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In memory of David Miller



‘The science of political right is yet to be born, and it is to be presumed that it never will be born.’

JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU,

Emile, Book V

‘The science of politics is in its infancy.’

MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT,

A Vindication of the Rights of Woman

‘All faiths constitute a revelation of Truth, but all are imperfect and liable to error. Reverence for other faiths need not blind us to their faults.’

M. K. GANDHI,

From Yeravda Mandir, Chapter X
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INTRODUCTION

THE FATAL BLANDISHING

There is a chamber cut into the rock face at Mount Rushmore. Inside it you can see the texts of the American Declaration of Independence and the Constitution of the United States reproduced on porcelain enamel panels. On the cliff above, Thomas Jefferson, the author of that Declaration, stares out over the Dakota plains in lofty serenity. Of the four presidents carved on Mount Rushmore, only Jefferson can lay claim to be a great political thinker. How his opening lines still sing out to us: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.’

Yet at the time, Jefferson’s Declaration didn’t make much of a splash. The acidulous John Adams, later to become president with Jefferson as his Veep, called it ‘a commonplace compilation, its sentiments hacknied in Congress for two years before’. Three hundred miles away in Richmond, some weeks earlier, the Commonwealth of Virginia had already drafted its own Declaration of Rights, in wording almost identical to Jefferson’s, down to Life, Liberty and the pursuing of Happiness. The Virginia Declaration was mostly written by George Mason, of whom nobody much outside Virginia has heard (he’s not even the original of the Mason–Dixon Line). As for the Constitution of the United States, Jefferson was in Paris the whole time it was being drafted, and he didn’t think much of the text when they sent it to him. Yet it is Jefferson who still hogs the imperishable glory of inventing American democracy.

In the same way, it is to Jeremy Bentham that posterity has awarded the credit for the coining of that indelible mantra of the Utilitarians: ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’. Years later, Bentham wrote an excited account of his discovery of the phrase, talking of himself in the third person, as great men sometimes do. Browsing in the library of Harper’s coffee house near his Oxford college, Queen’s (he was a child prodigy and the youngest undergraduate the university had ever had), he had chanced upon the phrase in a pamphlet by the great scientist-philosopher Dr Joseph Priestley: ‘At the sight of it he cried out, as it were in an inward ecstasy like Archimedes on the discovery of the fundamental principles of hydrostatics, Eureka.’ As it happens, the actual phrase occurs nowhere in Priestley’s works, although something like it can be found there and in the writings of earlier philosophers all over Europe, including the Italian Beccaria, the French Helvétius and the Irish Francis Hutcheson. Not quite such a eureka moment then.

Sometimes it is not the authorship but the circumstances of the resonant phrase that are not quite what they seem. There’s no doubt about who composed that unforgettable opening line of The Communist Manifesto: ‘A spectre is haunting Europe – the spectre of communism.’ Karl Marx dashed the whole thing off in six weeks, with a little sub-editing from Friedrich Engels. But what a huge claim it makes. In reality, the Communist League was only a few months old, having just changed its name from the League of the Just, itself a fairly insignificant group of revolutionary émigrés, many of whom weren’t sure they wanted a manifesto at all. It was only after a bad-tempered wrangle at the League’s Congress in Soho at the beginning of December 1847 that Marx and Engels secured the commission to write one. Neither the League nor the manifesto played much part in the revolutions that swept across Europe in 1848, except in Germany. After further internal wrangles, the League disbanded in 1852, and the manifesto disappeared from view until the 1880s. Far from haunting the minds of a continent, communism was mostly haunting the minds of Marx and Engels. They were not reporting the existence of a spectre, they were setting out to create one.

There is a larger audacity, a more boundless presumption about the manifesto. At the time when Marx issued his final trumpet call – ‘Workers of the world, unite! You have nothing to lose but your chains!’ – he had scarcely met any flesh-and-blood workers. A lawyer’s son from the prosperous Jewish bourgeoisie of the Rhineland, he had mixed almost exclusively with philosophers and journalists. At the age of nearly thirty, he knew nothing of industrial life. How could he be sure that the workers of the world would ever wish to unite across national boundaries (as 1914 was to prove so calamitously, they didn’t)? How could he claim to have any legitimate clue about what sort of society they might wish to live in?

Giuseppe Mazzini was equally ignorant of his huge target audience when he sent out a stream of clarion calls for a united Italy from his hideout in an attic above a Chelsea post office. Before he had been exiled to England, he had scarcely seen anything of Italy outside his native Genoa. When he became briefly ruler of the Roman Republic in 1849, it was his first-ever visit to the Eternal City. He had no idea whether the inhabitants of Naples and Italy thought of themselves as Italians at all, still less of the views of the German-speaking peasants of the Alto Adige (it is doubtful whether he even knew that so many of them spoke German). In fact, he soon became uncomfortably aware that peasants all over Italy were conspicuous by their lack of aspiration to nationhood, confining their loyalties to their local patch. Scarcely a single contadino was to join Garibaldi’s Redshirts.

There is a no less daring innocence about the two greatest pioneers of sexual liberation in England, Jeremy Bentham and Mary Wollstonecraft. When the latter wrote A Vindication of the Rights of Woman in her early thirties, she had never had a serious boyfriend. Bentham was a lifelong celibate. Their combined experience of relations between the sexes was then close to zero, although Mary was to have a bucketful in the last few years of her life, most of which confirmed her views. Yet they shared a heroic disrespect for the old taboos and conjured up a universe of free sexual relations, unconstrained either by convention or the law, and kicked over centuries of moral teaching without a backward glance.

Such pioneers are not deterred by practical hitches. Gandhi’s insistence that India should return to village life, the tradition of the spinning wheel and wearing homespun cloth, the khadi, entranced his contemporaries and has since attracted simple-lifers the world over. Yet Mohandas Gandhi was himself essentially a city-dweller, and had never spent more than a few nights in any village. When the campaign got under way, his followers discovered to their chagrin that there were few spinning wheels in working order to be found, and even fewer teachers of the craft available. By this time, the cotton mills of India had finally managed to overcome the competition from Lancashire, and the country was self-sufficient in cotton.

If these are failings, they are noble, or at any rate excusable. But the later disciples often discovered that their heroes had other, less palatable flaws – Gandhi’s cruelty to his own children being one painful example. The editors of the abundant correspondence between Marx and Engels all too often came across repellent wisecracks about Jews and blacks that they felt compelled to excise. The standard biographers of Thomas Jefferson, notably Dumas Malone in his six volumes, played down or omitted altogether Jefferson’s obsession with the inferiority of African Americans and his urgent determination to arrange for as many of them as possible to be shipped back to Africa, not to mention his harsh treatment of his own slaves and his reluctance to free them, even on his death, as other slaveholders such as George Washington often did. Bentham’s editors had a different problem: their hero’s vicious mockery of all organized religion. This stuff had to be kept out of Sir John Bowring’s massive edition of Bentham’s works, for fear that it might discredit his ingenious political schemes.

Yet these men and women are the Prime Movers of our minds. Their passion and eloquence, above all their unshakeable certainty, have shaped our politics. Our political habits and institutions mutate – sometimes gradually, sometimes violently – in response to what we have learned from them. These standout individuals are themselves formed by their intellectual inheritance and by the hubbub of their own times, but it is they who express, with unique and memorable intensity, a new way of looking at the world – and of changing it. The debate is never quite the same thereafter.

Some people don’t like the thought of this. Both academics and practising politicians often prefer to abstract from the individual discourse to the general theory, to turn personal preachings into ‘isms’. The ‘great man theory’ of history is supposed to be hopelessly out of date. Yet at the level of serious study, we are driven back to examine the thought of named individuals. Half a century ago, my Oxford university course on philosophy ordered me to study Plato, Descartes and Kant; my course in political theory directed me to Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau. The reason for this was and is simple. Only by listening closely to these individual voices can we absorb and test their arguments with any hope of accuracy. To grapple with a depersonalized theory is to wrestle in mud.

Let’s say you wish to make a critique of socialism (or liberalism or communism or conservatism or anarchism – the same problem applies to them all). You can write down how Karl Marx or Saint-Simon or Harold Laski defined socialism, and you can identify what seem to you the virtues and defects of that definition. But it is impossible to say, without fear of contradiction, what ‘socialism’ really is, where its limits fall, what is and is not to count as genuine socialism. You can at best sketch the political ethos of a certain historical period. But if you want to engage in hard and exact analysis, you have to focus on the individual perspective of Marx or Saint-Simon or Laski. That’s the only way to catch the living doctrine as its first supporters and opponents encountered it.

So, whether you like it or not, if you aspire to be a serious student of political ideas, you are compelled to examine, and in some detail, what Rousseau, or Marx, or Gandhi actually said and wrote – and did. You can attach ironic capitals or scare quotes to the idea of ‘Great Thinkers’, but their collected works are inescapably your raw material. Often these are horrendously profuse; the Marx-Engels-Gesamtausgabe will run to over a hundred volumes when it is complete. Thomas Jefferson’s works are getting on for fifty, Gandhi (by means of a certain patriotic stretching) manages to clock up the ton. Within these forbidding shelf-fuls, you will find all sorts of stuff, much of it dross: self-serving whines and excuses, petty feuds conducted with fanatical vituperation, vaporous cant, along with brilliant insights, acute analysis of social conditions, searing criticism of the conventional wisdom of the times. From all this you have to extract a coherent and sustained theory or set of theories. At least that is how devoted historians of ideas tend to see their task.

But what if no such coherent and consistent theory is really there? What if there are glaring gaps and contradictions, some no doubt minor and superficial, but others intrinsic and disabling? What if, over his lifetime, your subject shifts, either consciously or unconsciously, from one theory set to another set that cuts across and undermines the first?

All too often the devoted disciple, and even the supposedly impartial historian of ideas, then succumbs to what I call ‘the fatal blandishing’. He or she smoothes out the wrinkles, ignores or underplays the contradictions, homogenizes the message. I call this a ‘blandishing’ not merely in the usual sense of smooth flattery, but to describe a process of making bland.

Often, too, there is a double blandishing at work. Internally, the theory is smoothed out and homogenized. Externally, it is linked up into a flawless chain with the thinker’s predecessors and successors. Political theory develops its grand narrative; ideas are fitted into a logical progress (including the idea of progress itself). We have the comforting sensation of forward movement. Michael Oakeshott in his entrancing treatise On Human Conduct speaks of clambering from one platform of understanding to the next. That may be an apt metaphor to describe progress in the natural sciences, but does political theory really work like that?

This book, by contrast, will describe a scatter of eruptions, in which the lava flows in unpredictable quantities and directions, and often at terrible human cost. Some of these volcanoes may lie dormant for centuries before erupting or re-erupting in a different place; others bubble on in a continuous but variable flow.

Nor are these eruptions necessarily related to one another. They may explode out of the same geopolitical terrain, but their authors often have quite different starting points and reach conclusions that are totally unconnected and sometimes quite opposite. Their critiques of one another tend to be fierce and unrelenting. See, for example, how mercilessly Mary Wollstonecraft disposes of Edmund Burke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau and, in a couple of sentences, Adam Smith too. Wollstonecraft pales in comparison, though, with the bucketloads of abuse Karl Marx poured over Burke, Bentham and Mazzini.

Prime Movers also have entirely different, and highly personal, methods of appealing to their audiences and stirring them into action – from the sweet lyricism of Jean-Jacques Rousseau at his best, to the harsh contempt of Karl Marx at his best. In studying the content, we cannot overlook the rhetoric that colours it and seduces the audience. As well as the content of their doctrines, we have to be alert to the tricks and quirks of their argument, their recurring stresses and omissions. For that reason, I make no apology for quoting sizeable chunks of what they have said and written. Paraphrasing – the besetting sin of many biographers – too often blurs the awkward gaps and contradictions that spring out from their original words. Only by hearing what they actually said can you gain a full sense of how and why they made such a mark. And only by fully quoting them can you understand properly what Rousseau and Iqbal thought about the place of women in society, or know in detail what Jefferson felt about African Americans and what Gandhi thought about Africans in Africa, or how Burke and Smith viewed the poor, or gauge Marx’s relish for violence.

We have to pay close attention, too, to the circumstances of their life and background that shaped their thought. In political theory, it really matters to gain some idea of where the speaker is, literally, coming from, of what deprivations and stimulations have driven him or her on. So I make no apology either for the strong dose of biography in these essays. It is crucial to get a sharp idea of who the thinker was as well as of what he wrote and how his contemporaries and posterity have viewed him. In fact, if I have a single prime motive in writing this book, it is to reunite the person and the dogma, to get as vivid an idea as possible of how one gave birth to the other.

A great political theory will jump national boundaries and spread out from the culture in which it was born into an entirely different type of society. My twelve apostles not only preach very diverse creeds; they are diverse in their origins too. They comprise a Greek, a Palestinian Jew, a Frenchman, a Scot, an Irishman, an American, an Englishman and an Englishwoman, an Italian, a German, a Hindu who invented India and a Muslim who invented Pakistan. In every case, their ideas have spread far beyond their countries of origin.

This is not, I think, a consequence of the particular selection I have made. For me, these Prime Movers are the most resonant voices, the voices in human conversation that have left the loudest echoes behind them. But I could have chosen a dozen others, from among, for example: Plato, Machiavelli, Hobbes, Locke, Grotius, Voltaire, Montesquieu, Herder, Proudhon, Mill, Bakunin, Nietzsche and Lenin, not to mention Napoleon Bonaparte, Adolf Hitler and Chairman Mao – all of them remarkable writers or orators with a claim to have changed the ways we think and act. I can only say that the Prime Movers I have chosen seem to me to have said things of abiding interest and value. Though the defects in their doctrines may live after them too, the good is certainly not interred with their bones. We cannot un-know what they have taught us.

But even if I had chosen this other team, two things would be true of them too: the violent antagonism between reason and passion that runs through them, and the fact which their respective fan clubs try to dodge for as long as humanly possible and often never confront at all: that just as each of them offers unique and lasting insights, so there is also something defective, partial and sometimes even dishonest about every one of them. Ever since I started reading political theory more than fifty years ago, I have been struck simultaneously by two things: the remarkable charm of all the Prime Movers I have encountered, and the gaping hole in some crucial part of their doctrine.

Every theory has its unwelcome side effects. There is always blowback. I am not talking about mere collateral damage. These unwelcome outcomes are usually due, not to a misunderstanding of the Mover’s intentions, or to some defect in the implementing of them, as the theory’s defenders will claim, but to inherent faults in the design. A theory may be brilliant, seductive and even profound, but still it will offer only a partial glimpse of the truth about human political arrangements. The more the theory’s defenders call for a pure and thorough implementation of the theory, the more corrosive the effect of its flaws – and the more terrible the possible consequences.

This is not a collection of hatchet jobs. It is not my intention here to debunk utterly any or all of these Movers. On the contrary, I hope to evoke something of their zest and charm and also to show their genuine and lasting contributions to the ways we think about the world. But what I want to do as well is to show how, in moving us, they also remove us from reality; in persuading, they select and distort; in enchanting, they also seduce. I hope that this selection will encourage rather than discourage readers to go back to the original texts. But I also hope that it will encourage them to read those texts, not only with an open mind, but with a wary eye.


I

PERICLES

and the invention of democracy

OLD SQUILL-HEAD – THE LEGEND AND THE REALITY

Was there ever such a man, so inspiring a leader in war and peace, so bold a thinker, such an irresistible orator, such a paragon of public – and private – virtues? Posterity has swooned at the feet of Pericles of Athens, ever since George Grote entranced readers all over Europe with his twelve-volume History of Greece in the 1850s:


Taking him altogether, with his powers of thought, speech and action – his competence civil and military, in the council as well as in the field – his vigorous and cultivated intellect, and his comprehensive ideas of a community in pacific and many-sided development – his incorruptible public morality, caution and firmness, in a country where all those qualities were rare, and the union of them in the same individual of course much rarer – we shall find him without parallel throughout the whole course of Grecian history. (Vol. V, p. 443)



More than a century later, Donald Kagan, the numero uno of American classicists, writes in Pericles of Athens and the Birth of Democracy (note the jamming together of the man and the system): ‘The story of the Athenians in the time of Pericles suggests that the creation and survival of democracy requires leadership of a high order. When tested, the Athenians behaved with the required devotion, wisdom and moderation in large part because they had been inspired by the democratic vision and example that Pericles had so effectively communicated to them.’ (Kagan, p. 292)

When Boris Johnson as Mayor of London sought a model, it was Pericles of Athens that he fastened on in a mixture of hero worship and self-worship. He claimed to see in his London the same ‘spirit of freedom that Pericles exalted, a spirit of democracy and tolerance, and cultural effervescence and mass political participation’. (Spectator, 13 September 2014)

Thus, Pericles was famous both as a political leader and as an orator. He led the greatest democracy that we know of in ancient times, perhaps in any times; he formed that democracy and brought it to its peak – Periclean democracy. In his famous speech at the funeral of those who had died in the Peloponnesian War, as reported by Thucydides, he paid the dead an imperishable tribute, still often quoted today: ‘famous men have the whole earth as their memorial; it is not only the inscriptions on their graves in their own country that mark them out; no, in foreign lands also, not in any visible form but in people’s hearts their memory abides and grows.’ (The History of the Peloponnesian War, Book II, Chapter 43)

In that same speech, which we know inspired both Abraham Lincoln in framing his Gettysburg Address and Winston Churchill in the Second World War, he also glorified the democracy he had shaped:


Our constitution is called a democracy because power is in the hands not of a minority but of the whole people. When it is a question of settling private disputes, everyone is equal before the law; when it is a question of putting one person before another in positions of public responsibility, what counts is not membership of a particular class but the actual ability which the man possesses . . . we are free and tolerant in our private lives: but in public affairs we keep to the law. This is because it commands our deep respect. (Ibid., II, 37)



A hero for all times, then, leading a democracy that is still an example to us all.

Yet the Founding Fathers of the United States, the world’s greatest present-day democracy, took a very different view. In The Federalist, that matchless repository of political wisdom, Pericles and Athens are most definitely not the model to follow. Nothing could exceed the contempt of Alexander Hamilton for Pericles and his role in Athens’ twenty-year war with Sparta:


The celebrated Pericles, in compliance with the resentment of a prostitute [in fact his second wife, Aspasia], at the expense of much of the blood and treasure of his countrymen, attacked, vanquished and destroyed the city of the Samnians [Samos]. The same man, stimulated by private pique . . . was the primitive author of that famous and fatal war, distinguished in the Grecian annals by the name of the Peloponnesian war; which terminated in the ruin of the Athenian commonwealth. (Federalist, No. 6)



James Madison was no less scornful of the Athenian political system. Their assembly, the ecclesia, in which every adult male citizen had a vote, was disastrously large and unmanageable: ‘Had every citizen been a Socrates, every Athenian assembly would still have been a mob.’ (Federalist, No. 55) Madison agreed with Plato that ‘such democracies have ever been spectacles of turbulence and contention; have ever been found incompatible with personal security or the rights of property; and have in general been as short in their lives as they have been violent in their deaths.’ (Federalist, No. 10)

Jacob Burckhardt, the great Swiss historian of the Italian Renaissance, was equally hostile to Pericles. Like later Roman emperors, the Athenian leader had debauched the people: ‘he was also forced to humour their greed with pleasures of all sorts – not to satisfy it would have been impossible.’ According to Burckhardt, Pericles may even have welcomed the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War because it deflected the anger that the people felt against him. (Azoulay, p. 213). This is perhaps the best modern account of Pericles’ life and times. In his last three chapters, Azoulay offers a brilliant account of the ups and downs of Pericles’ reputation, from heroic leader to forgotten man, then warmonger and mob orator, then, in the nineteenth century, model statesman, before finishing up in a more equivocal light in our own time). Another great nineteenth-early, twentieth-century historian, Karl Julius Beloch, in his history of Greece claimed that Pericles ‘had unleashed the fratricidal Hellenic conflict for personal reasons and had thereby been guilty of the greatest crime known in the whole of Greek history’. (Beloch, pp. 319–20, tr. Azoulay, p. 213)

The extraordinary thing is that these two wildly contradictory assessments are based, almost exclusively, on the same two sources: Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War and Plutarch’s Lives of the Noble Greeks and Romans. These two marvellous works are pretty much all we have to go on for Pericles and his times.

Thucydides, about fifty years younger than Pericles, was regarded as the greatest of all historians in his own time and is still so regarded today: clear, acute, painstakingly fair and a superb narrator. He was a general in the Athenian navy, and like many another unlucky Athenian commander was sent into exile after a reverse that was scarcely his own fault. Yet he betrays no hint of resentment or bias, either pro or anti Athens, and it takes a tortuous mind (of which there have been plenty in the world of classical scholarship over the centuries) to detect any.

Plutarch is very different, so different that austere classical scholars have often failed to grasp the depth and subtlety of his portraits of the great men of Greece and Rome. The well-known ancient historian Frank Walbank describes him as ‘a mediocre talent’: ‘ambling pleasantly along the surface, he sacrifices literary form to a wealth of anecdote.’ (Oxford Classical Dictionary, ‘Plutarch’) This utterly misses the point. Plutarch is not simply a charming gossip, he is a supreme analyst of character and the impact of individual character upon events. He is writing five centuries after Thucydides, but his portraits are carefully based on earlier biographies and annals now lost to us. His Life of Pericles is not simply a masterpiece in itself, it is the first biography we have of a dedicated professional politician, a man utterly consumed with the art and practice of power.

Pericles was born to great wealth and of a great family. His mother’s clan, the Alcmaeonids, had been prominent in Athenian politics for three generations. His father, Xanthippus, had clawed his way to the top in 489 BC by leading a vicious prosecution of Miltiades the Younger, who had led the Athenians to the immortal victory at Marathon only the year before. Miltiades came from the Alcmaeonids’ rivals, the Philaids, so this was clan warfare rather than a prosecution based on the misdeeds of Miltiades. Xanthippus demanded the death penalty. Instead, Miltiades was fined a huge sum that he couldn’t hope to pay, and flung into jail as a debtor, where he died of his wounds. For a brief moment, Xanthippus enjoyed supreme power as the leader of the aristocratic faction, but almost immediately he was overthrown by the populist leader Themistocles, and in 484 BC, only five years after he had got rid of Miltiades, Xanthippus was ostracized, that is, exiled by popular vote for a period of ten years. Pericles was ten or eleven at the time, not too young to realize how rough Athenian politics could be.

Plutarch introduces us to Pericles as a seductive youth, fond of philosophy and music, supposedly hanging out with Damon, the great teacher of the lyre (whose virtuosity did not save him from being ostracized for some political intrigue), and Anaxagoras, the first thoroughgoing materialist philosopher we know of. Anaxagoras too was to be attacked, perhaps even prosecuted, for declaring that the sun was not a god but a lump of hot rock, and Pericles helped him to get out of town alive.

Even in adolescence, Pericles seems to have been already the coolest of customers, a rationalist who did not really believe in the gods, but who was careful all his life never to expose himself to any charge of atheism. He had plenty of natural advantages, apart from birth. He had a sweet voice and an eloquent tongue. Plutarch says he was reasonably good-looking, except for his bulb-shaped head and long neck. The comic writers called him Schinocephalos, or Squill-head. Plutarch hazards that the images and statues of him always show him wearing a helmet in order to make him look less peculiar. Others have pointed out that Pericles was a strategos, one of the elected generals, and strategoi always wore helmets. Well, Miltiades, Sophocles the playwright, Thucydides the historian, Aristides nicknamed the Just and (Pericles’ successor) the great Nicias were generals too, and they are often shown without helmets; Pericles never. So I wouldn’t rule out vanity, but I would definitely rule in Pericles’ determination to be known as a military man. In fact, Plutarch tells us that Pericles deliberately adopted the military option as the safest path to power: ‘Reflecting, too, that he had a considerable estate, and was descended of a noble family, and had friends of great influence, he was fearful all this might bring him to be banished as a dangerous person, and for this reason meddled not at all with state affairs, but in military service showed himself of a brave and intrepid nature.’ (Plutarch, ‘Pericles’)

When he came back from his campaigns, having scored a decent measure of success, he ‘reinvented himself’. That is not an anachronistic piece of modern jargon, it is precisely what Plutarch tells us he did: ‘He immediately entered, also, on quite a new course of life and management of his time. For he was never seen to walk in any street but that which led to the market-place and council-hall, and he avoided invitations of friends to supper.’

The only time he ever went out to dinner, when his kinsman Euryptolemus was getting married, he remained present only until the toast and then went home.

Pericles then took the momentous decision that was to ensure his enduring fame. Having seen what had happened to his father, he abandoned his aristocratic connections and became a red-hot democrat. As a young man, ‘his natural bent was far from democratical’, Plutarch tells us. In fact, ‘he stood in considerable apprehension of the people’, but now he realized that populism was the future. ‘Fearing he might fall under suspicion of aiming at arbitrary power, and seeing Cimon on the side of the aristocracy, and much beloved by the better and more distinguished people, he joined the party of the people, with a view at once both to secure himself and procure means against Cimon.’

So he deliberately becomes a leader of the people, a demagogos, as Isocrates, the great Athenian orator of the next generation, describes him. The first project of the new democratic Pericles is to bring down Cimon, the son of Miltiades, whom Pericles’ father had destroyed. The family feud continues alongside the ideological struggle. The contrast between Cimon and Pericles is one of the great contrasts of history, between the cheerful, unbuttoned, boozy old campaigner and the thin-lipped, austere, political ascetic; it’s rather like the contrast between Charles James Fox and William Pitt, or between Danton and Robespierre.

Cimon (better written as Kimon, as it’s a hard ‘C’) was the most brilliant general of his day. He had fought bravely at Salamis, he had destroyed the Persian fleet at Eurymedon and he had commanded the Delian League of Greek city states around the Aegean. But he was also a man of peace, always trying to improve relations with Sparta, the other great power in Greece. He had a great admiration for Spartan society, and he called one of his sons Lacedaemonius (‘the Spartan’).

It was for Cimon’s goodwill towards Sparta that Pericles managed to get him ostracized, if only at the second attempt. Not unnaturally, the Spartans felt warmly towards Cimon too. This is another of the surprises that await the new reader of Thucydides. Sparta, that austere, militarized society that sounds to us like one big boot camp, was most of the time peaceable in its relations with Athens, slow to take offence, even slower to mobilize its troops, usually taking the first opportunity to bring the troops home and put feelers out for a lasting peace. Only a besotted admirer of Athens (and there have been plenty) could warp the testimony of Thucydides to find Sparta the consistent aggressor of the two powers in the fifth century BC. And we must remember that Thucydides was not only an Athenian but a respectful admirer of Pericles.

Yet nobody could have been less ‘Spartan’ in his habits than Cimon – this big, dark, curly-headed squire, fond of a post-prandial sing-song and legendary in his generosity: in Athens, he kept open house for the poor, and in the country he pulled down the walls and hedges of his gardens and fields, so that any stranger could help himself to the fruit and vegetables. He was forgiving to tax defaulters and would have no pressed men in his fleet: ‘he forced no man to go that was not willing, but of those that desired to be excused from service he took money and vessels unmanned, and let them yield to the temptation of staying at home, to attend to their private business.’ (Plutarch, ‘Cimon’)

We shall be struck by the contrast between Cimon’s relaxed view of civic obligation and the tense, demanding tone of Pericles.

You could certainly describe Cimon as a conservative. He thought that the Athenian constitution was pretty much ideal as it stood. He believed in retaining the powers of the old institutions like the Areopagus, a sort of senate, with life membership for former archons, the top city executives who mostly came from the richer classes. But what he stood for was not a narrow oligarchy, but a loose, tolerant type of conservative democracy that was hedged by constraints but acknowledged the ultimate authority of the people.

It was this entrancing character, to me one of the most attractive figures in the ancient world, that Pericles set about demolishing. He carefully refrained from leading the prosecution himself, leaving the attack-dog role to his tough associate Ephialtes, but he was one of the commission appointed for the prosecution. When Cimon’s sister, the equally ebullient and unbuttoned Elpinice, came to plead for her brother, Pericles brushed her off with a smile: ‘O Elpinice, you are too old a woman to undertake such business as this.’ Elpinice was not scared off. When Pericles was being garlanded in the funeral ceremony for those who had died in the brutal Athenian suppression of the Greek island of Samos, she came up to him again and said, ‘These are brave deeds, Pericles, that you have done, and such as deserve our garlands, for you have lost us many a worthy citizen, not in a war with Phoenicians or Persians like my brother Cimon, but for the overthrow of an allied and kindred city.’

To which stinging rebuke he quietly riposted with a well-known verse: ‘Old women should not seek to be perfumed.’ You often cannot help noticing the sheer unpleasantness of Pericles, as, for example, when he refers to the nearby island of Aegina, which the Athenians have reduced to servitude, as ‘the pus in the eye of the Piraeus’.

Athens was a society fuelled by eloquence. It was by his oratory, far more than by his military successes, that Pericles maintained his hold over the Athenian public for nearly three decades until his death. Whenever he was in trouble, accused of personal corruption or of a mistaken military strategy, he rescued himself by his sweet tongue. His contemporaries, as relayed by Plutarch, were obsessed by how he did it. Was it the untroubled serenity and calm of his manner on the platform, or the sonority of his speaking voice, or the way he seemed to speak so frankly, so directly, sometimes even roughly to his fellow citizens? Certainly the three speeches of his that Thucydides reconstructs for us at length have an electric, irresistible quality. Even at a distance of two and a half millennia, you want to keep listening until he leaves the podium as quietly and unostentatiously as he stepped up to it. Yet, if you reflect on the actual content of what he has just said, you may gain a rather different impression.

Anyone who comes fresh to Thucydides and Plutarch will, I think, be struck not so much by the high-flown praise of Athenian democracy for which Pericles has become immortal, as by the hard nationalistic tone of his words and deeds. And in this he does seem to embody the mood of Athenian democracy. How else could he have been elected strategos fifteen years running? As the fifth century BC wears on, we realize that Athens has become a military sort of democracy – and one with relentless imperial ambitions.

The key power in the state now seems to be not so much the ecclesia of all adult citizens, which still has to approve all major decisions, nor yet the boule or council, made up of 500 representatives chosen by lot from the ten tribes of Athens, which frames and debates the issues. What really counts is the board of generals, who each have to undergo re-election each year but, unlike most other officials, can be re-elected again and again. As Athens becomes obsessed with her growing empire, the strategoi take more of a leading role in non-military matters, such as taxation and public works. At times, one is almost tempted to describe the regime as a military junta tempered by democracy.

The spirit of imperial expansion had penetrated deep into Athenian culture. Every Athenian citizen had to do a two-year stint of state service, including military training, called the ephebeia. By the mid-fourth century at the latest, every ephebe had to recite a long oath of allegiance that included the pledge: ‘And I shall fight in defence of things sacred and secular, and I shall not hand down to my descendants a lessened fatherland, but one that is increased in size and strength, as far as lies within me.’ (Samons, Democracy, p. 47) This is the same boast that Pericles makes in his final speech when he is trying to persuade the Athenians to stick with the war against Sparta: ‘Yet still it will be remembered that of all Hellenic powers we held the widest sway over the Hellenes.’ (History, II, 64)

By the 450s BC, Athens is the dominant power in the Greek world. She collects tribute from her colonies, euphemistically described as ‘allies’, all over the Aegean; the number of talents stumped up by each colony is proudly inscribed on a pillar on the Acropolis. The noble intentions of the Delian League – formed initially as an alliance to fend off the Persians – have degenerated into an Athenian protection racket. The Treasury has been removed, allegedly for safer keeping, from the sacred island of Delos to the Acropolis, where part of the cash is being diverted to build temples and theatres to the glory of Athens, and to provide a fixed daily payment – the misthos – for the poorer citizens to attend first the law courts as jurymen, then later on the Assembly and the Council.

Those temples and theatres, and the statues and friezes that adorned them, still dazzle us today. We tend not to notice how flagrantly they proclaim the new imperial spirit driving the city. The old temple of Athena Polia was dedicated to the homely civic cult of Athena, goddess of fertility, agriculture and the household. The enormous new temple is dedicated to the warrior maiden Athena Parthenos, who offers protection and brings victory in war. From the sixth century onwards, it is an even more militant deity, Athena Promachos (foremost fighter), who appears on the sacred vases and on the silver coins of Athens.

The heart of the building was the ‘room of the virgin’, the Parthenon, which later gave its name to the whole structure, originally known simply as ‘the Great Temple’. Set behind the central hall that housed the huge statue of Athena, the Parthenon was where all the city’s treasure was stored, in particular the tribute collected from the Delian League. So, as Azoulay points out, ‘far from being a temple, the Parthenon was a treasury and a monument that glorified imperialism and symbolized the hardening or even the petrification of Athenian domination’. (p. 66) Significantly, it was begun in 447, a year before Athens smashed the Euboean revolt, and completed in 438, a year after Samos got the same treatment. It is this Athenian self-glorification that attracted the admiration of even such a rabid anti-democrat as Adolf Hitler.

Not everyone in Athens accepted that these unscrupulous appropriations from the often poor and rocky island states were the legitimate spoils of empire. Plutarch tells us that the enemies of Pericles


cried out in the Assembly that Athens had lost her good name and disgraced herself by transferring from Delos into her own keeping the funds that had been contributed by the rest of Greece . . . The Greeks must be outraged, they must consider this an act of barefaced tyranny, when they see that with their own contributions, extorted from them by force for the war against the Persians, we are gilding and beautifying our city, as if it were some vain woman decking herself out with costly stones. (Plutarch, ‘Pericles’, 12.1–3)



To this indictment, Pericles replied, in effect, ‘tough’. ‘They do not give us a single horse, nor a soldier, nor a ship. All they supply is money, and this belongs not to the people who give it, but to those who receive it, so long as they provide the services they are paid for.’ (Samons, Pericles, pp. 95–6)

States that tried to leave the League, like the island of Naxos in 470, were swiftly and often brutally brought to heel. Democratic governments were forcibly installed in mutinous states, often with Athenian garrisons to keep order. Some residents were expelled and their lands given to mostly poor but armed Athenian settlers, known as cleruchs, who remained citizens of Athens and formed a cheap sort of garrison. On the Ionian coast and on some of the islands, local fortifications were pulled down. Some locals were appointed proxenoi, or friends of Athens. These designated quislings were often so unpopular that the Athenians passed legislation protecting them from assassination. (Samons, Pericles, pp. 116–19) The subject nations could be compelled to swear humiliating oaths of loyalty to Athens. The people of Chalkis, one of the two important city states on the island of Euboea, had to declare: ‘I shall not revolt from the people of Athens by any artifice or any contrivance at all, neither by word nor by deed, nor shall I be persuaded by anyone in revolt, and if anyone revolts I shall denounce him to the Athenians.’ (Samons, Pericles, p. 119) Anyone who failed to swear the oath was to lose his citizen rights and his property.

Of course, there have been more brutal empires. Except in the notorious case of Melos, the Athenians carried out relatively few massacres of rebels or prisoners. But there is no doubt that this was an empire acquired and held down by force, and squeezed dry for the benefit of the imperial power. Yet such is the aura of Athens and her civilization that quite a few scholars have sought to maintain that the empire was not unpopular with its subjects. Grote claimed that ‘practically, the allies were not badly treated during the administration of Pericles’ and that, even when they were, ‘it was beyond the power of Pericles practically to amend’ the abuses. (Grote, Vol. IV, pp. 517–31) A century later, the rumbustious Oxford Marxist Geoffrey de Ste Croix argued that ‘the masses in the cities of the Athenian empire welcomed political subordination to Athens as the price of escape from the tyranny of their own oligarchs’. It was only the local oligarchs who itched to stir up rebellion. (de Ste Croix, ‘The Character of the Athenian Empire’, p. 38)

This seems improbable, to put it mildly, especially because Thucydides says exactly the opposite. He has Pericles warn of ‘the loss of our empire and the hatred which we have incurred in administering it . . . Your empire is now like a tyranny; it may have been wrong to take it; it is certainly dangerous to let it go.’ (II, 63) The bellicose Cleon, a fierce opponent of Pericles, was in no doubt about the realities: ‘What you do not realize is that your empire is a tyranny exercised over subjects who do not like it and who are always plotting against you.’ (III, 37) Later, Thucydides reports the Athenian admiral Phrynichus as specifically rebutting de Ste Croix’s contention that it was only the upper classes who wanted to revolt against Athens: ‘the cities now in revolt’, Phrynichus said, ‘were more interested in being free under whatever kind of government they happened to have than in being slaves, whether under an oligarchy or a democracy.’ (VIII, 48) Throughout Thucydides’ majestic account of the two big wars with Sparta, there is the hubbub of colonies of all sorts revolting against Athens all over the Aegean. Sir Moses Finley sums up quite simply: ‘Athenian imperialism employed all the forms of material exploitation that were available and possible in that society.’ (Samons, Cambridge Companion, p. 24)

Of course, Thucydides might have made up some of this, but de Ste Croix himself calls him ‘an exceptionally truthful man and anything but a superficial observer’, claiming only that he deceived himself about the unpopularity of the Athenian empire, because of his own class background. This is clearly baloney. There was never anyone less blinkered than Thucydides nor readier to speak ill of the upper classes when they deserved it.

The truth is that Pericles was a hard man leading a hard regime. The very first words that Thucydides puts in his mouth are: ‘Athenians, my views are the same as ever; I am against making concessions to the Peloponnesians.’ (I, 140) He was giving this flinty response to a delegation from Sparta, the message of which was simply: ‘Sparta wants peace. Peace is still possible if you give the Hellenes their freedom.’ In particular, war could be avoided if Athens would revoke the trade embargo she had imposed on Megara. Pericles refused to budge. He warned the Assembly: ‘Let none of you think that we should be going to war for a trifle if we refuse to revoke the Megarian decree.’ It would be better that the Megarians should starve than the Athenians give in on a single point, which would only lead to demands for more concessions. Two years later, in the last of the speeches that Thucydides reports, he was adamant as ever. The war had become unpopular, and so had Pericles himself, but Athens must not give up now. ‘Athens has the greatest name in all the world because she had never given in to adversity, but has spent more life and labour in warfare than any other state, thus winning the greatest power that has ever existed in history.’ (II, 64) His proudest boast had nothing to do with the glorious culture for which Athens would in fact be remembered. It was simply that Athens had ruled over more Greeks than any other power.

Yes, Pericles’ most famous funeral oration does contain passages of eloquence and beauty. So do the other two speeches that Thucydides reconstructs for us. But we cannot forget that all three speeches have a single purpose: to persuade the Athenians to stick with the war against Sparta. All three speeches use the same arguments that war ministers always use: we are the greatest, we have right on our side, this war has been forced upon us, but we are bound to win it. These propositions were all highly dubious: the Athenians had been ruthlessly assembling their empire in order to smash the supremacy of Sparta. Most of the time, the Spartans wanted nothing more than to be left in peace. Pericles did succeed in steadying the nerve of the Athenians, but at a terrible cost. The war went on for another twenty years after his death (probably in the same plague that killed his two elder sons); it destroyed the power of Athens and, for a time, Athenian democracy too. Yet Pericles himself seems to have been blind to the horrors he had inflicted upon his people. His dying words, as reported by Plutarch, are breathtaking in their self-deception: ‘No Athenian now alive has put on mourning clothes because of me.’ (Plutarch, ‘Pericles’)

So far we have not said a word about what Pericles contributed to the development of Athenian democracy. He made three such notable contributions: first, he and Ephialtes (who was murdered soon after) neutered the Areopagus, so that the Assembly enjoyed untrammelled power.

Second, as we have seen, he diverted the tribute from the ‘allies’ to ladle out the misthos to everyone who attended the jury courts (later, the misthos was extended to attendance at the Council and the Assembly).

Third, and no less important, he restricted citizenship to those who could claim two Athenian-born parents. This restriction had a tinge of racism about it, because the Athenians, almost alone of all the tribes swirling about the Aegean, claimed to be autochthonoi – sprung from the earth they dwelled upon. You couldn’t become an Athenian, you had to be born one, and of unimpeachable Athenian ancestry.

Of course, women, slaves and resident aliens (the metoikoi, or metics) already had no role in Athenian public life. Now thousands more were excluded, to great distress, not least that of Pericles himself later on. After his two sons by his first marriage had died in the outbreak of plague, he had to appeal for special dispensation for his remaining son, Pericles the Younger, by his second marriage, to Aspasia, who was an immigrant from Miletus.

These three changes combined to make the democracy simpler and narrower. Power and money were heaped upon the 25,000 or so lucky people who qualified as citizens, probably no more than a quarter of the adult male population, if that. For them to continue to enjoy this happy state of affairs, they had only to keep voting in Pericles as strategos. He had secured a captive client base.

The opponents of Pericles, from Thucydides, son of Melesias (not to be confused with the historian), down to the Founding Fathers of the United States, have been dismissed as spokesmen for the well-to-do, running scared of the mob. But they did and do have a point. There really is merit in having political structures to restrain headstrong elected majorities: second chambers for second thoughts, independent unelected judges, and written constitutions too, all have their place in a stable and long-lasting system. Pericles is perhaps the first of the ‘terrible simplifiers’ whom Burckhardt in the late nineteenth century identified as the menace of the coming age. Of course, Pericles was not remotely a Hitler or a Stalin. He was a deeply cultivated man, the very opposite of a barbarian totalitarian dictator. Yet that itch to simplify the system was insidious then, and it remains insidious today.

The critics of Pericles in his own day were acutely alive to the danger. Aristotle’s majestic Politics a century later is one long dissertation on the virtues of plurality and complexity in a political system. That was why he was so keen on the importance of a large middle class to prevent either the poor or the rich from achieving an uncontested dominance: ‘they are nearer the truth who combine many forms; for the state is better which is made up of more numerous elements.’ (II, 6.18) In the West today, we are deceived by our own rhetoric, which is all about democracy, but our systems are by no means purely democratic: unelected magistrates and judges deal out justice in our courts; unelected or indirectly elected second chambers review and revise new legislation; international courts impose codes of human rights; our daily lives are largely administered by bureaucracies with their own codes of practice. None of this prevents the elected representatives from having the ultimate say, but we recognize these other institutions and practices as necessary to ensure fair play for the vulnerable and the voiceless and to protect all sorts of rights. Far from aspiring to the sort of simplification that Pericles went in for, our instinct is rather to complicate, by setting up fresh commissions and quangos to improve standards of justice and equality.

WHO REALLY INVENTED ATHENIAN DEMOCRACY?

Whatever we may think of the way Pericles simplified the democracy he inherited, one thing is clear: he did not invent it. In the desire to magnify Pericles and Periclean Athens there is sometimes concealed a worship of national power and glory. Grote, writing in the heyday of the British Empire, and Kagan, a passionate believer in American power (he and his son Robert were among the founders of the neoconservative movement), share a reverence for Pericles as a strong leader who brought a second-rank power to greatness. But that is not the same thing as inventing or even enriching democracy.

If there is a single date to which the invention of Greek democracy can be assigned, it is 508/7 BC, about ten years before Pericles was born. And if that invention had a single author, it was the younger Cleisthenes, who happened also to be Pericles’ great-uncle. For many centuries, exactly what happened in 508/7 was unclear, as were the nature and magnitude of Cleisthenes’ achievement. Virtually all we had to go on were a couple of references in Aristotle’s Politics (III, 2.3 and VI, 4.18) and the mention in Herodotus of ‘the same Cleisthenes who organized the tribes in Athens and instituted democracy there’. (VI, 131) Herodotus is the first writer we know of to use the word ‘democracy’ (VI, 43), rather than the more frequent isonomia (equality of the laws). But what did this democracy amount to? How did Cleisthenes do it? Herodotus does tell us the story of how Cleisthenes seized power (V, 69–73), but he does not explain exactly what he did with it. For all the huge resources devoted to classical scholarship over two millennia, we were pretty much in the dark.

Then, on a January morning in 1890, readers of The Times opened their newspaper to read the equivalent of a front-page splash. Actually, this being 1890 and The Times, the story was on page 9 and carried no sort of headline, but you can feel the tremble of excitement in its opening words: ‘We announce this morning a literary discovery almost unprecedented in the whole history of classical learning.’ The British Museum had acquired a papyrus manuscript from a dealer in antiquities somewhere in Egypt. On one side of the scroll were scribbled the accounts of a farm manager on the Nile in the time of the Emperor Vespasian, about AD 79. On the other side was written the text of Aristotle’s long-lost work The Athenian Constitution, composed some four centuries earlier. Scholars had always known of this treatise but had given up hope of ever seeing a copy. Yet here it was, acquired for the museum by a short-sighted, self-taught clerk from Cornwall, Ernest Wallis Budge, who made regular forays into the alleys of Cairo where the dealers lurked, then as now a murky milieu. He had acquired the papyrus, The Times said, ‘from a source which, for obvious reasons, it is not expedient to specify’. No other manuscript of The Athenian Constitution exists anywhere, and no other work tells us in detail how the Athenian democracy came into being, what it was like at the beginning and how it developed. Mr Budge’s murky find has lit up the whole history of political ideas, or should have, if we read it carefully enough.

The first shock is that democracy at Athens was not a slow-growing, organic sort of thing. It started with a bang, and with bloodshed. The American scholar Josiah Ober calls it ‘democracy’s revolutionary start’. Ober has been twitted by some nervous colleagues for this melodramatic dubbing, yet it does seem to fit the facts, or what we know of them. There was something uniquely abrupt and dramatic about what happened in Athens in 508/7 BC. Of course, ordinary Greeks then as now were not slow to speak up for themselves. In the sixth and seventh centuries BC, there had been popular revolts against the local tyrant in various Greek cities – Argos, Delphi, Megara. One strong man would be turfed out, but then, as often as not, another tyrant would be installed. Many of these city states also had popular assemblies and councils, and the ruler who wished to survive would be well advised to listen to their views. There was at least an element of people power in most of these city states. In some of them, the ruler could not take major decisions, like declaring war, without the assent of the popular assembly. But these places could not be described as democracies in our sense, and there was little tradition of stable government based on an established constitution.

What happened at Athens in 508/7 BC was extraordinary. Not for the first time, there was a struggle for power going on. One faction, led by Isagoras, had called in King Cleomenes I of Sparta to help them take control of the city. Cleomenes turned up with a small force and ejected several hundred Athenians, including their leader, Cleisthenes, the capo of the Alcmaeonid family, one of the city’s leading clans. Cleomenes then tried to dissolve the city council and install as the ruler Isagoras, who was now his puppet. But the council refused to be dissolved, and the common people gathered in numbers to support the exiled Cleisthenes. Cleomenes had assumed that the whole business would be a pushover, but now he and his tiny force suddenly had to flee to the Acropolis. The Acropolis was and is a fine defensive position on its rock above the city, but only if you have food and water, which Cleomenes had not. After two days of siege, he surrendered. Half his supporters were killed, the others sent into exile. Cleisthenes and his supporters returned in triumph, having burnished the Alcmaeonids’ reputation as the most determined enemies of the tyrants. This was reckoned, both at the time and increasingly by modern historians, as the true beginning of Athenian democracy. (Herodotus, V. 66, 69–73)

This was a popular revolution, and one carried out with bloodshed on both sides. Such birth pangs are anything but unique in the history of constitutional upheaval. Think of Magna Carta: civil war rampaging across the whole country – Scotland, Wales and Ireland, too, being caught up in it – King John on the verge of being toppled, and the aftermath no less violent: the civil war goes up a notch, and the rebel barons call in the French Prince Louis to replace John on the throne. Or take the Bill of Rights: again, a foreign king called in, as James II flees. Or the American Declaration of Independence, this time signalling the beginning rather than the climax of a huge rebellion. Or the Fall of the Bastille and the framing of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen. Only upheaval on such a scale can generate the momentum for a total rewriting of the rules.

The crucial detail of what Cleisthenes actually did is only to be found in Mr Budge’s papyrus. Instead of just taking over and ruling more or less decently, as turannoi sometimes did, Cleisthenes set about reorganizing the whole structure of politics. We don’t know what he looked like, we don’t have a single direct quote from him, but we know what he did. The fact that we know so little about him is simply a question of sources and the haphazard way in which they survive or don’t. Pericles became a hero of democracy to posterity only because Thucydides wrote down (or imaginatively recreated) the words of his famous funeral oration. Herodotus, by contrast, records no words of Cleisthenes, although he does recreate the speeches of many other key actors in his Histories – the Kings of Persia, Darius and Xerxes, for example, and the speeches in a debate on the most suitable form of government for Persia after Darius and his gang had slaughtered the Medes – a debate so sophisticated that Herodotus tells us the Greeks could not believe it ever took place, but Herodotus swears it did. (III, 80) Plutarch does not include a portrait of Cleisthenes, nor does he pair up Cleisthenes among the twenty-odd leading figures he contrasts with their Roman equivalents in his Parallel Lives. Lysias, the fourth-century orator, tells the Athenians that their ancestors chose Solon, Themistocles and Pericles as their lawgivers. (Azoulay, p. 135) No mention of Cleisthenes. He never quite made the Great Man podium, perhaps because he seems to have held power for only a short time, before falling from grace for dabbling with the Persians. At any rate, he disappears from history. His personality remains a mystery to us. No doubt he possessed remarkable powers of advocacy. He certainly possessed inherited prestige as the leader of the Alcmaeonid family.

The Alcmaeonids were big landowners on the south-west coast of Attica, but they had also a longstanding reputation as friends of the people. A modern scholar has called them ‘the Kennedys of Athens’, and like the Kennedys or the Bushes, they contributed leaders to Athenian politics for several generations; not only Pericles but Alcibiades were of Alcmaeonid descent. Like the Kennedys, too, they were loathed almost as much as they were loved, and their reputation was by no means untarnished. Herodotus tells us that the family was rumoured to be cursed and that, when they were exiled in Delphi, they not only built a splendid new temple but bribed the Delphic Oracle to advise any Spartan who visited her that he must throw the Peisistratid tyrants out of Athens. Herodotus does, however, acquit the Alcmaeonids of the worst smear against them: that, after the battle of Marathon, they had waved a shining shield off the cliff at Sounion as a prearranged signal to the Persian fleet that the coast was clear for it to sneak into the Piraeus – a sort of primitive semaphore. Herodotus indignantly denies this, declaring not only that ‘the Alcmaeonids indisputably set Athens free’ but that they ‘were at least the equals of Callias in their loathing of tyrants’ (Callias being the most indefatigable intriguer against the previous long-term strong man of Athens, Peisistratus). The Alcmaeonids had been in exile for most of Peisistratus’s reign and had never stopped manoeuvring to get rid of him. They had earned their street cred.

Cleisthenes was undoubtedly the star of his generation. Though we don’t know his date of birth, we do know that he had already served as archon in Athens in 525/4 BC, so by 508/7 he must have been well advanced into middle age as well as experienced in the intricacies of politics. The fact of his archonship – one of the nine chief officers in the city – also tells us that his family cannot have been in exile for the whole of the Peisistratus dictatorship, so he was by no means out of touch with the latest political ideas.

Yet the mud has stuck, and quite a few modern scholars have characterized Cleisthenes as ‘an opportunist who would try anything for political power (like many of his family)’. (O’Neil, p. 30) Professor Paul Cartledge of Cambridge, in his introduction to Tom Holland’s superb new translation of Herodotus, argues that even in Herodotus, ‘the manner in which Cleisthenes is said to have achieved his reform is bathed in a sharply opportunistic light’. (p. xxvii) For Herodotus tells us that ‘when Cleisthenes was having the worst of it in his power struggle with Isagoras, he set himself up as a special friend of the people’. (V, 66) Democratic ideas were all the rage in Athens, so the argument goes, and Cleisthenes simply displayed all his family’s notorious agility in jumping on the bandwagon at the right moment, and finding the right language to be allowed to grasp the reins. It is obviously true that he made the most of his opportunities, but then that is the definition of a successful statesman. We would not think of denying JFK and Lyndon Johnson the credit for civil rights legislation simply because they were ambitious and unscrupulous operators.

It is hard to argue that the reforms were undertaken solely in the interests of Cleisthenes himself and his family; the sheer complexity and thoughtfulness of them suggests otherwise. Cleisthenes and the Alcmaeonids could easily have returned to power by making only token gestures in the direction of people power. The system they set up was intended to last, and it was intended to act as a bulwark against the permanent domination of any single family, even of the Alcmaeonids.

It is true, of course, that the Athenian democracy would probably not have taken off in the way it did and lasted as long as it did if Athens had not already enjoyed a long tradition of popular assemblies and a degree of popular participation in government. Athenian citizens were well aware that a successful city, what Aristotle called a ‘politeia’, required a common spirit and an instinctive obedience to the law. For, as Aristotle put it, ‘a state is not the growth of a day, neither is it a multitude brought together by accident’. The law’s only power to command obedience was that of habit, which had to be acquired over time. Rulers and ruled were all in it together, for ‘he who would learn to command must first of all learn to obey’. (Politics, V, 3.11, II, 8.25, III, 4.14, VII, 14.6)

But the crucial point remains that Athens did not just grow gradually into full-blown democracy. The structure of the system that became a glory to the city and an example to posterity was deliberately designed, and by an identifiable individual. Cleisthenes knew from his own experience how fragile every political regime was liable to be, and he set out to construct a system that would have its inbuilt protection both against overmighty would-be oligarchs and against the negligence or gullibility of the people.

The first thing he did was to divide the peninsula of Attica by demes into thirty parts – ten parts in the city of Athens, ten along the coast and ten inland. (Athenian Constitution, 21) Demes are originally local districts – villages, wards, hundreds, call them what you will. For political purposes, they are what we would call ‘constituencies’. It’s only by extension that the word came also to mean the people who lived in that district. Demos oneiron in Homer’s Odyssey, for example, means ‘land of dreams’, not ‘people of dreams’. So democracy at the very beginning is more about geography than population; it’s about power to the constituencies.

What Cleisthenes is up to is this: he wants to break up the allegiances to the old clans and to mix the citizens up ‘so that more men should have a share in the running of the state’, Aristotle tells us. Every contrivance was to be adopted to mingle the citizens. The powerful private religious centres were to be split up and amalgamated with the local countryside, so that their patrons no longer exercised undivided control over the local people. And he tells us something of even deeper significance: Cleisthenes ‘made the men living in each deme fellow-demesmen of one another’. The strangers whom you passed by on the street or on the country roads were henceforth to be your fellow citizens. For deme-ocracy is a society of strangers who recognize each other as a new sort of kin. You’re related by neighbourhood and not by blood. No profounder revolution in human society can be imagined. It is a revolution that has still not fully conquered what we used to call the Third World, where blood and clan still exert much of their old power. The constituency is the building block of any genuine democracy.

Cleisthenes then takes the mixing up one stage further. He groups one deme from each region (coastal, inland and city) into a threesome, which he calls a ‘tribe’. Each of these new tribes – there are to be ten of them – chooses fifty men for the grand council of 500 at Athens, the boule. So these are not tribes in the old sense – the McTavishes or the Cohens or the Patels. A Cleisthenes tribe is an amalgam of the inhabitants, let’s say, of Southampton, Oxfordshire and Birmingham South. Every bloc has all sorts of men in it. The state cannot be dominated by any professional or economic faction – not the admirals or the army or the merchants or the artisans. True, the Alcmaeonids’ own strongholds seem to have been left more or less intact, but even so they could not hope to exert overall control without genuine popular support.

The new politics starts with the local. The deme governs itself under an elected ‘demarch’, and it selects, sometimes by lot, sometimes by vote, the officials who are to exercise power at the national level: the generals, the judges, the tax collectors and the auditors, the officials in
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