
CSG Alumnae Salon Discussion Questions

On Tyranny
Timothy Snyder

1) Timothy Snyder argues that fascist leaders of the 1930s “rejected reason in the name of will,
denying objective truth in favor of a glorious myth” that put nation above individual
freedom.  Do you think that similar denials of objective truth are currently threatening our
contemporary American democracy?

2) How has American democracy been challenged in the 21st century?  How have
gerrymandered districts, restrictions on voter registration, the threat of filibusters in the
Senate that require all legislation to be passed with a 60-vote super-majority, and attacks on
the legitimacy of the media endangered democracy in the United States and contributed to
extreme partisanship in government?  Why is “compromise” a dirty word?  Why is
moderation boring?  Note that dictators (like reality stars) are never boring.

3) How does the threat of cyberattacks from foreign governments on our national and state
elections change the very nature of political legitimacy in the United States and Europe? 
Why do we need paper ballots?  If you can’t trust Facebook, who can you trust?!

4) Fear remains the primary ingredient in the reduction of liberty.  Fear of foreign attack, a loss
of status or economic stability, fear of immigrants, fear of terrorists, fear of change...  Why
are we so afraid of these and less afraid of the denigration of democratic institutions, the
media, the presidency, and our collective freedom as a nation?  Why are we so afraid to place
minimal restrictions on weapons in our society?  Why is a complex discussion of an issue
in full context often sacrificed to the attraction of the simplistic fear?  What does Timothy
Snyder have to say about fear?

5) Which of Snyder’s twenty lessons seem to reverberate the most in your mind?  Note that he
mentions “Be Kind to Our Language.”  George Orwell is the teacher on this one.  How is
language reshaped to obscure and therefore distort reality?  Snyder also argues that we should
“Believe in Truth.”  Who’s truth?  How did CSG prepare you for truth?  What is real and
what is simply distraction and why do we love distraction and too often hate the reality?  The
Founders of this country believed in progressive ideals and hard realities.  How can we
sustain that vision?

We prove ourselves citizens of a democracy not by our winning of elections but by our agreeing to
lose elections.

—Lewis H. Lapham


