VALIDITY OF THE TERM DEMAGOGUE IN
INTERPRETING INDIVIDUAL PoLiTiciIANS —A StuDY
Basep oN 5™ CeENTURY BCE ATHENS

Uthpala Weer akoon

‘demagogue’ - ‘ESoyonwema’ wy) Dbe 1648 80 Bgosd
EERED DBONICEE EERBICHR LS ©2IWIL3BES
DRSO wew INE O ewecy 5NOGEE. ‘Emonnmen)’
BSeB o ablmOmn D53es3 @IS B
HBOORO @BInenc WO Sy &escs &0 OO
CBe0w WOTBENY @EHE. s ROBC eEImeS
"B500E’ B3 O Gud®®@ B, &. seton Bodes
Bed gzl 500 2300 EOLB. ‘Bmvnwmwy wien
o POPIODE eSO O ¢ 98 ©®w»odn
gl0mOBE s 0 adisE © edmes 9
RO O VBB, e® FUBEEE BC@EAG D5ies’
8. . o50» Bwde pTEd ‘dunmmewasied’
GRoS®Hs BgRT O Berem glnnme SSen. 0®
w0 OB et w1 CGan §rug ¢, Sonsied
@cwes ¢ Sedbrsien SOuEMO G eedy) &rD.
@001 GOed GBS SHNEDETES evEnss ®o
2@ IBOG OB ©i0®6lm eCrICHEBEE o
20830 BEe®53 EHNEWEBTEE Goc®HNG e
©UCED LBEIB-ECRIED BLEI® PLBBIDG EWETL) GU.
et GEDBIDDICE PE BBIBNGDITeS @CnIED
©Oe5 00O g @OWE & ey eEes @5
Bo0D OO ©INNDED DO 1 DIBDIPSBE ©w@Ic
OO DEBRHEO CF ewedy) ¢D. EHEESI
w6 SOOmG emo® HlOERED Dxless ¢B8 Son®
BCYn FBED @ENEHEES ececen Oz Cleon
- BBews’ @ Paides - eudsBhed ednmcs E8m

© UthpalaWeerakoon

23083, 2008w gesn Bgel genmzic 88, @mitibie dnn eBDIERIDE, ©IDITw

805D OB CoD, eEIW DG oo Jr¥sNwm

@108y BW @B Bev¥e, 20 ®EIBG, 2012/13, @@Ly Bdw, RS
BB0BevICD




176 @100y B @S wegwa, 20 R, 2012/13

08B OB G, DOmed 8wy abdewrss
BDHDNWIDEI B BONGED 8T e OO e®
08 gegeds’ el dmdens BSR0 HiS 0Ol wsim
2DNDHEO g e,

‘Demagogue’ isastandard term of the political vocabulary
from 1648 onwardsand isrecurrently used in modern politicsto
defineacertaintypeof apolitical leader. The modern connotation
of ademagogueis*“apolitical leader who triesto win support by
using arguments based on emotion rather than reason” (Oxford
Advanced learners Dictionary of Current English, 2000). The
etymology traces the origin of the terms ‘demagogue’ and
‘demagogy’ to the 5" century BCE Athens. Though themodern
connotation of theterm isexcessively pejorative, itsclassical
meaningwhichisfar moreneutrd, indicatesthat theterm demagogue
differed according to thecontext inwhichitwasused. Thisarticle
will focuson acquiring animpartia understanding of theemergence
of demagoguesin the 5" century BCE Athens. Thisstudy would
be supported by acritical analysisof theexisting historical and
literary evidenceand an eva uation of scholarly assumptions. The
digtinctionin genealogy and the socid position of thedemagogues
fromthetraditiona aristocratic leaderswill beexaminedinorder
toidentify thesocio-political circumstanceswhichledtotheorigin
of the particular typeof paliticians. Thealiancewith the* demos
andtheoratorical skillswill be observed asthe crucial attributes
of thedemagogueswhich contributed totheir political advancement
inthe‘direct democracy’ . Thisstudy would be substantiated by
an observation of the carrier of Cleon, an Athenian statesman
from 465-422 BCE, who is recognized as the prototype of
thedemagoguesin Class cal Athens. Pericleswill dsobeevauated
to the extent of how he can be categorized asademagogue. The
aimof thisarticleisto examinethevalidity of identifying every
‘leader of the People’ in the 5" century BCE Athens as a
‘demagogue' .



VALIDITY OF THE TERM DEMAGOGUE IN | NTERPRETING .... 177

Etymology

The etymol ogy of theword demagogueis Greek inorigin;
‘demos standsfor peopleand ‘ agogoes for ‘ leading’ which derived
fromtheroot “agein’ - tolead (Collins Etymol ogy Dictionary,
2009).Thus, theliterary meaning of ademagogueisPeopl € sleader
or theleader of the people. Connor (1992:10119, 10934) highlights
theambiguity of theterm ‘demos’ initsuseinthe Greek context.
Hetracesthat inthe 5" century BCE Athens, it either referred to
the citizen body asawholeor to thelowest strataof the society.
From the later part of the same century onwards ‘ demos' was
frequently used to define the poor citizenry. Thus, ‘ demagogue’
can beidentified asaterm used to defineafactional leader inthe
5" century BCE who represented the ‘demos’ (Connor,
1992:101).

Theearliest known use of theterm demagoguewasinthe 5"
century BCE Athens. Aristophaneswasthefirst to usetheterm
demagogue in Knightsin 424 BCE in which he criticizes the
attributes of theleader of the* demos’;

“Demosthenes- That's precisely your qualificationto bea
Great Man...that you're born and bred  in the Market
Square, and that you’ re abrazen-faced rogue... You' ve not
got any sacred virtues on your conscience, haveyou?You're
not of good birth, by any chance?...That's just what's
wanted for a politician. You don’t think politicsis for the
educated, do you, or the honest?It'sfor illiterate scum like
you now!"

(Knights, lines 157-210)

According toAristophanes, ademagoguewasa' base-born’,
‘illiterate’ and ‘immoral fraud’ . Asstated by Finley (1962:165),
Aristophanes established themodd of ademagogueby hiscritical
viewsinKnightswith referenceto theAthenian statesmen Cleon™.
Thus, Aristophanesdistingui shed the demagoguesfrom therest of



178 @100y B @S wegwa, 20 R, 2012/13

the politiciansin the classical period by the above-mentioned
attributesin Knights. However, Finley (1962:21) mentionsthat
theterm demagoguewasrarein the usein the 5 century BCE.
Theolder and common term which was used to define apolitical
leader in the early part of the same century was ‘ prostates
toudemou’, the one who stands before (Connor, 1992:110-
113). Thistermreferred to the political |eaderswho stood forward
astheprotectorsof the*demos’ or thecity.

Origin of the Demagogues

Theterm demagoguewasused inclassca Athenstodistinguish
anew group of politicians. A classdistinction in the new group of
politicians can be detected in the account of Aristotle on the
emergenceof demagoguesin the 5" century BCE;

“It wasthen that the peopl e first took achampion who was
not of good repute among the better sort, whereas previousdy
it was always men of the better sort who were popular
leaders’

(Ath.Pol,28.1)

Asmentioned by Aristotle, the popul ar leaders of the recent
past werefrom the ‘ respectable classes’ whereasthe successors
of Pericles® werenot fromthe ' better sort’. Thus, these new groups
of politicianswerenot fromtraditiona aristocracy. They werefrom
the class of manufacturers or tradesmen known as ‘ agoraroi’?
(Connor, 1992:153-154).

Most of the new group of politicianswere often portrayed as
impoverished and base-born in Attic old comedy. For instance,
Cleon is called a leather- tanner (Aristophanes, Knights,
lines 44/45, Wasps, line 39), Hyperbolus, a lamp-maker
(Aristophanes, Peace,|ine690, Clouds,linel064, mentioned asa
potter in scholian to Knights,line 1304 ) and Cleophon alyre-
maker (Scholian to Aristophanes Thesmoporiazusae 805,
Frogs,line681).However, it isapparent from the historical and
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literary sourcesthat thisnew group of paliticianswereether wedlthy
or from wealthy families (Connor, 1992:151-153).*Connor
(1992:153) highlightsthe necessity of wealth for politicsinthe
Athenian democracy asit provided leisuretoindulgein political
activity.>Therefore, it isreasonabl eto argue that these demagogues
would not have been successful in their career if they were
impoverished as Attic old comedy represented them. Moreover,
Arigtotle’'s(Rhetoric, 2.1387a) referenceto theannoyance created
inpaliticsby thenewly richwho had acquired officeisaninference
tothewealth of thenew group of paliticians. Eventhe Greek word
‘neoploutos whichreferstothenewly rich cameinto usewiththe
emergenceof the new group of politicians (Aristophanes, Wasps,
line 1309, Connor, 1992:155-156). Thus, it is apparent that
demagoguesin the 5" century BCE werenon-aristocratsfromthe
classof manufacturerswho were opulent.

Asmentioned by Aristotle (Palitics, 292a7), demagogues
came into prominencein ademocracy where people were the
sovereign office. Thus, ademagogue being the representative of
the‘demos waswithinfluential personal power asheruled over
the opinion of the people. It can beinterpreted that demagogues
emerged inthe 5" century Athenswhen anon-aristocratic person
becametheleader of the* demos where peoplewerethesovereign
body of the democracy. Theemergence of demagoguesinclassica
Athenswas hastened by the gravity of the Peloponnesianwar, its
financia pressuresonthe‘demos’ andthethresat of alied revolts
(Henderson, 2003:163).The destruction of the countrysideand
itscrop aswell astherestrictions onimportation and exportation
of goodsledtothepoverty of the people. Thesubject-alieswhose
tributewasincreased, revolted against Athenianimperialism. The
abovefearsof thewar led the’ demos’ intheassembliesand courts
to beforceful and rebellious. Thus, the opinions of the* demos
could beeasily provoked by theleadersof the peoplewho aspired
to ascend in power.
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Char acteristicsof the Demagogues

Apart fromthenon-aristocratic originwhich distinguished a
demagoguefromthetraditional politicianswashisalliancewith
the‘demos . Thearistocratic |eadersinfluenced the policy of the
statewith thesupport of certain powerful associates' hetairoi’ and
thefriendship groups‘ philoi’ in the assemblies and the courts
(Connor, 1992:92-94).Certain ‘hetaeroi’ in the 5" century
assembliesand courts were moderate towards democracy and
supported the politicians who were pro-people (Calhoun,
1964:16). Unlikethetraditional politicians, these new politicians
secured the partiaity of themultitude, the*demos, by thepromise
of securing their interest. Cleon’srepudiating of hisfriendsin order
todly himsdf withthe' demos isadigtinctiveinstanceof rgecting
the support of thefriendship groupsand allying with the people
(Plutarch, Moralia, 806 F).° Creating an dliancewith the‘ demos
contributed to the political advancement of the new group of
politicians as the people began to consider them as their
representativesor theleaders. Therefore, ffilistionwiththe* demos
became adistinctiveattribute of the demagoguesin theAthenian
democracy. Contemporary reference to the 5" century BCE
practice of the demagoguesto create alliance with the demos’
and promiseto securether interest can be detected in Aristophanes.
A parody on the manner in which the demagogueswin over the
‘demos’ by the promiseto securetheir interest is presented in
Aristophanes Knights (lines191-217). Thus, the modern
connotation of the demagogue asapolitician who seekstowin
and hold office by appeding tothemassprejudice, hasbeen derived
fromtheAthenian practice of securing theinterest of the*demos
by the popular leaders (American Heritage New Dictionary of
Cultural Literacy, 2005).

A ‘screeching horriblevoice', ‘ cross-grained nature’ andthe
‘language of the market place’ aretheattributes of ademagogue
mentioned in Aristophanes’ Knights. The above attributesrefer
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to the skill of eloquence or the rhetoric of the popular |eaders.
‘Rhetor’, ‘ onewho speaks wasaterm applied to the politicians
in the classical period for their power of eloguence (Connor,
1992:116).In Athenian democracy, €l oquent public speaking was
anessentid skill to become asuccessful palitician. Fifth century
Athensbeing adirect democracy inwhich every citizen had avote
and privilegeto speak in the assembly, only apersuasiveand a
manipulative speaker could secure hisleadership by moulding the
opinionsof the*demos . Finley (1962:172-176) who refersto the
narrowness of time and spacein adirect democracy statesthat
politicianshad to earn and exert influencedirectly andimmediately.
Thus, persuasive oratory wasessential towin over the‘demos'.
Moreover, theidea Greek leader wasa'kaloikagathoi’, aman of
words and deeds. Therefore, the demagoguesin the 5"century
BCEAthenswereessentidly rhetoriciansasthey could only attain
the highest officesinthedemocracy by winning thepartidity of the
majority of the*demos’ by their persuasive speech. The necessity
of the effective speech for politicianshad | ed to the teaching of
rhetoric by the Sophistswho were the products of thetimethey
lived. Thus, teaching rhetoric provided more opportunity for non-
arigocratswith meansto advancein politicsby acquiring proficiency
in public speaking (Bonnor, 1933:48-49).The fact which
distinguished the oratory of the demagoguesfrom thetraditional
politicianswastheir stylewith persuasive gestures. It isbelieved
that Cleon introduced persuasive gesturesinto the oratory of the
demagogues (Aristotle, Ath.Pol, 28.3, Plutarch, Nicias, 8.3).

Thedrategy or theart of gppeding tothemassesby thepromise
of securing their interest using persuasive speech isknown as
demagogy. Asmentioned by Thucydides(l1, 65), the successors
of Periclesused demagogy to securetheleadership of the people.
Thedemagogues secured theloyalty of the*demos’ exclusively to
themsalvesby inciting the peopleagainst thetraditiond aristocrats
andthepowerful " philoi’ (Newmann, 1938:487-498). Cleon’susing
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the unpopularity of Pericles during the Peloponnesian war asa
step to the leadership of the people was an instance of the
demagogic strategy of winning the partiality of the‘demos’ by
incurring dislikeand hatred towardsthearistocratic politicians.’
Thus, it can be argued that the demagogi ¢ practice of moulding
the attitudes of the demos had resulted in the negative connotation
of the demagogue as a person who advanced hisowninterest of
the people (Cooper, 1838:99). Hence, Finley (1962:164-165)
argues that demagogues, in leading people, were in reality
misleading them, if demagoguesweredriven by self-interest to
advance in politics. But was every leader of the people, a
demagogueinthe5™ century Athensled by sdlf-interest? Thiswas
thecentral questionfromAristophanestoArigtotleinattacking the
demagogues. Thus, toidentify atrue statesman from ademagogue,
itisessentia to distinguishinwhoseinterest theleader lead.

Demagoguesin the5th century BCE Athens

As stated before, the earliest known use of the term
demagogueto anAthenian politicianwasin relationto Cleon by
Aristophanesin Knights (Finley, 1962:165). Though Thucydides
(11, 65) does not usetheterm demagogue, the sharp distinction he
highlights between Periclesand his successorsisan implication
that the demagogues came into prominence after the death of
Pericles. Itisfurther asserted by Aristotle's(Ath.Pol.28.3) criticism
ontheunbrokenlineof menfrom Cleon onwardswhowerewilling
to gratify themany with an eyetoimmediate popul arity. However,
inthesameaccount Aristotl etracestheleadership of the peoplein
Athensfrom Solonto Cleon. Aristotle' sregarding of politicians
from Solonto Cleon astheleadersof the peopleraisesthequestion
whether apolitician becomesademagogue by merely becoming
theleader of the people. Itisapparent that the aristocratic leaders
of the people from Solon to Pericles were appreciated by the
writerssuch as Thucydides, Aristotleand Plutarch in contrast to
the new group of politicians. Most of thewritersin the classical
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and late classicdl period being aristocrats, their animosity towards
thenew group of politicianswasinevitable. Thus; it helpsto assume
that what madethe 5" century Athenianstoidentify apolitician as
ademagogue was not only him being the leader of the‘ demos’,
but hisnon-aristocratic origin and the use of demagogy aswell.

According to moderninterpretation (Finley, 1962: 165, Connor,
1992:120-122, 142, Bonnor, 1993:48), Pericles had used
demagogy for hispolitical advancement. Pericles prosecution of
Cimon?, hispolicy of thenaval power which gavelower classes
theaudacity to take over theleadershipin politics, hisbribing of
the peoplewith their own money by theintroduction of jury pay
are cons dered asdemagogi ¢ practiceswhich brought Periclesto
power. Thus, it raisesthe question that to what extent Pericles
could be regarded as a demagogue. Plato in Gorgias (515 ff)
identified Pericles as the first to corrupt the people by his
introduction of jury paymentsand henceforth, demagogues had
followed Pericles lead. Moreover, |socrates(8.126, 15.234, as
citedin Connor: 121, 142) identified Periclesasademagogue.
However, Finley (1962:16%) refersto Gomme's comment on
Plutarch’sdivision of Pericles political career sharply into two:
firgt, inwhich Periclesused demagogy to gain power and secondly,
hisnoble use of demagogy whilehewasin power. Thisiseven
apparent in Isocrates (8.126, 15.234, ascited in Connor: 121,
142) who distinguished Pericles noble use of demagogy for the
interest of the statein contrast to theconduct of Pericles successors.
Thus, it can be assumed that what made the writersto consider
Periclesasastatesman instead of ademagogue though he used
the art of demagogy was hisaristocracy of birth and hisnoble
conduct of securing theinterest of the peoplefor the goodness of
thestate. Pericles *knownintegrity’, ‘ respect for theliberty of the
peopl€e’, ‘holdthemincheck’ and’ never seeking power from any
wrong motive' etc mentionedin Thucydides(11,65) distinguished
him as a statesman. Thus, it is reasonable to accept Finley’s
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(1962:165) view on Periclesasapictureof ademagogueinreverse.
Moreover, Finley who identifiesthe demagogues asastructural
eementintheAthenian democracy, Satesthat theterm demagogue
could beappliedto all leadersirrespective of their class.

Thus, it can be defined that ademagoguein classical Athens
wasanon-aristocratic leader of the‘ demos who wasfromthe
classof manufacturersand opulent. Demagoguesemerged inthe
5th century Athenswhen anon-aristocrat becametheleader of
the people where ‘demos’ were the sovereign body of the
democracy. Theaffiliationwiththe‘demos and the persuasive
oratory were attributes of ademagogue which were essential to
becomeasuccessful paliticianin adirect democracy. Thestrategy
of appealing to the people by the promise of securing their interest
using persuasive speechisknown asdemagogy. Theearliest known
useof theterm demagogueto anAthenian politicianwasinrelation
to Cleon. Periclesbeing aristocratic in birth and hisnoble conduct
of securing theinterest of the‘demos’ for the goodness of the
state led him to be considered as atrue statesman instead of a
demagogue, though he used the art of demagogy. Therefore, what
distinguished atrue statesman from ademagoguewas, in whose
interest theleader led the‘ demos . Demagogueswereastructural
element in Athenian democracy. Thisiswhy it wasinevitablefor
every politician to avoid the strategy of demagogy in securing the
interest of the*demos inadirect democracy. Hence, itisrationa
to eva uateAthenian demagoguesindividudly by their performance.

Endnotes:

1 Cleon, apalitician from 465-422 BCE, isrecognized asthe prototype of
the demagogues in the 5th century Athens.

2 Pericles wasan Athenian statesman from 460 to 429 BCE

3. ‘Agorario” themen of ‘ agora’ : market place, werealong existed segment
of the Athenian society who had acquired wealth from
manufacturing/trading activity rather than from traditional
agriculture. But it is apparent that ‘agorario’ had not produced
many distinguished politicians before Cleon.
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4. Itisevident fromtheinscription |G 1122318 line 34 that Cleon’sfather
Cleanetus was a wealthy Athenian who owned a leather factory
andwasa' choregus' in460/59 BCE, a person who financesachorus
at apublicfestival.

5. The payments for jury in the 5th century BCE and the payments for
attending the assembly in the 4th century BCE were measures used
in Athenian democracy to increase the citizen participation in
politics.

6. Itisassumed that Cleon was amember of ‘hetairoi’ though he was a
non-aristocrat asthe moderate aristocratic clubs choseits members
by their wealth, oratory and personal influence whereas class and
age were given less weight. Cleon’s repudiating of the influential
friends led him to be regarded as the spokesperson of the ‘ demos’
(Cdhoun, 1964:18-28).

7. Pericles was denounced by Cleon for avoiding the battle with the
Spartans when Spartainvaded Atticain 431 BCE. Cleon’s attack
on Periclesfor hisfailure at Epidaurusin the following year, 430
BCE resulted in the deposing of Pericles. However Pericleswasre-
appointed as‘ stratagoi’ inthe sameyear (Plutarch, Pericles, 33.8).

8 Cimon was an Athenian politician and a general (480-450 BCE) who
upheld pro-oligarchicideologies.
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