
Harper or The Democratic Tyrant  

A contemporary dialogue in the spirit of Xenophon's Hiero 

 

Amanda, the political science student came once upon a time to Harper, the prime minister. After 

both had found time for an appointment. Amanda said:  

 

"Would you be willing, Harper, to explain what you probably know better than I?" 

 

"And just what sort are they which I myself would know better than so wise a student as you?  

 

"I know for my part that you have been an economist and are now prime minister. It is likely, 

then, that since you have experienced both, you know better than I how the life of a member of 

parliament and the private life differ in human joys and pains." 

 

"Then why don't you remind me of the things in private life since, at present, you are still a 

student? For in this way I think I would best be able to show you the difference in each." 

 

So Amanda spoke in this way: Well then, Harper, it seems private citizens experience everyday 

life through sense experiences of sight, sound, taste and smell, and touch. 

 

And Harper said, "I do not know whether the prime ministerial life differs in any respect from the 

private life." 

 

"But in this way it does differ. The prime minister's pleasure is multiplied many times over 

through each of these means, and he has the painful things far less."  

 

"That is not so, Amanda. Know well members of parliament have much fewer pleasures than 

ordinary Canadians who live on modest means, and they have far more and greater pains."  

 

"What you say is incredible. For if this were the case, why would many desire to become 

members of parliament, and what's more, many who are reputed to be most able lawyers, 

businessnmen, and the like. And why would all be jealous of their positions?   

 

"By God! Because they speculate about it. First of all, members of parliament are at a 

disadvantage in the spectacles which impress us through vision. Private citizens take vacations to 

the Grand Canyon and to the Eiffel Tower. They go to music festivals and movie theatres. But 

members of parliament have little share in viewing these things where the diverse masses of 

citizens are brought together. Politicians receive countless invitations to foreign meetings and 

local spectacles. They attend advance screenings of films and receive complimentary event 

tickets. Watching hockey games and chuck wagon races from platinum seating sections in 

remote boxes away from the action isolates them from the activity as it is anticipated and 

experienced by ordinary Canadians.    

 

 

 

 



Then Amanda said, "But what you lose in seeing, you must gain in hearing praise though?"  

 

Harper answered, "What pleasure do you think I gain in hearing empty praise for the sake of 

flattery? No one is willing to communicate to a member of parliament's face what he says about 

him on Twitter and Facebook.  

 

"I see that praise is only satisfying when it is free and honest, but members of parliament still get 

more pleasure than ordinary Canadians from food and drink."  

 

"All human beings except politicians anticipate feasts with delight. Politicians always have a 

surplus of free and gourmet meals. There is no possibility to be hungry or dissatisfied when you 

are a member of parliament whether you are in your constituency or in Ottawa. When a member 

of parliament is served an amount beyond what is sufficient, he is satisfied more quickly and so 

his pleasure is brief. Members of parliament are more constrained than ordinary citizens because 

they have to exercise greater self-control in the presence of such abundance of food and alcohol 

everywhere. Thus, the demand for self-restraint burdens the member of parliament more than the 

ordinary Canadian who is constrained by the more natural consequence of his modest means."  

 

Amanda then asked, "How about your relationships?" 

 

"My family is widely known and judged. I am accused for marrying Laureen on the 

Machiavellian basis of concern about appearances, that she would make a good prime minister's 

wife. Any disagreement between us that is observed by the public seems to give rise to 

scandalous gossip. And the image of my family is scrutinized as though it were our responsibility 

be a living model of the Holy Family for all the country. The multitude of human beings are 

utterly deceived by tyranny, Amanda. Now, a prime minister displays openly, evident for all to 

see, the possessions which are held to be of much value. But it keeps what is harsh hidden in the 

prime minister's soul, where human happiness and unhappiness are stored up." 

 

"But surely members of parliament delight in having enthusiastic interns employed to do 

whatever favors may be required, don't they?" 

 

"Any pleasure taken from having zealous interns is merely foolish exploitation of their youthful 

idealism. It is so obvious that the interns love our positions and not our character. The 

relationships we have with them are so radically unequal. I have slaves instead of friends for 

comrades." 

 

"Well, if being a member of parliament is so terrible, why don't you retire from politics?" 

 

"Because, in this too is tyranny most miserable. How would I possibly repay all the money I 

have taken while campaigning and plundered while in office? If anyone should retire completely 

from the business of politics, it is the politician." 

 

"Well since you entered the popularity contest of an election desiring to be loved by the many, I 

think that I can show you how this may be actually more possible for you in your office than it is 

for a private citizen. You see, attention from the most powerful produce the greatest cheer. When 



Canadians get to meet you, to shake your hand, and to get their photograph with you, it brings 

them great joy and they rush home to upload the proof of their encounter as their Facebook 

profile picture." 

 

"No, Amanda. It's really not that great because I do them all so very little good. Moreover, the 

prime minister needs a bureaucracy. And nothing is more taxing on citizens than the 

bureaucracy." 

 

"But imagine what you can do with all that public money to endear yourself to the whole 

country! You could incentivize finding a cure for cancer and inventing better products than 

Research in Motion. You could offer lofty grants for academic research, more so than any 

private institution or citizen. Everyone would love the government if you rewarded such 

profitable results! Only look and see how adulation was inspired for Barack Obama after Osama 

bin Laden was killed. No private citizen has such feats within his power! You, Harper, are 

responsible for the common good in Canada! But remember, your contest in this is against other 

prime ministers and presidents worldwide. You should not rest on your laurels though you were 

once named World Statesman of the Year. It will benefit you to benefit your friends and your 

country. Enrich your friends with confidence, Harper; for you will enrich yourself. Augment 

your country, for you will attach power to yourself. And if you do all these things, know well, of 

all things you will acquire the most noble and blessed possession to be met with among human 

beings, for while being happy, you will not be envied for being happy." 

 

Then, Amanda left and Harper thought to himself: being a politician is a thankless job.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


