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‘demagogue’ - ‘ckkdhlhd’ hkq j¾I 1648 isg ms<s.;a
foaYmd,k jHjydrfha foaYmd,k{hka fldÜGdihla
ye|skaùu i|yd nyq, j fhfok kduhls' ‘ckkdhlhd’
hkafkys kQ;k w¾:l:kh jkafka idudkH ck;djf.a
ye`.Sïj,g wduka;%Kh lr ck;d m%idoh Èkd .ekSug
W;aidy lrkafkl= f,ih' iïNdjH ngysr f,dalfha
zckkdhlhdZ hk kdufha wdrïNh ls%' mQ' miajk ishji
.S%isfha we;kaia kqjr olajd Èjhhs' zckkdhlhdZ hkafkys
kQ;k w¾:l:kh RKd;aul jqj o tys iïNdjH
w¾:l:kh wmCImd;s yd wjia:dkql+, j fjkia jk
nj ±l.; yelsh' fuu wOHhkfha mrud¾:h jkafka
ls%' mQ' miajk ishji we;kaiays ‘ckkdhlhkaf.a’
uQ,drïNh ms<sn| j ú.%yd;aul wOHhkhla lsÍuh' fï
i|yd mj;sk ft;sydisl yd ,sÅ; uQ,dY% o" úoaj;=kaf.a
woyia o úfõpkd;aul úuiqulg ,la flfrkq we;'
iïNdjH hq.fha we;kaiays ckkdhlhkaf.a fm<m;a yd
iudc ;;a;ajh tys mdrïmßl foaYmd,k{hka yd
ixikaokh lsÍfuka ckkdhlhkaf.a wdrïNh i|yd
fhÿK iudc-foaYmd,k miqìu wOHhkh flfrkq we;'
Rcq m%cd;ka;%jdoh ;=< ckkdhlhkaf.a foaYmd,k
.ufka id¾:l;ajh i|yd bjy,a jQ fya;= f,i idudkH
ck;dj iu. ikaAOdk.; ùu yd jd.apd;=¾hh fhdod
.ekSu úu¾Ykhg ,la flfrkq we;' ‘ckkdhlhka’
hk ks¾jpkh fl;rï mqoa.,noaO jkafka ±hs úuiqu
i|yd we;kaiays foaYmd,k{hka fofofkl= jk Cleon
- la,Sfhdka yd Pericles - fmßla,Siaf.a foaYmd,k Ôú;
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ixikaokh lrkq we;' jpkfha mßiudma; w¾:fhka
ckkdhlhd yd mgne÷K ,CIK flf;la ÿrg fï
pß; weiqfrka idOdrKSlrKh lsÍug yels fõ±hs hkak
wjOdkhg fhduq flf¾'

‘Demagogue’ is a standard term of the political vocabulary
from 1648 onwards and is recurrently used in modern politics to
define a certain type of a political leader. The modern connotation
of a demagogue is “a political leader who tries to 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 5th century BCE Athens. Though the modern
connotation of the term is excessively pejorative, its classical
meaning which is far more neutral, indicates that the term demagogue
differed according to the context in which it was used. This article
will focus on acquiring an impartial understanding of the emergence
of demagogues in the 5th century BCE Athens. This study would
be supported by a critical analysis of the existing historical and
literary evidence and an evaluation of scholarly assumptions. The
distinction in genealogy and the social position of the demagogues
from the traditional aristocratic leaders will be examined in order
to identify the socio-political circumstances which led to the origin
of the particular type of politicians. The alliance with the ‘demos’
and the oratorical skills will be observed as the crucial attributes
of the demagogues which contributed to their political advancement
in the ‘direct democracy’. This study 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
the demagogues in Classical Athens. Pericles will also be evaluated
to the extent of how he can be categorized as a demagogue. The
aim of this article is to examine the validity of identifying every
‘leader of the People’ in the 5th century BCE Athens as a
‘demagogue’.
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Etymology
The etymology of the word demagogue is Greek in origin;

‘demos’ stands for people and ‘agogos’ for ‘leading’ which derived
from the root “agein’- to lead (Collins Etymology Dictionary,
2009).Thus, the literary meaning of a demagogue is People’s leader
or the leader of the people. Connor (1992:10119, 10934) highlights
the ambiguity of the term ‘demos’ in its use in the Greek context.
He traces that in the 5th century BCE Athens, it either referred to
the citizen body as a whole or to the lowest strata of the society.
From the later part of the same century onwards ‘demos’ was
frequently used to define the poor citizenry. Thus, ‘demagogue’
can be identified as a term used to define a factional leader in the
5th century BCE who represented the ‘demos’ (Connor,
1992:101).

The earliest known use of the term demagogue was in the 5th

century BCE Athens. Aristophanes was the first to use the term
demagogue in Knights in 424 BCE in which he criticizes the
attributes of the leader of the ‘demos’;

“Demosthenes- That’s precisely your qualification to be a
Great Man…that you’re born and bred     in the Market
Square, and that you’re a brazen-faced rogue…You’ve not
got any sacred virtues  on your conscience, have you? You’re
not of good birth, by any chance?...That’s just what’s
wanted for a politician. You don’t think politics is for the
educated, do you, or the honest? It’s for illiterate scum like
you now!"

(Knights, lines 157-210)

According to Aristophanes, a demagogue was a ‘base-born’,
‘illiterate’ and ‘immoral fraud’. As stated by Finley (1962:165),
Aristophanes established the model of a demagogue by his critical
views in Knights with reference to the Athenian statesmen Cleon1.
Thus, Aristophanes distinguished the demagogues from the rest of

VALIDITY OF THE TERM DEMAGOGUE IN INTERPRETING ....
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the politicians in the classical period by the above-mentioned
attributes in Knights. However, Finley (1962:21) mentions that
the term demagogue was rare in the use in the 5th century BCE.
The older and common term which was used to define a political
leader in the early part of the same century was ‘prostates
toudemou’, the one who stands before (Connor, 1992:110-
113).This term referred to the political leaders who stood forward
as the protectors of the ‘demos’ or the city.

Origin of the Demagogues
The term demagogue was used in classical Athens to distinguish

a new group of politicians. A class distinction in the new group of
politicians can be detected in the account of Aristotle on the
emergence of demagogues in the 5th century BCE;

“It was then that the people first took a champion who was
not of good repute among the better sort, whereas previously
it was always men of the better sort who were popular
leaders"

(Ath.Pol,28.1)

As mentioned by Aristotle, the popular leaders of the recent
past were from the ‘respectable classes’ whereas the successors
of Pericles2 were not from the ‘better sort’. Thus, these new groups
of politicians were not from traditional aristocracy. They were from
the class of manufacturers or tradesmen known as ‘agoraroi’3

(Connor, 1992:153-154).

Most of the new group of politicians were 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,line690, Clouds,line1064, mentioned as a
potter in scholian to Knights,line 1304 ) and Cleophon a lyre-
maker (Scholian to Aristophanes’ Thesmoporiazusae 805,
Frogs,line681).However, it is apparent from the historical and
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literary sources that this new group of politicians were either wealthy
or from wealthy families (Connor, 1992:151-153).4Connor
(1992:153) highlights the necessity of wealth for politics in the
Athenian democracy as it provided leisure to indulge in political
activity.5 Therefore, it is reasonable to argue that these demagogues
would not have been successful in their career if they were
impoverished as Attic old comedy represented them. Moreover,
Aristotle’s (Rhetoric, 2.1387a) reference to the annoyance created
in politics by the newly rich who had acquired office is an inference
to the wealth of the new group of politicians. Even the Greek word
‘neoploutos’ which refers to the newly rich came into use with the
emergence of the new group of politicians (Aristophanes, Wasps,
line 1309, Connor, 1992:155-156). Thus, it is apparent that
demagogues in the 5th century BCE were non-aristocrats from the
class of manufacturers who were opulent.

As mentioned by Aristotle (Politics, 292a7), demagogues
came into prominence in a democracy where people were the
sovereign office. Thus, a demagogue being the representative of
the ‘demos’ was with influential personal power as he ruled over
the opinion of the people. It can be interpreted that demagogues
emerged in the 5th century Athens when a non-aristocratic person
became the leader of the ‘demos’ where people were the sovereign
body of the democracy. The emergence of demagogues in classical
Athens was hastened by the gravity of the Peloponnesian war, its
financial pressures on the ‘demos’ and the threat of allied revolts
(Henderson, 2003:163).The destruction of the countryside and
its crop as well as the restrictions on importation and exportation
of goods led to the poverty of the people. The subject-allies whose
tribute was increased, revolted against Athenian imperialism. The
above fears of the war led the ‘demos’ in the assemblies and courts
to be forceful and rebellious. Thus, the opinions of the ‘demos’
could be easily provoked by the leaders of the people who aspired
to ascend in power.

VALIDITY OF THE TERM DEMAGOGUE IN INTERPRETING ....
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Characteristics of the Demagogues
Apart from the non-aristocratic origin which distinguished a

demagogue from the traditional politicians was his alliance with
the ‘demos’. The aristocratic leaders influenced the policy of the
state with the support of certain powerful associates ‘hetairoi’ and
the friendship groups ‘philoi’ in the assemblies and the courts
(Connor, 1992:92-94).Certain ‘hetaeroi’ in the 5th century
assemblies and courts were moderate towards democracy and
supported the politicians who were pro-people (Calhoun,
1964:16). Unlike the traditional politicians, these new politicians
secured the partiality of the multitude, the ‘demos’, by the promise
of securing their interest. Cleon’s repudiating of his friends in order
to ally himself with the ‘demos’ is a distinctive instance of rejecting
the support of the friendship groups and allying with the people
(Plutarch, Moralia, 806 F).6 Creating an alliance with the ‘demos’
contributed to the political advancement of the new group of
politicians as the people began to consider them as their
representatives or the leaders. Therefore, affiliation with the ‘demos’
became a distinctive attribute of the demagogues in the Athenian
democracy. Contemporary reference to the 5th century BCE
practice of the demagogues to create alliance with the ‘demos’
and promise to secure their interest can be detected in Aristophanes.
A parody on the manner in which the demagogues win over the
‘demos’ by the promise to secure their interest is presented in
Aristophanes’ Knights (lines191-217). Thus, the modern
connotation of the demagogue as a politician who seeks to win
and hold office by appealing to the mass prejudice, has been derived
from the Athenian practice of securing the interest of the ‘demos’
by the popular leaders (American Heritage New Dictionary of
Cultural Literacy, 2005).

A ‘screeching horrible voice’, ‘cross-grained nature’ and the
‘language of the market place’ are the attributes of a demagogue
mentioned in Aristophanes’ Knights. The above attributes refer
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to the skill of eloquence or the rhetoric of the popular leaders.
‘Rhetor’, ‘one who speaks’ was a term applied to the politicians
in the classical period for their power of eloquence (Connor,
1992:116).In Athenian democracy, eloquent public speaking was
an essential skill to become a successful politician. Fifth century
Athens being a direct democracy in which every citizen had a vote
and privilege to speak in the assembly, only a persuasive and a
manipulative speaker could secure his leadership by moulding the
opinions of the ‘demos’. Finley (1962:172-176) who refers to the
narrowness of time and space in a direct democracy states that
politicians had to earn and exert influence directly and immediately.
Thus, persuasive oratory was essential to win over the ‘demos’.
Moreover, the ideal Greek leader was a ‘kaloikagathoi’, a man of
words and deeds. Therefore, the demagogues in the 5thcentury
BCE Athens were essentially rhetoricians as they could only attain
the highest offices in the democracy by winning the partiality of the
majority of the ‘demos’ by their persuasive speech. The necessity
of the effective speech for politicians had led to the teaching of
rhetoric by the Sophists who were the products of the time they
lived. Thus, teaching rhetoric provided more opportunity for non-
aristocrats with means to advance in politics by acquiring proficiency
in public speaking (Bonnor, 1933:48-49).The fact which
distinguished the oratory of the demagogues from the traditional
politicians was their style with persuasive gestures. It is believed
that Cleon introduced persuasive gestures into the oratory of the
demagogues (Aristotle, Ath.Pol, 28.3, Plutarch, Nicias, 8.3).

The strategy or the art of appealing to the masses by the promise
of securing their interest using persuasive speech is known as
demagogy. As mentioned by Thucydides (II, 65), the successors
of Pericles used demagogy to secure the leadership of the people.
The demagogues secured the loyalty of the ‘demos’ exclusively to
themselves by inciting the people against the traditional aristocrats
and the powerful ’philoi’ (Newmann, 1938:487-498). Cleon’s using
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the unpopularity of Pericles during the Peloponnesian war as a
step to the leadership of the people was an instance of the
demagogic strategy of winning the partiality of the ‘demos’ by
incurring dislike and hatred towards the aristocratic politicians.7
Thus, it can be argued that the demagogic practice of moulding
the attitudes of the demos had resulted in the negative connotation
of the demagogue as a person who advanced his own interest of
the people (Cooper, 1838:99). Hence, Finley (1962:164-165)
argues that demagogues, in leading people, were in reality
misleading them, if demagogues were driven by self-interest to
advance in politics. But was every leader of the people, a
demagogue in the 5th century Athens led by self-interest? This was
the central question from Aristophanes to Aristotle in attacking the
demagogues. Thus, to identify a true statesman from a demagogue,
it is essential to distinguish in whose interest the leader lead.

Demagogues in the 5th century BCE Athens
As stated before, the earliest known use of the term

demagogue to an Athenian politician was in relation to Cleon by
Aristophanes in Knights (Finley, 1962:165). Though Thucydides
(II, 65) does not use the term demagogue, the sharp distinction he
highlights between Pericles and his successors is an implication
that the demagogues came into prominence after the death of
Pericles. It is further asserted by Aristotle’s (Ath.Pol.28.3) criticism
on the unbroken line of men from Cleon onwards who were willing
to gratify the many with an eye to immediate popularity. However,
in the same account Aristotle traces the leadership of the people in
Athens from Solon to Cleon. Aristotle’s regarding of politicians
from Solon to Cleon as the leaders of the people raises the question
whether a politician becomes a demagogue by merely becoming
the leader of the people. It is apparent that the aristocratic leaders
of the people from Solon to Pericles were appreciated by the
writers such as Thucydides, Aristotle and Plutarch in contrast to
the new group of politicians. Most of the writers in the classical
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and late classical period being aristocrats, their animosity towards
the new group of politicians was inevitable. Thus, it helps to assume
that what made the 5th century Athenians to identify a politician as
a demagogue was not only him being the leader of the ‘demos’,
but his non-aristocratic origin and the use of demagogy as well.

According to modern interpretation (Finley, 1962:165, Connor,
1992:120-122, 142, Bonnor, 1993:48), Pericles had used
demagogy for his political advancement. Pericles’ prosecution of
Cimon8, his policy of the naval power which gave lower classes
the audacity to take over the leadership in politics, his bribing of
the people with their own money by the introduction of jury pay
are considered as demagogic practices which brought Pericles to
power. Thus, it raises the 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 payments and henceforth, demagogues had
followed Pericles’ lead. Moreover, Isocrates (8.126, 15.234, as
cited in Connor: 121, 142) identified Pericles as a demagogue.
However, Finley (1962:1653) refers to Gomme’s comment on
Plutarch’s division of Pericles’ political career sharply into two:
first, in which Pericles used demagogy to gain power and secondly,
his noble use of demagogy while he was in power. This is even
apparent in Isocrates (8.126, 15.234, as cited in Connor: 121,
142) who distinguished Pericles’ noble use of demagogy for the
interest of the state in contrast to the conduct of Pericles’ successors.
Thus, it can be assumed that what made the writers to consider
Pericles as a statesman instead of a demagogue though he used
the art of demagogy was his aristocracy of birth and his noble
conduct of securing the interest of the people for the goodness of
the state. Pericles’ ‘known integrity’, ‘respect for the liberty of the
people’, ‘hold them in check’ and’ never seeking power from any
wrong motive’ etc  mentioned in Thucydides (II,65) distinguished
him as a statesman. Thus, it is reasonable to accept Finley’s
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(1962:165) view on Pericles as a picture of a demagogue in reverse.
Moreover, Finley who identifies the demagogues as a structural
element in the Athenian democracy, states that the term demagogue
could be applied to all leaders irrespective of their class.

Thus, it can be defined that a demagogue in classical Athens
was a non-aristocratic leader of the ‘demos’ who was from the
class of manufacturers and opulent. Demagogues emerged in the
5th century Athens when a non-aristocrat became the leader of
the people where ‘demos’ were the sovereign body of the
democracy.  The affiliation with the ‘demos’ and the persuasive
oratory were attributes of a demagogue which were essential to
become a successful politician in a direct democracy. The strategy
of appealing to the people by the promise of securing their interest
using persuasive speech is known as demagogy. The earliest known
use of the term demagogue to an Athenian politician was in relation
to Cleon. Pericles being aristocratic in birth and his noble conduct
of securing the interest of the ‘demos’ for the goodness of the
state led him to be considered as a true statesman instead of a
demagogue, though he used the art of demagogy. Therefore, what
distinguished a true statesman from a demagogue was, in whose
interest the leader led the ‘demos’. Demagogues were a structural
element in Athenian democracy. This is why it was inevitable for
every politician to avoid the strategy of demagogy in securing the
interest of the ‘demos’ in a direct democracy. Hence, it is rational
to evaluate Athenian demagogues individually by their performance.

Endnotes:
1 Cleon, a politician from 465-422 BCE, is recognized as the prototype of

the demagogues in the 5th century Athens.
2 Pericles  was an Athenian statesman from 460 to 429 BCE
3. ‘Agorario’’ the men of ‘agora’: market place, were a long 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. It is evident from the inscription IG II22318 line 34 that Cleon’s father
Cleanetus was a wealthy Athenian who owned a leather factory
and was a ‘choregus’ in 460/59 BCE, a person who finances a chorus
at a public festival.

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. It is assumed that Cleon was a member of ‘hetairoi’ though he was a
non-aristocrat as the moderate aristocratic clubs chose its 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’
(Calhoun, 1964:18-28).

7. Pericles was denounced by Cleon for avoiding the battle with the
Spartans when Sparta invaded Attica in 431 BCE.  Cleon’s attack
on Pericles for his failure at Epidaurus in the following year, 430
BCE resulted in the deposing of Pericles. However Pericles was re-
appointed as ‘stratagoi’ in the same year (Plutarch, Pericles, 33.8).

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