the effects of atomization on preparing a society to be 

compelled by a totalitarian rule. With a rise in individualism and atomization, the practice 

of virtue is more difficult as well, for virtue requires us to see and be with other people. 

Our global situation certainly shows citizens and governments rejecting virtue and the 

pursuit of truth for the sake of some “ism” or agnosticism to the truth. 

 What we have discovered in this philosophical reflection can help us to find 

potential solutions to this problem, however. One way in which Aristotle can help us to 

find unity in pursuing the truth as a nation again is simply the recognition that we all 

 
government. A government that is over-bearing and freedom-limiting is merely an effect of social contract 

theory, and not something necessary for a government. See 

https://www.earlymoderntexts.com/assets/pdfs/hobbes1651part1.pdf for more on Hobbes’ philosophy of the 

Leviathan. 
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ought to pursue the truth with humility and charity. Learning the truth is an activity not to 

be done with pride or given to a government. When we do so, without letting the truth 

have bearing on us, we end up saying that it is ‘ours’ and we make it into an “ism.” This 

first step of humility and charity can help us to find great unity in simply seeking the 

truth with each other. Secondly, Aristotle can also help us to see that we ought to live 

virtuous lives, devoted to excellent living. This excellence does not come from comforts, 

as Aristotle shows, but instead comes from practicing discipline so as to always act with 

the mean between vices. When we seek to live virtuously, we will find ourselves striving 

to be closer with each other again. We cannot live virtuously without each other, so virtue 

necessarily will bring us together. For the sake of our nature, we must come back together 

again, which is only healthily possible through virtue.  

 When we individually begin to live virtuously and pursue the truth, only then can 

we expect to see some change in the governmental powers. Further, a change of these 

governmental powers requires many people. Most of the people around us are in the same 

situation as we are, and they must also be brought to virtue and the truth. This is only 

possible through our individual efforts to live virtuously and to pursue the truth. To 

change many, we must begin with ourselves. But, once we have sought virtue and the 

truth on our own, such an example may inspire many others to change, too. And when 

many others change, perhaps we as citizens will find the common unity to have great 

moral authority in the face of our straying governments. Then we can decide how to 

restructure and change these institutions such that our own goals and interests will 

become the government’s goals and interests again. With one person living virtuously and 

pursuing the truth, some day this one person could cause monumental effects in a nation. 
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But, this process must start with each one of us so as to bring others into a common, 

virtuous, and truthful goal. Only then can we hope to have a virtuous and truthful 

government and world. 
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