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Abstract 

 

The Athenian orator Isocrates (436-338 BC) is frequently branded as an 

insincere supporter of democracy who was promoting an oligarchic agenda in 

disguise. Within this framework, his use of the dhm- family of words and closely 

related terms has usually been either neglected or interpreted as corroborating 

his alleged anti-democratic stance. By challenging these trends, I explore how a 

re-examination of Isocrates’ usages of democratic vocabulary throws light on 

his political views and, more generally, on the role of his political thought within 

the development of Greek political thought. 

The opening chapter provides some preliminary remarks on the issues at 

stake and the methodological approach. The thesis then analyses the 

Isocratean usages of two notions inextricably related to democracy: Chapter 2 

focuses on speaking freely by examining the occurrences of parrhs…a, Chapter 

3 explores his use of the idea and language of equality. Both chapters show 

that, rather than distorting their alleged true meaning, Isocrates problematises 

these terms and notions on the basis of their deeply-rooted flexibility. Chapter 4 

investigates the usages of dhmagwgÒj highlighting the relevance of his interest 

in political leadership. This chapter also analyses the Isocratean depictions of 

Alcibiades to elucidate further his views on leadership. The final chapter 

develops these insights by examining the occurrences of dhmotikÒj and 

showing that Isocrates redefines what it means to be in favour of the dÁmoj in 

light of his ideas on leadership. 

Overall, by means of a semantic approach, this thesis argues against the 

view of Isocrates as an anti-democratic thinker and suggests a more 

sophisticated approach that takes into account two essential elements. On the 

one hand, the fact that Isocrates exploits, and stretches, the ductility already 

embedded in these terms in order to tackle contemporary historical and political 

issues. On the other hand, his interest in what makes a good leader in both 

internal and external politics and the crucial role that this profound interest in 

leadership plays in shaping his views on what democracy should look like. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

The present thesis aims to investigate and reappraise the political thought of the 

Athenian orator and teacher of rhetoric Isocrates (436-338)1 through the lens of 

an examination of the political vocabulary that he employs in his vast corpus of 

works. More specifically, my focus will be on the use of the dhm- family of words 

and of closely related terms.2 Isocrates has often been labelled as an insincere 

supporter of democracy, whose main goal actually consists in promoting an 

oligarchic agenda in disguise.3 In this respect, his use of political language has 

generally been either overlooked or dismissed as supporting evidence for the 

charge of an inveterate and ill-concealed anti-democratic stance. In response to 

these widespread and long-standing assumptions, I intend to show, by means 

of a semantic investigation contextualised in the broader historical and literary 

framework, that it is possible to draw a significantly more nuanced picture in 

which both the ductility entrenched in the dhm- family of words and in some key 

related terms as well as Isocrates’ profound interest in political leadership play a 

crucial, yet often neglected, role. 

In this introductory chapter, which is composed of three sections, I shall 

begin by focusing on the pivotal elements that characterise Isocrates’ self-

representation throughout the corpus, with specific reference to his self-portrait 

as ¢pr£gmwn (‘free from business’). Indeed, as we will see, far from pointing to 

a lack of interest in contemporary political issues or an anti-democratic stance, 

¢pragmosÚnh (‘love of a quiet life’) represents the cornerstone on which 

Isocrates builds his claim of being a political counsellor par excellence. The 

second section provides a survey of the main studies devoted to Isocrates’ 

political thought in order to position the overall argument within the wider picture 

of the key scholarly debates. Finally, I shall conclude this opening chapter with 

some methodological considerations, which lay down the specific lexical 

approach that I intend to adopt throughout this dissertation, along with a 

detailed illustration of the content and aim of each chapter. 

 
1 All dates are BC unless otherwise noted.  
2 For a more detailed discussion of the key political terms which will be analysed in the present 
study see the final section of this introductory chapter. 
3 See, for instance, Bearzot (1980). 
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1. Isocrates and the tÒpoj of ¢pragmosÚnh 

 

In his own self-characterisation Isocrates underlines his decision to withdraw 

from Athens’ public life opting for ¢pragmosÚnh. This emphasis on the concept 

of quietism has contributed to the image of a teacher of rhetoric positioning 

himself outside Athens’ political community and withdrawing into the ivory 

towers of his school. Moreover, his remarks that his retreat from public life has 

been caused, as we shall see below, by his weak voice and lack of courage 

have been interpreted as part of his alleged anti-democratic stance.4 Within this 

context, his deliberate choice of ¢pragmosÚnh has generally been regarded as 

stemming from his ‘dissatisfaction with Athens’.5 In this respect, ¢pragmosÚnh, 

according to Mirhady and Too, ‘marks out the aristocratic and oligarchical 

members of the democratic community to each other and to their fellow 

citizens’.6 Nonetheless, the Isocratean use of this commonplace is more 

multifaceted than it might appear at first sight. Indeed, in the present section we 

shall see how Isocrates problematises and reinvents this tÒpoj in order to show 

that he is very much capable of benefiting his own pÒlij while being, or rather 

precisely because he is, ¢pr£gmwn.  

 

Isocrates’ self-portrait as ¢pr£gmwn 

To begin with, let us look more closely at the autobiographical details that 

Isocrates himself provides throughout his corpus. Special attention has to be 

devoted, in this respect, to the self-portrait that he paints in To Philip, written in 

346, shortly after Athens and Macedon had concluded the Peace of Philocrates. 

Here Isocrates urges Philip not to be surprised by the fact that, despite being 

neither a ʻgeneral’ (strathgÒj) nor a ʻpublic speaker’ (·»twr) nor a ʻruler in any 

particular way’ (¥llwj dun£sthj), he has addressed the king of Macedon ʻmore 

boldly’ (qrasÚteron) than others do. Indeed, Isocrates continues, he is ʻthe most 

naturally unsuited’ (¢fušstatoj) among his fellow citizens to take part in 

political activity (prÕj tÕ politeÚesqai) since his voice is weak (oÜte g¦r fwn¾n 

œscon ƒkan»n) and he does not possess the ʻcourage’ (tÒlma) necessary ʻto 

deal with the mob’ (Ôclῳ crÁsqai) and ʻto rail at those who wallow on the 

 
4 See Heilbrunn (1975) 157 (cf. Too (1995) 103). 
5 Heilbrunn (1975) 164. 
6 Mirhady and Too (2000) 203. 
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platform’ (loidore‹sqai to‹j ™pˆ toà b»matoj kulindoumšnoij).7 Nonetheless, 

Isocrates concurrently claims, he is most prominent in terms of both sound 

understanding and good education (tÕ frone‹n eâ kaˆ pepaideàsqai kalîj)8 

and thus endeavours ʻto give advice’ (sumbouleÚein), according to his nature 

and his ability, to his fellow citizens and to the other Greeks in general as well 

as to ʻthose of the highest repute among men’ (tîn ¢ndrîn oƒ ™ndoxÒtatoi).9  

As Isocrates himself highlights at the beginning of this passage from To 

Philip, he has already made similar remarks in his letter to the tyrant of 

Syracuse Dionysius the Elder, which was most probably written either in 368 or 

early in 367.10 Indeed, in the incipit of section 81 of To Philip Isocrates echoes 

section 9 of the epistle addressed to Dionysius where he invites the tyrant of 

Syracuse not to wonder at the fact that, even though he is neither a ʻpopular 

orator’ (dhmhgorÒj) nor a ʻgeneral’ (strathgÒj) nor a ʻruler in any particular way’ 

(¥llwj dun£sthj), he is taking up such a ʻburdensome matter’ (™mbriqὲj (...) 

pr©gma) attempting both ʻto speak for the safety of Greece’ (Øpšr te tÁj 

`Ell£doj lšgein) and ʻto give advice’ (sumbouleÚein) to Dionysius himself; then 

Isocrates also stresses that from the beginning of his career he has 

ʻstraightway’ (eÙqÚj) made the decision to stand aloof (™xšsthn) from engaging 

in public affairs. Yet, in this same section of the letter, unlike in the passage 

from To Philip, he does not offer any specific reason for his choice limiting 

himself to saying that providing an explanation would be too much work and 

that he has, nonetheless, taken part in ʻthe education which despises small 

things and which attempts to reach the important ones’ (¹ pa…deusij ¹ tîn 

mikrîn katafronoàsa tîn meg£lwn ™fikne‹sqai peirwmšnh). 

Further autobiographical details can be found in another letter, namely 

Epistle VIII To the Rulers of Mytilene, dating most likely to 35011 and addressed 

to the members of the oligarchic government of Mytilene, where democracy had 

 
7 Isoc., To Philip 81. 
8 On Isocrates presenting himself as belonging to oƒ eâ fronoàntej and the key role played by 

this specific phrase throughout his corpus see, in particular, Chapter 5 section 3.3.2. 
9 Isoc., To Philip 82. 
10 See Papillon (2004) 247 who suggests that the letter is incomplete as a result of the 
transmission process, whereas Mathieu (1962) 168 points out that Isocrates left the letter 
unfinished at the news of Dionysius’ death. On the contrary, Too (1995) 199 believes that this 
letter was truncated by Isocrates on purpose as in the case of Epistle VI To the Children of 
Jason, Epistle IX To Archidamus and the speech Against the Sophists.  
11 The date of this letter is usually determined from the content of section 8, where we find 
references to both Conon and Timotheus being dead as well as to Diophantus serving the king 
of Egypt in Asia against Artaxerxes Ochus. 
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recently been replaced precisely by an oligarchy. This letter was written, as 

Isocrates himself specifies, at the insistence of his own grandsons who had 

asked him to urge the Mytilenean oligarchs to restore from exile their former 

teacher Agenor together with his father and brothers, considering also that the 

oligarchs had already shown a clement attitude allowing some of the other 

exiled democrats to return home.12 Here Isocrates points out that he has held 

back from politics and public oratory (™gë toà mὲn politeÚesqai kaˆ ∙htoreÚein 

¢pšsthn) because of his inadequate voice and his lack of courage (oÜte g¦r 

fwn¾n œscon ƒkan¾n oÜte tÒlman). However, Isocrates goes on to argue, he has 

not been ʻaltogether useless’ (pant£pasin ¥crhstoj) or ʻdisreputable’ 

(¢dÒkimoj) since he has played the key role of ʻcounsellor’ (sÚmbouloj) and 

ʻfellow combattant’ (sunagwnist»j) of ʻthose who have chosen to say something 

good’ (oƒ lšgein proῃrhmšnoi ¢gaqÒn ti) about the Mytilenean oligarchs and 

about the other Athenian allies, while at the same time composing more 

speeches ʻin defence of the freedom and independence of the Greeks’ (Øpὲr 

tÁj ™leuqer…aj kaˆ tÁj aÙtonom…aj tÁj tîn `Ell»nwn) than those who spend 

their whole time on the platform (sÚmpantej oƒ t¦ b»mata katatetrifÒtej).13 

Furthermore, Isocrates concludes this letter by remarking that his main aim has 

consisted in showing his grandsons (at whose insistence, as we saw, he claims 

to have written to the oligarchic rulers of Mytilene) that even if they do not speak 

in the assembly and do not become generals but, instead, confine themselves 

to imitate his life (k¨n m¾ dhmhgorîsi mhdὲ strathgîsin ¢ll¦ mÒnon mimîntai 

tÕn trÒpon tÕn ™mÒn), ʻthey will not live in a state of neglect among the Greeks’ 

(oÙk ºmelhmšnwj 
 
di£xousin ™n to‹j “Ellhsin).14 

Similarly, in his last major work, Panathenaicus, which he began to write 

in 342 and completed in 339, Isocrates states that his ʻnature’ (fÚsij) is 

ʻweaker’ (¢rrwstotšra) and ʻsofter’ (malakwtšra) than it should be for practical 

matters, adding that it is neither ʻperfect’ (tele…a) nor ʻin all respects useful’ 

(pantacÍ crhs…mh) when it comes to debates.15 In this regard, Isocrates 

acknowledges that he lacks the two key elements which have ʻthe greatest 

power’ (meg…sth dÚnamij) in Athens, namely an ʻadequate voice’ (fwn¾ ƒkan») 

and ʻcourage’ (tÒlma), and highlights that men who, like him, do not possess 

 
12 See Isoc., To the Rulers of Mytilene 1-3.   
13 Isoc., To the Rulers of Mytilene 7. 
14 Isoc., To the Rulers of Mytilene 10. On this passage see Too (1995) 188. 
15 Isoc., Panathenaicus 9. 
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these qualities are ʻmore dishonoured’ (¢timÒteroi) than debtors to the pÒlij, 

since the latter can still hope to pay off the money which they owe, while the 

former are unable to change their nature (oƒ d/ oÙdš pot/ ¨n t¾n fÚsin 

metab£loien).16 Nevertheless, Isocrates stresses that, far from being 

discouraged by this fact, he did not allow himself to become ʻdisreputable’ 

(¥doxoj) or ʻunseen’ (¢fan»j); instead, after having gone astray from civic life, 

he has devoted himself to filosof…a,17 to hard work and to writing down his 

thoughts (™pˆ tÕ filosofe‹n kaˆ pone‹n kaˆ gr£fein § dianohqe…hn) choosing to 

treat neither trivial topics, nor private contracts, nor the subjects dealt with by 

the other orators (oÙ perˆ mikrîn t¾n proa…resin poioÚmenoj oÙdὲ perˆ tîn „d…wn 

sumbola…wn oÙdὲ perˆ ïn ¥lloi tinὲj lhroàsin), but rather matters concerning 

Greece, kingship and the pÒlij (perˆ tîn `Ellhnikîn kaˆ basilikîn kaˆ 

politikîn pragm£twn), although he has not received the honour that he was 

expecting his choice of such higher themes would entail.18  

In addition to the autobiographical references in these passages, 

Isocrates’ self-representation is a crucial aspect in Antidosis (353), the fictional 

legal defence which he himself describes as the way that he has devised to 

reveal not only to his fellow citizens but also to the future generations his 

ʻcharacter’ (trÒpoj), his ʻlife’ (b…oj) and the ʻeducation’ (paide…a) promoted in his 

school.19 Indeed, Isocrates defines this speech as an ʻimage’ (e„kèn) of his 

ʻthought’ (di£noia) and of his whole life with the twofold aim of making known 

the truth about himself and, at the same time, of leaving behind a ʻmonument’ 

(mnhme‹on), which he characterises as ʻmuch finer than bronze statues’ (polÝ 

k£llion tîn calkîn ¢nqhm£twn).20  

 
16 Isoc., Panathenaicus 10. 
17 On the complex meaning of filosof…a in the Isocratean corpus see, for instance, Levi (1959) 

85-89, Mirhady and Too (2000) 202 and 267, Livingstone (2007), Timmerman and Schiappa 
(2010) 43-66, and Janik (2012) 15-33. 
18 Isoc., Panathenaicus 11. 
19 Isoc., Antidosis 6. 
20 Isoc., Antidosis 7. See Too (1995) 188-189 who points out that the reference to the memorial 
calls to mind Evagoras 75 and To Nicocles 1. On this passage from Antidosis see also 
Giovannelli-Jouanna (2015) 84 and 92 (where a comparison is made with a similar use of the 
term e„kèn in To Nicocles 36). See also Giovannelli-Jouanna (2015) 94-95 on the proemium of 

Antidosis, where Isocrates not only acknowledges the ʻnewness’ (deinÒthj) and ʻdifference’ 
(diafor£) of this speech compared to standard discourses composed for the lawcourts or for 

display, but also demonstrates his awareness that the choice of such a literary form to convey 
his self-representation and his self-defence needs to be justified, otherwise the speech could be 
regarded as ʻout of place’ (¥topoj). 
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And it is precisely in Antidosis that Isocrates’ decision to opt for 

¢pragmosÚnh emerges most clearly. Indeed, the student who takes the floor 

during the interlude in the middle portion of the speech lists among the features 

which distinguish Isocrates from his fellow citizens the fact that he has led a 

well-ordained and lawful life like no other Athenian citizen, has never been 

involved in a trial (except in the present case of the exchange of property), and 

does not engage in the activities in which all those who meddle with politics take 

part (¢pofa…neij g¦r (...) t£ te kaq/ ¹mšran oÛtw kosm…wj kaˆ tetagmšnwj 

bebiwkÒta sautÕn æj oÙk oἶd/ e‡ tij ¥lloj tîn politîn, œti dὲ m»te 

dedikasmšnon mhdenˆ m»te pefeugÒta pl¾n perˆ ¢ntidÒsewj, m»q/ ˜tšroij 

sunhgwnismšnon m»te memarturhkÒta, m»t/ ¥llo pepoihkÒta mhdšn, ™n oŒj 

¤pantej politeuÒmenoi tugc£nousi).21 Furthermore, his associate points out 

that Isocrates has stood aloof not only from public offices and the benefits 

deriving from holding such positions, but also from all other common matters 

(prÕj dὲ toÚtoij oÛtwj „d…oij oâsi kaˆ peritto‹j k¢ke‹no lšgeij, æj tîn mὲn 

¢rcîn kaˆ tîn çfeliîn tîn ™nteàqen gignomšnwn kaˆ tîn ¥llwn ¡p£ntwn tîn 

koinîn ™xšsthkaj).22 Then, in replying to the speech of his associate and in 

order to justify his lifestyle, Isocrates specifies that he has chosen this way of 

life not because he is rich or arrogant (taàta g¦r sunetax£mhn oÙ di¦ ploàton 

oÙdὲ di/ Øperhfan…an), but because he loves ‘tranquillity’ (¹suc…a) and ʻquiet’ 

(¢pragmosÚnh).23 

So, in his corpus Isocrates, as shown by these passages, alludes to his 

physical limitations underscoring his weak voice and his lack of courage and 

portrays himself as ¢pr£gmwn.24 These key aspects of his self-representation, 

especially his mikrofwn…a, are highlighted also in the biographical tradition. 

Indeed, the ancient biographers refer to him as having a frail voice and appear 

to regard this detail as the main reason why he stood apart from public life.25 As 

a result of this corroboration, most scholars have taken Isocrates’ remarks at 

face value and as accurate from a historical point of view.26 However, Too has 

 
21 Isoc., Antidosis 144. 
22 Isoc., Antidosis 145. 
23 Isoc., Antidosis 151. 
24 On Isocrates’ self-representation as having a weak voice and lacking courage as well as on 
the link between these two aspects and his consequent choice of ¢pragmosÚnh see Giovannelli-

Jouanna (2015) 88-89. 
25 Dion. Hal., The Ancient Orators 2, [Plut.], Moralia 837a, Philostr., Lives of the Sophists 505, 
[Zos.], Life of Isocrates 35-37, Phot., cod. 260 p. 486b6, Suda 652 13-14. 
26 See, for instance, Mikkola (1954) 143 and Kennedy (1963) 205. 
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pointed out two key aspects concerning Isocrates’ ancient biographers: on the 

one hand, they engaged in literary fiction recording episodes for which we do 

not have any other evidence in order to illustrate his inability to speak in public 

(such as the anecdote in [Plutarch]’s life about his failed attempt to defend 

Theramenes, to which I will return below);27 on the other hand, most importantly, 

they even challenged Isocrates’ own self-description by creating stories which 

report that he did give some speeches in public.28 Moreover, Too has 

highlighted how by claiming mikrofwn…a Isocrates articulates a rejection of 

public oratory and depicts himself as having authority and respectability 

precisely because of his ¢pragmosÚnh, thus deliberately differentiating himself 

from the ʻnew politicians’ with their ‘loud voice’.29  Yet, Too’s study appears to 

share the commonly-held interpretation of the Isocratean corpus as bearing 

witness to an oligarchic stance as she assumes that Isocrates ‘invokes a 

democratic language while actually putting forward an ideology of conservative 

elitism’.30 

Nevertheless, while ¢pragmosÚnh is generally considered as a non-

democratic tÒpoj as we briefly saw earlier, a closer look at its crucial role in the 

Isocratean self-representation, suggests that his use of this tÒpoj, should not be 

regarded as part of an oligarchic agenda. Rather, by depicting himself as a 

reliable political adviser due to his withdrawal from public life, Isocrates goes 

beyond the traditional notion of ¢pragmosÚnh by reshaping it and offering his 

own original and innovative version of this commonplace.31 Thus, while 

complaining of mikrofwn…a and appearing to retreat into the ivory towers of his 

school, Isocrates, as we shall see more in depth below, does intend his voice to 

be heard loud and clear first and foremost in, and for the benefit of, 

contemporary Athenian democracy. 

 

 
27 See Too (1995) 77-78. 
28 See Too (1995) 79-81 who enumerates the three main instances: the anecdote reported by 
[Plut.], Moralia 838b according to which Isocrates delivered a speech at the funeral games of 
Mausolus of Halicarnassus, the passage in Philostr., Lives of the Sophists 505 where Isocrates 
is said to have delivered Panegyricus at Olympia, and the biographical detail present in both 
[Plut.], Moralia 837a and Phot., cod. 260 p. 487b28 according to which Antidosis was presented 
by Isocrates in person. 
29 Too (1995) 98-99. The tÒpoj of ¢pragmosÚnh has been the focus of Carter (1986) who, 

however, refers to Isocrates only in passing. 
30 Too (1995) 6; see also Too (1995) 104. 
31 See Blank (2017) 286; more on Blank’s viewpoint will be said towards the end of the present 
section. 
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Isocrates’ ¢pragmosÚnh and his paide…a 

Isocrates’ withdrawal from political activity could be interpreted as taking the 

form of remaining relegated, so to speak, to his school and his role as teacher 

of rhetoric, for which he is best known. Indeed, after his activity as a 

logographer between the very end of the fifth and the first decade of the fourth 

century, Isocrates made the decision to turn to education. In this respect, in his 

biography [Plutarch] appears to suggest that Isocrates established three 

schools, namely a first one in Athens before moving to Chios, a second one on 

the island and finally a third one, the most well-known, once again in Athens 

when he returned from his Chian sojourn.32 The actual date when Isocrates 

opened this school in Athens, which was located near the Lyceum as reported 

by [Zosimus],33 is debated: some scholars believe that it was founded in around 

388,34 whereas the prevailing scholarly opinion holds that he established it in 

the late 390s, more precisely between 393 and 392.35  

Moreover, some key aspects of Isocrates’ pedagogical programme are 

still sub iudice and have thus offered scope for further investigation,36 yet such 

investigation cannot be disentangled from his interest in, and reflection on, 

contemporary political issues. In this regard, it is worth noting that the close 

interaction between his political thought and his pedagogy has been hinted at 

by some scholars through, for instance, a description of his paide…a as ‘political’, 

a reference which we can already find in the third volume of Jaeger’s landmark 

study devoted to education in Ancient Greece.37 This association has been 

employed also by Lombard38 and by Livingstone who, more specifically, has 

additionally defined the Isocratean pedagogical programme as ‘an education 

which fits pupils for leadership within their city or state’.39  

One of the main goals of Isocrates’ teaching consisted indeed in forming 

leaders.40 Isocrates had among his students, for example, the Athenian general 

 
32 See [Plut.], Moralia 837a-c. On Isocrates’ alleged sojourn at Chios see Appendix II. 
33 See [Zos.], Life of Isocrates 116-117; on this passage and the location of Isocrates’ school 
see Pinto (2015) 323. See also Jebb (1876) 8 n. 4. 
34 See, for instance, Edwards (1994) 7 and 25; see also Usher (1999) 296. 
35 See, for example, Benoit (1984) 111 and Pinto (2015) 322. 
36 See Pinto (2015) 321. 
37 Jaeger (1944) 86; see also Jaeger (1944) 138 on the relevance to Isocrates of the link 
between his teaching and politics. 
38 Lombard (1990) 63. 
39 Livingstone (1998) 264. 
40 See, for instance, Johnson (1959) 25 and Clark (1996) 120-121. 
The pupils referred to in this passage are: Eunomus, Lysitheides, Callippus (Isocrates specifies 
that they were among his first students), then Onetor, Anticles, Philonides, Philomelus and 
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Timotheus, son of Conon, and the Cyprian king Nicocles, son of Evagoras. 

Although neither Timotheus nor Nicocles are referred to in Antidosis 93-94 

where he mentions explicitly the names of eight of his pupils, Isocrates appears 

to have a particular preference for them. More specifically, Timotheus is the 

protagonist of the well-known excursus in Antidosis 101-139, while Nicocles is 

not only the addressee of To Nicocles (where Isocrates offers him his advice on 

how to rule his subjects) but also the persona loquens in Nicocles or the 

Cyprians, in which by instructing his citizens in their duties Isocrates’ former 

student takes on ‘the role of political teacher’, thus witnessing ‘the success of a 

pedagogical method that aspires to teach the student to be like his teacher’.41 

However, Livingstone, as we shall see more clearly below, highlights that 

neither Nicocles nor Timotheus manages to imitate fully his master and thus to 

acquire his pedagogy.42 

Moreover, the ultimate aim of Isocrates’ paide…a is even broader and 

more ambitious than training leaders. His educational programme is closely 

related to, and at the same time goes beyond, the Panhellenic scope marking 

out his speeches (which I shall discuss more in depth in Chapter 3 section 4), 

since it is presented as having the potential not only to identify, but also to 

expand the boundaries of the idea itself of Greekness, as suggested by a 

straightforward reading of Panegyricus 50.43 In this passage Isocrates states 

that due to Athens’ superiority in thought and speech (perˆ tÕ frone‹n kaˆ 

lšgein) its ʻpupils’ (maqhta…) have become the ʻteachers’ (did£skaloi) of the rest 

of mankind and it is those who share that education who are called Greeks 

rather than those who share ‘the common nature’ (¹ koin¾ fÚsij). In this 

respect, Livingstone points out that: 

 

What the pupils learn, if they imitate the pedagogue well and acquire his 

voice, is a way of speaking with authority for Greece as a whole – 

 
Charmantides, with Isocrates adding that all of them received gold crowns by Athens due to the 
fact that they were ʻgood men’ (¥ndrej ¢gaqo…) who had spent much of their own wealth for the 

benefit of the pÒlij. For biographical details on the eight pupils mentioned here see Too (2008) 

140-141. 
41 Mirhady and Too (2000) 169. See below for more details on this key aspect of Isocrates’ 
pedagogy as well as on his teacher-pupil relation with both Timotheus and Nicocles. 
42 See Livingstone (1998) 277-280. 
43 Livingstone (1998) 274-275 whose interpretation of Isoc., Panegyricus 50 appears to entail 
that, while being used in the context of a manifest praise of Athens, the phrase ¹ pa…deusij 

¹mštera should be interpreted as referring specifically to the pedagogical programme offered by 

Isocrates’ school. 
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adopting a central position within the field of ʻGreekness’; by becoming 

the mouthpiece for this Panhellenic discourse, the pupil becomes 

identified with the power to define and extend the civilised world.44  

 

Thus, as Livingstone notes, ʻIsocrates’ pedagogy of Panhellenic logoi’ should 

not only be interpreted as reflecting ʻhis political ideal of a Panhellenic crusade’, 

but can even lead to regard ʻproducing Panhellenic speeches’ as ʻmore 

important than realising concrete Panhellenic aims’.45 This conflicting aspect is 

illustrated by the two different groups of Isocratean students that Livingstone 

identifies: the first category is represented by ʻthe pupil who is a king or general, 

a prime mover in political events’, like Nicocles or Timotheus, who, although 

being ʻidealised’ in various instances in the corpus, turns out to be ʻultimately 

unable to appropriate Isocratean paideia, and remains in a state of 

interdependence with the pedagogue’; the second category, which is 

exemplified by the unnamed student taking the floor in Panathenaicus and 

which is ʻnever identified with a specific individual’, is embodied by ʻthe inheritor 

of Isocratean discourse’, namely ʻthe pupil who is like his master, who can 

speak with Isocrates’ voice (which is a textual voice, a voice that exists in 

writing), and who can continue where Isocrates left off’.46  

This distinction between two different categories of pupils suggested by 

Livingstone can be connected with Isocrates’ self-depiction as ideal political 

counsellor capable of offering better advice than Athenian politicians due to his 

¢pragmosÚnh, which as we saw earlier represents an essential aspect of his 

self-portrait throughout the corpus. Indeed, Blank has recently pointed out that 

in Panathenaicus 229-232 Isocrates’ self-reflection and subsequent doubts 

concerning the rhetorical strategy adopted in the contest with his pro-Spartan 

former student (with both Isocrates and his pupil embodying ‘Isocratean 

education’) show how the ʻentanglement in a live contest on the rhetorical 

stage, the influence of the audience as well as the personal interest of the 

speakers’ have had a negative effect on both Isocrates’ and his former student’s 

 
44 Livingstone (1998) 276. 
45 Livingstone (1998) 280. 
46 Livingstone (1998) 280-281, who describes the first category of pupils as ʻa self-contained, 
binary relationship of exchange mutually beneficial (...) but essentially static’, thus differing from 
the second category which embodies a ‘more authentically pedagogical relationship’ 
characterised by being ʻreproductive in character: the pupil is his master’s true successor, he 
acquires mastery of Isocrates’ logoi, and will go on speaking – or rather writing – in Isocrates’ 
voice’. 
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ʻpower of judgment’.47 Thus, although throughout the present study I shall 

challenge the widespread assumption, shared by Blank, according to which 

Isocrates’ speeches are characterised by ‘radically antidemocratic 

undertones’,48 I agree with Blank’s following conclusion regarding the 

Isocratean use of the tÒpoj of ¢pragmosÚnh: 

 

If getting involved in a (bad) state has a negative influence on one’s 

intellect, then no active politician of a defective state can ever be a good 

-and at the same time successful- political adviser. In order to maintain 

sound judgement and intelligence -and personal wellbeing-, the 

counsellor has to step back from involvement in politics, unless he 

happens to live in his preferred ideal state. Only by being a private 

teacher in poltical morlaty [sic] can he promote good counsel and thus 

contribute to the success of the state.49  

 

Indeed, Isocrates’ pedagogy ultimately aims at imparting the ability to give the 

most sound and reliable political advice, first and foremost, to leaders (with a 

predominantly Athenocentric perspective) and ¢pragmosÚnh represents the 

conditio sine qua non in order to reach such a goal. While ¢pragmosÚnh was 

generally regarded as an anti-democratic tÒpoj, Isocrates rethinks this 

commonplace by presenting stepping outside of Athens’ public life as the best 

way to step into it, that is, to influence it through his role as political counsellor. 

In this regard, the implication of the present analysis is precisely that Isocrates 

was intending his works for a wide audience, not exclusively for the students 

whom he was teaching in his school.50 

In other words, by withdrawing from public oratory and devoting himself 

to education, Isocrates, rather than rejecting the possibility of benefiting 

contemporary Athenian democracy and making his voice heard, is actually 

enhancing his capability, and maximising his chances, to do so. In this respect, 

it is worth noting that ¢pragmosÚnh as an Isocratean virtue differs significantly 

 
47 Blank (2017) 285. 
48 Blank (2017) 280. 
49 Blank (2017) 285. 
50 On Isocrates’ intended audience see, for instance, Hudson-Williams (1949) and, more 
recently, Usener (1994).  
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from the viewpoint on this commonplace expressed by Thucydides’ Pericles.51 

In particular, in the Funeral Oration, Pericles notoriously states that the 

Athenians regard anyone who does not take part in public life not as ‘free from 

business’ (¢pr£gmwn) but as ‘useless’ (¢cre‹oj).52 Conversely, Isocrates 

presents himself as political counsellor par excellence, and thus as being useful 

to his pÒlij, precisely on the basis of his being ¢pr£gmwn. 

Therefore, through his choice of ¢pragmosÚnh and his educational 

programme, he intends primarily not only to train leaders but also, even more 

importantly, to teach those pupils who can imitate him well the crucial skill of 

giving reliable and much needed practical advice to political leaders. His 

attempt to deal with, and have an impact on, contemporary political issues not 

only in close connection to, but even by means of, his teaching activity goes 

hand in hand with his own version of the tÒpoj of ¢pragmosÚnh. So, his 

pedagogy and his political views, rather than being watertight compartments, 

are inextricably related to one another. This is why a thorough analysis of 

Isocrates’ political thought has to take into account and underline the crucial 

role played by the intersection of these two aspects throughout his corpus. 

 

 

2. Isocrates’ political thought  

 

As we briefly mentioned at the beginning of this introductory chapter, Isocrates 

has generally been underestimated as a political thinker and is often dismissed 

as a sympathiser of oligarchy whose claim to support democracy is mere 

window-dressing as part of a cunning attempt to promote an anti-democratic 

agenda. In response to these trends, the present study aims to provide an in-

depth discussion and reappraisal of Isocrates’ political thought by means of a 

semantic analysis of a selection of key instances of democratic vocabulary. 

Nonetheless, before doing so, in this section I shall offer a snapshot of some of 

the main studies on Isocrates’ political thought in order to highlight the key 

 
51 See Too (1995) 98. On the broader issue of the relationship between Thucydides and 
Isocrates see, for instance, Mathieu (1918), Hudson-Williams (1948) and, more recently, 
Brunello (2015) 29-30 and 176-179.   
52 Thuc., II 40, 2. For a discussion of the tÒpoj of ¢pragmosÚnh in Thucydides see Carter (1986) 

26-51.  
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scholarly viewpoints around which the debate has been revolving and thus to 

position the overall argument of this dissertation within its wider context. 

 

Previous studies on Isocrates’ political thought 

Despite the rather widespread tendency to regard Isocrates as attempting to 

promote an anti-democratic programme misleadingly presented under the name 

of dhmokrat…a, it is worth underlining that Mathieu, one of the first scholars to 

focus on Isocrates’ political thought, did try to position Isocrates within 

democratic discourse. The French scholar encapsulates his position as follows: 

 

Cependant, malgré toutes ces critiques souvent acerbes contre la 

démocratie, Isocrate se dèfend d’en être un adversaire. Au contraire, il 

attaque violemment les Trente et critique en général l’oligarchie. Il se 

considère donc comme démocrate. (…) Isocrate n’est donc partisan ni 

de la monarchie ni de l’oligarchie; mais d’autre part il ne croit pas 

qu’une seule forme de démocratie soit possible, et en cela il se sépare 

de la majorité des hommes politiques de son temps qui semblent nous 

traduire l’état de l’opinion publique d’Athènes. C’est un démocrate 

modéré, de l’école d’Anytos ou de Phormisios, qui ne compte que sur 

des réformes partielles, plus morales que constitutionnelles, mais qui 

veut les faire porter sur plus d’un point de la vie politique athénienne.53  

 

Therefore, Mathieu not only highlights the moral value which Isocrates placed 

on the reforms he promoted, but he also argues that, in spite of the harsh 

criticism constantly directed at contemporary democracy, Isocrates was a 

supporter of democracy. Norlin seems to share this conclusion and to go even 

further when he states that Isocrates was, ʽunlike many of the intellectuals of his 

age, a pronounced believer in democracyʼ; yet, he adds that ʽwhile he reaffirms 

his faith in a democratic ideal (…) it seems clear that he considers the Athenian 

state as it then was in practice (…) to be a caricature of what a democracy 

should beʼ.54 

The interest in Isocrates’ political views was taken up again at the 

beginning of the 1960s by Cloché in his study entitled Isocrate et son temps. 

 
53 Mathieu (1925) 138-139. 
54 Norlin (1928) XXXVIII. 
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From a methodological point of view, Cloché employs an approach which is 

quite similar to the one adopted by Mathieu as they both make use mainly of a 

work-by-work examination which follows a chronological order. However, 

Cloché reaches a different conclusion from Mathieu’s. More specifically, Cloché 

summarises his view as follows: 

 

En résumé, s’il est impossible de ranger Isocrate dans un parti 

nettement déterminé et de lui attribuer une doctrine politique bien 

définie, nous sommes du moins autorisés ou même invités par les 

textes à ne pas faire de lui un partisan de l’oligarchie brutale et 

tyrannique, pas plus que de la démocratie «extrême» (eschatè 

dèmocratia) ou même, sauf pour un temps, de la démocratie pure et 

simple, fondée sur l’égalité des citoyens et la souveraineté des 

assemblées politiques et judiciaires. (…) Le mieux est donc, selon 

nous, de se borner à signaler les analogies, peu douteuses, qui règnent 

entre les tendances politiques de l’auteur du Panathénaïque et celles 

des partisans de Théramène sans essayer de préciser davantage et 

sans le qualifier de «démocrate», même modéré.55 

 

Indeed, here Cloché explicitly refers to Mathieu’s conclusion in order to distance 

himself from it. In this respect, Cloché fittingly stresses the complexity of 

Isocrates’ political thought and the resulting difficulty in classing his political 

views. Nevertheless, his observations appear to result in an impasse, he merely 

acknowledges the impossibility of overcoming it and suspends judgment while 

concurrently casting doubts upon the genuineness of Isocrates’ attestations of 

allegiance to democracy,56 an accusation frequently made also by subsequent 

scholars, as we have seen. 

Furthermore, Cloché bears witness to the widespread view according to 

which Isocrates shared Theramenes’ ideas.57 This assumption has been 

 
55 Cloché (1963) 94-95. 
56 See Cloché (1963) 83-84, who states that in On the Peace and Areopagiticus Isocrates, 
ʽsincèrement ou par tactique, ne s’attaque pas au principe même de la «démocratie»ʼ. See also 
Cloché (1963) 93 who claims that ʻselon toute probabilité, l’adhésion apportée par Isocrate à la 
constitution démocratique de sa patrie manque d’ardeur et n’est même pas exempte de 
réservesʼ. 
57 See also, for instance, Bearzot (1980) 123 n. 41 and 131. On the issue of the relationship 
between Isocrates’ political views and Theramenes’ programme see also Cloché (1936) and 
Canfora (1990).   
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substantiated by the fact that among the names of Isocrates’ teachers 

enumerated by the ancient biographers that of Theramenes comes to the fore. 

For instance, [Plutarch], after mentioning him as one of Isocrates’ tutors, relates 

two anecdotes in order to stress the alleged relation existing between the two.58 

According to the first story, when Theramenes was arrested by the Thirty 

Tyrants, while everyone else was terrified, Isocrates was the only one who 

stood up attempting to speak in his aid and, although he was not able to utter a 

word for a long time, he was then urged to keep silent by Theramenes himself, 

who did not want any of his ʻfriends’ (f…loi) to share his misfortune. The second 

anecdote refers to a collaboration between the two men in developing some of 

Theramenes’ tšcnai.59 As noted by Roisman and Worthington, ʻthe primary 

sources for Theramenes’ life never mentions his teaching of rhetoric’,60 so it 

does not seem plausible that Isocrates learnt rhetoric from him. It is also 

unlikely that Isocrates was present when Theramenes was arrested by the 

Thirty since he was most probably attending Gorgias’ lectures in Thessaly at 

that time.61 Therefore, these anecdotes about Theramenes which we find in 

[Plutarch]’s biography do not appear to be very credible. Yet, even some of the 

scholars who cast doubts on the reliability of the stories narrated by [Plutarch] 

and, more broadly, on the tradition which makes Isocrates a pupil of 

Theramenes refer to ʻune affinité politique manifeste’ between the two men.62  

It is worth pointing out that shortly after Cloché’s study, additional 

attention to Isocratean political thought was paid by Bringmann in his volume 

entitled Studien zu den politischen Ideen des Isokrates in which however, while 

focusing in depth on the historical context of Isocrates’ major political speeches, 

the German scholar ultimately regards him as being negligible in terms of 

originality of thought and political influence.63 From Bringmann’s study up until 

recently this view on an alleged lack of originality and novelty in Isocrates’ 

 
58 See [Plut.], Moralia 836f-837a. 
59 See Lopez Cruces and Fuentes Gonzalez (2000) 894 who point out that such tšcnai should 

be regarded ʻnon pas comme des traités rhétoriques, mais comme des discours-modèles’ and 
that, even if they ever existed, they were certainly lost very early, already in the third century. 
On the tradition according to which Theramenes was one of Isocrates’ teachers see also 
Rhodes (2005) 282 and Giovannelli-Jouanna (2015) 87-88. 
60 Roisman and Worthington (2015) 144. 
61 See Lopez Cruces and Fuentes Gonzalez (2000) 894. 
62 Lopez Cruces and Fuentes Gonzalez (2000) 894. See also Lombard (1990) 83 for a similar 
theory. 
63 Bringmann (1965). 
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works has persisted among scholars.64 A resurgence of interest in Isocrates in 

the noughties has led to the ‘portrait of a democratic Isocrates’.65 Nevertheless, 

the opposite image of an undemocratic Isocrates still pervades modern 

scholarship, suffice it to say that not so long ago his appeal for a return to the 

Athenian ancestral constitution (which I shall discuss in Chapter 5 section 3.3.1) 

has been labelled as ‘a mask for more basic anti-democratic leanings and 

yearnings’.66  

 

Isocrates, Xenophon and leadership 

The renewed interest in Isocrates’ works and his political thought over the last 

decades has occurred in parallel, if not in conjunction, with similar trends in 

Xenophontic scholarship. For instance, Blank has lately associated Clark’s 

description of Isocrates as ‘critical servant’67 to Kroeker’s use of the notion of 

‘internal criticism’ in relation to Xenophon,68 suggesting, although tentatively, 

that the latter concept could be applied to Isocrates as well.69 Likewise, a recent 

attempt to understand Xenophon’s writings as addressed primarily to the 

Athenian élite to which he belongs and as endeavouring to redefine this élite 

citizenry instructing them on how to become effective civic leaders70 can be 

compared with a study on the same wavelength by Azoulay analysing how 

Isocrates interacts with, and aims to redefine, the Athenian élite.71 While these 

points of contact do not necessarily entail that Isocrates and Xenophon are 

talking to one another, they suggest that both authors take part in a common 

discussion going on at the time. 

Thus, much of recent scholarship on Isocrates has been going in the 

same direction as Xenophontic studies. However, even though these studies 

have cast some much needed light on significant features of the Isocratean 

corpus, they tend not to tackle a relevant facet of it, that is, Isocrates’ prominent 

and enduring interest in political leadership, especially within and by Athens, 

and the crucial implications that this key aspect has for our understanding of his 

political views. Even those works devoted specifically to the parallel treatment of 

 
64 See, for instance, Rhodes (2005) 281. 
65 Poulakos and Depew (2004) 8. 
66 Cartledge (2009) 98. 
67 See Clark (1996). 
68 See Kroeker (2009). 
69 See Blank (2017) 286. 
70 See Christ (2020). 
71 See Azoulay (2010). 
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Isocrates and Xenophon have either not addressed their common interest in 

leadership (with the specific similarities and differences in their respective 

discussions)72 or dealt with it only tangentially.73  

A notable exception in this respect is represented by Wallace’s 

monograph on the Areopagus.74 Indeed, in the chapter of his study devoted to 

Isocrates, with particular focus on the constitutional reform promoted in 

Areopagiticus, Wallace stresses two key aspects: Isocrates’ original stance in 

the speech (despite some parallels with Theramenes’ plausible involvement in 

promoting the reform of the Areopagus)75 and the fact that his programme in 

Areopagiticus is motivated by his attempt to improve Athens’ internal leadership 

with the ultimate aim of consolidating its leading position abroad.76 Additionally, 

Wallace acknowledges that Isocrates’ main concern throughout the corpus lies 

in ‘strong, principled leadership, willingly followed by the people’, which could be 

achieved under any kind of constitution,77 and that in Areopagiticus his views on 

Athenian leadership in foreign politics overlap with the reshaping of leadership 

in domestic politics that he upholds.78  

Nonetheless, within the specific context of his study, Wallace focuses, 

first and foremost, on Areopagiticus and regards it as being in contraposition 

with On the Peace, whereas the interaction between these two speeches is 

more complex, as we shall see.79 Moreover, in addition to the questionable 

judgment on Isocrates as ‘neither brilliant nor incisive’,80 Wallace does not dwell 

upon the key features that, in Isocrates’ view, characterise a good and effective 

leader and the broader implications that the examination of his ideas on 

leadership has for our understanding of his political thought. Overall, there is 

thus still scope for conducting a further investigation of Isocrates’ views on this 

topic and the crucial relevance that they acquire within his corpus. 

 

  

 
72 See Tamiolaki (2018). 
73 See Wilms (1995), Gray (2000) 146-151, Azoulay (2006) and Pontier (2016). 
74 Wallace (1989). 
75 See Wallace (1989) 149-158; see also Wallace (1989) 144. 
76 See Wallace (1989) 164-158. 
77 Wallace (1989) 163. 
78 See Wallace (1989) 166-168. 
79 See Chapter 5 section 3.3.1. 
80 Wallace (1989) 158. 
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The Isocratean maze and coherency 

Lastly, it is worth pointing out that, in addition to the charge of being insincere in 

his support to democracy while attempting in reality to promote an oligarchic 

constitution disguised under the name of dhmokrat…a, the Isocratean writings 

have often been dismissed as incoherent. Baynes, for instance, has put 

significant emphasis on Isocrates’ alleged inconsistencies, and this excessively 

critical attitude has led him to the pessimistic conclusion that ʻeven when one 

has tried to read his work with some care, Isocrates remains a puzzle‒just a 

bundle of contradictionsʼ81 to the point that ʻcontradiction is piled on 

contradiction and one is left in a mazeʼ.82 Although I do not entirely reject the 

existence of such a maze, I shall argue that it is less intricate than Baynes 

believes, and, most importantly, that we are not trapped inside it. In this respect, 

I suggest that it is indeed possible to find a way out of the Isocratean maze, and 

in the present study, as we shall see in the next section, I intend to unroll an 

Ariadne’s thread which, in my view, can enable us to do so. 

 

 

3. Methodology and overview of the thesis 

 

The Ariadne’s thread consists, as I briefly mentioned at the beginning of this 

introductory chapter, in a detailed analysis of some key occurrences of his 

political vocabulary with specific reference to his use of democratic language. 

By the phrase ʻdemocratic language’ I intend to refer not only to terms 

originating from the dhm- root, but also, more broadly, to some words (and thus 

the notions that they convey) closely related to democracy such as parrhs…a 

and the vocabulary expressing the idea of equality.83  

Isocrates’ multifaceted use of political vocabulary, especially democratic 

language, has generally been neglected by scholars. Indeed, despite the 

 
81 Baynes (1955) 160. 
82 Baynes (1955) 163. Baynes (1955) 166 claims that one possible explanation for the alleged 
contradictions may lie in the fact that Isocrates was writing encomia on Athens, and so could 
alter history according to his goals. Isocrates’ supposed incongruity is highlighted also, for 
instance, by Kennedy (1963) 197, who tries to justify it by arguing that ‘[h]is political influence, if 
it existed was slightʼ, and thus denying his importance as a political thinker. However, as Too 
(1995) 62 points out, both Baynes’ and Kennedy’s explanations are not convincing. 
83 As part of the semantic approach adopted in the present study I have made systematic use of 
the TLG for the identification of the literary occurrences of the key terms of democratic 
vocabulary discussed in each chapter. 



29 
 

increased interest in Isocrates’ writings in the 1990s and, even more clearly, at 

the beginning of the twenty-first century,84 scant attention has been paid to his 

usage of democratic language and its complexity. Thus, in the present study I 

intend to address this gap that hampers our understanding of Isocrates’ political 

views. 

The ductility embedded in the word dÁmoj and, consequently, in 

dhmokrat…a has long been acknowledged.85 In this respect, the latter term, as 

Brock has noted, ‘did not mean the same everywhere or to everyone and could 

be legitimately applied to a variety of constitutional schemes’.86 Nonetheless, 

this intrinsic fluidity does not appear to be taken into account in the case of 

Isocrates’ usages of democratic vocabulary. Moreover, Isocrates, who in 

Panegyricus 8 stresses how it is possible ‘to recount old things in a new manner 

and to speak in an old style about events that have taken place recently’ (t£ te 

palai¦ kainîj dielqe‹n kaˆ perˆ tîn newstˆ gegenhmšnwn ¢rca…wj e„pe‹n), can 

be regarded as manipulating political language in a way similar to how he 

experiments with literary genres with his ‘resolute effort to keep the lines 

between rhetoric, politics, and philosophy as open and flexible as possible’.87  

By making use of, and concurrently expanding the boundaries of, the 

inherent malleability characterising democratic language Isocrates proves 

himself to be a man of his time. Indeed, this lexical ductility was deeply needed 

in a real political world that was dramatically changing. The Athenian 

democracy in the fourth century was not the same compared to the previous 

century, although the actual extent and nature of such a divergence is still 

debated among scholars. Moreover, even in the course of the fourth century 

itself there were shifts in the power relations between the Areopagus and the 

dÁmoj.88 So, Isocrates’ use of democratic vocabulary should be interpreted 

within this broader framework, rather than being dismissed as part of an 

 
84 See, for instance, Too (1995) and Poulakos (1997) as well as Haskins (2004), Nicolai (2004), 
Poulakos and Depew (2004), who all focus on Isocrates’ rhetoric rather than on his political 
thought (even though most of them explicitly recognise his importance as a political thinker). 
See also Orth (2003), Classen (2010), Janik (2012), Bouchet and Giovanelli-Jouanna (2015) 
and Brunello (2015). For a reappraisal of various aspects of Isocrates’ manuscript tradition see 
Andorlini (2003) and Pinto (2003). 
85 See, for instance, Cartledge (2009) 74. 
86 Brock (2009) 149. 
87 Poulakos and Depew (2004) 18. 
88 For a discussion of the main scholarly viewpoints on the difference between fifth- and fourth-
century democracy see Rhodes (2015) 59-61. 
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arbitrary and deceptive manoeuvre designed to implement an anti-democratic 

programme.  

 

Previous studies on Isocrates’ political language 

Indeed, when it is not overlooked in toto, Isocrates’ political, especially 

democratic, vocabulary is usually considered as corroborating the portrait of 

Isocrates as supporter of an anti-democratic programme in disguise. The prime 

example of this trend is represented by Bearzot’s study that by focusing 

predominantly on the occurrences of dhmokrat…a and its cognates throughout 

Isocrates’ corpus argues that his use of the term was a mere façade to promote 

what in reality was an oligarchic agenda.89 While Bearzot has certainly had the 

merit of drawing the attention to the issue of Isocrates’ manifold usages of the 

dhm- family of words, I disagree with, and shall thus challenge, her interpretation 

of the democratic language in the Isocratean corpus as flatus vocis within the 

framework of a cunning but clumsy attempt to conceal an undemocratic 

standpoint. Moreover, Bearzot’s study assumes a fixed and monolithic meaning 

for the label dhmokrat…a.90 Nevertheless, as we have briefly seen above, that 

was not the case. Indeed, the intrinsic malleability of the term, and thus of the 

notion, should suggest a more sophisticated interpretation of Isocrates’ 

instances of democratic language rather than dismissing, as Bearzot does, his 

use of dhmokrat…a and cognates as opportunistic and thus insincere.91  

Prior to Bearzot’s study, one of the few attempts to provide an analysis of 

Isocrates’ political terminology was made by Levi in two short articles published 

toward the end of the 1950s.92 However, despite some interesting insights, Levi 

fails to bring together the threads of his examination of the single terms (which 

are listed in alphabetical order) to answer much wider questions about 

Isocrates’ use of democratic vocabulary and to engage with broader issues 

related to the complexity of his political thought and language. So, Levi’s 

 
89 See Bearzot (1980). 
90 See Bearzot (1980) 113. 
91 See Bearzot (1980) 120. 
92 See Levi (1957) and Levi (1958). See also Labriola (1978) who focuses exclusively on three 
terms: dhmokrat…a, Ñligarc…a, ¢ristokrat…a, and whose aim is to highlight the ambiguity of 

Isocrates’ professed support of democracy. See also Ghirga and Romussi (1997) 58-63 for a 
helpful, though very concise, analysis of the Isocratean usage of a few political terms (including 
dhmokrat…a and Ñligarc…a). 
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analysis is not (and most probably does not aim to be) exhaustive, and calls for 

a much deeper investigation of this topic. 

It is only more recently that, in conjunction with the above-mentioned 

growing interest in Isocrates’ writings, further attention has been paid to his 

political lexicon, as exemplified, first and foremost, by Bouchet’s study.93 

Indeed, Bouchet underlines the relevance of Isocrates as a political thinker and 

his general consistency by focusing principally on a chronothematic 

examination of the topic of hegemony in his corpus. More specifically, by means 

of a meticulous linguistic analysis of ¹gemon…a, its cognates and related terms 

throughout Isocrates’ works, Bouchet identifies a shift in the meaning of 

¹gemon…a from designating Athens’ military domination to indicating a cultural 

pre-eminence. Bouchet’s study has indeed shown the fruitfulness of a lexical 

methodology in attempting to cast light on Isocrates’ political thought. However, 

in focusing predominantly on ¹gemon…a and the terminology related to it, the 

French scholar does not address the issue of the manifold usages of 

democratic language in the corpus. 

 

Structure and argument of the thesis 

I shall, therefore, build on these insights to explore how Isocrates employs 

political language, particularly democratic vocabulary, what this can tell us 

about his political views, and how his use of democratic terminology can be 

contextualised within the wider contemporary historical, political and literary 

framework. Regarding the structure of the present dissertation, my study will 

comprise four chapters, in addition to this introductory chapter. I will indeed 

begin my investigation with the analysis of the Isocratean usages of the 

vocabulary related to two key notions inextricably connected with democracy, 

namely freedom of speech and equality, before devoting my attention, in the 

last two chapters, to the examination of some crucial, yet often overlooked, 

instances of democratic terminology stemming from the actual dhm-root.  

More precisely, I shall focus, first of all, on the concept of freedom of 

speech by means of a detailed examination of the occurrences of parrhs…a and 

its cognate verb parrhsi£zomai throughout the Isocratean corpus. The following 

chapter will then be devoted to the idea of equality in Isocrates’ works with 

 
93 See Bouchet (2014), who, in the final part of his volume, provides a much needed French 
translation of (though not a commentary on) On the Peace. 
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specific attention being given to three main aspects: „sonom…a, the theory of the 

two kinds of equality, and „somoir…a. Moving to the investigation of some key 

occurrences of democratic vocabulary directly belonging to the dhm- family of 

words, the fourth chapter aims to illuminate Isocrates’ interest in, and views on, 

political leadership through an analysis of the instances of the term dhmagwgÒj 

and its cognate verb dhmagwgšw in his writings. This chapter will also include an 

investigation of the Isocratean depiction of Alcibiades as a case study to identify 

the key pillars on which Isocrates’ more general ideas on leadership are based. 

Finally, the last chapter will provide an examination of the occurrences of the 

adjective dhmotikÒj throughout the corpus with the main purpose of showing 

how Isocrates’ deep-rooted and predominantly Athenocentric interest in political 

leadership shapes his views on what democracy and being democratic should 

look like. 

Ultimately, I shall suggest that asking whether Isocrates was a democrat 

or an oligarch is too simplistic and runs the risk of flattening the complexity of 

his political thought and his use of political, especially democratic, language. 

Rather, the boundaries of the debate need to be shifted and broadened so that 

we can look instead at two crucial points. On the one hand, how he exploits, 

and at the same time expands, the ductility that is embedded in democratic 

vocabulary within the wider context of, and in the attempt to address, 

contemporary historical and political issues. On the other hand, how Isocrates’ 

views on democracy are inextricably related to, and profoundly influenced by, 

his ideas on what it means to be a good political leader in both internal and 

international politics. 

 



33 
 

Chapter 2 

Parrhs…a in Isocrates’ Political Thought1 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The idea of speaking freely is inextricably linked to the Athenian democracy.2 

From a linguistic point of view, this notion was primarily expressed by two 

keywords: „shgor…a and parrhs…a.3 While „shgor…a occurs only once in 

Isocrates’ works,4 we can find several instances of the noun parrhs…a and its 

cognate verb parrhsi£zomai throughout the corpus. Therefore, the primary aim 

of this chapter is to explore how Isocrates employs and develops the concept of 

parrhs…a in his political thought. I shall thus identify three different usages 

within the Isocratean corpus: a positive sense, the awareness of its drawbacks 

that leads at times to temporary hesitation in using it, and a negative 

connotation, which is highly innovative. So, I will look carefully at each of the 

three meanings that parrhs…a takes on in Isocrates’ political vocabulary with the 

purpose of bringing out the complexity of his use of this notion. 

However, in order to do so, we need to consider, more broadly, how the 

idea of speaking freely was intrinsic to Greek political thought. This is the 

reason why I shall start, first of all, with a more general discussion of the role of 

„shgor…a and parrhs…a in fifth- and fourth-century discourse before returning to 

a more in-depth examination of the Isocratean instances of parrhs…a and 

parrhsi£zomai. Finally, I will also show how this detailed analysis of the role of 

parrhs…a within Isocrates’ works can provide us with some preliminary 

indications about the wider issue of his use of democratic vocabulary. 

  

 
1 This chapter represents a revised and expanded version of an article published as a result of a 
paper that I delivered at ‘XV Encuentro de Jóvenes Investigadores en Historia Antigua’, 
Universidad Complutense de Madrid, 4th-6th May 2016; see Giannone (2017). 
2 See, for instance, Momigliano (1973) 256-257, 258-259. 
3 There were also other terms that could indicate freedom of speech, such as the verb 
™leuqerostomšw and the cognate adjective ™leuqerÒstomoj, as well as the phrase ™leuqšrwj 

lšgein. However, Spina (1986) 27 highlights that their use was very limited and not comparable 

to that of „shgor…a and parrhs…a. On the use of such terms in Greek tragedy see Spina (1986) 

80-82. 
4 See section 3.3.1 of the present chapter. 
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2. 'Ishgor…a and parrhs…a in Greek political thought 

 

In order to understand more fully how Isocrates deals with the concept of 

speaking freely as well as the issues that it could pose, we need to begin our 

investigation by looking at the origin and development of this notion in Greek 

political thought. The two terms that best expressed it, namely, „shgor…a and 

parrhs…a, at least to a certain extent, ʽclearly slide into one anotherʼ, though the 

latter ʽcaptures the willingness to exhume the truth without concern about whom 

the truth may offendʼ, whereas the former ʽcaptures the equality of opportunity 

to practice parrhêsiaʼ.5 There are thus fundamental semantic differences 

between the two notions, since „shgor…a focuses mainly on the idea of ʽequality 

of speech, usually in a political contextʼ, whereas parrhs…a appears to be ʽmore 

closely connected with ideas of freedom, that can be used equally of social and 

political discourseʼ.6 So, even though „shgor…a and parrhs…a are closely related 

to one another, they are not ʽalways interchangeableʼ, as Carter points out.7 

Moreover, they differ not only in their meaning, but also in their origin, as 

„shgor…a seems to precede parrhs…a. This suggests that the notion of equality 

was given greater importance than that of openness until the last decades of 

the fifth century, when, as we shall see, the term parrhs…a progressively began 

to take root in Greek political vocabulary.8 

 

'Ishgor…a 

Interestingly, „shgor…a (‘equal right of speech’) initially originated as an 

aristocratic notion, not a democratic one. Indeed, as Momigliano suggests, ʽit 

meant equality of rights in the matter of freedom of speech and could easily 

apply to a restricted number of aristocratsʼ, as the name of Cleisthenes’ 

opponent ʽIsagorasʼ clearly shows.9 As Raaflaub highlights, Isagoras 

represented ʽa “political name”, significantly given to a member of one of the 

most important aristocratic families in Athens precisely around the time when 

 
5 Saxonhouse (2006) 94. 
6 Carter (2004) 201 [his italics]. 
7 Carter (2004) 199. 
8 According to Carter (2004) 200 the fact that ʽisêgoria had more to do with equality of speech 
than with free speechʼ does not exclude the possibility to ʽdescribe it as a freedomʼ, as Theseus 
does in Eur., Suppliants 438-439. 
9 Momigliano (1973) 259. On the contrary, Griffith (1967) 115 believes that ʽthe word makes 
sense only when it is used of a democracy, for freedom of speech among an élite can be taken 
for grantedʼ. 
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the value it expressed had assumed new importanceʼ. Indeed, Raaflaub argues 

that, after the Pisistratid tyranny had deprived the aristocrats of their ʽequality in 

the sense of participation in power, rule, and leadership‒and thus also in the 

right of speaking among the leaders and in front of the communityʼ, they felt 

compelled to reaffirm such a prerogative and coin a specific term to define it.10  

Nevertheless, the idea of open and free speech first appears in 

Aeschylus’ Persians (472) when the Chorus make reference to Xerxes’ defeat: 

 

toi d/ ¢n¦ g©n 'As…an d¾n  

oÙkšti personomoàntai, 

oÙd/ œti dasmoforoàsi 

desposÚnoisin ¢n£gkaij, 

oÙd/ e„j g©n prop…tnontej 

¤zontai: basile…a 

g¦r diÒlwlen „scÚj.  

 

oÙd/ œti glîssa broto‹sin 

™n fulaka‹j: lšlutai g¦r 

laÕj ™leÚqera b£zein, 

æj ™lÚqh zugÕn ¢lk©j. 

aƒmacqe‹sa d/ ¥rouran 

A‡antoj periklÚsta 

n©soj œcei t¦ Pers©n.
11 

 

  

 
10 Raaflaub (1996) 144; see also Raaflaub (2004a) 45. Nevertheless, the fact that in [Arist.], 
Constitution of the Athenians XVI 6 Pisistratus appreciates and rewards the parrhs…a employed 

by the peasant might indicate that the Athenian tyrant was not, after all, so keen to restrict the 
possibility of speaking freely and openly; see, in this respect, Monoson (1994) 177. However, 
Saxonhouse (2006) 90 points out that ʽthis story tells us very little about the actions of Athens’ 
tyrant, but a great deal about what will elicit praise in the mid-fourth century: the appreciation of 
honest speech, of parrhêsiaʼ. 
11 Aesch., Persians 584-596. 
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Not long now will those in the land of Asia 

remain under Persian rule, 

nor continue to pay tribute  

under the compulsion of their lords,  

nor fall on their faces to the ground 

in awed obeisance; for the strength of the monarchy 

has utterly vanished. 

 

Nor do men any longer keep their tongue  

under guard; for people 

have been let loose to speak with freedom, 

now the yoke of military force no longer binds them. 

In its blood-soaked soil 

the sea-washed isle of Ajax 

holds the power of Persia.12 

 

The Chorus of Persian elders mourn for Xerxes’ defeat at Salamis, regarding it 

as the end of the Persian empire. In particular, the elders lament that this 

downfall will entail free speech because people will be no more compelled to 

speak guardedly. Indeed, the ability to speak frankly and openly is portrayed as 

a crucial feature, or, more specifically, a consequence, of freedom from slavery 

of tyranny. As Rosenbloom highlights, even though ʽthe root of the word 

appears only three timesʼ (one of such occurrences is precisely in the lines 

quoted above), ™leuqer…a constitutes ʽa keyword of the playʼ, as the tragedy 

stresses the Greeks’ fight against Xerxes’ attempt ʽto unite Europe and Asia 

physically and politically under a yoke of slaveryʼ,13 which is also a ʽyoke of 

silenceʼ.14 The implicit contrast is represented, of course, by the Athenians, who 

 
12 Trans. Sommerstein (2008) 78-79. 
13 Rosenbloom (2006) 70. 
14 Rosenbloom (2006) 81. On the image of the yoke representing Persian domination see also 
Garvie (2009) 248 and especially Brock (2013) 108. Concerning the Chorus’ emphasis on the 
political consequences of Xerxes’ defeat see Podlecki (1991) 87 and 89. On the character of 
Xerxes as ʽthe fully developed prototype of a tyrantʼ see Raaflaub (2004a) 90, according to 
whom the fact that the Chorus consider free speech as one of the main drawbacks resulting 
from the fall of the Persian empire provides us with ʽthe earliest extant indication that the 
opposite of the unfree condition imposed by tyranny includes elements of freedomʼ. Carter 
(2004) 213-214 underlines that the passage is ʽfull of the language of freedom: lšlutai … 

™leÚqera … ™lÚqhʼ, but he believes that ʽthe restriction of free speech under tyrannyʼ was not 

regarded as ʽconceptually similar to the denial of eleutheria under tyranny. Such denial of 
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in the play are chief in the resistance to Xerxes’ attack. Although it is perhaps 

too early to talk of democratic discourse and an explicit democratic language 

probably only belongs to the period after Ephialtes’ reforms, when the term 

dhmokrat…a was apparently coined,15 the Chorus’ lamentation shows that 

speaking freely, as opposed to speaking with caution, is considered as 

antithetical to Athenian political ideology since it characterises a tyrannical 

regime like Persia. 

Then, in the late fifth century the term „shgor…a came to be closely 

related to democratic vocabulary. Indeed, Herodotus, who is the first author 

known to us to employ both „shgor…a and dhmokrat…a, makes an inextricable 

link between „shgor…a and democracy. After recounting the victory of the 

Athenians against the Chalcidians and the Boeotians in 506/5 (that is, just after 

Cleisthenes’ reforms),16 Herodotus describes „shgor…a as ʽa good thing in all 

respects’ (pantacÍ crÁma spouda‹on). In order to support his statement he 

underlines the close relationship existing between foreign policy and internal 

political situation, arguing that when the Athenians were ruled by tyrants 

(turanneuÒmenoi) they were not better in war than their neighbours, but after 

they got rid of tyranny, they became by far the best. Such a transformation, 

Herodotus concludes, demonstrates that when they were oppressed the 

Athenians played the coward deliberately, while ʽonce they were set free’ 

(™leuqerwqšntwn), everyone was eager to achieve for himself.17 So, in this 

passage, where Herodotus couples it with ™leuqer…a suggesting a contrast with 

tyranny as well as making the connection between equality of speech and 

freedom, „shgor…a appears to be a synonym or, more precisely, a synecdoche 

for dhmokrat…a.18 

 
eleutheria could be considered an injustice, but no such idea is attached to the denial of 
parrhêsiaʼ, because, Carter argues, ʽparrhêsia was not considered anyone’s rightʼ in tyrannies. 
15 See, for instance, Raaflaub (1995) 1-54. 
16 Hdt., V 77. 
17 Hdt., V 78. 
18 See Griffith (1967) 115. See also Monoson (1994) 178-179 and Nenci (1994) 274. Carter 
(2004) 199-200 highlights that „shgor…a ʽcould be political in meaning as well as context, in that 

it could be used synonymously with democracyʼ, as it is the case in the Herodotean passage, 
while parrhs…a represents ʽthe word writers in a non-political context are more likely to chooseʼ, 

since it constitutes ʽmore a by-product of democracy than democracy itselfʼ. On the contrary, 
Asheri (1988) LVI-LVII does not believe that in Hdt., V 78 „shgor…a corresponds to democracy. 

On different possible explanations for the use of „shgor…a instead of dhmokrat…a (or „sonom…a, 

on which we will focus in the next chapter) see Griffith (1967) 116 and, more recently, Vannicelli 
(2014) 130. 
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Moreover, the Herodotean passage has raised questions among 

scholars about the date when „shgor…a was officially introduced in Athens as 

the right of every citizen to address the Assembly. The issue was discussed 

firstly by Griffith, who, by assuming that „shgor…a is not ʽnecessarily one of the 

first and earliest of the political innovations that contributed to the development 

of a democracy’, argues that we cannot take for granted that ʽfrom the reforms 

of Solon onwards any citizen who could attend the Assembly could also speak 

in it’.19 Griffith believes, instead, that „shgor…a was most probably introduced in 

Athens immediately after 462, since, in his view, it seems ʽto fit best into the 

period when pay was first introduced for state service, the period inaugurated 

by the attack led by Ephialtes on the Areopagus’, when it was ʽan anachronism 

(even an absurdity) to restrict the right of speech in the Assembly to any 

privileged category’.20 Griffith thus suggests that ʽAthens became a democracy 

without it’, and that ʽeven supposing it was introduced as early as Solon or 

before, it is not apparent that it played a decisive part’.21 In an article published 

a few months after Griffith’s essay, Woodhead stresses that if Ephialtes’ 

reforms represent the terminus ante quem for the development of „shgor…a, 

ʽthose of Cleisthenes must be regarded as the terminus post quem, for it is only 

in the light of the working of Cleisthenes’ system that the need and demand for 

free speech on the Pnyx can be effectively envisaged’.22 

While both Griffith and Woodhead appear to share the common 

understanding that „shgor…a for all citizens was not in place during the time of 

Solon, Lewis not only maintains that there was „shgor…a in the assembly after 

Cleisthenes’ reforms, but he also suggests, albeit quite cautiously, that it existed 

even earlier.23 More specifically, he considers it plausible to assume that ʽSolon 

made it law that no citizen should be debarred from having his say in the 

assembly’, thus giving ʽlegal sanction to a privilege which had never been 

expressly restricted. The improvement was that ʻdiscouragement’ was no longer 

legal’, so, Lewis continues, ‘it was only the ʻbest people’ and the elders who 

 
19 Griffith (1967) 119. 
20 Griffith (1967) 124-125 [his italics]. 
21 Griffith (1967) 128. On the contrary, Henderson (1998) 256 emphasises that ʽisēgoria came 
into its own with full dēmokratia, to which it was essential. By giving every citizen the opportunity 
to demonstrate, and to be rewarded for, his excellence in counsel, isēgoria promoted a 
politically vigilant and active citizenry, broadened the range of classes and groups from which 
leaders could emerge, and put all leaders more firmly under the demos’ controlʼ. 
22 Woodhead (1967) 134. 
23 Lewis (1971). 
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spoke on most occasions ‒ but the opportunity was there for all’.24 However, as 

Lewis himself admits, the arguments in support of the origin of „shgor…a in 

Solon’s time are quite weak. Thus, even though he suggests that „shgor…a was 

presumably reintroduced by Cleisthenes after having being ‘restricted’ by 

Pisistratus, the more general and soundly based conclusion which Lewis 

ultimately believes can be reached, and with which it seems opportune to 

agree, is that ʽthere was „shgor…a at Athens before the time of Pericles’.25   

In addition to Herodotus’ use of the term in the above-mentioned 

passage, the other fifth-century occurrences of „shgor…a worthy of mention are 

the two instances that we find in [Xenophon]’s Constitution of the Athenians, 

written most probably towards the end of the century.26 Indeed, after having 

complained about the ‘licentiousness’ (¢kolas…a) that allegedly characterises 

slaves and metics at Athens, [Xenophon] claims that the Athenians have 

allowed „shgor…a between slaves and free men as well as between metics and 

citizens due to the economic needs connected with their sea empire.27 Here, as 

noted by Marr and Rhodes, rather than conveying ‘a constitutional sense’ as in 

the Herodotean passage, the term is employed ‘in its more specific and literal 

sense’.28 Nevertheless, the usages of the word in both Herodotus and 

[Xenophon] bear witness to the crucial role played by „shgor…a in fifth-century 

political terminology. In the following century, as we shall see below, it ends up 

coexisting with parrhs…a, with the latter becoming increasingly more prominent. 

 

Parrhs…a 

Parrhs…a, the other term that, together with „shgor…a, expresses speaking 

freely and frankly, derives from p©n and ·Ásij (or ·Áma), and thus denotes the 

possibility of ʽsaying allʼ.29 While the most widespread English translations are 

 
24 Lewis (1971) 133. 
25 Lewis (1971) 140. 
26 On the debated question regarding the exact date on which [Xenophon] wrote his work see, 
for instance, Forrest (1970), Sealey (1973) 257-260, Canfora (1980) 63-78, Canfora (1991) 9-
10, Connor (1971) 207-209, Musti (1995) 58, Lapini (1997) 11, Robinson (1997) 50-51 
(especially n. 54), Gray (2007) 57-58, Marr and Rhodes (2008) 3-6, Hornblower (2010a) 327-
343, Centanni (2011) 81-82, Osborne (2017) 4-5 and 10-11. See also Marr and Rhodes (2008) 
31-32 (who, while opting for 425-424, provide a brief overview of some of the main datings 
suggested by different scholars), and more recently, Mitchell (forthcoming) 20 n. 54. 

27 [Xen.], Constitution of the Athenians I, 10-12. For an analysis of this passage with specific 
focus on the use of the terms ¢kolas…a and „shgor…a see Cataldi (2000); see also Nakategawa 

(1995) 30 and 34-37. 
28 Marr and Rhodes (2008) 79. 
29 See, for instance, Peterson (1929) 283, Casevitz (1992) XIX, Raaflaub (2004a) 223 and 
Landauer (2012) 185; see also Konstan (2012) 11. 
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ʽfreedom of speechʼ and ʽfree speechʼ,30 I have opted for ʽoutspokennessʼ as I 

believe that this is the translation which best reflects the etymology of the 

word.31 According to Raaflaub, parrhs…a rose ʽjust before and at the beginning 

of the Peloponnesian Warʼ when ʽpolitical polarization reached a new heightʼ.32 

The importance gained by parrhs…a in the second half of the fifth century is 

indeed manifest in Euripides’ tragedies, starting from Hippolytus (428). In this 

play, Phaedra justifies her decision to kill herself by saying that she does not 

want to bring shame upon her husband and children, and claiming that the 

awareness of wicked acts committed by a parent enslaves even a ʽbold-heartedʼ 

(qrasÚsplagcnoj) man. Rather, she wishes that her sons will live in Athens as 

ʽfree menʼ (™leÚqeroi), enjoying parrhs…a as well as ʽbeing flourishingʼ 

(q£llontej).33 Therefore, here parrhs…a and ™leuqer…a appear to be closely 

interrelated in the life of a democratic pÒlij like Athens.  

The essential role that parrhs…a assumed in fifth-century Athens as a 

cornerstone of democracy and mark of Athenian citizenship is exemplified also 

through the words that Ion addresses to Xuthus in the homonymous Euripidean 

tragedy, which has been described as a ʽparrhesiastic playʼ par excellence.34 

After finding out that Xuthus is his father, Ion’s main concern consists in 

unveiling the identity of his mother. Should he fail to do so, his life would 

become ʽinsupportableʼ (¢b…wtoj). He then clarifies why finding his mother is so 

crucial to him: only if she is Athenian will he be able to enjoy parrhs…a, 

otherwise his mouth will be enslaved as it happens to foreigners coming to 

Athens, who are citizens only in words and thus are not granted parrhs…a.35  

 
30 See Saxonhouse (2006) 86, who, despite accepting these two translations, underlines the 
fact that both phrases tie the term ʽtoo strongly to the passive language of rights rather than the 
active expressions of one’s true beliefsʼ. Monoson (2000) 52 n. 5 opts for ʽfrank speechʼ. 
31 This translation is adopted also, for instance, by Mirhady and Too (2000) 158-159 and  
Marr and Rhodes (2008) 79; see also Konstan (2012) 7. 
32 Raaflaub (2004a) 224; see also Saxonhouse (2006) 94. 
33 Eur., Hippolytus 419-425. On this passage see Barrett (1964) 236. See also Camerotto 
(2012) 55. More in general, on the close relationship between parrhs…a and ™leuqer…a see 

Monoson (1994) 176-177. 
34 Foucault (2001) 27. Concerning the date of the play, there is no certain evidence, yet Swift 
(2008) 30 reaches the conclusion that it was composed between 420 and 410, more precisely 
ʽtowards the middle or later part of this periodʼ. 
35 Eur., Ion 668-675, where the importance of parrhs…a, which is used twice, is clearly stressed. 

See Burnett (1970) 73 and Scarpat (1964) 30-32 as well as Spina (1986) 83. See also Carter 
(2004) 215 who argues that the comparison between lack of freedom of speech and slavery that 
we find here does not ʽmake free speech a right in the same sense as freedom from slavery, 
merely a privilege that derives from one’s citizen statusʼ. On the issue of Ion’s civic status see 
Brock (2010) 99. 
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Similarly, the main downside of exile which Polynices complains about 

during his stichomythia with Jocasta in the Phoenician Women (ca. 409)36 is 

precisely the fact that he has no parrhs…a. This makes his lot comparable to 

that of a slave and forces him to endure the ʽignoranceʼ (¢maq…a) of the rulers.37 

So, the Euripidean occurrences of parrhs…a that we have analysed so far 

suggest that being able to speak with outspokenness represents ʽthe chief 

characteristic of the fully entitled citizenʼ as well as ʽthe elementary quality of a 

free personʼ,38 and thus embodies the opposite of slavery.  

Likewise, parrhs…a gains more and more importance during the fourth 

century, when the two terms „shgor…a and parrhs…a continue to coexist side by 

side but there is an even clearer shift from the former to the latter, in the sense 

that parrhs…a tends to be employed much more often and to overshadow 

(although not replacing) „shgor…a. The increasing prominence that parrhs…a 

acquires in the fourth century is apparent if we consider the number of 

occurrences of these two words in fourth-century oratory. For example, 

Isocrates and Aeschines use the noun parrhs…a and the verb parrhsi£zomai 

several times, whereas they both employ „shgor…a only once in their works.39 

Indeed, the Athenians did treasure parrhs…a and were convinced that individual 

self-expression had to be subordinated to common welfare. They even named a 

trireme Parrhs…a
40 and were thus proud of what they regarded not only as a 

right, but also, and most importantly, as a duty to be performed in the interest of 

the pÒlij.41 This is the reason why there were restrictions on who could be 

granted parrhs…a which affected even Athenian citizens, and which are 

mentioned, for instance, by Aeschines in Against Timarchus 28-32.42 Such legal 

restrictions not only ensured ʽthe safety of the city but served also as a 

punishment for those who had defied the moral standards of the community, for 

 
36 On the date of Euripides’ Phoenician Women see Craik (1988) 40-41. See also 
Papadopoulou (2008) 24 according to whom ʽthe period of 411 to 409 remains the most 
plausible for dating the production of the Phoenician Womenʼ. 
37 Eur., Phoenician Women 385-394. See Craik (1988) 193, who underlines the role of parrhs…a 

as ʽa political catchword in the late fifth centuryʼ. See also Radin (1927) 215, Foucault (2001) 
28-29 and Camerotto (2012) 56-57. On the role of freedom of speech in this passage and, more 
generally, in the whole play see also Saxonhouse (2006) 138-145. 
38 Raaflaub (2004a) 223. 
39 Isoc., Archidamus 97 (on which more below) and Aeschin., Against Timarchus 173. 
40 IG II2 1624.81; see, for instance, Saxonhouse (2006) 90 and Christodoulou (2012) 100. 
41 See, for example, Henderson (1998) 256 who stresses that parrhs…a was ʽideologically and 

procedurally essential in maintaining the integrity of the democratic system, so much so that it 
could be considered not merely a citizen’s right but his moral obligationʼ. 
42 See also Aeschin., Against Timarchus 3 and 14; Dem., Against Androtion 29. 
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those who lacked any sense of shameʼ.43 Therefore, the fact that the denial of 

parrhs…a was imposed as a form of punishment seems to confirm the high 

value that the Athenians placed on this practice.  

However, as highlighted by Sluiter and Rosen, parrhs…a is a vox media 

in the sense that it ʽmay in and of itself be used as a simple descriptor, e.g. of a 

practice commonly associated with democracy, which may be evaluated as 

either a good or bad thing depending on the views of the speakerʼ.44 This 

means that the word, and thus the notion itself of parrhs…a, is characterised by 

an intrinsic tension. Consequently, it does have, as we shall see, also a 

negative side, insofar as saying whatever comes into one’s mind without 

reserve could give rise to unbridled and insulting speech. 

 

 

3. The role of parrhs…a in Isocrates 

 

The inherent flexibility characterising parrhs…a is particularly well attested in 

Isocrates’ usages of the term throughout his corpus. Thus, in the following 

sections, I will provide an in-depth examination of the three main meanings that 

parrhs…a takes on in his works. In doing so, I intend to show their 

interconnections and their significance inside the corpus itself and, more 

broadly, within fourth-century political thought. Owing to the essential role that, 

as we saw, it played in Athens, its importance to Greek political thought and its 

inherent complexity, parrhs…a as a political idea has been the subject of a 

number of specialist studies. So, we need to consider, first of all, the ways in 

which modern scholars have explored it, before turning to Isocrates’ usages. 

The first monograph entirely centred on parrhs…a is the one published by  

Scarpat in the 1960s.45 In his landmark study, by means of a linguistic 

examination and a philological approach the Italian scholar focuses on the 

history of the term parrhs…a as well as on the nuances that differentiate it from 

„shgor…a and „sonom…a. Moreover, Scarpat devotes particular attention also to 

the use of parrhs…a in early Christian literature and to the Latin terms employed 

to render it (such as licentia and libera vox or libera oratio), even though he 

 
43 See Saxonhouse (2006) 96-97. See also Monoson (1994) 181. 
44 Sluiter and Rosen (2004) 4. 
45 See Scarpat (1964); for a revised edition published under a slightly different title see Scarpat 
(2001). 
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highlights that there were few attempts to translate the Greek word, and that 

none of the Latin terms which he takes into consideration reflects its original 

meaning.46  

The topic was then re-examined around twenty years later by Spina, who 

employs a methodology quite similar to that of Scarpat, but concentrates only 

on the Greek side.47 Indeed, his study begins with the analysis of the 

occurrences of the concept and the issues posed by it in the Homeric poems, 

paying special attention to Iliad, II 48-277 with the well-known episode of 

Thersites. While Spina’s work might appear at times to be mostly compilatory, 

its main quality lies in presenting a more detailed and deeper analysis of the 

uses of parrhs…a in the fifth and fourth centuries than the one provided by 

Scarpat.48 Nonetheless, both Scarpat and Spina have the merit of drawing 

attention to the complex and varying usages of parrhs…a in Greek literature.  

Furthermore, parrhs…a represented one of Foucault’s predominant 

research interests at the beginning of the 1980s. Indeed, it is at the heart of the 

courses that he held at the Collège de France between January and March 

1983 and then between January and March 1984.49 Parrhs…a is also the topic 

of the six lectures delivered in English at the University of California at Berkeley 

in Autumn 1983,50 in which Foucault devoted particular attention to the issue of 

ʽtruth-telling as a specific activityʼ, clarifying that his purpose ʽwas not to conduct 

a sociological description of the different possible roles for truth-tellers in 

different societiesʼ, but to analyse ʽhow the truth-teller’s role was variously 

problematized in Greek philosophyʼ.51 However, even though he asserts that his 

main focus is on the ʽproblematizationʼ of the notion of parrhs…a,52 Foucault 

refers only in passing to Isocrates’ works, in which, as I shall argue, such a 

problematisation is particularly evident. In addition, his interpretation of the few 

 
46 On the Latin terminology see also, for instance, Colclough (2005) 12-15 and 25-37, and Spina 
(2005) 317-346 as well as Raaflaub (2004b) 55-57, Chrissanthos (2004) and Morton Braund 
(2004). 
47 See Spina (1986). 
48 For a positive evaluation of Spina’s work see Tedeschi (1987), whereas Hannick (1988) 
presents a rather harsh review. 
49 See Foucault (2010) and Foucault (2011). Both volumes, published posthumously, consist in 
a transcription of Foucault’s lectures using the recordings made by some of his audience 
members. 
50 See Foucault (2001). This volume as well has been published posthumously and consists in a 
transcription, based mainly on tape recordings, of Foucault’s six lectures. 
51 Foucault (2001) 169. 
52 Foucault (2001) 171-173. 
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Isocratean passages that he mentions appears to be somehow misleading, as 

we shall see.  

Most recently, the political scientist Saxonhouse has concentrated her 

attention on the idea of speaking frankly in order to illuminate our modern 

understanding of free speech by counterposing it to the very different form of 

free speech which was practised in Athens. More specifically, she combines the 

analysis of parrhs…a, which she describes as ʽthe democratic practice of 

shamelessnessʼ,53 with that of a„dèj, namely ʽrespect for modes of behaviorʼ 

setting ‘limits on both the exercise of democratic self-rule and freedom of 

speech that goes along with it’.54 Furthermore, she highlights that, even though 

these two notions are opposing points, they are both necessary elements of any 

stable government.  

Scholarship has thus underlined the importance of speaking freely and 

openly to Greek political thought, but very scant attention has been paid to the 

role of this topic in the Isocratean corpus. Indeed, none of the above-mentioned 

works provides a comprehensive and systematic examination of the usage and 

function of parrhs…a within Isocrates’ political thought. The only study devoted 

to the investigation of parrhs…a in the Isocratean corpus is, to my knowledge, a 

relatively recent article by Christodoulou, who can be credited with 

acknowledging, and attempting to illuminate our understanding of, the key role 

of this concept in Isocrates’ works.55 However, by basing his analysis 

predominantly on the instances of the term and cognate verb in Areopagiticus, 

On the Peace and Antidosis and arguing that Isocrates’ references to parrhs…a 

reveal his alleged anti-democratic political views, Christodoulou presents an 

interpretation that, in my view, is partial and ultimately distorted.  

Therefore, my investigation of the occurrences of parrhs…a and 

parrhsi£zomai throughout the whole Isocratean corpus has a twofold aim. On 

the one hand, I wish to fill what appears to be a gap in the scholarly debates 

both on Isocrates’ political thought and on the notion of parrhs…a. On the other 

hand, I intend to point out how Isocrates’ varied and multifaceted usages stem 

from the tension embedded in parrhs…a, rather than from his supposedly anti-

 
53 Saxonhouse (2006) 89. 
54 Saxonhouse (2006) 8. 
55 See Christodoulou (2012). For a discussion of some of the Isocratean usages of parrhs…a 

see also Landauer (2012) who, starting with an examination of the fourth-century literary 
depictions of the use of parrhs…a in non-democratic contexts, ultimately argues that parrhs…a in 

Athens was tightly linked to the role of the dÁmoj as tÚrannoj. 
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democratic agenda. In order to do so, I shall examine, first of all, the instances 

in which parrhs…a and its cognate verb bear a positive sense. Secondly, I will 

highlight the hesitation that at times Isocrates shows in speaking freely and 

openly. Such moments of hesitation appear to be motivated by the awareness 

of the dangers and drawbacks that can result from parrhs…a. Nevertheless, 

Isocrates always portrays himself as overcoming any shilly-shallying and 

eventually choosing to speak with outspokenness. Lastly, I will devote special 

attention to the instances of parrhs…a conveying a negative meaning since, as I 

shall highlight, they acquire particular relevance within Isocrates’ own political 

vocabulary and are distinctly notable in the wider framework of fifth- and fourth-

century literary usages of the term. 

 

3.1 Positive use of parrhs…a 

 

I will thus start my investigation by concentrating on the several instances in 

which Isocrates uses the notion of parrhs…a in a positive way. In doing so, I 

shall highlight how Isocrates, when employing parrhs…a in its usual positive 

sense, regards it as a civic value that not only characterises orators like himself 

(who, in contrast to flatterers, speak the truth in the interest of their 

interlocutors), but also one that good monarchs can and should acquire. 

 

Parrhs…a in To Nicocles 

Such a positive meaning is indeed particularly evident in the two occurrences of 

parrhs…a in To Nicocles. In this speech, which along with Nicocles and 

Evagoras, belongs to the so called Cyprian orations, Isocrates addresses the 

young king of Salamis, who most probably had also been one of his pupils,56 

shortly after his father Evagoras’ death in 374, with the aim of offering him ʽthe 

most beautiful and the most useful giftʼ (kall…sth dwre¦ kaˆ crhsimwt£th), that 

is, defining what pursuits Nicocles should yearn for and which ones he should 

avoid in order to govern his kingdom in the best possible way.57 This topic, 

Isocrates argues, deserves special attention because of the particular lifestyle 

of kings which prevents them from enjoying all the positive elements that 

characterise the education of ordinary citizens. In this respect, Isocrates goes 

 
56 See, for instance, Mathieu (1925) 110 and Usher (1999) 309. 
57 Isoc., To Nicocles 2; see also Isoc., To Nicocles 6-7. 
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on to list the numerous features that, in his view, play a key role in the 

education of private citizens and are likely to contribute to make them better 

men:  

 

(…) m£lista mὲn tÕ m¾ truf©n, ¢ll/ ¢nagk£zesqai perˆ toà b…ou kaq/ 

˜k£sthn bouleÚesqai t¾n ¹mšran, œpeiq/ oƒ nÒmoi, kaq/ oÞj ›kastoi 

politeuÒmenoi tugc£nousin, œti d/ ¹ parrhs…a kaˆ tÕ fanerîj ™xe‹nai 

to‹j te f…loij ™piplÁxai kaˆ to‹j ™cqro‹j ™piqšsqai ta‹j ¢ll»lwn 

¡mart…aij: prÕj dὲ toÚtoij kaˆ tîn poihtîn tinej tîn progegenhmšnwn 

Øpoq»kaj æj cr¾ zÁn katalelo…pasin.
58 

 

(…) above all, the absence of luxuriousness and the need to deliberate 

on their livelihood every day, then the laws through which each one is 

governed, further, outspokenness and the possibility openly granted to 

friends to rebuke and to enemies to attack each other’s faults; in 

addition, some of the earlier poets have left instructions on how one 

needs to live. 

 

On the contrary, Isocrates claims, tÚrannoi,59 who more than others 

need to be trained, are unable to enjoy these advantages, since they are 

ʽunadmonishedʼ (¢nouqšthtoi), and the great majority of people do not associate 

with them, while those who do have dealings with them only aim to gain their 

ʽfavourʼ (c£rij). Furthermore, Isocrates continues, even though they have 

authority over the greatest wealth and most important matters, they do not use 

such advantages properly, and this is one of the main reasons why the life of 

ordinary citizens who are reasonably successful is often regarded as preferable 

to that of ‘those who are tÚrannoi’ (oƒ turanneÚontej).60 Indeed, Isocrates 

continues, people usually consider the latter as ʽequal to godsʼ („sÒqeoi) 

because of their honours, wealth and power, but once they have realised the 

 
58 Isoc., To Nicocles 2-3. 
59 Concerning the translation of tÚrannoj and its cognates in Isocrates’ works, I have opted to 

maintain the Greek terminology due to the multifaceted meaning that the turann- stem conveys 

in the Isocratean corpus, especially in the Cyprian speeches where it does not carry a 
derogatory connotation. More precisely, on the use of tÚrannoj with no negative sense and as a 
synonym for basileÚj throughout To Nicocles see Mirhady and Too (2000) 158 n. 2 and 159 n. 

3; see also Levi (1958) 401-402 and Usher (1999) 309 n. 55. More on the meaning of tÚrannoj 

and its cognates in the Cyprian orations will be said in Chapter 5 section 2.1. 
60 Isoc., To Nicocles 4. 
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fears, dangers and misfortunes that ‘monarchs’ (oƒ ™n ta‹j monarc…aij Ôntej) 

have to face, they drastically change their opinion.61 Thus, in drawing a picture 

of the fundamental elements that characterise the education of ordinary citizens 

as opposed to the lack of training of kings that he intends to remedy with his 

present speech, Isocrates underlines the didactic function of parrhs…a. 

The notion of parrhs…a is also closely linked to Isocrates’ advice to 

Nicocles concerning the selection of friends. Indeed, later in the speech, 

focusing on Nicocles’ entourage, Isocrates urges the Cyprian king to become 

friend only with those who are worthy of his nature. More specifically, Nicocles 

must not give his friendship to those with whom he spends his time most 

pleasantly, but to those with whom he can best administer Salamis. Moreover, 

Isocrates goes on, Nicocles should subject his associates to ʽaccurate 

examinationsʼ (¢kribe‹j (…) dokimas…ai), since he will be considered not only 

similar to them by all who are not close to him, but also responsible for their 

actions.62 Contextually, Isocrates warns once again the Cyprian king against 

flatterers by urging him to consider as ‘trustworthy’ (pisto…) not those who 

praise everything he says and does, but those who rebuke him when he makes 

a mistake, and to grant parrhs…a ʽto those who think wellʼ (to‹j eâ fronoàsin) 

so that they can examine along with him the matters about which he is doubtful. 

In doing so, Nicocles should distinguish ʽthose who flatter with skillʼ (oƒ tšcnῃ 

kolakeÚontej) from ʽthose who serve with goodwillʼ (oƒ met/ eÙno…aj 

qerapeÚontej).63 

Significantly, here Isocrates recommends Nicocles to give parrhs…a not 

to everybody, but only to people who have sound judgment. The point that I 

would stress here is that in Isocrates’ view citizenship is not a sufficient 

requirement to enjoy parrhs…a: what really matters in order to be granted 

outspokenness is the speaker’s moral virtue. In other words, parrhs…a 

represents the hallmark of citizenship and of a well-governed society, but being 

a citizen does not automatically mean that one can be allowed to speak with 

parrhs…a, since, in order to do so, he must demonstrate that he possesses the 

moral characteristics which make him worthy of enjoying outspokenness and 

 
61 Isoc., To Nicocles 5. For a similar emphasis on the life of ordinary citizens as being preferable 
to that of rulers see Isoc., To the Children of Jason 11. 
62 Isoc., To Nicocles 27. 
63 Isoc., To Nicocles 28. On the crucial role of Nicocles’ entourage as counsellors on specific 
issues see also Isoc., To Nicocles 6. 
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thus likely to benefit his pÒlij when airing his opinion. Indeed, while in 

Euripides’ Ion citizenship by itself, as we saw, seems to guarantee the 

possibility of employing parrhs…a, in Isocrates speaking frankly preserves a 

manifest political connotation, but, at the same time, it does assume a 

noticeably moral meaning.  

It is worth highlighting that the crucial role of moral value in connection 

with parrhs…a appears to be hinted at already in the above-mentioned passage 

from Euripides’ Hippolytus, where having parents who are Athenian citizens is 

not enough to be granted parrhs…a: the key factor is that they both have to be 

honourable parents. Therefore, as Foucault underlines, besides citizenship, ʽa 

good reputation for oneself and one’s familyʼ is the conditio sine qua non to be 

allowed to speak freely in Athens. This means that parrhs…a, as depicted in the 

Euripidean passage, ʽrequires both moral and social qualifications which come 

from a noble birth and a respectful reputationʼ.64 So, I agree with Spina when he 

points out that it is possible to grasp an ethical nuance here.65 Yet, it is in 

Isocrates that we can find for the first time a consistent and manifest emphasis 

on the moral connotation of parrhs…a. In particular, ‘thinking well’ (eâ frone‹n) 

and possessing ‘goodwill’ (eÜnoia), which represent two crucial notions in the 

Isocratean corpus as we will see later on in this study,66 emerge as the 

essential qualities that make one worthy to be granted parrhs…a. 

 

Isocrates’ self-portrait as parrhsiast»j 

As we saw in To Nicocles, Isocrates presents parrhs…a as the opposite of 

flattery, and it is in this sense in particular that it plays a key role in his own self-

characterisation as a trustworthy orator who speaks frankly and only in the best 

interest of his interlocutors. Thus, it is no coincidence that in the Isocratean 

corpus almost all the other occurrences of the noun parrhs…a and its cognate 

verb parrhsi£zomai conveying a positive meaning refer to Isocrates himself. For 

instance, in the opening section of Busiris, an encomium of the mythical king of 

 
64 Foucault (2001) 31. See also Carter (2004) 215, who interprets the ʽloss of parrhêsiaʼ 
mentioned in the Euripidean passage not as ʽactual slaveryʼ but as ʽloss of self-confidenceʼ. 
65 See Spina (1986) 82, who underlines that here political and moral values are both present. 
On the contrary, Scarpat (1964) 32 assigns to the Euripidean passage a merely political value. 
66 More on the key role played by eÜnoia in Isocrates’ political thought will be said in the last two 

chapters, especially Chapter 4, while for a more detailed discussion of the relevance that the 
phrase oƒ eâ fronoàntej acquires in the Isocratean corpus see Chapter 5 section 3.3.2. 
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Egypt generally regarded as having being written between 391 and 385,67 

Isocrates employs the verb parrhsi£zomai in addressing the Athenian sophist 

Polycrates. More specifically, Isocrates states that he would have been greatly 

pleased to speak with outspokenness about the whole process of education 

(perˆ Ólhj ™parrhsias£mhn tÁj paideÚsewj) on which Polycrates has been 

constrained to spend his time due to financial reasons. Indeed, Isocrates claims 

that all who, like himself, are more accurately versed in filosof…a should be 

naturally disposed to help those who, like Polycrates, are undeservedly 

unfortunate and thus seek to make money from this occupation.68 In this 

context, Isocrates stresses that the more accurately people are admonished the 

more harshly they react; nonetheless, he continues, ‘those who are well 

disposed toward anyone’ (oƒ eÙnoϊkîj prÒj tinaj œcontej) must not hesitate to 

face this ‘hatred’ (¢pšcqeia) and should attempt to modify such a hostile 

reaction ‘towards those who give advice’ (prÕj toÝj sumbouleÚontaj).69 

Remarkably, this passage from Busiris hints at Isocrates’ awareness of the 

negative reaction that speaking frankly frequently provokes, an aspect on which 

I shall focus in the next section. Moreover, I would underline that in these 

opening sections of the speech the notion of parrhs…a expressed by the verb 

™parrhsias£mhn is related to the concept of eÜnoia conveyed by means of the 

phrase oƒ eÙnoϊkîj prÒj tinaj œcontej. Indeed, the close link between parrhs…a 

and eÜnoia that we find here can be compared to the association of the two 

concepts which has come to light in To Nicocles 28, and points once again to 

the relevant role played by eÜnoia in the Isocratean definition of the meaning of 

parrhs…a. 

Isocrates’ self-portrait as parrhsiast»j emerges also in a passage from 

Panathenaicus where, focusing on proving that Athens has been of greater 

service to the Greeks than Sparta, he acknowledges that he has shifted from 

the mildness which he had when he began to write the speech to the discussion 

of matters he had not planned to address, more boldness than he normally has 

and a lack of control over some of his statements due to the multitude of things 

 
67 See Mirhady and Too (2000) 49. On the debated question of the dating of Busiris see also 
Eucken (1983) 173-183 and Livingstone (2001) 3 and 40-47 who stresses the difficulty to 
determine the exact date of composition and ultimately suggests a later dating, that is, the early 
370s. 
68 Isoc., Busiris 1. 
69 Isoc., Busiris 3. 
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to mention.70 Within this framework, Isocrates declares that ʽspeaking with 

outspokennessʼ (tÕ parrhsi£zesqai) has suddenly come upon him and he has 

thus opened his mouth (lšluka tÕ stÒma).71 So, here Isocrates appears to 

depict parrhs…a not only as an intrinsic feature of his speech, but also as a sort 

of natural instinct, an irrepressible impulse that urges him to be bold in taking 

the floor, especially when he is dealing with topics he originally had not intended 

to address.  

 

3.2 Hesitation and awareness of negative outcomes 

 

If, on the one hand, Isocrates seems to refer to parrhs…a as a constant and 

inescapable characteristic of his discourses, there are, on the other hand, some 

passages where he is hesitant to speak with parrhs…a and shows some 

concern about the possible consequences or the opportuneness of doing so. 

Nonetheless, as it is hinted at, at least in nuce, in the passage from Busiris and 

as we shall see in this section, such hesitation is short-lived and can ultimately 

be considered as an aspect of parrhs…a when understood in its positive sense 

as opposed to the negative meaning which I will discuss towards the end of the 

present chapter.  

I shall begin my examination by briefly looking at non-Isocratean 

examples. Indeed, signs of a somewhat similar kind of hesitation and 

awareness of potential negative outcomes for speakers who employ parrhs…a 

can be found already in Euripides’ Electra (422-417).72 Despite the fact that 

Clytemnestra has openly encouraged her to speak with parrhs…a, Electra 

hesitates and wonders whether her mother lets her speak frankly simply to 

harm her afterwards; thus, before taking the floor Electra asks Clytemnestra to 

bear in mind that she has just allowed her to make use of parrhs…a and begins 

to give her own speech only after her mother has reassured her.73 Likewise, in 

 
70 Isoc., Panathenaicus 95. 
71 Isoc., Panathenaicus 96. Both Carter (2004) 213 and Saxonhouse (2006) 89 point out that 
the phrase lšluka tÕ stÒma employed by Isocrates seems to recall the image of the tongue in 

fetters that we find in Aesch., Persians 591-592. Furthermore, Carter (2004) 201 stresses that 
here the verb parrhsi£zesqai implies ʽfreedom, specifically freedom from fear of causing 

offenseʼ. 
72 This is the most likely dating according to Cropp (2013) 31-33. 
73 Eur., Electra 1049-1059, where the word parrhs…a occurs twice. See Foucault (2001) 33-36. 

Spina (1986) 83 highlights that this passage demonstrates the semantic variety which parrhs…a 

acquires in Euripides, and argues that here the term is used not in a political scenario, but in a 
private setting. I am not persuaded by Carter (2004) 213, who, instead of focusing on Electra’s 
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Bacchae, a herdsman, who has come from Mount Cithaeron as messenger to 

report about the Maenads, is reluctant to speak with parrhs…a and explicitly 

asks Pentheus for permission to employ outspokenness: 

 

b£kcaj potni£daj e„sidèn, a‰ tÁsde gÁj  

o‡stroisi leukÕn kîlon ™xhkÒntisan, 

¼kw fr£sai soˆ kaˆ pÒlei crÇzwn, ¥nax, 

æj dein¦ drîsi qaum£twn te kre…ssona. 

Qšlw d/ ¢koàsai pÒter£ soi parrhs…ᾳ 

fr£sw t¦ ke‹qen À lÒgon steilèmeqa: 

tÕ g¦r t£coj sou tîn frenîn dšdoik/, ¥nax, 

kaˆ toÙxÚqumon kaˆ tÕ basilikÕn l…an.
74

 

 

I have seen the wild bacchant women, who ran from this city in 

madness with their feet in rapid motion, and I have come to tell you and 

the city, my lord, that they are doing strange deeds that outstrip wonder. 

But I want you to tell me whether I should speak freely about what 

happened there or be circumspect in my speech. I fear your mind’s 

hastiness, my lord, its irascibility, and your all too royal temper.75 

 

It is thus evident that speaking with parrhs…a is presented not only as 

corresponding to speaking the truth, but also, most importantly, as entailing a 

potential danger for the speaker who does so. The awareness of the risk that 

one faces when he decides to employ parrhs…a seems to emerge even in 

Democritus Fr. 226 DK, where the close bond between parrhs…a and ™leuqer…a 

also comes to light:76 

 

o„k»ion ™leuqer…hj parrhs…h, k…ndunoj dὲ ¹ toà kairoà di£gnwsij. 

 
hesitation, claims that the fact that she ʽis careful to (…) secure complete ability to free speech, 
to saying what she likesʼ reveals ʽthe confidence that derives from her statusʼ. 
74 Eur., Bacchae 664-671. 
75 Trans. Kovacs (2002a) 74-77. See Spina (1986) 84-85 and Foucault (2001) 31-33. About the 
date of the play, one of Euripides’ very last, see, for instance, Seaford (1996) 25. On the role of 
parrhs…a in this passage and in the one from Electra mentioned above see Camerotto (2012) 

57. 
76 See Camerotto (2012) 54 who regards this fragment as an exhaustive definition of the notion 
of parrhs…a. However, Peterson (1929) 287 believes that this fragment cannot be ascribed to 
Democritus mainly because parrhs…a is used in a moral rather than political sense and is 

related to the notion of kairÒj. 
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Outspokenness is proper to freedom, but the danger lies in     

distinguishing the exact time.  

 

Turning to the analysis of Isocrates’ works, it is worth highlighting that in 

a couple of passages he seems to admit that parrhs…a does not befit all 

discussions. For instance, in the discourse that he addresses to Demonicus and 

that probably belongs to the same period as the Cyprian orations (namely, 

between 374 and 370),77 Isocrates appears to be suggesting that there are 

some subjects about which one cannot speak with parrhs…a: 

 

¹goà kr£tiston eἶnai par¦ mὲn tîn qeîn eÙtuc…an, par¦ d/ ¹mîn aÙtîn 

eÙboul…an. perˆ ïn ¨n a„scÚnῃ parrhsi£sasqai, boÚlῃ dš tisi tîn 

f…lwn ¢nakoinèsasqai, crî to‹j lÒgoij æj perˆ ¢llotr…ou toà 

pr£gmatoj: oÛtw g¦r t¾n ™keinîn te gnîsin a„sq»sei, kaˆ seautÕn oÙ 

katafanÁ poi»seij.
 78

 

 

Consider that the best thing is good luck from the gods and good 

counsel from ourselves. Concerning the matters of which you are 

ashamed to speak with outspokenness, but you wish to take counsel 

with some of your friends, speak as about another man’s affair; in this 

way you will learn their opinion, and will not make manifest your own 

matter. 

 

Similarly, in Antidosis, Isocrates argues that some of the things which he has 

written, ʽbeing outspoken expressions about filosof…a and making manifest its 

powerʼ (perˆ dὲ filosof…aj peparrhsiasmšna kaˆ dedhlwkÒta t¾n dÚnamin 

aÙtÁj), are not appropriate to be uttered in a court of justice.79
 

Therefore, if we examine the corpus carefully, we can notice that 

Isocrates at times casts doubts on the opportunity to make use of parrhs…a. In 

To Philip 72, for example, Isocrates states that he has finally decided to 

disclose a matter which he had previously hesitated to talk about, that is, the 

 
77 See Mirhady and Too (2000) 19 on this dating, the close link of this speech with the Cyprian 
orations and its authenticity (which has been mistakenly rejected by some scholars, such as 
Mathieu and Brémond (1928) 117-119). 
78 Isoc., To Demonicus 34. 
79 Isoc., Antidosis 10. See Too (2008) 99-100. 



53 
 

fact that Philip is brought into discredit by some Athenians. He justifies his 

decision by arguing that he has reached the conclusion that it is useful for the 

king of Macedonia to hear about this issue, and that it befits Isocrates himself to 

speak ʽwith outspokennessʼ (met¦ parrhs…aj), as he is accustomed to do 

(ésper e‡qismai). So, Isocrates decides to comply with the frankness that, he 

claims, usually characterises his discourses. However, he acknowledges that 

he has had doubts about the appropriateness of employing parrhs…a in this 

specific case, doubts that he has overcome through a rational analysis of the 

benefits deriving from speaking openly.  

In a similar way, in Antidosis 43, he questions whether telling the truth is 

going to be profitable for him, since it is difficult to guess at his fellow citizens’ 

thoughts. Yet, despite this initial perplexity, he makes once again the decision to 

speak with outspokenness (parrhsi£somai).80 Isocrates’ doubts appears to be 

based on the awareness of potential bad outcomes resulting from parrhs…a. 

Indeed, since speaking with outspokenness often implies voicing criticism and 

swimming against the tide, it can result in negative consequences for the frank 

speaker, who must be bold enough to make use of parrhs…a despite knowing 

the dangers he will incur in telling the truth. As Monoson puts it: 

 

just as important as this truth claim was the suggestion that the speaker 

willingly embraces considerable risks by speaking–risks to his 

reputation, financial well-being, and personal safety. When one spoke 

out in the Assembly, one risked being disliked, shouted down, 

humiliated, fined, or brought up on any one of the variety of charges, 

some of which could carry stiff penalties. The climate of personal risk 

was, in fact, emphasized by the orators. The presence of the risks 

made more credible the orator’s claim to be saying what he thinks is 

true and right, that is, what he thinks is in the best interest of the polis in 

contrast to what might benefit him personally.81  

 
80 See Too (2008) 118. 
81 Monoson (1994) 182. See also Monoson (1994) 175, who stresses the constant and frequent 
close association of parrhs…a with both ʽcriticism and truth tellingʼ. Furthermore, Monoson 

(1994) 178 underlines that the risks associated with parrhs…a ʽwere not thought to undermine or 

even conflict with the right of free speech; rather, they affirmed that the speaker could be held 
accountable for the advice venturedʼ and, at the same time, ʽilluminate what made it so valuable 
an idea for the democrats. The free democratic citizen presupposed by the ethic of parrhesia 
was daring and responsible, self-confident and eager to enter the fray, the very antithesis of the 
slavish subject of a tyrannyʼ. 



54 
 

Thus, boldness, awareness of potential negative outcomes and willingness to 

speak openly regardless of the drawbacks that could derive from doing so  

represent the crucial features which characterise Isocrates’ self-representation 

of his own use of parrhs…a. For instance, in the encomium of the Cyprian king 

Evagoras (written most probably around 370),82 Isocrates claims that he is 

speaking not only concisely, with no reserve and no fear of arousing ʽenvyʼ 

(fqÒnoj), but also with ‘outspokenness’ (parrhs…a) when he states that no one, 

neither mortal, nor demigod nor immortal, has obtained kingship ʽmore fairlyʼ 

(k£llion), ʽmore splendidlyʼ (lamprÒteron) and ʽmore piouslyʼ (eÙsebšsteron) 

than Nicocles’ father. Furthermore, he adds that he has spoken ʽboldlyʼ 

(qrasšwj) about the king of Salamis not because he is eager to exaggerate, but 

ʽbecause of the truth of the matterʼ (di¦ t¾n toà pr£gmatoj ¢l»qeian).83 Here 

the connection existing, in Isocrates’ view, among outspokenness, truth and 

boldness becomes very clear: speaking with frankness implies telling the truth, 

but it also requires to be bold, in the sense that the outspoken speaker has to 

accept the dangers which are associated with the exercise of his parrhs…a, 

such as, in this specific case, the possibility of giving rise to fqÒnoj in his 

audience. 

Moreover, in Antidosis, he underlines that speaking with outspokenness 

requires special patience from the audience: 

 

¢xiî d/ Øm©j, Àn ¥ra fa…nwmai lÒgouj diexiën polÝ tîn e„qismšnwn 

lšgesqai par/ Øm‹n ™xhllagmšnouj, m¾ duscera…nein ¢ll/ œcein 

suggnèmhn, ™nqumoumšnouj Óti toÝj perˆ pragm£twn ¢nomo…wn to‹j 

¥lloij ¢gwnizomšnouj ¢nagka‹Òn ™sti kaˆ to‹j lÒgoij toioÚtoij 

crÁsqai perˆ aÙtîn. Øpome…nantej oân tÕn trÒpon tîn legomšnwn kaˆ 

t¾n parrhs…an, kaˆ tÕn crÒnon ™£santej ¢nalîsa… me tÕn dedomšnon 

ta‹j ¢polog…aij, Ópwj ¨n Ømîn ˜k£stῳ dokÍ d…kaion eἶnai kaˆ nÒmimon, 

oÛtw fšrete t¾n yÁfon.
84 

 

  

 
82 For this dating see, for instance, Mirhady and Too (2000) 139. Other scholars, such as Jebb 
(1876) 104, date this speech to 365. 
83 Isoc., Evagoras 39. 
84 Isoc., Antidosis 179. On this passage see Too (2008) 182. 



55 
 

But, if going through in detail I appear to make speeches which are 

much different from those you are accustomed to, I expect you not to be  

displeased but to judge kindly, considering that those who contend in 

court about matters which are dissimilar to the others must make use of 

such speeches. So, bearing the manner of my speeches and my 

outspokenness, and allowing me to use up the time assigned to the 

speeches in defence, give your vote as to each of you it seems fair and 

conformable to law. 

 

Significantly, a similar concern can be found in Demosthenes, who, like 

Isocrates, urges his fellow citizens to be patient if he speaks the truth ʽwith 

outspokennessʼ (met¦ parrhs…aj).85 Furthermore, in the letter addressed to 

Agesilaus’ son Archidamus III (356), Isocrates urges the king of Sparta not to 

wonder at the fact that he recalls Agesilaus’ mistakes, since he is accustomed 

to speak always ʽwith outspokennessʼ (met¦ parrhs…aj). He also covers one of 

his favourite topics, the attack against flatterers, stating that he would prefer to 

be hated for having justly censured than to make himself agreeable by praising 

inappropriately.86 

In short, Isocrates declares himself to be very much aware of the fact that 

speaking frankly is likely to provoke bad outcomes, that is, some negative 

reactions in the addressees of his speeches, but he concomitantly stresses his 

willingness to take that risk. Indeed, his hesitation appears to be only 

momentary and his doubts are always overcome and eventually he chooses to 

speak with parrhs…a. Moreover, it is important to note that parrhs…a itself 

preserves a positive meaning. Rather, the awareness of negative outcomes and 

the decision to speak regardless of the damages he could face in doing so are 

the very features that, in Isocrates’ view, mark him out as a good rhetorician 

who is useful to Athens because he does not flatter his fellow citizens, but 

speaks the truth in their best interest, even if it is not what they want to hear. 

Thus, outspokenness plays a key role in Isocrates’ self-representation, and he 

appears to possess all the features which, according to Foucault,87 characterise 

 
85 Dem., Third Olynthiac 3 and Dem., Fourth Philippic 53-54. See Monoson (1994) 182 who 
rightly highlights that ʽDemosthenes often explicitly identifies his efforts to criticize a common 
Athenian viewpoint with the ideal of speaking with parrhesia and contrasts his speech with 
flattering, deceitful, or self-promoting oratory’. 
86 Isoc., To Archidamus 12. 
87 Foucault (2001) 13-20. 
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the parrhsiast»j: he speaks the truth freely and as directly as possible, takes a 

risk in doing so and is well aware of potential negative outcomes, but considers 

speaking frankly and openly as an unavoidable duty. 

It is worth highlighting that Demosthenes (as we have already partly 

seen) and Aeschines often claim that they are speaking the truth with parrhs…a 

in the interest of Athens, despite being conscious of the dangers that this 

entails, and they both underline the intrinsic relationship existing between 

parrhs…a and ¢l»qeia.88 Concerning the risks related to parrhs…a, Aeschines, 

for example, condemns the physical punishments (including glossotomy) with 

consequent death which Nicodemus of Aphidna had to face at the hands of 

Aristarchus after speaking with outspokenness (™parrhsi£zeto).89 Moreover, 

while Aeschines complains that his fellow citizens are making use not of 

parrhs…a but of an uncertain and obscure language, Demosthenes at times 

condemns the current corruption of parrhs…a. In particular, he criticises the 

extension of parrhs…a to aliens and slaves in Athens,90 a complaint that calls to 

mind the above-mentioned claim by [Xenophon] that the Athenians have set up 

ʽequality of speech’ („shgor…a) between slaves and free men as well as between 

metics and citizens. Yet, parrhs…a itself remains, in Demosthenes’ view, a good 

practice even though he complains that it is now misused and granted to people 

who are not worthy of enjoying it. So, the positive use of parrhs…a as a crucial 

element in the self-portrait of a rhetorician along with the awareness of negative 

consequences resulting from speaking frankly are key features in Attic oratory, 

which Isocrates appears to share with Demosthenes and Aeschines. 

 

3.3 Pejorative use of parrhs…a  

 

Most occurrences of parrhs…a in the Isocratean corpus, as we have seen, 

convey a positive meaning, including the instances in which he shows initial 

hesitation and awareness of bad outcomes, as it is the case also for 

Demosthenes and Aeschines. However, I shall now focus on some passages 

 
88 See, for instance, Dem., First Philippic 51, On the Chersonese 21, 24, 32; Aeschin., Against 
Timarchus 177, On the Embassy 70. 
89 Aeschin., Against Timarchus 172. On this passage and, more broadly, on the relationship 
between glossotomy and parrhs…a see Spina (1986) 61-66. 
90 Dem., Third Philippic 3. 
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where Isocrates, unlike Demosthenes and Aeschines, strikingly employs the 

notion of parrhs…a with a manifestly negative sense.  

Nevertheless, before turning to such occurrences in Isocrates’ works, it is 

worth pointing out that a similar pejorative tinge of the term seems to be already 

present in Euripides’ Orestes (408) when the messenger, who has come to 

report what the Argive assembly has decided, describes the debate which has 

taken place and during which different speakers have expressed their opinion. 

In particular, he uses very harsh words to depict the speech of the anonymous 

speaker who has taken the floor just after Talthybius and Diomedes and has 

suggested to put both Orestes and Electra to death by stoning: 

 

                       k¢pˆ tùd/ ¢n…statai 

¢n»r tij ¢qurÒglwssoj, „scÚwn qr£sei: 

['Arge‹oj oÙk 'Arge‹oj, ºnagkasmšnoj, 

qorÚbῳ te p…sunoj k¢maqe‹ parrhs…ᾳ, 

piqanÕj œt/ aÙtoÝj peribale‹n kakù tini. 

Ótan g¦r ¹dÚj tij lÒgoij fronîn kakîj  

pe…qῃ tÕ plÁqoj, tÍ pÒlei kakÕn mšga: 

Ósoi dὲ sÝn nù crhst¦ bouleÚous/ ¢e…, 

k¨n m¾ paraut…k/, aâq…j e„si cr»simoi 

pÒlei. qe©sqai d/ ïde cr¾ tÕn prost£thn  

„dÒnq/: Ómoion g¦r tÕ crÁma g…gnetai  

tù toÝj lÒgouj lšgonti kaˆ timwmšnῳ].
91 

 

Then there stood up a man with no check on his tongue, strong in his 

brashness; [he was an Argive but no Argive, suborned, relying on noise 

from the crowd and the obtuse license of his tongue, persuasive 

enough to involve them in the future in some misfortune. When 

someone of pleasing speech but without sense persuades the people, it 

is a great misfortune for the city. But those who always give good 

counsel with intelligence are useful to the city in the long run, if not 

 
91 Eur., Orestes 902-913. 
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immediately. One should look at the leader this way: the same thing 

applies to the public speaker as to the holder of offices;].92 

 

In giving an account of the speech made by the third speaker, the messenger 

brands the anonymous character, whose opinion will prevail at the end of the 

debate,93 as ¢qurÒglwssoj, a term which indicates ‘someone who is an endless 

babbler, who cannot keep quiet, and is prone to say whatever comes to mind’,94 

and thus has ‘no regard for the value of logos, for rational discourse as a means 

of gaining access to truth’.95 It is not surprising, then, that the parrhs…a which 

the anonymous speaker has made use of acquires, in the messenger’s report, a 

negative meaning. Indeed, in this case parrhs…a appears to slip into saying all 

without caring for the truth and the interest of the pÒlij and to connote over-

boldness deriving from lack of m£qhsij (as suggested by the adjective ¢maq»j 

that characterises parrhs…a) and inevitably leading to misfortunes. Furthermore, 

parrhs…a is explicitly associated with qÒruboj, the confused noise and hubbub 

of a crowded assembly causing intimidation and disorder.96 However, the verse 

in which parrhs…a occurs is often regarded as an interpolation,97 and, even if it 

were genuine, this would be the only Euripidean instance in which the term 

parrhs…a is manifestly viewed in a negative light. In addition, I would stress that 

the adjective ¢maq»j does contribute, at least partially, to the pejorative sense 

that parrhs…a takes on in this passage.  

 
92 Trans. Kovacs (2002b) 512-513. On the interpolation indicated by the square brackets see 
below. 
93 See Eur., Orestes 944-945. 
94 Foucault (2001) 63. 
95 Foucault (2001) 64. See also Carter (2004) 218 who employs this passage to support his 
argument that the Athenians agreed on the following statement: ʽAll citizens have isêgoria, but 
they must not exercise this with too much parrhêsia’; thus, the anonymous speaker’s main fault, 
Carter concludes, consists in exercising „shgor…a in the Argive assembly ʽwith ʻuntutored’ 

parrhêsia. He does not appear to know the etiquette: perhaps this is why the messenger who 
relates this scene appears to doubt his citizenship’. 
96 On the relationship between qÒruboj and freedom of speech see Spina (1986) 66-68, who 

devotes particular attention to the Euripidean passage, Wallace (2004) 223-227 and Balot 
(2014) 62-63. More generally, on the role of qÒruboj in the Athenian assembly see Tacon 

(2001) 173-192. 
97 See West (1987) 245-246, who expresses doubts concerning the authenticity of these lines, 
stating that ʽ907-13 at least are evidently interpolatedʼ. Willink (1986) 232 goes further than 
West, and deletes lines 904-913 altogether, despite admitting that ʽ[t]he status of 904 and 905 is 
indeed more arguable than that of 906 and 907-13ʼ; in particular, regarding line 905, Willink 
argues that it is ʽrendered suspected by its context (between 904 and 906-13)ʼ, even though he 
acknowledges that the negative meaning of parrhs…a is ʽnot in itself impossible in a late fifth-

century tragedyʼ and could be ʽsymptomatic of the reaction against democratic values in the 
closing years of the Peloponnesian Warʼ. See also Wright (2008) 113 and 149 n. 51. 
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Similarly, in Plato’s Phaedrus 240e, where Socrates refers to the 

ʽimmoderate and barefaced outspokenness’ (parrhs…a katakor¾j kaˆ 

¢napeptamšnh) used by the lover to address his beloved when he is drunk, the 

presence of adjectives conveying a pejorative connotation plays a significant 

role in the negative sense attributed to parrhs…a.98 Moreover, Monoson argues 

that ʽPlato’s texts mingle a repudiation of democratic politics with a subtle 

affirmation of the celebrated democratic ideal of parrhesia. They defend the 

democratic conceptualization of parrhesia and appropriate it for philosophy’, not 

ʽsubstantially altering its content’, but working ʽwith the common understanding 

of parrhesia. Plato draws on the ideal of parrhesia both in his representation of 

the practice of philosophy and in his account of the fundamental failure of 

democratic politics to deliver on its promise of parrhesia’.99 Therefore, Isocrates 

might well be the first author known to us to employ parrhs…a with a manifest 

pejorative connotation. 

In any case, regardless of whether or not Isocrates is the first to attest 

explicitly the derogatory sense that parrhs…a can take on, the wide range of 

Isocratean occurrences in which the term conveys a clear negative meaning as 

well as the noteworthy coexistence of both negative and positive instances have 

no parallel, and thus mark a watershed in the history of this notion as attested in 

our surviving literary evidence. One of the earliest occurrences of the use of 

parrhs…a in a pejorative sense within Isocrates’ works can be found in On the 

Team of Horses, one of his six forensic speeches, which was written for 

Alcibiades’ son most probably in 396/5.100 Here, while stressing that he has 

passed over his father’s achievements as general because almost everyone 

remembers them, Alcibiades the Younger complains that the Athenians revile 

the rest of Alcibiades’ life ʽtoo licentiously and boldly’ (l…an ¢selgîj kaˆ 

qrasšwj) and ʽusing such outspokenness’ (toiaÚtῃ parrhs…ᾳ crèmenoi) that 

they would have feared to employ if he were alive.101 Indeed, Alcibiades the 

Younger continues, they have come to such a degree of ʽfolly’ (¥noia) that they 

believe they will gain good repute in speaking ill of him. Interestingly, in this 

 
98 See Sluiter and Rosen (2004) 4-5. See also Spina (1986) 94. 
99 Monoson (1994) 185. 
100 See Mathieu and Brémond (1928) 48, Bianco (1993) 17 and Eck (2015) 33. Other scholars, 
such as Sacerdoti (1970) 10, Too (1995) 107 and Gribble (1999) 92, opt for 397, while Hӓusle 
(1987) 96 dates it to 395/4. More on the content of On the Team of Horses will be said in 
Chapter 4 section 3.  
101 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 22. 
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same passage the negative meaning taken on by parrhs…a is underlined by its 

association not only with madness but also with the ʽoutrageous discourses’ 

(Øbristikoˆ lÒgoi) given by ʽthe worst of men’ (oƒ faulÒtatoi tîn ¢nqrèpwn).102  

Parrhs…a bears a pejorative sense also in Busiris and Panathenaicus. In 

the former speech Isocrates accuses Polycrates of not taking any interest in the 

truth and of following the slanders of the poets whose tales about the gods are 

more outrageous than anyone would dare tell about their enemies. Thus, 

Isocrates warns against imitating such discourses and against esteeming lightly 

ʽthe outspokenness towards the gods’ (¹ d/ e„j toÝj qeoÝj parrhs…a). In this 

respect, Isocrates goes on to argue, one must keep guard and consider as 

equally impious those who give such speeches and those who rely on them.103 

So, in this case parrhs…a in its pejorative sense is closely linked with 

blasfhm…a.104 Furthermore, as anticipated above, the negative meaning of 

parrhs…a recurs also in Panathenaicus when Isocrates comments on the claims 

made by his pro-Spartan former pupil:  

 

Taàta d/ aÙtoà dialecqšntoj ¢pedex£mhn mšn, oÙc æj dialuÒmenÒn ti 

tîn kathgorhmšnwn, ¢ll/ æj ¢pokruptÒmenon tÕ pikrÒtaton tîn tÒte 

∙hqšntwn oÙk ¢paideÚtwj ¢ll¦ noàn ™cÒntwj, kaˆ perˆ tîn ¥llwn 

¢poleloghmšnon swfronšsteron À tÒte parrhsias£menon.
 105

 

 

After he said that, I accepted it, not because it put an end to any of the 

charges, but because it kept hidden the sharpest aspect of the things 

then pronounced, not without education but with intelligence, and 

because what has been spoken in self-defence about the other issues 

was more moderate than what was then said with outspokenness. 

 

In this passage the participle parrhsias£menon, which indicates the 

outspokenness employed by Isocrates’ former student, acquires a pejorative 

tinge. In this regard, the negative connotation that the notion of parrhs…a bears 

 
102 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 23. 
103 Isoc., Busiris 38-40.  
104 On the derogatory meaning of parrhs…a in Isoc., Busiris 40 see Livingstone (2001) 179. See 

also Scarpat (1964) 55-56. 
105 Isoc., Panathenaicus 218. 
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here is emphasised by the contrast with the virtue of swfrosÚnh as expressed 

through the comparative adjective swfronšsteron. 

Still, in the opening section of Busiris and in Panathenaicus 96, the verb 

parrhsi£zomai, as I considered earlier, conveys a positive meaning. So, prima 

facie, Isocrates could seem to be incoherent in his use of parrhs…a, since within 

the same speech he attributes to the notion of speaking with outspokenness a 

positive sense in one section and a pejorative meaning in another. Nonetheless, 

this ostensible contradiction, as we shall see, should not be dismissed as a 

mere incongruity or as a move revealing his alleged anti-democratic stance. 

 

3.3.1 Parrhs…a versus „shgor…a  

The seeming inconsistency in the Isocratean use of the term and its cognate 

verb can be found also in Archidamus (366)106 where parrhs…a is employed 

both in a positive and in a negative sense. Indeed, in section 72, Archidamus, 

the persona loquens of the homonymous speech, in arguing against peace with 

Thebes proudly declares that he will not hesitate ʽto speak with outspokenness’ 

(parrhsi£sasqai), and highlights that, although the plan of action that he is 

about to propose might be difficult, it is certainly a finer strategy to be made 

known to the Greeks and more suitable to Sparta than what other Spartans 

recommend.  

However, later in the speech, parrhs…a appears to be opposed to 

„shgor…a and to take on a pejorative meaning. More precisely, Archidamus 

complains that the Spartans in the past did not uphold ʽthe equal rights of 

speech of free men’ (aƒ tîn ™leuqšrwn „shgor…ai), whereas now they openly 

bear even ʽthe outspokenness of the slaves’ (¹ tîn doÚlwn parrhs…a).107 

Significantly, in this passage, which presents the only occurrence of „shgor…a in 

the corpus, Isocrates couples it with the notion of ™leuqer…a. It is important to 

stress this link because it calls to mind the strong connection between the two 

concepts that, as we have seen above, clearly emerges in Herodotus, V 78. 

Furthermore, in a like manner, Demosthenes in Against Meidias connects 

 
106 See Papillon (2004) 109-110 for 366 (i.e. the date of the meeting held at Sparta to discuss 
the peace negotiations with Thebes promoted by the Corinthians) as the dramatic date of this 
speech with the possibility of a later date for its actual composition. 
107 Isoc., Archidamus 97; Archidamus’ complaint calls to mind the above-mentioned remarks by 
[Xen.], Constitution of the Athenians I, 10-12 on the use of „shgor…a in Athens and by Dem., 

Third Philippic 3 about parrhs…a being granted to aliens and slaves. 
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„shgor…a and ™leuqer…a claiming that the man who by fear debars any citizen 

from obtaining reparation for his wrongs is taking away from the Athenians their 

equality of speech and their freedom.108 Similarly, in On the Liberty of the 

Rhodians, Demosthenes refers to „shgor…a and ™leuqer…a as fundamental 

qualities characterising democratic governments as opposed to oligarchies. 

More specifically, he stresses the fact that when Athens wages war against 

oligarchies, unlike when it engages wars with other democracies, it is fighting 

for its own ʽconstitution’ (polite…a) and ʽfreedom’ (™leuqer…a). Thus, it is more 

useful to fight all the Greeks under democracies than to have them as friends 

under oligarchies. For it is easy, Demosthenes goes on to argue, to make 

peace with men who are free, while with those who are under an oligarchy it is 

not even possible to establish a sound friendship, since the few will never be 

well-disposed toward the many, nor those who seek to rule toward those who 

have chosen to live ʽwith equal right of speech’ (met/ „shgor…aj).109  

So, returning to the above-mentioned second passage from Archidamus 

and bearing in mind the Spartan setting of the Isocratean speech, we can reach 

a twofold conclusion. On the one hand, in linking „shgor…a specifically to 

™leuqer…a, Isocrates proves to be consistent with the traditional use of the term 

that we find in Herodotus and then also in Demosthenes. On the other hand, he 

manifestly distinguishes „shgor…a from parrhs…a.110 His usage of parrhs…a is 

thus extremely original, since, instead of associating it with the notion of 

freedom, he links it to the idea of slavery. In this way he turns upside down the 

coupling between parrhs…a and ™leuqer…a, which, as we have seen earlier, 

characterises the use of parrhs…a in the fifth century. In doing so, Isocrates 

carries out a striking overturning which constitutes a remarkable innovation 

within the framework of our surviving literary sources.  

 

3.3.2 Parrhs…a versus „sonom…a 

The negative sense that parrhs…a can take on in the Isocratean corpus is even 

clearer in Areopagiticus 20. Here Isocrates claims that those who administered 

the pÒlij in the time of Solon and Cleisthenes did not establish a ʽconstitution’ 

(polite…a) that in name only was the freest and mildest, nor one that ʽeducated’ 

 
108 Dem., Against Meidias 124. 
109 Dem., On the Liberty of the Rhodians 17-18. 
110 On the distinction between „shgor…a and parrhs…a in this passage see Carter (2004) 202. 
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(™pa…deuse) the citizens to regard ʻintemperance’ (¢kolas…a) as ʻdemocracy’ 

(dhmokrat…a), ʻtransgression of law’ (paranom…a) as ʻfreedom’ (™leuqer…a), 

ʻoutspokenness’ (parrhs…a) as ʻequality under the law’ („sonom…a), ʻpower to do 

everything one wants’ (™xous…a toà p£nta poie‹n) as ʻprosperity’ (eÙdaimon…a), 

but rather a constitution that by hating and punishing such men made all the 

citizens ʻbetter’ (belt…ouj) and ʻwiser’ (swfronšsteroi). Interestingly, here 

Isocrates refers to parrhs…a as one of the negative qualities which characterise 

contemporary democracy and opposes it to „sonom…a.111 Such a use of 

parrhs…a appears to be, at least at first sight, once again problematic if we 

compare it not only with all the positive occurrences we have analysed so far, 

but also with what Isocrates says in On the Peace 14. Indeed, in this passage 

he complains that, although Athens is a democracy, there is no parrhs…a 

except for the most foolish speakers in the assembly and the comic poets in the 

theatre. Therefore, in On the Peace parrhs…a is presented as a characteristic 

inseparably linked to democracy and itself positive, even though it is currently 

enjoyed by people who do not deserve it.  

The distinction between two different kinds of outspokenness, one 

positive and the other one negative, thus becomes crucial in understanding the 

complex role of parrhs…a within Isocrates’ political thought. Moreover, I would 

point out that the determining factor in such an opposition lies in the qualities, or 

lack of them, of those people who exercise parrhs…a. The existence of two 

different types of parrhs…a has been outlined in general terms by Foucault. 

However, I argue that we can reach a conclusion diametrically opposed to the 

one expressed by the French scholar: in Isocrates’ eyes what is incompatible 

with ʽtrue democracy’ is not ʽreal parrhesia’ (namely, parrhs…a in its critical and 

positive meaning), as Foucault believes,112 but parrhs…a in its pejorative sense. 

The negative connotation of this kind of parrhs…a, which according to On the 

Peace 14 is predominant in fourth-century Athens, depends on who exercises 

parrhs…a (e.g. the most foolish speakers in the assembly) and, more 

specifically, on the speaker’s lack of those qualities that characterise a good 

parrhsiast»j, in primis eâ frone‹n and eÜnoia as I have illustrated above. 

 

 
111 More on „sonom…a will be said in Chapter 3 section 2. 
112 Foucault (2001) 80-83. 
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3.4 Positive parrhs…a versus negative parrhs…a 

 

An additional key to understanding more fully Isocrates’ complex use of the 

notion of parrhs…a is provided by To Antipater (340-339), where Isocrates 

appears to mention two opposite types of outspokenness. More particularly, in 

this letter addressed to the regent of Macedonia, parrhs…a plays a significant 

role with two occurrences of the verb parrhsi£zomai and one of the noun itself. 

Indeed, Isocrates praises his pupil Diodotus for possessing, among various 

qualities, ʽthe greatest outspokenness’ (ple…sth (…) parrhs…a), not ʽthe one that 

is not befitting’ (¿ oÙ prosÁken), but that which represents the most important 

sign of ʽgoodwill’ (eÙno…a) toward friends and which noteworthy rulers honour as 

being useful. Conversely, weaker rulers dislike this kind of outspokenness since 

it forces them to do something they have not chosen to do. In this respect, such 

rulers are not aware, Isocrates continues, that men who dare ʽcontradict’ 

(¢ntilšgein) them ʽabout what is advantageous’ (perˆ toà sumfšrontoj) are the 

only ones able to provide them with ʽthe greatest power’ (ple…sth ™xous…a) to do 

what they want.113  

Isocrates, therefore, clearly enhances the role of parrhsiasta…, and 

opposes them to ʽthose who always choose deliberately so as to please’ (oƒ ¢eˆ 

prÕj ¹don¾n lšgein proairoÚmenoi): it is because of the latter that not only 

monarchies (which bring on many inevitable dangers), but even constitutional 

governments (which usually enjoy greater security) cannot last, whereas 

ʽbecause of those who speak with outspokenness in favour of what is best’ (di¦ 

toÝj ™pˆ tù belt…stῳ parrhsiazomšnouj) many things are preserved even of 

those which were likely to be destroyed. Thus, Isocrates argues, all monarchs 

should hold in greater esteem ʽthose who display the truth’ (oƒ t¾n ¢l»qeian 

¢pofainÒmenoi) than men who speak exclusively to gratify in all they say, but, in 

reality, say nothing worthy of gratitude. Yet, the former are valued less by some 

leaders, as Diodotus himself has experienced among some rulers in Asia: even 

though he made himself ʽuseful’ (cr»simoj) not only in giving advice, but also in 

taking risks, ʽbecause of his speaking with outspokenness’ (di¦ tÕ 

parrhsi£zesqai) to them about their own interests, he was deprived of honours 

as well as hope, and his ‘good services’ (eÙerges…ai) were obscured by ‘the 

 
113 Isoc., To Antipater 4-5. 
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flatteries of everyday men’ (aƒ tîn tucÒntwn ¢nqrèpwn kolake‹ai). So, owing to 

this previous experience, Isocrates claims, Diodotus has hesitated to present 

himself to Antipater.114  

Remarkably, in To Antipater 4 Isocrates manifestly refers in the very 

same sentence to the existence of two different kinds of parrhs…a, one 

inappropriate and thus negative, expressed through the relative clause ¿ oÙ 

prosÁken, the other one positive, inextricably associated with eÙno…a and 

praised throughout the letter. In this regard, To Antipater acquires particular 

importance for our understanding of Isocrates’ complex usage of this notion not 

only because it presents all the three different Isocratean uses of parrhs…a that 

we can find throughout the corpus, but also, and most importantly, because it 

suggests that, by exploiting the semantic richness which characterises the 

history of parrhs…a, Isocrates identifies two different, or rather opposite, kinds of 

parrhs…a. As a result of this polarisation, he splits the notion itself into a positive 

parrhs…a and a negative parrhs…a which are opposed to, and incompatible 

with, one another. Indeed, while the former consists in telling the truth 

unreservedly in the interest of the interlocutors and thus reveals the speaker’s 

goodwill towards them, the latter ultimately corresponds to flattery. In this 

respect, it is worth stressing that in his study on friendship, when discussing the 

use of parrhs…a in To Antipater, Konstan notes that in this epistle Isocrates 

depicts parrhs…a ‘as a mean between rude presumptuousness and dishonest 

flattery’.115 Konstan’s remark is certainly true with regard to the positive kind of 

parrhs…a which is possessed by Diodotus and marks him out as an excellent 

friend. However, as we have seen, To Antipater does bear witness also to an 

opposite kind of parrhs…a that Isocrates criticises throughout the letter and, in a 

master-stroke, identifies precisely with kolake…a. 

  

 
114 Isoc., To Antipater 6-8. 
115 Konstan (1997) 94. See also Konstan (1997) 98, who highlights how ‘the triad of friendship, 
flattery, and frankness of speech’ that characterises Isocrates’ To Antipater represents a key 
topic in Plutarch’s treatise How to discriminate a flatterer from a friend. 
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4. Conclusions  

 

To sum up, the idea of speaking frankly and openly goes back to the roots of 

democratic thinking and Isocrates marks, or at least bears witness to, a turning 

point in the history of one of the main terms that expressed such a notion, 

namely, parrhs…a. First of all, it is worth noting that in the Isocratean corpus the 

use of parrhs…a is characterised by a combination of the standard political 

connotation and a moral value which is emphasised to an unprecedented level 

in our literary sources. Secondly, we can identify three different usages of 

parrhs…a in Isocrates’ work: a positive meaning, the awareness of negative 

outcomes, and the pejorative sense which fulfils a particularly remarkable and 

innovative role in the development of the idea of outspokenness in Greek 

political thought. Significantly, the second use has to be considered as part of 

the first one since only parrhs…a in its positive sense involves risk-taking. In 

addition, these three stages coexist, with no clear temporal break, in the 

corpus. Indeed, the pejorative sense emerges as early as the forensic speech 

On the Team of Horses, so it cannot be regarded merely as a later development 

in Isocrates’ political vocabulary. 

Throughout this chapter I have also pointed out that Isocrates’ intricate 

and varying usage of this term appears to have no precedent and no parallel in 

our fifth- and fourth-century literary evidence. In particular, whereas Scarpat 

argues that parrhs…a in Euripides has only a political value,116 I believe that 

Spina is right in stressing that marks of the manifold connotations which the 

notion can take on are already present in nuce in some of the works of the 

tragic poet.117 Yet, even though in the Euripidean passages that I have taken 

into consideration it is possible to notice different shades of meaning concerning 

the use of parrhs…a, it is in the Isocratean corpus that the problematisation of 

parrhs…a reaches its peak, and, that, consequently, we find a striking semantic 

variety in the use of the noun and its cognate verb. Furthermore, while there are 

some instances of both the first and second kind of meaning in Demosthenes 

and Aeschines, neither of them appears to refer to parrhs…a in a negative 

sense and, more generally, no fourth-century author seems to employ this 

notion with the same semantic intricacy that we find in the Isocratean corpus. 

 
116 See Scarpat (1964) 36-37. 
117 Spina (1986) 83-84. 
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Moreover, as we have seen, the positive sense and the negative 

meaning are at times present in the same work and, in one case (that is, To 

Antipater 4), even in the same passage. A plausible explanation for this 

apparent incongruity in the use of parrhs…a lies in the fact that Isocrates 

operates a splitting of the notion of parrhs…a at semantic level. As a result, it is 

possible to identify the presence in his corpus of a dichotomy between a 

positive parrhs…a and a negative parrhs…a. The former consists in speaking the 

truth without fear of voicing criticism and facing all the dangers that may arise. 

Additionally, positive parrhs…a reveals the goodwill of the speaker towards his 

audience as well as his sound judgment, and is, of course, the one that 

Isocrates claims to be employing. Instead, parrhs…a understood in its pejorative 

sense represents the opposite polarity, is thus characterised by the lack of 

those qualities possessed by good parrhsiasta… (e.g. eâ frone‹n and eÜnoia) 

and is fundamentally assimilated to flattery. 

Therefore, Isocrates is not in a contradictory manner conveying both a 

positive and negative meaning to the same concept, but he is consciously 

distinguishing two deeply different kinds of parrhs…a, even though he does not 

dwell explicitly on such a distinction. Positive parrhs…a and negative parrhs…a 

end up being identical at a linguistic level (since they are expressed by the 

same term), but they are diametrically opposite from a semantic point of view. 

Thus, rather than revealing an inconsistent or anti-democratic use of the notion, 

the instances of parrhs…a and parrhsi£zomai throughout his works show how 

Isocrates is well aware of, engages with, and even expands, the inherent 

tension which is a hallmark of parrhs…a since its origin. In doing so, he further 

problematises the meaning of parrhs…a in light of some key concepts like 

eÜnoia and eâ frone‹n, which, as we shall see later on, are prominent in the 

corpus and most dear to him.  
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Chapter 3 

The Notion and Language of Equality 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The notion and language of equality were at the very heart of Greek political 

thought in the fifth and then, even more clearly, in the fourth century when the 

idea of equality started to be rethought. Isocrates, as we shall see, is very 

interested in equality and, at the same time, plays a crucial function within the 

fourth-century revision of this notion. Nevertheless, we still miss a systematic 

examination of the role of equality, and the vocabulary related to it, in the 

Isocratean corpus. Therefore, in this chapter I aim to fill this gap in the current 

scholarship by providing a thorough analysis of Isocrates’ complex and manifold 

usages of the language and notion of equality.  

In order to do so, I intend to focus on three aspects in particular. More 

specifically, I will begin my investigation by discussing the occurrences of 

„sonom…a in Isocrates’ works and how they fit into the wider context of the other 

instances of this term and its cognates in our literary sources. I shall then 

consider how Isocrates employs the doctrine of the two kinds of equality before 

turning to the examination of the Isocratean occurrences of the concept of 

„somoir…a and its application to foreign politics.1 As a result, I will show how 

Isocrates’ varying usages of the language, and thus of the idea, of equality play 

a relevant role not only within his political thought but also, more broadly, in the 

contemporary debate around this notion. 

 

 

2. 'Isonom…a 

 

One of the main terms employed to express the idea of equality was „sonom…a, 

whose first occurrences in our literary sources can be dated back to the end of 

the sixth or beginning of the fifth century. While „sonom…a appears to be a crucial 

 
1 Even though „shgor…a does belong to the vocabulary related to the notion of equality as shown 

in the previous chapter, I have chosen to discuss it in Chapter 2 because of its semantic affinity 
with parrhs…a. On the resonance of Isocrates’ own name with „sokrat…a, another key term 

belonging to the language of equality, see Appendix III. 
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concept in Greek political discourse during the fifth century, its use tends to 

decrease progressively in the following century when Isocrates is the only 

author, beside Plato, to employ it.2 Indeed, during the fourth century there 

seems to be a shift from „sonom…a to tÕ ‡son and „sÒthj, which express the 

notion of equality in more general terms.3 In this respect, it is worth highlighting 

that Isocrates is the only Attic orator to make use of „sonom…a.4  

The etymology of the word has been debated: while the prefix „so– does 

not usually pose any interpretation problems, –nom…a has been regarded as 

deriving either from nšmw or from nÒmoj.5 Concerning its meaning, scholars often 

believe that „sonom…a has to be interpreted as ʽan earlier name for what was 

later called democracyʼ6 since the tight bond between „sonom…a and dhmokrat…a, 

as we will see, is prominent in the use of the former term throughout the fifth 

century. Nonetheless, the two words cannot be considered as mere synonyms. 

As Ostwald remarks, rather than referring to a specific kind of constitution, 

„sonom…a indicates ‘the principle of political equality, which, though it is of course 

more closely associated with a democratic constitution than with any other, is 

not necessarily confined to itʼ.7 Indeed, the link between „sonom…a and 

democracy is deeply-rooted and solid, yet not exclusive, as I shall illustrate 

more in depth below.   

Owing to its complexity and its pre-eminent role within Greek political 

discourse, „sonom…a has been the object of several studies, especially during 

the second half of the last century. Here I will provide just a snapshot of some of 

the main investigations which have been devoted to this subject. One of the first 

scholars to pay particular attention to „sonom…a was Vlastos, who upholds the 

idea that this word was employed to refer to democratic governments before 

dhmokrat…a came into use.8 In addition, Ostwald, within his detailed study 

devoted to nÒmoj, discusses the –nomoj compounds attested before 464/3, 

 
2 See Lévy (2005) 120-121 for an outline of the occurrences of the noun and its cognates in the 
fifth and fourth centuries. 
3 See Ostwald (1969) 182 and Huffman (2005) 212. On the ‘verbal flexibility’ of the terminology 
conveying the notion of equality see Cartledge (2009) 9; on the various „so- words see also 

Hansen (1999) 81. 
4 In Andoc., On the Mysteries 15 we can find the personal name 'IsÒnomoj. Additionally, the 

phrase t¾n ‡shn œnnomon polite…a in Aeschin., Against Timarchus 5 is often regarded as a 
periphrasis for „sonom…a. However, neither of the two orators ever employs the actual term 

„sonom…a. 
5 See Ostwald (1969) 61; see also Lévy (2005) 122-125. 
6 Larsen (1948) 6. 
7 Ostwald (1969) 97. 
8 See Vlastos (1953) and Vlastos (1964).   
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namely eÙnom…a, ¢nom…a and „sonom…a. Concerning the last term, Ostwald 

observes: 

 

Its connotations (…) are from its first appearance until at least the end 

of the fourth century B.C. purely political, and the context in which it is 

first attested associates it closely with the reforms of Cleisthenes. In 

other words, the appearance of „sonom…a seems to be linked with the 

beginnings of the Athenian democracy, and this, in turn, suggests that 

the adoption of nÒmoj as the technical term for ʽstatuteʼ to replace 

qesmÒj forms part of the same picture.9  

 

In a somehow similar way, Raaflaub has stressed the link between 

Cleisthenes’ reforms and „sonom…a, although he highlights the aristocratic origin 

of the term. Indeed, he suggests that „sonom…a, understood as ʽan “order based 

on equality,” became an ideal and catchword in the aristocracy’s struggle 

against the tyrant’s usurpation of power’ and thus that it ‘may have originated 

elsewhere much earlier’, while ‘in Athens it was probably used first by the 

aristocratic opponents of the Peisistratids’; so, Raaflaub concludes, ‘[i]ts 

meaning was soon expanded, when “equality” became (…) the code word for 

the new political order introduced by Cleisthenes after the fall of tyrannyʼ.10 The 

aristocratic origin of „sonom…a was argued for already by Ehrenberg, who also 

stressed that ‘[t]he idea of equality (…) had strong roots in the aristocratic forms 

of communal life such as the life of the Spartan ‘peers’, the Homoioi’.11 More 

recently, further attention has been devoted to „sonom…a. Indeed, Lombardini, by 

focusing particularly on the relationship of „sonom…a with both eÙnom…a and 

dhmokrat…a, has reached the conclusion that „sonom…a indicates ʽa type of 

balanced order that is created through the equal distribution of political power’ 

(i. e. ʽequal order’ different from the concept of ʽgood order’ conveyed by 

eÙnom…a) and can thus be regarded as pointing towards ʽa democratic response 

to the charge that democracy bred disorder’.12 The discussion around „sonom…a 

(with specific reference to its correlation with dhmokrat…a) has been resumed 

 
9 Ostwald (1969) 96. 
10 Raaflaub (2004a) 94. 
11 Ehrenberg (1946) 89. More generally, on the link between the idea of equality and the notion 
of ÐmoiÒthj see, for instance, Cartledge (1996) 178-181 and Cartledge (2009) 9. 
12 Lombardini (2013) 413; see also Lombardini (2013) 417. 
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also by Vannicelli who considers the following view as the most plausible: while 

having an aristocratic origin and deriving etymologically from ‡sa nšmein in the 

sense of a fair distribution, in the fifth century (if not already at the time of 

Cleisthenes) „sonom…a acquired the meaning of ‘equality before the law’, being 

thus related to nÒmoj and becoming a political principle closely, although not 

solely, connected with democracy.13 Yet, Cartledge has highlighted the inherent 

adaptability of „sonom…a which, in his view, ‘stood for the most general and 

unspecific principle of political equality’.14 Overall, the shift in the meaning of the 

term was most probably less clear-cut than Vannicelli presents it and it is likely 

that the broader sense of ‘equality of political participation’15 was never entirely 

abandoned. Indeed, „sonom…a appears to retain a certain ambiguity, as the 

overview of its literary usages below will suggest.  

A great deal of scholarly attention has thus been devoted to analysing 

the usages of „sonom…a in our surviving literary sources. However, the instances 

of the term in the Isocratean corpus have generally been either overlooked or 

referred to only in passing. So, in this section I aim to offer a detailed 

examination of the occurrences of „sonom…a in Isocrates in order to show not 

only how they contribute to our understanding of his political thought and his 

use of democratic vocabulary in particular, but also, more broadly, how they fit 

into the wider development of this notion in Greek political thought. 

  

'Isonom…a before Isocrates   

Before turning to the usage of the term in Isocrates’ works, I shall, first of all, 

provide a comprehensive framework for the analysis of the Isocratean instances 

by means of an overview of the occurrences of „sonom…a in our literary sources. 

The very first instances of the term most probably belong to the late sixth or 

early fifth century. Indeed, in two skÒlia preserved by Athenaeus and praising 

the tyrannicides Harmodius and Aristogeiton, it is said that, by killing 

Hipparchus, they ʽmade Athens a place of political equality’16 („sonÒmouj t/ 

 
13 See Vannicelli (2014) 134. Cf. Musti (1981) 55-61. 
14 Cartledge (1996) 178. Cf. Lévy (2005) 128 and 132 on the vagueness characterising 
„sonom…a. 
15 Raaflaub (1996) 143 who stresses that „sonom…a indicated ‘both legal and political equality 

(that is, equality before the law and equality of political participation)’. 
16 Trans. Olson (2012) 165. 
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'Aq»naj ™poihs£thn).17 Hence, here the notion of „sonom…a, expressed through 

its cognate adjective, is opposed to tyranny. Additionally, in a fragment 

preserved through a paraphrase by the doxographer Aëtius, the philosopher 

and physician Alcmaeon of Croton, who was probably active between 500 and 

440,18 applies the concept to the medical field by allegedly stating that health 

consists in ‘the equality of the properties’ („sonom…a tîn dun£mewn), of the wet 

and the dry, the cold and the hot, the bitter and the sweet and so on; on the 

contrary, the ‘sovereignty’ (monarc…a) of one of the four elements, is responsible 

for causing disease.19 Such a contrast between „sonom…a and monarc…a creates, 

according to Ostwald, a picture that is ʽvery much in line with the practice of 

Presocratic thinkers to explain physical phenomena in political or social 

images’.20 Therefore, Ostwald argues that in this fragment Alcmaeon employs 

both „sonom…a and monarc…a in a metaphorical sense ʽnot as medical but as 

political concepts intended merely to help him expound certain facts about the 

(human) body by analogy with certain features in the state’.21 In this respect, 

this is the only occurrence of „sonom…a in Greek medical vocabulary and the 

absence of the term in medical writings could thus be linked to the intrinsic 

political meaning that „sonom…a conveys since its very first occurrences.22  

 
17 PMG 893; 896. Cf. Ath., XV, 695 a-b. The date of the two skÒlia has been much debated 

among scholars: Ostwald (1969) 136, for instance, suggests that they were composed ʽshortly 
after 507ʼ, whereas other scholars, such as Lévy (2005) 120 and 133-134, opt for a later dating 
due to the historical inaccuracy that these skÒlia display (cf. Thuc., VI 54-59). More recently, 

Azoulay (2014) 70-74 has emphasised the role of Athenaeus in fixing the text of the drinking 
songs compared to its high level of flexibility in the Classical period. 
18 Concerning Alcmaeon’s dates see Ostwald (1969) 98-99 and Costa (2003) 46-47, Mansfeld 
(2013) 78 n. 1. While some scholars, such as Larsen (1948) 9 and Ehrenberg (1950) 535, 
explicitly refer to Alcmaeon as a Pythagorean, Vlastos (1953) 344-347 firmly rejects the 
assumption that Alcmaeon was a Pythagorean. Ostwald (1969) 98 is likely to be right in 
adopting an intermediate position by pointing out that Alcmaeon was presumably influenced by 
Pythagoreanism but was not a member of that school. It is also worth noting in passing that 
Isoc., Antidosis 268 refers to Alcmaeon as one of ‘the ancient sophists’ (oƒ palaioˆ sofista…) to 

whose theories the young Athenians should not devote too much of their time. 
19 DK 24 B 4. Here Alcmaeon also describes physical health as ¹ sÚmmetroj tîn poiîn kr©sij, 

on which see Ostwald (1969) 102-105. Cf. Brock (2005) 33-34. It is worth mentioning that, 
against the commonly held view, Mansfeld (2013) has questioned the attribution of „sonom…a 
and especially of monarc…a to Alcmaeon himself suggesting that the presence of the latter word 

in Aetius’ lemma could be due to the influence of the use of monarc…a in Herodotus’ 

Constitutional Debate (on which see below). 
20 Ostwald (1969) 99-100. 
21 Ostwald (1969) 100 
22 See MacKinney (1964) 80, who claims that, since Alcmaeon’s fragment is probably ʽderived 
from a treatise Concerning Nature (…), strictly speaking, one could assert that no known 
medical writing of the ancient Greek world contains the word isonomia. Whether any Greek 
physician ever used it orally, must of necessity remain an open question’[his italics]. Indeed, 
MacKinney (1964) 87 reaches the conclusion that ʽmembers of the medical profession were not 
familiar with the term isonomia’, although they appeared to be ʽmotivated by the general 
concept of equilibrium, balance, blend, mixture, and the like, expressed in terms such as 
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Nonetheless, Ostwald also suggests that, even though in the skÒlia in 

honour of the tyrannicides as well as in Alcmaeon „sonom…a appears to be 

contrasted with one-man rule, this should not lead us to regard ʽopposition to 

tyranny’ as ʽthe primary factor inherent in „sonom…a’.23 Yet, the link between 

„sonom…a and rejection of tyranny has recently been re-asserted.24 The concept 

was indeed multifaceted, while at the same time it was usually closely 

associated with democracy. In this regard, Ostwald believes that the 

inextricable relationship between „sonom…a and dhmokrat…a can be inferred 

already from Alcmaeon as „sonom…a seems to have ʽcloser affinities with 

democracy than with any other form of government’ and to denote ʽin some 

ways (…) the principle of equality–the equality of nÒmoj for ruler as well as for 

ruled–which a democracy embodies’.25  

Both the complexity of „sonom…a and its strong ties with democracy are 

exemplified in Herodotus. More precisely, as Lombardini highlights, ʽHerodotus 

provides the most thorough examination of isonomia in our extant sources, and 

it is his use of the term that best reveals its connection to the concept of 

dȇmokratiaʼ.26 This is particularly true in the first occurrences of the term that we 

encounter in Herodotus, that is, in the well-known Constitutional Debate, which 

allegedly preceded Darius' accession to the Persian throne. In this passage 

„sonom…a appears twice in order to refer to the government promoted by the 

Persian Otanes. Indeed, after suggesting to turn the government over to the 

Persian people (ἐj mέson Pšrsῃsi kataqeῖnai tὰ prήgmata), Otanes harshly 

criticises ʽmonarchy’ (mounarc…h), which he depicts as being characterised 

mainly by Ûbrij and lack of accountability and as being able to corrupt even ʽthe 

best among all men’ (Ð ¥ristoj ¢ndrîn p£ntwn) and lead him to subvert the 

ʽancestral customs’ (nÒmaia p£tria). On the contrary, ʽthe mass that rulesʼ 

(plÁqoj ¥rcon), Otanes points out, ʽhas the most beautiful name of allʼ (oÜnoma 

 
eukrasia, isomoiria, symmetron, harmonia, pepsis, etc., as applied to general conditions of 
health’. See MacKinney (1964) 87-88 for possible explanations concerning ʽthe avoidance of 
Alcmaeon’s term isonomia by his medical successors’. 
23 Ostwald (1969) 101, who also believes that the opposition between „sonom…a and monarc…a in 

this fragment ʽis not necessarily exhaustive’ and does not automatically mean that Alcmaeon did 
not know the term Ñligarc…a, but only that ʽhe did not need it for his purposes in this fragment’. 

Ostwald (1969) 102 n. 1 adds that ʽ[e]ven if the noun Ñligarc…a was not available to Alcmaeon, 

he might have employed a periphrasis to describe it’, thus ʽthe fragment cannot be used to 
prove that Alcmaeon knew only two forms of government’. 
24 See, for instance, Azoulay (2014). 
25 Ostwald (1969) 106. 
26 Lombardini (2013) 408. 
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p£ntwn k£lliston œcei), that is, „sonom…a, and presents the opposite features 

compared to the rule of a ‘monarch’ (moÚnarcoj): election by lot, accountability 

of those who hold offices and all deliberations being conducted publicly. Otanes 

thus concludes his speech by insisting on the need to put an end to monarchy 

and ‘to increase the power of the multitude’ (tÕ plÁqoj ¢šxein), since ‘in the 

majority lies the whole’ (™n g¦r tù pollù œni t¦ p£nta).27 Then, after 

Megabyzus and Darius have expressed their opinion on the matter supporting 

oligarchy and monarchy respectively,28 Herodotus specifies that Otanes’ 

proposal to establish „sonom…a among the Persians is rejected as it is Darius’ 

point of view that ultimately prevails.29  

Significantly, while Megabyzus’ and Darius’ interventions present a 

threefold opposition, the speech delivered by Otanes revolves around a binary 

contrast.30 Owing to the opposition to one-man rule31 and the features that 

characterise „sonom…a according to Otanes’ depiction, the two occurrences of 

the term in the Constitutional Debate (Hdt., III 80, 6; 83, 1) have generally been 

interpreted as referring to a democratic constitution, and thus as synonyms for 

dhmokrat…a.32 This seems to be corroborated later on, in book VI, when in 

narrating that Mardonius established ‘democracies’ (dhmokrat…ai) in 492 in Ionia 

(while depositing all the Ionian tyrants), Herodotus employs the infinitive 

dhmokratšesqai in order to summarise the stance adopted by Otanes at the 

 
27 Hdt., III 80. The translation of the sentence ™n g¦r tù pollù œni t¦ p£nta is rather 

problematic and has been highly debated; in adopting the above-mentioned translation I agree 
with Musti (1995) 57 (cf. Vannicelli (2014) 135), Lanzillotta (1998) 40-41 and Costa (2003) 51-
52. 
28 Hdt., III 81-82. 
29 Hdt., III 83, 1. 
30 See Musti (1995) 54-55. Conversely, Cartledge (2009) 73 stresses how all three speeches 
present ‘the form of a Protagorean antilogy, directed predominantly against one of the other two 
speeches, not against both equally’. 
31 See Cartledge (2009) 75 who specifies that the target of Otanes’ criticism is ‘autocracy (non-
responsible tyranny, the worst form of rule by one)’. In this respect, it is worth noting that, in 
order to refer to the one-man rule against which he argues, Otanes uses mainly moÚnarcoj 
(Hdt., III 80, 2; 6) and mounarc…h (Hdt., III 80, 3; 6), but we also find, in one instance, tÚrannoj 

(Hdt., III 80, 4). 
32 See, for instance, Musti (1995) 54-57 who also stresses how the occurrences of plÁqoj and 

the participle ¥rcon call to mind dÁmoj and kr£toj, respectively, thus suggesting the presence of 

a web of allusions to dhmokrat…a throughout Otanes’ speech; cf. Vannicelli (2014) 135-136. I 

agree with Musti (1995) 56 (cf. Vannicelli (2014) 134) in believing that in Otanes’ speech the 
term dhmokrat…a is avoided because of Herodotus’ ‘[r]ispetto storico (…) per la parola’[his 

italics] rather than, as Cartledge (2009) 74 suggests, because of the potentially negative 
connotation embedded in the term. For a broader discussion on the key role of Herodotus’ 
Constitutional Debate in Greek political thought see, for instance, Connor (1971) 199-206 
(especially 202-204 on „sonom…a) and Lévy (2003). 
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time of the Constitutional Debate.33 Indeed, in this passage, which presents the 

earliest occurrence of the noun dhmokrat…a in our extant literary sources,34 

Herodotus appears to assimilate explicitly Mardonius’ institution of dhmokrat…ai 

in Ionia with the „sonom…a promoted by Otanes thirty years earlier. 

Nevertheless, it has been noted that here Herodotus might have used 

dhmokrat…a simply as an antonym to tyranny35 in a somehow similar way to how 

in book IV dhmokratšesqai is opposed to turanneÚesqai in the remark made in 

512, at the council of the Ionians, by Histiaeus of Miletus to indicate, and thus 

argue against, the outcome that would result from the Scythians’ advice (upheld 

by Miltiades) to set Ionia free from Darius’ rule.36 In brief, while the two 

instances of the term in the Constitutional Debate suggest the existence of an 

inextricable link between „sonom…a and democracy, such a link, as we shall see 

even more clearly below, was not exclusive. Indeed, the Herodotean usage of 

„sonom…a, like that of dhmokrat…a and its cognate verb, is more nuanced than 

might appear at first reading.37 

In this respect, the multifaceted meaning conveyed by „sonom…a emerges 

also in the other two passages, in addition to the Constitutional Debate, where 

Herodotus makes use of it. In the first case, the term is related to the 

constitution that Maeandrius of Samos attempted to establish after the death of 

Polycrates. More specifically, Herodotus narrates that in 522/1, that is, at 

around the same time when the Constitutional Debate is set,38 Maeandrius, 

desiring to act with justice after Polycrates’ death, set up an altar to Zeus 

Eleutherius and then called an assembly of the citizens (™kklhs…hn sunage…raj 

p£ntwn tîn ¢stîn) during which he stated that, although it was in his power to 

rule over them (moi paršcei nàn Ømšwn ¥rcein), he did not intend to commit the 

same mistake made by Polycrates, namely being master of people who were 

fundamentally very similar to himself (despÒzwn ¢ndrîn Ðmo…wn ˜wutù). Rather, 

he intended to put the power in the middle and proclaim „sonom…a (™gë dὲ ™j 

 
33 See Hdt., VI 43, 3. 
34 See Coviello (2005) 147. The second occurrence of the noun in Herodotus can be found in 
Hdt., VI 131, 1. 
35 See Coviello (2005) 147-148. 
36 Hdt., IV 137, 2; see Coviello (2005) 146-147 on the use of dhmokratšesqai in this passage 

and in Hdt., VI 43, 3. 
37 See Ostwald (1969) 113 who, in commenting the use of the term in the Constitutional Debate, 
has defined „sonom…a as ‘the principle of political equality; (…) not a constitutional form’. See, 

instead, Costa (2003) 51-52 and Coviello (2005) 145-146 n. 22 who explicitly challenge 
Ostwald’s remark by stressing the profound connection between „sonom…a and democracy. 
38 See Coviello (2005) 144; pace Lévy (2005) 120 who ascribes Maeandrius’ proposal to 516. 
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mšson t¾n ¢rc»n tiqeˆj „sonom…hn Øm‹n proagoreÚw) granting freedom to his 

fellow citizens (t¾n ™leuqer…hn Øm‹n perit…qhmi) and requesting only two things: 

six talents of Polycrates’ wealth as well as the priesthood of Zeus Eleutherius 

for himself and his descendants. However, Herodotus continues, a certain 

Telesarchus, an ʽesteemedʼ (dÒkimoj) citizen, answered back underlining not 

only that Maeandrius was not worthy to rule over them since he was a low-born 

and a ʽplagueʼ (Ôleqroj), but also that he had to give an account of the money 

he had handled. At this point, Maeandrius realised that if he let go of power, 

someone else would make himself tyrant, so he did not go ahead with his 

proposal and began instead to imprison his own fellow citizens.39  

A somehow similar attempt to establish „sonom…a is represented by the 

other Herodotean occurrence of the term, which appears in the context of 

Aristagoras of Cyme’s revolt against the Persians. Indeed, Herodotus affirms 

that in 499, when revolting openly against Darius, Aristagoras, pretending to 

give up tyranny, established „sonom…a, first of all, in Miletus (lÒgῳ meteˆj t¾n 

turann…da „sonom…hn ™po…ee tÍ Mil»tῳ), in order to encourage the Milesians to 

join in his revolt. He then did likewise in the rest of Ionia, driving out some of the 

tyrants and handing over to their own pÒlij those tyrants whom he had taken 

out of the ships that sailed with him to Naxos, because he aimed to ingratiate 

himself with the other Ionian pÒleij.40 Thus, in both cases (Hdt., III 142, 3; V 37, 

2), the term cannot be regarded as referring sic et simpliciter to democracy 

considering that the main element that ultimately seems to characterise 

Maeandrius’ and Aristagoras’ attempts to establish „sonom…a is an ambiguous 

and fundamentally self-interested opposition to tyranny.41 So, overall the 

Herodotean occurrences suggest that „sonom…a can be employed not only as a 

synonym for dhmokrat…a tout court but also, more broadly, as an antonym for 

one-man rulership42 as it is already hinted at in the above-mentioned skÒlia 

praising the tyrannicides. 

The multifaceted meaning that „sonom…a can take on is exemplified by the 

occurrences of the noun and its cognates in Thucydides, who refers to the 

concept four times. More precisely, there are two passages in which 

 
39 Hdt., III 142-143, 1. On the reference to the cult of Zeus Eleutherius in this passage see 
Raaflaub (2000) 253-255. 
40 Hdt., V 37. 
41 See Ferrucci (2013) 80-81. 
42 See, for instance, Lévy (2005) 126. 
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Thucydides makes use of the noun itself: in the first case, while recounting the 

st£sij that took place in Corcyra in 427, he highlights that the leaders in the 

different pÒleij employed on each side specious names supporting either 

„sonom…a politik» for the ‘mass’ (plÁqoj) or ʽmoderate aristocracy’ 

(¢ristokrat…a sèfrwn) and pretending to take care of the common good, but in 

reality committing the most terrible deeds with no regard for justice and the 

interest of their own pÒlij.43 Significantly, concerning the Thucydidean use of 

the phrase „sonom…a politik», Cartledge has noted that its ‘speciousness was 

due (…) not only to the alleged motives of its propagators but also partly to the 

slogan’s inherent radical ambiguity, or vapidity’.44 The second occurrence of the 

noun appears in the account of the expedition of the Spartan commander 

Brasidas to Thrace in 424. Indeed, in this passage Thucydides points out that 

ʽthe mass of the Thessalians’ (tÕ plÁqoj tîn Qessalîn) has always been ʽwell-

disposed’ (eÜnoun) to Athens, so, if Thessaly had been under an „sonom…a rather 

than under a dunaste…a,45 Brasidas would not have been able to traverse its 

territory.46 Here „sonom…a has been regarded as interchangeable with 

dhmokrat…a.47  

Nevertheless, Thucydides’ use of its cognate adjective suggests that 

„sonom…a is not exclusively a synonym of dhmokrat…a stricto sensu. More 

specifically, Thucydides affirms that in 427 the Theban spokesmen, in order to 

defend their pÒlij from the accusation of medism during the Persian Wars, 

stated that at that time Thebes was compelled to submit to the Persians since it 

was governed ‘neither by an isonomic oligarchy nor by a democracy’ (oÜte kat/ 

Ñligarc…an „sÒnomon oÜte kat¦ dhmokrat…an), but by a dunaste…a of few men, 

opposed to the laws and to the most moderate constitution, and very similar to a 

tyranny (Óper dš ™sti nÒmoij mὲn kaˆ tù swfronest£tῳ ™nantiètaton, ™ggut£tῳ 

dὲ tur£nnou, dunaste…a Ñl…gwn ¢ndrîn eἶce t¦ pr£gmata).48 While the fact that 

„sÒnomoj here characterises an oligarchy hints at a more nuanced meaning of 

 
43 Thuc., III 82, 8.  
44 Cartledge (1996) 177; cf. Lévy (2005) 127 (especially for the interpretation of the meaning of 
politik») and 129. See also Vlastos (1964) 8-9 
45 See Ostwald (1969) 113 who stresses that the term is employed by Thucydides to designate 
a ‘narrow form of oligarchy’; for this meaning of dunaste…a in the Thucydidean passage see 

also, more recently, Lévy (2005) 129. 
46 Thuc., IV 78, 2-3. On the contrast between „sonom…a and dunaste…a in this passage see Lévy 

(2005) 126. 
47 See Vlastos (1964) 17. 
48 Thuc., III 62, 3. See Brock (1991) 168-169. See also Mitchell (2006) 182. 
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„sonom…a than a mere synonymy with dhmokrat…a, what emerges from this 

passage is also the contrast between the idea of an isonomic form of 

government (albeit oligarchy) and the notion of tyranny. Finally, the idea of 

equality is prominent in the speech that, according to Thucydides, Athenagoras 

of Syracuse gave in 415 in response to Hermocrates. Here „sonom…a is referred 

to by means of its cognate verb when Athenagoras implies that the young 

Syracusans, whom he brands as oligarchs, are unwilling to accept „sonom…a and 

thus reject the notion that the same people should be deemed worthy of the 

same rewards (¢ll¦ d¾ m¾ met¦ tîn pollîn „sonome‹sqai; kaˆ pîj d…kaion 

toÝj aÙtoÝj m¾ tîn aÙtîn ¢xioàsqai;).49
  

Overall, the Thucydidean occurrences of „sonom…a and its cognates bear 

witness to the deeply-rooted link between „sonom…a and democracy.50 However, 

they concomitantly corroborate the view that „sonom…a could also be related to 

non-democratic forms of government, although it retained an intrinsic sense of 

antonym of one-man rulership as illustrated in Thuc., III 62, 3. Indeed, in this 

passage, as we saw, the adjective „sÒnomoj is employed to characterise an 

oligarchy with the concurrent suggestion of its opposition to tyranny.  

 

'Isonom…a in Isocrates 

This overview of the origin and development of „sonom…a in Greek political 

thought will help us understand more fully the meaning, significance and role of 

the two Isocratean occurrences of the term not only in the framework of 

Isocrates’ own works, but also, more widely, within the evolution of the concept 

of „sonom…a in Greek political discourse. Two instances might seem as a very 

small, not to say insignificant, number. Nonetheless, they acquire much greater 

weight once we analyse the context in which they appear and we bear in mind 

that, as I stressed earlier, Isocrates is the only fourth-century author, to employ 

the term, other than Plato. The use of „sonom…a in Plato, though, appears to be 

ironic and all in all not particularly significant. Indeed, in the Republic he 

employs the adjective „sonomikÒj and the noun (coupled with ™leuqer…a) in his 

 
49 Thuc., VI 38, 5. On the use of „sonome‹sqai in this Thucydidean passage see Hornblower 
(2010b) 413. See also Mitchell (2016) 61-62 who stresses how here the notion of „sonom…a 

indicates ‘quantitative equality in the distribution of honours’; on the theory of the two types of 
equality hinted at in this passage see section 3 of this chapter. More on Athenagoras’ speech 
will be said in section 4. 
50 See Musti (1995) 11-12 for a tmesis of „sonom…a in the Funeral Oration (Thuc., II 37, 1), to 

which I will return in section 4. 
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attack against democracy.51 An ironic sense has been identified also in his use 

of the term in Menexenus 239a, where Plato states that ¹ „sogon…a (…) kat¦ 

fÚsin leads the Athenians to seek „sonom…a (…) kat¦ nÒmon.52 It is also worth 

pointing out that the adjective „sÒnomoj and the noun itself occur in the Seventh 

Letter where they are both employed in a positive sense.53 In the first passage 

in particular the notion of „sonom…a is opposed to turann…j and Ñligarc…a but 

also, simultaneously, to dhmokrat…a. In this respect, arguing against Plato’s 

authorship of the epistle, Vlastos has underlined that while in theory it would 

have been possible to contrast „sonom…a with democracy by connecting „so- 

with proportionate equality, in practice Plato himself was unlikely to make such 

a move due to the deeply rooted link between „sonom…a and democracy; this is 

also confirmed, Vlastos continues, by the absence of any reference to „sonom…a 

in Plato’s subsequent discussion of the theory of the two kinds of equality in the 

Laws.54 Nevertheless, Lévy has rightly highlighted that even if we regard the 

Seventh Letter as spurious, Plato’s overall usage of „sonom…a does not display a 

derogatory tone towards the notion per se despite the ironic way in which it is 

employed in the Republic and Menexenus.55  

Turning now to the Isocratean instances, I shall begin by focusing on 

Areopagiticus 20, where we can find the first occurrence of the term in the 

corpus. Remarkably, in this passage (which I have already examined in Chapter 

2 section 3.3.2 in relation to the use of parrhs…a) „sonom…a is mentioned among 

the main features allegedly characterising Athens’ democracy at the time of 

both Solon and Cleisthenes. Indeed, here Isocrates sets up a direct opposition 

between „sonom…a, which marks out past Athenian democracy, and parrhs…a, 

which is defined as one of the main negative aspects of contemporary Athens.56 

The Isocratean passage thus appears to confirm the privileged link between 

„sonom…a and dhmokrat…a, a close association which, as we saw, permeates the 

 
51 Pl., Republic 561e, 563b; see Sancho Rocher (1990) 257 and Lévy (2005) 132. 
52 See Sancho Rocher (1991) 258 and Lévy (2005) 128, 132. See also Lévy (2005) 124 who 
stresses how here Plato appears to imply that „sonom…a does not derive from nÒmoj and that it is 
opposed to fÚsij. 
53 Pl., Seventh Epistle 326d, 336d. 
54 See Vlastos (1964) 34. On proportionate (or geometric) equality see section 3 of this chapter, 
where I shall, nonetheless, highlight that it should not necessarily be regarded as opposed to 
democracy. 
55 See Lévy (2005) 128. 
56 For a comparison between this passage and Thuc., III 82, 4 see, for instance, Costa (2003) 
36-37. In this regard, it is worth noting that, according to Nouhaud (1982) 115, this passage is a 
response to Pl., Republic 560d-561a, rather than being inspired by the above-mentioned 
Thucydidean account of the st£sij in Corcyra as it is frequently assumed. 
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history of the term and is already evident, for instance, in Herodotus’ 

Constitutional Debate.  

Nonetheless, in this passage from Areopagiticus, rather than being 

employed as a synonym for democracy, as it is generally assumed to be the 

case in the Constitutional Debate, „sonom…a occurs along with, not in place of, 

dhmokrat…a. In fact, dhmokrat…a, ™leuqer…a, „sonom…a and eÙdaimon…a are 

contrasted with ¢kolas…a, paranom…a, parrhs…a and ™xous…a, respectively. The 

use of „sonom…a as the polar opposite of parrhs…a is rather remarkable and 

striking at first reading, since it is not the word that one would have expected to 

find as the antonym of speaking frankly and openly. Indeed, as Ostwald points 

out, ʽ„shgor…a would have been a more natural contrast’, but ʽ„sonom…a is quite 

comprehensible as a thoroughly respectable principle of political equality, of 

which freedom of speech was one of the main characteristics in the fourth 

century’.57 Furthermore, since „sonom…a is retrojected into the past to denote the 

ancestral constitution, not contemporary democracy, and since, as we saw, the 

term in the fourth century is extremely rare, the fact that Isocrates chooses to 

employ it in this specific context can plausibly be interpreted as reflecting his 

willingness to archaise.  

The second occurrence of „sonom…a in the Isocratean corpus can be 

found in Panathenaicus. More specifically, in his last speech Isocrates states 

that, after the Dorians’ invasion of the Peloponnese, Sparta was in a state of 

civil strife (stasi£sai) more than any other pÒlij. Then, when ʽthose who have 

over-high thoughts toward the mass’ (oƒ me‹zon toà pl»qouj fronoàntej) 

prevailed, they did not adopt the same measures that had been put into action 

in other pÒleij affected by a similar issue. In fact, Isocrates continues, ʽthose of 

the Spartans having sense’ (Spartiatîn oƒ noàn œcontej) did not consider it 

possible to administer their pÒlij safely (¢sfalîj politeÚesqai) while living 

alongside those people who had been in discord with them. This is why, 

Isocrates argues, they established among themselves „sonom…a and ʽsuch a 

democracy’ (dhmokrat…a toiaÚth) that is needed by ʽthose who are destined to 

agree all the time’ (oƒ mšllontej ¤panta tÕn crÒnon Ðmono»sein), while they 

concurrently reduced the dÁmoj to the condition of Perioeci by enslaving them.58 

 
57 Ostwald (1969) 180-181. 
58 Isoc., Panathenaicus 177-178; on the reference to the Perioeci in this passage see Mossé 
(1977), who highlights that here Isocrates is not confusing the Perioeci with the Helots, contrary 
to what some scholars, such as Roth (2003) 205, generally assume. 
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Moreover, Isocrates points out that, after having done this, they took hold of the 

land, ʽof which it was befitting that each one had an equal part’ (Âj prosÁken 

‡son œcein ›kaston), and grasped for themselves, though they were few, the 

best part of it and more than any other Greeks ever possessed. Conversely, 

they granted to the ʽmass’ (plÁqoj) only a small portion of the worst land, and 

then divided them into extremely small groups settling them into many little 

regions which had less power than the demes of Attica. And, having deprived 

them of all the rights which ‘free men’ (oƒ ™leÚqeroi) should enjoy, they imposed 

upon them the vast majority of dangers, especially during military campaigns.59  

Significantly, here, as in the occurrence of the term in Areopagiticus 20, 

„sonom…a is once again closely associated with dhmokrat…a and retrojected into 

the past. Indeed, in this passage from Panathenaicus Isocrates emphasises the 

deep connection between „sonom…a and dhmokrat…a even more clearly than in 

Areopagiticus, since the two terms are explicitly combined and set out in a sort 

of semantic unity. Nonetheless, while in Areopagiticus „sonom…a and dhmokrat…a 

are employed to refer to Athens’ ancestral constitution, in Panathenaicus 

Isocrates strikingly makes use of these two words in connection with Sparta.60  

In this respect, it is worth pointing out that there is also another key 

passage in the corpus in which Isocrates not only closely associates the notion 

of equality with that of democracy, but also employs the term dhmokrat…a to 

label Sparta. Indeed, around twenty years prior to Panathenaicus, in 

Areopagiticus 60-61 Isocrates states: 

 

”Epeita k¢keiqen ∙®dion gnîmai t¾n ™m¾n di£noian: ™n g¦r to‹j 

ple…stoij tîn lÒgwn tîn e„rhmšnwn Øp/ ™moà fan»somai ta‹j mὲn 

Ñligarc…aj kaˆ ta‹j pleonex…aij ™pitimîn, t¦j d/ „sÒthtaj kaˆ t¦j 

dhmokrat…aj ™painîn, oÙ p£saj, ¢ll¦ t¦j kalîj kaqesthku…aj, oÙd/ 

æj œtucon, ¢ll¦ dika…wj kaˆ lÒgon ™cÒntwj. Oἶda g¦r toÚj te 

progÒnouj toÝj ¹metšrouj ™n taÚtῃ tÍ katast£sei polÝ tîn ¥llwn 

dienegkÒntaj kaˆ Lakedaimon…ouj di¦ toàto k£llista politeumšnouj, 

Óti m£lista dhmokratoÚmenoi tugc£nousin. 'En g¦r tÍ tîn ¢rcÒntwn 

aƒršsei kaˆ tù b…ῳ tù kaq/ ¹mšran kaˆ to‹j ¥lloij ™pithdeÚmasin 

‡doimen ¨n par/ aÙto‹j t¦j „sÒthtaj kaˆ t¦j ÐmoiÒthtaj m©llon À par¦ 

 
59 Isoc., Panathenaicus 179-180. 
60 On the use of „sonom…a in Isoc., Panathenaicus 178 see Costa (2003) 49.  
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to‹j ¥lloij „scuoÚsaj: oŒj aƒ mὲn Ñligarc…ai polemoàsin, oƒ dὲ kalîj 

dhmokratoÚmenoi crèmenoi diateloàsin. 

    

It is then easy to know my intention from that fact: in most of the 

speeches that I have pronounced it will be manifest that I censure the 

oligarchies and the undue gains, while I commend the equalities and 

the democracies, not all, but those which are well established, not at 

random, but justly and reasonably. I know, indeed, that under this 

constitution our forefathers far excelled the others and that the Spartans 

are very well governed because of the fact that, above all, they have a 

democratic constitution. Indeed, in the choice of magistrates, in the 

everyday life, and in the other ways of living we would see that among 

them equalities and similarities are more powerful than among others; 

principles against which the oligarchies are at war, but which those who 

have a good democratic constitution continue to make use of. 

 

In this passage, where Sparta is referred to in positive terms, Isocrates 

emphasises the strong connection between dhmokrat…a and „sÒthj. These two 

words, and thus the notions that they convey, represent indeed an inseparable 

pair of values, which is contrasted with the opposite pair (formed by Ñligarc…ai 

and pleonex…ai) by means of a chiastic structure.61  

In addition, here, even more clearly than in Panathenaicus 178, Sparta is 

strikingly labelled as dhmokrat…a. More specifically, dhmokrat…a and „sÒthj are 

presented as the key features which mark out, and make praiseworthy, both 

Athens’ ancestors and contemporary Spartans. In focusing on the latter, 

Isocrates places special emphasis on „sÒthj and ÐmoiÒthj as the key aspects 

characterising good dhmokrat…ai, of which Sparta becomes an emblem.62 

Nonetheless, unlike in this passage from Areopagiticus where Sparta is 

commended and associated with Athens’ ancestral constitution, in 

 
61 See Bouchet (2007) 484-485, who underlines that the terms pleonex…ai and „sÒthtej indicate 

ʽdes types de comportement associés à chacun de ces régimes (cupidité et ambition pour le 
premier, égalitarisme pour le second): tout comme les oligarchies s’opposent aux démocraties, 
les pleonex…ai seraient opposées aux régimes fondés sur l’égalité, ou sur la justice et l’ordreʼ, 
as it is the case in Isoc., Areopagiticus 70 where the pair Ñligarc…ai/pleonex…ai is contrasted 

with the phrase dika…ai kaˆ kosm…ai polite‹ai. 
62 See Coppola (1956) 82 who stresses that the two terms „sÒthj and ÐmoiÒthj should be 
regarded as synonyms and that here the use of ÐmoiÒthj is due to the fact that the Spartiates 

were also called Ðmo‹oi. 
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Panathenaicus 178, as we saw, the Spartans are presented in critical terms for 

limiting dhmokrat…a and „sonom…a to themselves while enslaving the dÁmoj. 

Regarding the Isocratean depiction of Sparta in a negative light, it is worth 

underlining that towards the end of Panathenaicus his philolaconist pupil 

stresses that throughout the speech Isocrates has represented the Athenians’ 

forefathers as ʽpeacefulʼ (e„rhniko…), ʽfond of the Hellenesʼ (filšllhnej) and 

ʽleaders of the equality in the constitutionsʼ (tÁj „sÒthtoj tÁj ™n ta‹j polite…aij 

¹gemÒnej), whereas he has depicted the Spartans as ʽcontemptuousʼ 

(Øperoptiko…), ʽwarlikeʼ (polemiko…) and ʽgreedyʼ (pleonšktej).63  

These remarks of the Laconising pupil on the alleged Isocratean 

characterisation of the Spartans in the speech appear to contradict what 

Isocrates himself states not only in Areopagiticus 60-61 but also in 

Panathenaicus 178. Indeed, in both passages equality is presented as one of 

the Spartans’ distinctive features. Isocrates’ seemingly ambivalent attitude 

towards Sparta is a complex and much debated issue.64 Here I would like to 

focus in particular on Isocrates’ description of Sparta as the best among 

democracies in Areopagiticus 60-61. Indeed, the fact that in this passage 

Isocrates refers to Sparta by means of the noun dhmokrat…a and its cognate 

verb has been regarded as proof of his alleged attempt to promote an anti-

democratic agenda in disguise65 and as a striking way to defend himself from 

the charge of supporting oligarchy.66 However, I would suggest a different 

reading of the Isocratean use of dhmokrat…a and dhmokratšomai in reference to 

Sparta. In addition to the fact that the nature of the Spartan constitution was per 

se contested and open to different interpretations,67 in Areopagiticus 60-61 

Isocrates might well have retrieved the dichotomous meaning of dhmokrat…a as 

anti-tyrannical government. Indeed, Musti in particular has explained in this 

sense the uses of dhmokrat…a and dhmokratšomai in Herodotus, VI 43, 3 and IV 

137 2 respectively, as well as the allusions to dhmokrat…a itself in Otanes’ 

 
63 Isoc., Panathenaicus 241; see also Isoc., Panathenaicus 242, in which Isocrates’ pupil 
emphasises once again the portrait of the Athenians as champions of equality (oƒ tÁj „sÒthtoj 

proestîtej). 
64 On the issue of the discordant representations of Sparta in the Isocratean corpus see Ollier 
(1973) 327-371 and, more recently, Blank (2014). 
65 See Bearzot (1980) 113. 
66 See Blank (2014) 407. 
67 See, for instance, Arist., Politics 1294b. Additionally, it is in the text of the Great Rhetra that 
dÁmoj and kr£toj are attested for the first time in conjunction with one another (see, for 

instance, Musti (1995) 13). 
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speech.68 More specifically, Musti has shown how this binary opposition 

characterising the meaning of dhmokrat…a predates, and coexists in parallel 

with, the threefold scheme within which dhmokrat…a indicates a democratic 

constitution stricto sensu.69 I would thus argue that in presenting Sparta as one 

of the dhmokrat…ai that he praises Isocrates recovers precisely this original 

sense of dhmokrat…a as an antonym to one-man rulership clearly hinted at in 

Herodotus, with the plural in this passage suggesting indeed a concrete rather 

than abstract meaning of the noun (as in the case of the Herodotean passage 

narrating Mardonius’ establishment of dhmokrat…ai in Ionia).70 However, while 

employing the noun in its binary sense, Isocrates modifies the polar opposite: in 

Areopagiticus 60-61 dhmokrat…a is no longer contrasted with monarc…a/turann…j 

(as it was the case, for instance, in the Herodotean use) but with Ñligarc…a. 

The reason behind this shift is twofold. First of all, in a speech where Isocrates 

defends himself from the accusation of being misÒdhmoj
71 and thus of being a 

sympathiser of oligarchy, showing his fellow citizens, or rather reminding them 

of, the inherent ductility of the label dhmokrat…a and its wide range of application 

is particularly fitting. Additionally, it is worth highlighting that such a shift is also 

in line with the neutral, even positive, value that Isocrates attributes to one-man 

rulership, including turann…j, which is motivated, at least partly, by his 

connections with the Cyprian kings as we shall see more in detail in Chapter 5 

section 2.1. 

The use of „sonom…a in conjunction with dhmokrat…a in Panathenaicus 

178 to refer yet again to Sparta could be explained in a somehow similar way. 

Indeed, in the same way in which Isocrates seems to me to reclaim the binary 

meaning of dhmokrat…a in Areopagiticus 60-61, he might well have employed 

„sonom…a in Panathenaicus in the dichotomous sense of opposition to 

monarchy/tyranny that is attested in the above-discussed Herodotean 

occurrences of the term. However, here the polar opposite in the binary use of 

„sonom…a appears to remain one-man rulership, as it is the case in the traditional 

dual scheme, plausibly because in this last speech defending himself from the 

charge of supporting oligarchy is a less urgent matter, but also because Sparta, 

 
68 See Musti (1995) 53-57 (cf. Vannicelli (2014) 131). 
69 See Musti (1995) XXIV, 13 and 24. 
70 On use of the plural dhmokrat…ai in Hdt., VI 43,3 as indicating a concrete meaning see 

Vannicelli (2014) 131. 
71 Isoc., Areopagiticus 57 (cf. Isoc., Antidosis 131). 
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as we saw, is subject to criticism despite the use of „sonom…a and dhmokrat…a to 

describe it. Thus, rather than revealing an ironic tone as it is the case in Plato, 

the occurrences of „sonom…a in Areopagiticus and Panathenaicus hint at how 

Isocrates bears witness to, and even expands, the inherent malleability 

characterising the democratic vocabulary to which „sonom…a ultimately belongs. 

There are two additional aspects coming to light from the overall analysis 

of the above-mentioned Isocratean passages that I would like to stress: first of 

all, Isocrates’ emphasis on the inextricable connection between the concept of 

equality (expressed through either „sonom…a or „sÒthj) and the term dhmokrat…a; 

secondly, the fact that he contrasts equality with pleonex…a, an opposition which 

is particularly evident in Areopagiticus 60 and which emerges also in 

Panathenaicus 241 with the adjective pleonšktej employed by his pupil, as we 

saw, to refer to Isocrates’ depiction of the Spartans in a supposedly negative 

light throughout the speech.72 I shall return to the Isocratean usages of 

pleonex…a and its cognates in section 4 of the present chapter. Concerning the 

first aspect, namely the link between democracy and equality, it is worth 

stressing that Vlastos points out how this association emerges also from 

Areopagiticus 69, where Isocrates describes ʽthe leaders of the restored 

democracy as men who, unlike the Thirty, wished to be governed “on terms of 

equality” with their fellow-citizens (to‹j dὲ pol…taij ‡son œcein)ʼ; hence Vlastos 

reaches the following conclusion:  

 

Even when inveighing against the “bad” democracy, he [Isocrates] 

never hints that it is “unequal”. Thus he leaves democracy, good and 

bad, in secure possession of isonomia, though with the implied warning 

that its ison ought to be, so far as possible, that “more useful” and 

“righteous” equality which proportions awards to merit.73  

 

Indeed, the difference between good and bad democracies, in Isocrates’ view, 

lies not in the lack of equality itself, but in the specific kind of equality which they 

make use of, that is, proportionate and arithmetic equality, respectively. I shall 

return to the theory of the two kinds of equality and Isocrates’ use of it in the 

 
72 It is worth noting that a somehow similar opposition between pleonex…a and „sÒthj can be 

found also in a fragment by Archytas of Tarentum (DK 47 B3), as we shall see towards the end 
of the following section. 
73 Vlastos (1964) 21. 
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next section. For now, I would stress, in agreement with Vlastos, Isocrates’ 

focus on the strong correlation between „sonom…a and dhmokrat…a. This 

inextricable link was already clear in the Constitutional Debate, as we saw 

earlier.  

Nevertheless, even in Herodotus, as I discussed above, „sonom…a is not 

employed solely as a synonym for dhmokrat…a. And, as it emerges even more 

clearly in the Thucydidean usages, „sonom…a can be related to oligarchy while 

simultaneously retaining an inherent sense of opposition to one-man rule. In 

addition, it is significant to note that [Xenophon] appears to have rejected the 

inextricable link generally existing between „sonom…a and dhmokrat…a. Indeed, in 

Constitution of the Athenians I, 4 [Xenophon] argues that in order to preserve 

their democracy the Athenians ‘everywhere distribute more to the worthless, the 

poor and those who are in favour of the dÁmoj than to the worthy’ (pantacoà 

plšon nšmousi to‹j ponhro‹j kaˆ pšnhsi kaˆ dhmotiko‹j À to‹j crhsto‹j).74 In 

this respect, Ferrucci has highlighted that the phrase plšon nšmousi calls to 

mind e contrario „sonom…a, thus pointing towards the incompatibility existing in 

[Xenophon]’s view between „sonom…a and dhmokrat…a.75  

So, while the link between „sonom…a and democracy is deeply rooted but 

not exclusive, Isocrates’ usage of „sonom…a suggests that he rethinks, and aims 

to consolidate, the inextricable connection between these two notions that 

[Xenophon] had endeavoured to deny. In doing so, Isocrates also attempts (in 

Areopagiticus in particular) to break the connection between 

„sonom…a/dhmokrat…a and the rejection of tyranny as part and parcel of his 

reformulation of turann…j in positive terms. 

 

Conclusion 

To summarise, „sonom…a was more nuanced than might appear at first reading. 

It was generally used to refer to, and in association with, democracy but it could 

also be employed in relation with non-democratic governments while retaining 

an intrinsic sense of opposition to one-man rule. Then, in the fourth century it 

became extremely rare as it started to be replaced by other terms expressing 

equality, namely tÕ ‡son and „sÒthj. So, in the context of the history of „sonom…a 

 
74 More on the use of dhmotikÒj by [Xenophon] not only in this passage but, more broadly, 

throughout the whole Constitution of the Athenians will be said in Chapter 5 section 2.2. 
75 See Ferrucci (2013) 61-91 (cf. Vannicelli (2014) 141-142). 
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in Greek political discourse, the Isocratean occurrences have particular 

significance as they embody precious instances of the very few fourth-century 

usages of the term.  

The analysis of these two occurrences shows, as we have seen, that 

Isocrates focuses his attention particularly on (re)affirming the inextricable link 

between „sonom…a and democracy. As a result, he emphasises the democratic 

value of „sonom…a which was predominant in many of the previous instances of 

the term. In doing so, he reinterprets and broadens the field of application not 

only of „sonom…a itself, but also of dhmokrat…a and the pair equality/dhmokrat…a, 

as it is suggested particularly by his close association of the two concepts to 

describe Sparta. Indeed, while underlining and consolidating the deeply 

entrenched relationship between „sonom…a and dhmokrat…a, Isocrates rethinks 

the meaning of both terms. More specifically, in employing „sonom…a 

(Panathenaicus 178) and dhmokrat…a (Areopagiticus 60-61) in reference to 

Sparta he reinstates the sense of a binary opposition, which both words can 

take on, and in the case of dhmokrat…a even shifts the focus of the contrast from 

one-man rulership to oligarchy. The Isocratean occurrences of „sonom…a can, 

therefore, be interpreted as hinting at, and as an example par excellence of, 

how he problematises, and stretches the boundaries of, the intrinsic flexibility 

that characterises political vocabulary, with specific reference to the language 

and concept of equality in this case in particular. Moreover, Isocrates’ attempt to 

break the connection between the assertion of „sonom…a/dhmokrat…a and the 

rejection of tyranny can be interpreted in light of his reformulation of turann…j in 

positive terms, on which more will be said in Chapter 5 section 2.1. 

 

 

3. Two kinds of equality 

 

Equality was indeed a complex notion which, as Huffman rightly points out,76 

ʽhad become a deeply problematic concept in the first part of the fourth centuryʼ. 

It was ʽ[i]n response to these difficulties about the simple conception of equalityʼ, 

Huffman argues, that ʽthere arose a distinction between two different sorts of 

equalityʼ, conventionally labelled, geometric (or proportionate) and arithmetic 

 
76 Huffman (2005) 213. 
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equality, respectively. Throughout this section I will employ these convenient 

labels, even though it is worth noting that Isocrates himself does not explicitly 

make use of the terms ʽgeometricʼ and ʽarithmeticʼ when he refers to the 

existence of two kinds of equality. Yet, as we shall see throughout this section, 

one of the main aspects of Isocrates’ use of the language and notion of equality 

is precisely the focus on the existence of two different equalities. Nonetheless, 

modern scholarship has paid scant attention to the role of these two kinds of 

equality in the Isocratean corpus, with very few exceptions, such as Harvey’s 

study.77 However, Harvey does not focus solely on the Isocratean instances and 

in the present section I will challenge, at least partially, his conclusions about 

Isocrates’ use of the two equalities.  

Furthermore, Isocrates’ discussion of the theory of geometric and 

arithmetic equality has often been dismissed as inconsistent and ambiguous. 

So, I shall examine it in depth in order to suggest that the Isocratean reference 

to the two types of equality is more complicated and multifaceted than it could 

appear at first reading. In doing so, I intend not only to cast some light on the 

role that such a theory plays within the Isocratean corpus itself, but also, more 

broadly, to underline Isocrates’ crucial contribution to the contemporary debate 

on these two kinds of equality. 

 

Geometric versus arithmetic equality in Areopagiticus 

In Areopagiticus Isocrates appears to refer manifestly to the existence of two 

kinds of equality. Indeed, just after the above-quoted passage where he 

opposes current parrhs…a to the „sonom…a which, in his view, characterised 

Athens at the time of both Solon and Cleisthenes, Isocrates notes: 

 

Mšgiston d/ aÙto‹j suneb£leto prÕj tÕ kalîj o„ke‹n t¾n pÒlin, Óti 

duo‹n „sot»toin nomizomšnain eἶnai, kaˆ tÁj mὲn taÙtÕn ¤pasin 

¢ponemoÚshj, tÁj dὲ tÕ prosÁkon ˜k£stoij, oÙk ºgnÒoun t¾n 

crhsimwtšran, ¢ll¦ t¾n mὲn tîn aÙtîn ¢xioàsan toÝj crhstoÝj kaˆ 

toÝj ponhroÝj ¢pedok…mazon æj oÙ d…kaian oâsan, t¾n dὲ kat¦ t¾n 

¢x…an ›kaston timîsan kaˆ kol£zousan proῃroànto kaˆ di¦ taÚthj 

õkoun t¾n pÒlin, oÙk ™x ¡p£ntwn t¦j ¢rc¦j klhroàntej, ¢ll¦ toÝj 

 
77 Harvey (1965). 
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belt…stouj kaˆ toÝj ƒkanwt£touj ™f/ ›kaston tîn œrgwn prokr…nontej. 

ToioÚtouj g¦r ½lpizon œsesqai kaˆ toÝj ¥llouj, oŒo… per ¨n ðsin oƒ 

tîn pragm£twn ™pistatoàntej.
78 

 

But what contributed the most towards managing the pÒlij well was the 

fact that, acknowledging the existence of two equalities, the one which 

assigns to all the same and the one which assigns what is befitting to 

each, they did not fail to recognise the more useful, but rejected as 

being unfair that which deems worthy of the same rewards the good 

and the bad, and preferred that which honours and punishes each one 

according to the merit, and through this they managed the pÒlij, not 

assigning the offices by lot from all, but selecting the best and the most 

competent for each matter. Indeed, they expected that the others would 

be such as those who were in charge of the affairs.  

 

In order to support his opposition to election by sortition Isocrates argues that, 

when selecting by lot, ʽfateʼ (tÚch) plays a key role, so that ʽthose who long for 

oligarchyʼ (oƒ Ñligarc…aj ™piqumoàntej) are likely to be assigned the offices; on 

the contrary, by appointing ʽthe most capableʼ (oƒ ™pieikšstatoi), the dÁmoj is 

entitled to choose ʽthose who love most the established constitutionʼ (oƒ 

¢gapîntej m£lista t¾n kaqestîsan polite…an).79 The focus on the notion of 

competence (particularly conveyed by means of the superlative forms of ƒkanÒj 

at the end of section 22 and of ™pieik»j here in Areopagiticus 23) might 

suggest, as Romilly points out, that the distinction between the two kinds of 

equality could have been considered as ʽune réponse au problème de 

l’aveuglement populaireʼ.80 Additionally, it is worth noting that the idea of the 

dÁmoj as kÚrioj that emerges in section 23 recurs also at the end of 

Areopagiticus 27 when Isocrates highlights, by means of a rhetorical question, 

that it would be impossible to find a democracy ʽmore steadfastʼ (bebaiÒtera) 

and ʽmore justʼ (dikaiÒtera) than the one existing at the time of Solon and 

Cleisthenes, which put ʽthe most ableʼ (oƒ dunatètatoi) in charge of public 

affairs while making the dÁmoj ʽmasterʼ (kÚrioj) over them. In this regard, 

 
78 Isoc., Areopagiticus 21-22. 
79 Isoc., Areopagiticus 23. 
80 Romilly (1975) 50. 
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Isocrates’ description of the dÁmoj as kÚrioj calls to mind both the lines in 

Euripides’ Suppliants in which Theseus states that he brought the dÁmoj into a 

monarc…a
81 and Aristophanes’ Knights where the dÁmoj is personified and 

referred to as mÒnarcoj and as basileÚj of the Greeks.82  

As Harvey points out in his discussion of the doctrine of the two kinds of 

equality in Areopagiticus, it is worth stressing, first of all, that ʽthe theory is 

retrojected into the remote pastʼ and, secondly, that ʽarithmetical equality is 

associated specifically with the lotʼ.83 Concerning the first point, Harvey84 

makes a comparison with Moralia 719a-c where Plutarch assigns the 

introduction of the doctrine of the two equalities to Lycurgus connecting 

arithmetic equality with democracy and geometric equality with non-democratic 

governments. Likewise, we can find two other passages in which Plutarch 

associates the doctrine of the two kinds of equalities with Solon. More 

specifically, in the Life of Solon XIV, 2, Plutarch states as follows: 

 

lšgetai dὲ kaˆ fwn» tij aÙtoà periferomšnh prÒteron, e„pÒntoj æj tÕ 

‡son pÒlemon oÙ poie‹, kaˆ to‹j kthmatiko‹j ¢ršskein kaˆ to‹j 

¢kt»mosi, tîn mὲn ¢x…ᾳ kaˆ ¢retÍ, tîn dὲ mštrῳ kaˆ ¢riqmù tÕ ‡son 

›xein prosdokèntwn. 

 

It is also said that a certain utterance of his which was current before 

his election, to the effect that equality bred no war, pleased both the 

men of substance and those who had none; the former expecting to 

have equality based on worth and excellence, the latter on measure 

and count.85  

 

In a somehow similar manner, in Moralia 484b Plutarch attributes the 

introduction of arithmetic equality to Solon, stressing its link with democracy: 

 

 
81 Eur., Suppliants 351-352. 
82 Ar., Knights 1330; 1333. See Brock (1986) 25-26 and Mitchell (2013) 156. Cf. Hoekstra 
(2016) 40-42. 
83 Harvey (1965) 112. 
84 Harvey (1965) 120-123. 
85 Trans. Perrin (1914) 439. 
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`O mὲn oân SÒlwn ¢pofhn£menoj perˆ polite…aj, æj „sÒthj st£sin oÙ 

poe‹, l…an œdoxen Ñclikîj ¢riqmhtik¾n kaˆ dhmokratik¾n ™peis£gein 

¢nalog…an ¢nt… tÁj kalÁj gewmetrikÁj. 

 

When Solon, speaking of principles of government, said that equality 

does not create sedition, he was thought to be playing up too much to 

the crowd by introducing an arithmetical proportion, a democratic 

principle, instead of the sound geometrical proportion.86   

 

According to Harvey, the projection into the past of the theory of the two kinds 

of equality in the last two Plutarchean passages has an opposite result 

compared to the retrojection of such a doctrine carried out by Isocrates in 

Areopagiticus: 

 

For Isocrates, the Solonian constitution was an example of geometric 

proportion; for Plutarch’s source it was arithmetical equality: those of 

Solon’s supporters who wanted geometric equality were greatly 

disappointed. It is not difficult to see the origin of the discrepancy. 

Isocrates believed that Solon instituted, not the radical democracy of 

the fourth century, but the “good old democracy” – in other words, not a 

democracy at all: hence geometric proportion. Plutarch’s source, on the 

other hand, believed that Solon was the founder of the democracy; so 

arithmetical equality is appropriate. It throws a bright light on the 

practical value of these theories that the two opposite and incompatible 

equalities could both be thought of as symbolizing the same 

constitution.87  

 

I agree with Harvey when he points in the direction of the malleability that 

characterised the theory of the two equalities and the language related to it. 

Nevertheless, the conclusions that he draws from the comparison between the 

Plutarchean passages and Areopagiticus 21-22 pose some issues. In Chapter 5 

section 3.3.1 I will devote special attention to the Isocratean discussion of 

Athens’ ancestral constitution in Areopagiticus, with specific reference to Solon. 

 
86 Trans. Helmbold (1939) 281. 
87 Harvey (1965) 121-122. 
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What I shall note here is, first of all, that the link, on the one hand, of arithmetic 

equality with democracy, on the other hand, of geometric equality with non-

democratic constitutions is much less straightforward in Isocrates than it 

appears to be in Plutarch. In other words, rather than simply making use of this 

clear-cut association, Isocrates bears witness to, and problematises, its ductility 

in the first half of the fourth century.  

The second aspect underlined by Harvey in relation to Areopagiticus 21-

22, namely the inextricable connection of arithmetic equality with election by lot, 

suggests that ʽ[t]he idea [sc. of arithmetic equality] is growing, and new concrete 

ideas are being addedʼ. Moreover, it is important to stress that the link between 

arithmetic equality and sortition is present ʽalso in Plato’s Laws, but not in any 

earlier occurrence of the theoryʼ. In this respect, despite acknowledging that 

Areopagiticus is generally regarded as pre-dating the Laws, Harvey argues that 

this ‘new detail’ cannot be ascribed to Isocrates ‘not on the ground that 

Isocrates was incapable of an original thought, but because when a writer takes 

over a theory and states it briefly and generally, it is not likely that he will make 

a small but important innovation of this natureʼ. So, while excluding that it was 

Isocrates who associated election by lot with arithmetic equality, Harvey 

suggests, instead, three different scenarios: firstly, the existence of ʽan earlier 

version of the Laws used by Aristotleʼ, secondly, the possibility that ʽif the Laws 

is simply a record of what Plato had been urging in lectures and conversations 

for many years, Isocrates may perhaps have heard of it in that wayʼ, and, 

thirdly, the existence of ʽa common source, now lostʼ, perhaps Archytas of 

Tarentum,88 on whom I shall focus further below. Although Harvey is certainly 

right in underlining the difficulty in establishing who first connected election by 

lot with arithmetic equality, the argument through which he rules out the 

possibility of an Isocratean innovation does not seem to me particularly strong. 

In this regard, Isocrates’ usages of parrhs…a, especially in its negative sense as 

I attempted to show in the previous chapter, suggest that he might well have 

been capable of introducing apparently minor, but significant innovations in 

political language without dwelling on theoretical explanations. So, 

Areopagiticus 21-22 can indeed be regarded as presenting the first manifest 

instance known to us of the association of arithmetic equality with the lot.  

 
88 Harvey (1965) 112-113. 
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Moreover, in addition to linking arithmetic equality with the lot, in this 

passage from Areopagiticus Isocrates highlights the importance of geometric 

equality as the key feature that, above all, marked out Athens at the time of 

Solon and Cleisthenes as a well-governed constitution. Indeed, geometric 

equality, Isocrates argues, is both useful and fair compared to arithmetic 

equality. The link between expediency and justice, which is a frequent theme in 

Isocrates’ works, suggests that the emphasis on moral value plays an important 

part in his representation of the opposition between the two kinds of equality. As 

Desideri points out, Isocrates considers the alleged misinterpretation of the 

concept of equality operated by his fellow citizens (which leads them to favour 

arithmetic equality, and thus election by lot, over geometric equality) as 

reflecting the current ethical and political degradation.89 Indeed, Isocrates 

complains that in contemporary Athens his fellow citizens fight over the offices, 

regarding them as an invaluable opportunity to ensure great personal 

enrichment, not as a public service to be performed in the best interest of the 

whole pÒlij.90 As opposed to arithmetic equality, geometric equality is 

inextricably related to the idea of deserts and the meritocratic tone deeply 

pervades the text as Isocrates stresses the fact that true equality consists in 

giving everyone what they deserve according to their merit. 

In this respect, Areopagiticus 21-22 can thus be compared with Pericles’ 

Funeral Oration. Isocrates’ Areopagiticus has usually been regarded as sharply 

opposed to Pericles’ speech. So, the comparison between these two texts has 

often been employed to sustain the recurring argument that Isocrates’ 

statements in support of democracy are a mere façade.91 However, such an 

interpretation appears to me to be misleading, since it runs the risk not only of 

oversimplifying both the Isocratean passage and the Funeral Oration, but also 

of overlooking the presence of some relevant contact points between the two. 

For instance, Pericles does not focus either on equality or on the role of sortition 

to attain high offices in Athens. Rather, as Romilly argues, he seems to suggest 

that ʽune compétition ouverte à tous, visant à distinguer les gens de valeur et à 

mettre à profit leur talents’ is associated with, and corrects the effects of, 

„sonom…a; this means that ʽ[l]’égalité se combine avec la recherche systématique 

 
89 Desideri (1969) 46-48. 
90 Isoc., Areopagiticus 24-25. 
91 See, for instance, Bearzot (1980) 124-125 and Loraux (1986) 219-220. 
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des mérites qui sont inégaux’.92 In other words, the notion of merit could indeed 

be regarded as a way to avoid the excesses of democracy (which arose from 

the idea of equality for all) and thus as compatible with, rather than necessarily 

antithetical to, democracy itself. 

In addition, concerning sortition, it is worth noting that in the 

Constitutional Debate, as we saw earlier, Otanes points out that one of the main 

advantages of the „sonom…a that he upholds, lies precisely in the fact that all 

offices are assigned ʽby lotʼ (p£lῳ).93 Similarly, in Euripides’ Suppliants, in 

addressing the Theban herald, Theseus points out that the Athenian democracy 

is characterised by annual sortition as well as equal rights for the poor and the 

rich.94 So, by the end of the fifth century election by lot was closely linked with, 

and considered as one of the key principles of, democracy. However, such a 

bond was not unbreakable. For instance, in two different passages from book 

VIII Thucydides does associate election by lot with the oligarchic regime of the 

Four Hundred, thus hinting at the fact that sortition was not a feature always 

and exclusively employed to characterise a democratic government.95  

And while Pericles leaves aside the significance of sortition, it is possible 

to grasp a particular emphasis on meritocracy in his Funeral Oration. Indeed, he 

states that concerning one’s ʽreputationʼ (¢x…wsij), ʽas each person is of good 

repute in something’ (æj ›kastoj œn tῳ eÙdokime‹), when it comes to public 

affairs people are not preferred ¢pÕ mšrouj
96 more than ¢p/ ¢retÁj. Then, as 

Gomme notes, Pericles specifies, ʽas a necessary reminder, since ¢x…wsij, if 

not ¢ret», so often accompanies wealth, that no poor man is barred from 

serving the state by his obscurity’97 (¢xièmatoj ¢fane…ᾳ).98 In this respect, 

Gomme believes that ʽthere is in effect very little distinction between ¢x…wsij (æj 

›kastoj œn tῳ eÙdokime‹) and ¢x…wma (…) –the estimation in which a man is 

 
92 Romilly (1975) 49. See also, for instance, Rusten (1989) 137. 
93 Hdt., III 80. 
94 Eur., Suppliants 406-408. 
95 Thuc., VIII 70; 93. See Rhodes (1993) 115-116 and Mitchell (2016) 60. 
96 The meaning of the phrase ¢pÕ mšrouj has been the subject of many debates among 

scholars. See, for instance, Hornblower (1991) 300-301, according to whom it means ʽin 
rotation’; for this interpretation see also Gomme (1956) 108 and Rhodes (1988) 220. On the 
other hand, for the interpretation of ¢pÕ mšrouj as meaning ʽfrom a class of the civic body’ see, 

for example, Vlastos (1964) 8 and Lévy (2003) 154 (cf. Loraux (1986) 188). For an overview of 
the different interpretations (with reference to the idea of geometric equality) see Fantasia 
(2003) 378-380. 
97 Gomme (1956) 108. 
98 Thuc., II 37, 1. 
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held and the position he occupies in his own world’.99  Nonetheless, Musti has 

pointed out the difference existing between the two notions by stressing how the 

nouns ending in –sij, which usually indicate an active process, differ from those 

in –ma, which instead generally denote the result of an action; so, while ¢x…wma 

tends to indicate a static condition, ¢x…wsij should be regarded as an ongoing 

process of evaluation characterised by a dynamic nature and thus bearing a 

democratic connotation.100  

The distinction existing between ¢x…wsij and ¢x…wma in the Funeral 

Oration has been highlighted also by Loraux, who stresses that ‘democratic 

equality distinguishes between axioma, social consideration, rank, and axiosis, 

the judgment passed by Athenians on one of their number, a judgment that 

relates beyond the obscurity of a poor citizen’s situation, to his real worth’; yet, 

at the same time, Loraux believes that ʽaxioma is also an echo of axiosis, and 

the very construction of the sentence (oud’ au: nor, conversely) indicates that 

we have not left the sphere where work is assessed, the sphere of elective 

responsibilities in which prestige is a determinant factor’, and she suggests that 

Pericles is constantly, though not explicitly, identifying democracy and ¢ret», a 

ʽstrange identification’.101 The emphasis on ¢ret» and the lack of focus on 

sortition in the Funeral Oration have indeed given rise to discussions among 

scholars. In this respect, Loraux not only underlines the ʽaristocratic character of 

this eulogy of democracy’ as well as the issues that it poses,102 but also she 

provides a possible explanation, arguing that Pericles, when describing 

contemporary Athenian democracy, ʽhad to submit, qua official orator, to the 

influence of a genre dominated by aristocratic representations’.103 Indeed, since 

in Pericles’ definition of democracy there is a particular stress on the aristocratic 

value of ¢ret», Loraux regards „sonom…a as being ʽrelegated to the sphere of 

private relations, worth becomes the only measure of political life: to kata tous 

nomous is opposed kata ten axiosin’, and thus ʽ[i]n Platonic (or Aristotelian) 

language (…) to arithmetical equality, the norm of private relations, is opposed 

a sort of geometric equality, the principle governing accession to 

responsibility’.104  

 
99 Gomme (1956) 110. 
100 See Musti (1995) 99-102. Cf. Fantasia (2003) 378. 
101 Loraux (1986) 188. 
102 Loraux (1986) 190. 
103 Loraux (1986) 192. 
104 Loraux (1986) 186 [her italics]. 
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Nonetheless, Musti has persuasively argued that these two aspects are 

interrelated features that coexist in the text of the Funeral Oration, although 

apparently on two different levels, namely that of the private interests (t¦ ‡dia) 

and that of the public affairs (t¦ koin£), two spheres which here, according to 

Musti, are balanced in an equilibrium that is not static and unchanging but 

constantly full of tension.105 In this respect, Musti has highlighted that in the 

phrase mštesti dὲ kat¦ mὲn toÝj nÒmouj (…) p©si tÕ ‡son (Thuc., II 37, 1) we 

can find a tmesis of „sonom…a and that dš (in mštesti dš) here indicates not an 

opposition to, but a clarification of, the well-known definition of dhmokrat…a that 

occurs in the preceding sentence (kaˆ Ônoma mὲn di¦ tÕ m¾ ™j Ñl…gouj ¢ll/ ™j 

ple…onaj o„ke‹n dhmokrat…a kšklhtai).106 

So, even though Isocrates does not appear to harmonise geometric and 

arithmetic equality, the comparison between Areopagiticus 21-22 and the 

Funeral Oration (which, following Musti, I regard as fundamentally presenting 

‘una teoria democratica della democrazia’)107 suggests that the idea of merit 

described in the two texts could indeed be associated with the Athenian 

democracy in the framework of a genuine praise of this form of government.  

The widespread assumption that the idea of merit which Isocrates 

supports in Areopagiticus promotes equality just in words while, in reality, 

aiming at inequality, is often related to the interpretation of the meaning of oƒ 

bšltistoi in the Isocratean speech. For instance, Silvestrini notes that the 

phrase oƒ bšltistoi has mainly a social value and only secondarily a moral 

one,108 and thus claims that, by trying to reverse the fundamental principles of 

Athenian democracy, Areopagiticus is operating towards a timocratic system.109 

I would, instead, stress the moral sense that oƒ bšltistoi takes on in this work 

and, more broadly, throughout the Isocratean corpus. Indeed, Desideri is right in 

underlining that the moral connotation inherent in oƒ bšltistoi can easily end up 

indicating ʽthe aristocracy’. Nonetheless, it is worth pointing out that in 

Areopagiticus 21, as Desideri himself acknowledges, oƒ bšltistoi has first and 

foremost an ethical value considering also that the context of this passage 

shows that here the phrase means ʽthe best from a moral point of view’, just as 

 
105 See Musti (1995) 100-101 and 114-115. Cf. Lévy (2003) 155.  
106 Musti (1995) 11-12 (cf. Vannicelli (2014) 141), pace Loraux (1986) 186. 
107 Musti (1995) VI, pace Loraux (1986) 220. 
108 Silvestrini (1978) 173. 
109 Silvestrini (1978) 175. 
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oƒ ƒkanètatoi in the same text should be considered as referring to ʽthose who 

are more technically prepared’ rather than ʽthe wealthy’.110  

It is true that in Areopagiticus 26 Isocrates seems to identify oƒ bšltistoi 

and oƒ ƒkanètatoi with the wealthy citizens, since he argues that, given the role 

of the dÁmoj as tÚrannoj, the care of the public affairs in the pÒlij should be 

entrusted to ʽthose who are able to enjoy ease and who procure for themselves 

sufficient means of living’ (oƒ dὲ scol¾n ¥gein dun£menoi kaˆ b…on ƒkanÕn 

kekthmšnoi). The phrase oƒ bšltistoi had, indeed, become a class label as it is 

manifest, for example, in [Xenophon]’s Constitution of the Athenians, where it is 

constantly opposed to the dÁmoj. However, all five occurrences of oƒ bšltistoi 

in the text of [Xenophon] are classified by Marr and Rhodes as ʽmorally 

evaluative’ rather than either ʽsocially evaluative’ or ʽboth morally and socially 

evaluative’.111 In other words, in [Xenophon]’s work the ʽmoral and intellectual 

differences between classes are mainly inherent (…) and they are in 

themselves part of the way the two classes are to be defined’.112 This suggests 

that, even though the phrase tended to be used as a class designation, it still 

conveyed a significant ethical value.  

Furthermore, the emphasis on the moral meaning, rather than the social 

value, appears to be predominant in most of the other occurrences of oƒ 

bšltistoi in Isocrates, especially when it is coupled with oƒ fronimètatoi
113 as 

well as with oƒ swfronšstatoi.114 In this respect, it is important to point out that 

oƒ bšltistoi has been identified by Azoulay as one of the labels emerging 

between the end of the fifth and the fourth century which Isocrates employs in 

his redefinition of the Athenian élite in terms of cultural and intellectual pre-

eminence.115 Therefore, without denying the presence of a social sense in the 

phrase and the overlap between the two meanings, it is plausible to assume 

that in Areopagiticus and, more broadly, in the whole Isocratean corpus the 

moral value is firmly rooted in oƒ bšltistoi. Indeed, as Nouhaud rightly 

highlights, ʽla personnalité d’Isocrate (…) fait que les préoccupations politiques 

 
110 See Desideri (1969) 45. 
111 Marr and Rhodes (2008) 171-172. 
112 Marr and Rhodes (2008) 68. 
113 Isoc., Panathenaicus 109 and 133. 
114 Isoc., Antidosis 290. 
115 See Azoulay (2010) especially 26 and 29. For a list of all the occurrences of oƒ bšltistoi in 

the Isocratean corpus see Azoulay (2010) 44. 
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ne sont jamais détachées du souci moral’.116 This aspect is particularly clear in 

Areopagiticus, where the political reform that Isocrates promotes is closely 

linked to (and even dependent on) a profound moral reform, and is even more 

evident, as we shall see, in the case of the second allusion to the theory of the 

two equalities that we find in the Isocratean corpus.  

  

Geometric versus arithmetic equality in Nicocles 

Indeed, Areopagiticus is not the only speech in which Isocrates appears to refer 

to the existence of two kinds of equality. In fact, around twenty years prior to 

Areopagiticus, he alludes to the doctrine of geometric and arithmetic equality in 

one of his Cyprian orations, namely Nicocles. Here the king of Salamis defines 

as ʽmost terrible’ (deinÒtaton) deeming both ʽthe worthy’ (oƒ  

crhsto…) and ʽthe worthless’ (oƒ ponhro…) as deserving the same rewards. 

Instead, it is ʽmost just’ (dikaiÒtaton), Nicocles argues, to draw distinctions 

between the two categories and not to treat alike those who are dissimilar, but 

to honour each one ʽaccording to the merit’ (kat¦ t¾n ¢x…an).117 Having said 

that, Nicocles opposes oligarchies and democracies to monarchies precisely on 

the basis of the different kind of equality that they promote. More specifically, on 

the one hand, he criticises both oligarchies and democracies claiming that they 

ʽseek equalities for those who share in the governments’ (t¦j „sÒthtaj to‹j 

metšcousi tîn politeiîn zhtoàsi) and that they support the idea that no one 

can have more than another, a principle that, in Nicocles’ view, benefits ʽthe 

worthless’ (oƒ ponhro…) as opposed to ‘the worthy’ (oƒ crhsto…). On the other 

hand, the Cyprian king praises monarchies on the grounds that they ʽdistribute 

the greatest reward to the best man, the second to the one after him, the third 

and the fourth to the others according to the same reasoning’ (ple‹ston mὲn 

nšmousi tù belt…stῳ, deÚteron dὲ tù met/ ™ke‹non, tr…ton dὲ kaˆ tštarton to‹j 

¥lloij kat¦ tÕn aÙtÕn lÒgon),118 although he admits that, while this is the 

 
116 Nouhaud (1982) 99. 
117 Isoc., Nicocles 14. 
118 In this case I have adopted the Greek text in the Loeb edition, rather than the one in the 
Budé edition (Mathieu and Brémond (1938) 123) which has the following version: Aƒ dὲ 
monarc…ai ple‹ston mὲn nšmousi tù belt…stῳ, deutšrῳ dὲ tù met/ ™ke‹non, tr…tῳ dὲ kaˆ tet£rtῳ 

kaˆ to‹j ¥lloij kat¦ tÕn aÙtÕn lÒgon (ʽLa monarchie au contraire réserve la place 

prépondérante au meilleur, la seconde à celui qui vient ensuite, la troisième, la quatrième et les 
autres, conformément à la même règle’). The Budé text is accepted by Forster (1912) 136, who 
translates the sentence as ʽand proportionately to the second best after him, and the third and 
fourth best and so on’, interpreting deutšrῳ as ʽsecond (in point of excellence)’. However, the 
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ʽpurpose’ (boÚlhma) of such a type of government, in practice this is not always 

the case.119 ‘And indeed who of those who think well would not accept to 

partake of such a constitution in which being good does not escape notice (…)?’ 

(ka…toi t…j oÙk ¨n dšxaito tîn eâ fronoÚntwn toiaÚthj polite…aj metšcein ™n Î 

m¾ dial»sei crhstÕj ên (…);), Isocrates concludes by means of a rhetorical 

question.120  

Harvey casts some doubts on the fact that in this passage Isocrates is 

making a reference to the doctrine of the two kinds of equality claiming that here 

Isocrates does not promote geometric equality, but rather regards ʽequality 

itself’ as ʽwrong’.121 Nonetheless, eventually Harvey himself seems to 

acknowledge the Isocratean allusion to the doctrine of the two equalities not 

only when he notices that Nicocles’ words recall the language employed, for 

instance, in Plato’s Republic 558c in relation to such a doctrine, but also when 

he refers to the passage from Nicocles as an instance of how the theory of the 

two kinds of equality can be used ʽto justify absolute monarchy’.122 So, although 

the language employed here might appear less explicit than the one used in 

Areopagiticus 21-22 to refer to the existence of two equalities, it is highly likely 

that here Isocrates intends indeed to allude to the same idea, even though we 

do not find a detailed and manifest theoretical exposition. Furthermore, it is 

worth stressing that in order to describe the functioning of proportionate equality 

Isocrates puts into the mouth of the Cyprian king the same phrase that he uses 

later on in Areopagiticus 22, namely kat¦ t¾n ¢x…an, thus stressing, once again, 

the link existing between merit and this kind of equality.  

In addition, it is also possible to draw a comparison between the passage 

from Nicocles and the idea of meritocracy that emerges in Xenophon. More 

particularly, in the Cyropaedia Chrysantas, one of Cyrus’ generals and 

counsellors, rejects arithmetic equality by stating that he regards as extremely 

unfair to deem worthy of an equal reward both ʽthe bad’ (Ð kakÒj) and ʽthe good’ 

(Ð ¢gaqÒj).123 Likewise, Cyrus includes in his innermost circle Pheraulas, who 

 
translation in the Budé edition does not seem to me to be a literal translation of the Greek text 
adopted. 
119 Isoc., Nicocles 15. See Forster (1912) 136 according to whom the meaning of polite‹ai in 

this passage is ʽpolitical rights’. 
120 Isoc., Nicocles 16. 
121 Harvey (1965) 111. 
122 Harvey (1965) 111, see also 128; 142 n. 172. 
123 Xen., Cyropaedia II, 2, 18 (more on this passage will be said in section 4 devoted to 
„somoir…a). 
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was ʽone of the people’ (Ð ™k tîn dhmotîn) and had supported the proposal that 

everyone should be honoured ʽaccording to the merit’ (kat¦ t¾n ¢x…an).124 

Thus, the depiction of Cyrus’ reorganisation of his army as entirely meritocratic 

hints at the significant influence that proportionate equality had on Xenophon.125 

This also confirms the increasing importance acquired by the debate on the two 

equalities in fourth-century political discourse as well as the prominence of 

geometric equality within this debate. Indeed, Xenophon, like Isocrates, appears 

to be very interested in proportionate equality, although Isocrates deals more 

explicitly with this topic.  

Going back to the passage from Nicocles, the fact that here geometric 

equality is associated with monarchy, while arithmetic equality is linked to both 

democracy and oligarchy in a harsh criticism of these two forms of government 

might appear at first reading inconsistent with what Isocrates says in 

Areopagiticus 21-22, where, as I illustrated earlier, geometric equality is praised 

as the distinctive feature of Athens’ ancestral constitution. Nevertheless, this 

seeming incongruity should not encourage us to share Harvey’s conclusion that 

Isocrates is exploiting the doctrine of the two kinds of equality ‘to justify absolute 

monarchy’.126 Firstly, while bearing in mind that the persona loquens in the 

speech is not Isocrates himself but the Cyprian king, it is plausible to assume 

that the object of Isocrates’ criticism, through Nicocles’ words, is not democracy 

per se as a constitutional form. Rather, the target is most probably the 

degeneration of contemporary democracy, which Isocrates repeatedly 

condemns in Areopagiticus and, more generally, throughout his corpus. 

Moreover, here, as later on in Areopagiticus, Isocrates makes a key reference 

to oƒ bšltistoi as those who deserve to receive the highest reward. The 

vocabulary employed in the two passages to allude to the two kinds of equality 

is indeed almost identical. In addition to the phrase kat¦ t¾n ¢x…an highlighted 

above, in both texts we find oƒ bšltistoi assimilated to oƒ crhsto… and opposed, 

unsurprisingly, to oƒ ponhro…. Concurrently, it should be noted that while the 

terminology in Nicocles 14-16 and Areopagiticus 21-22 is largely similar, the 

former text stands out for the specific mention of oƒ eâ fronoàntej and their 

implicit identification with oƒ crhsto… suggested by the rhetorical question in 

 
124 Xen., Cyropaedia II, 3, 5. 
125 See Mitchell (2013) 159. 
126 Harvey (1965) 111, see also 128. 
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section 16. The equivalence that emerges from Nicocles 14-16 is thus as 

follows: oƒ bšltistoi=oƒ crhsto…=oƒ eâ fronoàntej. Although Isocrates does not 

refer explicitly to oƒ eâ fronoàntej in Areopagiticus 21-22, the same 

identification can be applied there. Indeed, as I discussed earlier, the phrase oƒ 

bšltistoi has first and foremost an ethical meaning (rather than a social one) in 

Areopagiticus and, more broadly, throughout the Isocratean corpus. In this 

regard, the passage from Nicocles sheds further light on who these oƒ bšltistoi 

might be in Isocrates’ view. Indeed, the assimilation of oƒ bšltistoi with oƒ eâ 

fronoàntej acquires particular significance especially because of the key role 

played by the notion of eâ frone‹n in Isocrates’ works. In this respect, while 

more will be said in Chapter 5, I have already highlighted in the previous 

chapter the crucial role played by this phrase in To Nicocles 28 where ʽthose 

who think wellʼ are the only ones to whom the king of Salamis should grant 

parrhs…a. In Nicocles 14-16 the emphasis has shifted from speaking frankly to 

equality but the principle of eâ frone‹n remains core to Isocrates. The same 

notion can be regarded as being implied in Areopagiticus 21-22 when he refers 

to oƒ bšltistoi. Thus, in Athens as well as in Salamis on Cyprus it is of 

paramount importance to recognise the worth of, and reward accordingly, those 

men who show to possess good judgment. As Isocrates complains elsewhere 

and as I shall discuss more fully in the final chapter, contemporary Athenians, 

unlike their ancestors, are failing to do so. Hence, the criticism that emerges 

from Nicocles 14-16 towards democracy and the kind of equality it allegedly 

makes use of. 

 

Geometric and arithmetic equality in Archytas of Tarentum? 

In order to evaluate more fully the broader role that Isocrates’ use of the 

doctrine of the two equalities plays not only in his own corpus, but also, more 

widely, in Greek political thought, we need to consider briefly the origins of the 

idea of geometric and arithmetic equality, which are often deemed to be 

Pythagorean. In this respect, it is worth noting the Pythagorean philosopher, 

mathematician and political leader Archytas of Tarentum, who flourished in the 

first half of the fourth century and was thus a contemporary of Isocrates, in one 

of his fragments employs a terminology which calls to mind that generally used 

in relation to the two kinds of equality: 
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mšsai dš ™nti tr‹j t´ mousik´. M…a mὲn ¢riqmhtik£, deutšra dὲ ¡ 

gewmetrik£, tr…ta d/ Øpenant…a [, §n kalšonti ¡rmonik£n]. ¢riqmhtik¦ 

mšn, Ókka Œwnti tre‹j Óroi kat¦ t¦n to…an Øperoc¦n ¢n£logon, ù 

prîtoj deutšrou Øperšcei, toÚtῳ deÚteroj tr…tou Øperšcei. Kaˆ ™n 

taÚtᾳ <t´> ¢nalog…ᾳ sump…ptei eἶmen tÕ tîn meizÒnwn Órwn di£sthma 

me‹on, tÕ dὲ tîn meiÒnwn me‹zon. ¡gewmetrik¦ dš, Ókka œwnti oŒoj Ð 

prîtoj potˆ tÕn deÚteron, kaˆ Ð deÚteroj potˆ tÕn tr…ton. toÚtwn d/ oƒ 

me…zonej ‡son poioàntai tÕ di£sthma kaˆ oƒ me…ouj. ¡ d/ Øpenant…a, §n 

kaloàmen ¡rmonik£n, Ókka œwnti <to‹oi ú> Ð prîtoj Óroj Øperšcei toà 

deutšrou aÙtaÚtou mšrei, toÚtῳ Ð mšsoj toà tr…tou Øperšcei toà tr…tou 

mšrei. G…netai d/ ™n taÚtᾳ t´ ¢nalog…ᾳ tÕ tîn meizÒnwn Órwn di£sthma 

me‹zon, tÕ dὲ tîn meiÒnwn me‹on.
127 

 

There are three means in music: one is the arithmetic, the second 

geometric and the third sub-contrary [, which they call “harmonic”]. The 

mean is arithmetic, whenever three terms are in proportion by 

exceeding one another in the following way: by that which the first 

exceeds the second, by this the second exceeds the third. And in this 

proportion it turns out that the interval of the greater terms is smaller 

and that of the smaller greater. The mean geometric, whenever they 

[the terms] are such that as the first is to the second so the second is to 

the third. Of these [terms] the greater and the lesser make an equal 

interval. The mean is subcontrary, which we call harmonic, whenever 

they [the terms] are such that, by which part of itself the first term 

exceeds the second, by this part of the third the middle exceeds the 

third. It turns out that, in this proportion, the interval of the greater terms 

is greater and that of the lesser is less.128  

 

Indeed, in this fragment Archytas identifies three different ʽmeans’ (mšsai), with 

the term mšsh appearing to refer to mathematical relations rather than 

equality.129 Although it is unlikely that Archytas was the first to discover them, 

 
127 DK 47 B 2. The square brackets indicate the phrase that according to Huffman (2005) 162 
and 173 is a gloss by a later commentator which has been mistakenly included in the text and 
should be omitted in order to avoid ambiguity with what Archytas says about the third mean in 
lines 8-9. 
128 Trans. Huffman (2005) 163. 
129 On this term and its origin see Huffman (2005) 177. 
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his fragment most probably represents ʽthe first text in which these means were 

set out as a group and defined carefully’, considering also that ʽhe probably 

coined the term “harmonic” for the third mean’.130  

Focusing on the first two means, which are the ones directly related to 

my analysis, it is worth highlighting that Harvey regards Archytas as the first to 

apply the geometric and arithmetic means to politics and supports this claim 

through his interpretation of the meaning of logismÒj in the following fragment: 

 

de‹ g¦r mὲn À maqÒnta par/ ¥llw À aÙtÕn ™xeurÒnta, ïn ¢nepist£mwn 

Ãsqa, ™pist£mona genšsqai. tÕ mὲn ðn maqὲn par/ ¥llw kaˆ ¢llÒtrion, 

tÕ d/ ™xeurὲn di/ aÜtauton kaˆ ‡dion: ™xeurὲn dὲ m¾ zatoànta ¥poron kaˆ 

sp£nion, zatoànta dὲ eÜporon kaˆ ∙®dion, m¾ ™pist£menon dὲ 

<log…zesqai> zhte‹n ¢dÚnaton.  

st£sin mὲn œpausen, ÐmÒnoian dὲ aÜxhsen logismÕj eØreqe…j. pleonex…a 

te g¦r oÙk œsti toÚtou genomšnou kaˆ „sÒtaj œstin: toÚtῳ g¦r perˆ tîn 

sunallagm£twn diallassÒmeqa. di¦ toàton oân oƒ pšnhtej lamb£nonti 

par¦ tîn dunamšnwn, o† te ploÚsioi didÒnti to‹j deomšnoij, pisteÚontej 

¢mfÒteroi di¦ toÚtw tÕ ἶson ›xein. kanën dὲ kaˆ kwlut¾r tîn 

¢dikoÚntwn <™ën> toÝj mὲn ™pistamšnouj log…zesqai prˆn ¢dike‹n 

œpause, pe…saj Óti oÙ dunasoàntai laqe‹n, Ótan ™p/ aÙtÕn œlqwnti: toÝj 

dὲ m¾ ™pistamšnouj, ™n aÙtù dhlèsaj ¢dikoàntaj, ™kèlusen 

¢dikÁsai.
131  

 

For it is necessary to come to know those things which you did not 

know, either by learning from another or by discovering yourself. 

Learning is from another and belongs to another, while discovery is 

through oneself and belongs to oneself. Discovery, while not seeking, is 

difficult and infrequent but, while seeking, easy and frequent, but if one 

does not know <how to calculate>, it is impossible to seek.  

Once calculation was discovered, it stopped discord and increased 

concord. For people do not want more than their share, and equality 

exists, once this has come into being. For by means of calculation we 

 
130 Huffman (2005) 169. 
131 DK 47 B3. The infinite log…zesqai in line 5 is an emendation by Huffman (2005) 196-200. On 

the authenticity of this fragment see Huffman (2005) 183-184. 
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will seek reconciliation in our dealings with others. Through this, then, 

the poor receive from the powerful, and the wealthy give to the needy, 

both in the confidence that they will have what is fair on account of this. 

It serves as a standard and a hindrance to the unjust. It stops those 

who know how to calculate, before they commit injustice, persuading 

them that they will not be able to go undetected, whenever they appeal 

to it [sc. as a standard]. It hinders those who do not know how to 

calculate from committing injustice, having revealed them as unjust by 

means of it [i.e. calculation]’.132 

 

Indeed, Harvey argues that here by means of the term logismÒj, whose most 

frequent meaning is ʽcalculation’, Archytas intends to refer to geometric 

proportion.133 However, as Huffman remarks, ʽ[s]uch a usage would be 

unparalleled’, since ʽlogismÒj never means simply proportion, let alone a 

specific sort of proportion such as geometric proportion’, so it is more likely that 

here it indicates ʽnumerical calculation’, being regarded by Archytas ʽas 

including both of the proportions commonly applied to politics in the later 

tradition, the arithmetic and the geometric, and it is also conceivable that he 

thought other sorts of proportions were applicable as well’.134  

Moreover, even though Archytas does appear to be interested in 

equality, his main focus is on logismÒj and its ability to produce ÐmÒnoia. In this 

respect, Huffman has convincingly noted that, rather than identifying different 

kinds of equality ʽto solve the problem of political discord’, Archytas in reality 

operates ʽin an environment where distinct aristocratic and democratic 

conceptions of equality have not yet become hardened positions’.135 Therefore, 

what seems to emerge in Archytas’ fragments is a ʽunified conception of 

equality’.136 So, despite showing a general concern for the idea of equality, the 

Pythagorean philosopher, unlike Isocrates, does not ultimately appear to be 

applying the distinction between different means to politics. 

 

  

 
132 Trans. Huffman (2005) 183. 
133 Harvey (1965) 104-107. 
134 Huffman (2005) 204-206. 
135 Huffman (2005) 214-215. 
136 Huffman (2005) 214. 
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Conclusion 

To sum up, at the end of the fifth and beginning of the fourth centuries the 

notion of equality, as we have seen in this section, started to be rethought and 

was then more fully revised in the middle of the fourth. Isocrates’ discussion of 

the two kinds of equality thus fits in, and significantly contributes to, the broader 

debate around this theory which appears to be particularly vivid at the time. The 

fact that Isocrates, though consistent in supporting geometric equality 

throughout his corpus, associates it with monarchy in one speech and with 

democracy in another should not lead us to dismiss his usages as incongruent 

or as a proof of his alleged anti-democratic political agenda. Rather, the 

allusions to the existence of two equalities that we find in both Nicocles and 

Areopagiticus suggest that we should be cautious in labelling geometric equality 

as merely antithetical to democracy.  

Furthermore, his discussion of the two kinds of equality also hints at the 

fact that the notion of the two equalities and the language related to it were still 

very unstable in the first half of the fourth century. In this respect, the Isocratean 

instances represent a transition point between the beginning of the fourth 

century, when there was not yet a sharp distinction of two opposite equalities, 

as the analysis of Archytas’ fragments seems to reveal, and the middle of the 

fourth when a clearer distinction between geometric and arithmetic equality took 

hold. Hence, Isocrates engages with, and plays a crucial role in, the 

contemporary debate revolving around the two kinds of equality.  

Overall, Isocrates’ usages of this doctrine appear to challenge common 

assumptions which constantly identify arithmetic equality with democratic 

equality and couple geometric equality with non-democratic constitutions. What 

emerges from his references to the two equalities is indeed a much more 

variegated picture, which is free from oversimplified schemes and in which 

moral value becomes pre-eminent as exemplified by the assimilation of oƒ 

bšltistoi to oƒ eâ fronoàntej in Nicocles. 
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4. 'Isomoir…a 

 

As we have seen throughout this chapter, the language used to express the 

idea of equality was particularly complex and variegated with different terms 

and expressions employed to convey various aspects and nuances of such a 

notion. In this section, I will focus on a specific instance of the vocabulary of 

equality, namely the concept of „somoir…a, as its usage in Isocrates’ works is a 

topic which deserves, in my view, special attention. Indeed, as we shall see, a 

thorough examination of the occurrences of the verb „somoiršw in his corpus will 

lead us to highlight the original way in which Isocrates employs this notion by 

bringing it into the very heart of his political thought. 

The need for an in-depth investigation of the usage of „somoir…a in the 

Isocratean corpus is accentuated by the fact that, to my knowledge, there are 

no studies devoted to providing a detailed examination of the role of this notion 

in Isocrates’ works and, more generally, in the rest of Greek literature. As a 

matter of fact, while there is an extensive body of scholarship on equality and 

the language related to it in Greek political thought, the analysis of „somoir…a 

and its cognates has been somehow neglected in this discussion.  

An exception in this sense is represented by Borecký’s essay which 

focuses on the expressions conveying the idea of equality understood in the 

sense of equality of shares. According to Borecký, ʽthe idea of equality as 

allotment or ownership of the same portion, which is so characteristic of the 

thought of the Classical period,’ can be traced back to ‘the life of the primitive 

tribe’, namely to ‘the collective distribution of common property among members 

of the same tribe’, and it is thus possible to identify a ʽcontinuity in development 

between the Homeric terms and the terms used in the Classical period’.137 

Indeed, Borecký reaches the following conclusion: 

 

In the Homeric poems can be observed the beginning of the 

terminological shift from the group of expressions (‡sh) mo‹ra, da…omai, 

lagc£nw to the group of expressions ‡son (mšroj), nšmw, d…dwmi and 

œcw. (…) In the shift from da…omai to nšmw, d…dwmi and from lagc£nw to 

œcw the change was reflected from collective distribution of property 

 
137 Borecký (1963) 45. 
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among the members of the tribe to distribution by the authority of the 

state and from the common property of the tribal collective to individual 

private ownership of the individual. With the rise of private ownership 

and the state, however, the old terms of collective distribution did not 

die out completely. They lived on, naturally only in some traditional 

fields, especially where either the konwledge [sic] of the original 

common ownership was preserved (inheritance, booty) or where the 

concept of an equal share which automatically falls to man without 

interference from some mediating powers lived on (for instance the 

equality of lots of death). This limitation could be seen particularly 

clearly in the occurrence of the words „sÒmoiroj, „somoir…a and 

„somoiršw.138  

 

Therefore, Borecký’s study lays the foundations for widening the analysis 

of „somoir…a and its cognates. Nonetheless, it refers to the Isocratean instances 

of the verb „somoiršw only in passing, considering also that it does not focus 

solely on „somoir…a. The present section thus aims to fill this gap by providing a 

careful examination of the meaning and significance of this concept within 

Isocrates’ works. In doing so, I shall illustrate how he redefines and 

problematises the notion of „somoir…a by applying it to international politics and, 

more specifically, to his discussion of Athens’ hegemonic role over Greece. 

However, before turning to the usage of „somoiršw in Isocrates’ writings, I shall 

provide an overview of the occurrences of „somoir…a and its cognates from 

Homer until the fourth century with the purpose of positioning the Isocratean 

instances of this political value within their wider literary context.  

 

'Isomoir…a from Homer to the fourth century 

The earliest occurrences of the notion of „somoir…a can be found in book XV of 

the Iliad when Poseidon claims to be ʽequal’ (‡soj) to Zeus, who has ordered 

him not to interfere in the war anymore.139 In order to demonstrate that he is on 

the same level with Zeus, Poseidon argues that he is ʽheld in equal honour’ 

(ÐmÒtimoj) with Zeus since he himself, Zeus and Hades received each a portion 

 
138 Borecký (1963) 60. 
139 Hom., Iliad XV, 167; 183. 
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of the world by lot.140 Poseidon thus claims to be ʽequal’ („sÒmoroj) and 

ʽdestined to the same share’ (ÐmÍ peprwmšnoj a‡sῃ).141 So, it is clear that in 

order to prove that he is on an equal footing with his brother Zeus, Poseidon 

emphasises, and makes use of, the concept of equality of share, which is 

conveyed not only by the phrase ÐmÍ peprwmšnoj a‡sῃ, but also, even more 

clearly, by the adjective „sÒmoroj (the Homeric form for „sÒmoiroj) employed to 

indicate ʽhim who receives an equal share, a person with equal rights’.142 

Significantly, in these lines the distribution of the universe among the three sons 

of Cronos and Rea is described in terms very similar to those employed 

elsewhere by Homer to depict the division of food, booty, land and inheritance 

among men.143 Therefore, as Borecký points out, ʽin Homer the position of a 

god similarly to that of man in society is determined by the size of the share 

falling to him in primitive division. Equal rights are here expressed by equal 

shares’.144 

While the Iliad provides us with the earliest occurrence of the adjectival 

form, the noun „somoir…a first appears in our surviving literary sources in a 

fragment by Solon145 preserved in [Aristotle], Constitution of the Athenians XII, 

3. In the two final lines of this fragment Solon states that he does not want the 

‘good’ (™sqlo…) ‘to have an equal share’ („somoir…hn œcein) of the rich land with 

the ‘bad’ (kako…), although the exact meaning of the term „somoir…h in this 

context is not easy to determine. Rhodes stresses that these closing lines of the 

fragment as well as the words used by [Aristotle] to introduce it (kaˆ p£lin d/ 

˜tšrwq… pou lšgei perˆ tîn diane…masqai t¾n gÁn boulomšnwn) and his similar 

remark in Constitution of the Athenians XI, 2 on the expectations of the dÁmoj 

confirm that ʽthere were extremists among the poor who wanted not merely the 

unencumbered possession of the land which they occupied but a redistribution 

of landʼ.146  

Nonetheless, it is worth pointing out that, according to Rosivach, the 

interpretation of the fragment provided by [Aristotle], who considers these lines 

 
140 Hom., Iliad XV, 185-195. 
141 Hom., Iliad XV, 209. 
142 Borecký (1963) 44. 
143 See, for instance, Hom., Odyssey XIV, 208-210 regarding the division of the inheritance 
among Castor’s sons. 
144 Borecký (1963) 44. 
145 Fr. 34 West. 
146 Rhodes (1993) 174. 



110 
 

as evidence that Solon rejected the idea of confiscating the land of the wealthy 

and redistributing it to the poor, was incorrect as it was deeply influenced by the 

inextricably related fourth-century ideas of ¢nadasmÒj gÁj (‘redistribution of 

land’) and creîn ¢pokopa… (‘abolition of debts’).147 Indeed, Rosivach argues that 

the kako… referred to in final line of Solon’s fragment should be identified not 

with the poor but with a small number of ‘comparatively rich non-aristocrats’ 

whose ‘wealth was primarily landed wealth’.148 In this respect, Rosivach might 

well be right in believing that the Solonian fragment, rather than reflecting ʽthe 

notion that Solon considered and rejected redistributing land to the poorʼ (as 

[Aristotle]’s interpretation seems to suggest), should be regarded as depicting 

his refusal to seize the land belonging to his political opponents in order to 

redistribute it to his supporters, that is, some ‘wealthier landed non-

aristocrats’.149  

In the fifth century the notion of „somoir…a appears, by means of its 

adjectival form, to be related to natural elements both in Empedocles and in 

Sophocles’ Electra. More precisely, according to Aëtius, in explaining his theory 

of evolution Empedocles identifies four different stages. In the fourth stage 

animals and plants are derived no longer from homogeneous elements, like 

earth or water, but from one another. The species of all the animals belonging 

to the fourth generation are thus distinguished by the different mixtures of 

elements in them, and within this context the adjective „sÒmoiroj is employed to 

characterise a specific category of these animals.150 In Sophocles’ Electra the 

adjective „sÒmoiroj occurs in the very first words that the protagonist 

pronounces in the monody which she sings at dawn coming out of her palace 

and addressing the light of the sun and the air as follows: ð f£oj ¡gnÕn ÿ / kaˆ 

gÁj „sÒmoir/ ¢»r.151 The interpretation of these two lines, where the fact that 

 
147 See Rosivach (1992) 154 (with reference to Isoc., Panathenaicus 259 for the two ideas of 
creîn ¢pokopa… and ¢nadasmÒj gÁj). See also Rosivach (1992) 155 who stresses that the first 

manifest allusion in our iterary evidence to the confiscation of the land of the wealthy in order to 
redistribute it to the poor is in Pl., Republic 565e-566a. 
148 Rosivach (1992) 156. 
149 Rosivach (1992) 157. 
150 DK 31 A72; cf. Aët., Doxographia Graeca 430. 
151 Soph., Electra 86-87. It is worth pointing out that, while kaˆ gÁj „sÒmoir/ ¢»r represents the 

transmitted text, Finglass (2007) 122 accepts the conjecture kaÙgÁj „sÒmoir/ ¢»r. Paley (1880) 

119 not only suggests that the presence of the adjective in line 87 can be associated with ʽthe 
doctrine of equivalents i. e. equipoise or parallel extensionʼ taught by the Ionic philosophy but he 
also makes a comparison with the use of „sÒmoiroj in Aesch., Libation Bearers 319. 

Nevertheless, as Rose (1958) 148 points out, the reading which is usually adopted in this line of 
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Electra calls on the two natural elements clearly marks her solitude,152 poses 

some issues. In this respect, Kamerbeek has noted that:  

 

The natural interpretation of gÁj „sÒmoir/ ¢»r is: ‡shn mo‹ran œcwn tÁj 

gÁj <tù f£ei> (…). In that case gÁ means: ʻthe world wherein we liveʼ 

including its light and its air. The alternative interpretation is: ʻand, 

earth’s equal partner, airʼ, „sÒmoiroj then means that air has an equal 

share <in the universe> with earth, gÁj in the genitive denoting the 

partner.153 

 

Nonetheless, regardless of the specific interpretation of the Sophoclean line in 

which „sÒmoiroj occurs and provided that both options appear to be valid, what 

it is important to stress for the purpose of my analysis is the use of the concept 

of „somoir…a to characterise natural elements and thus without a political 

meaning. 

Conversely, the notion of „somoir…a is employed primarily, although not 

exclusively, in a political sense in Thucydides, in whose work we find the 

highest number of fifth-century occurrences of the noun and its cognate verb. 

The first Thucydidean instance of „somoir…a occurs in book V chapter 69. Here, 

on the eve of the battle of Mantinea (418) the Argives are encouraged by their 

commanders to fight for the upholding of ‘their ancient supremacy and their 

once equal share in the Peloponnese’ (¹ palai£ ¹gemon…a kaˆ ¹ ™n 

Peloponn»sῳ potὲ „somoir…a). In other words, in this passage the noun 

„somoir…a refers to ʽthe equality of the three original Dorian kingdoms of the 

Peloponneseʼ.154  

In addition, two instances of the verb „somoiršw can be found in book VI. 

The first one occurs in the speech delivered in 415 by Alcibiades, who, in trying 

to convince his fellow citizens that he deserves to lead the Athenian expedition 

against Sicily, argues that:  

 

 
Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers is not „sÒmoiron, but rather ¢nt…moiron, ʽwhich speaks not only of 

equality but of replacing darkness with lightʼ. 
152 See Finglass (2007) 122. 
153 Kamerbeek (1974) 32. 
154 Gomme (1970) 117. 
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oÙdš ge ¥dikon ™f/ ˜autù mšga fronoànta m¾ ‡son eἶnai, ™peˆ kaˆ Ð 

kakîj pr£sswn prÕj oÙdšna tÁj xumfor©j „somoire‹: ¢ll/ ésper 

dustucoàntej oÙ prosagoreuÒmeqa, ™n tù Ðmo…ῳ tij ¢necšsqw kaˆ ØpÕ 

tîn eÙpragoÚntwn ØperfronoÚmenoj, À t¦ ‡sa nšmwn t¦ Ðmo‹a 

¢ntaxioÚtw.
155

 

 

And there is nothing wrong if someone with good cause for pride does 

not treat others as equals, just as those in poor state do not expect 

others to share their misfortunes. If we are in trouble, people shun us: 

by the same token no one should complain if the successful look down 

on him —or else he should give others equal treatment before claiming 

parity of esteem for himself.156  

 

The second Thucydidean instance of the verb „somoiršw occurs in Athenagoras’ 

speech where the idea of equality plays a key role. Indeed, in this passage we 

can find not only the infinitive „sonome‹sqai
157 (as we briefly saw in section 2 of 

this chapter), but also the infinitive „somoire‹n.158 More specifically, Athenagoras 

refers to the existence of three classes, namely ʽthe wealthyʼ (oƒ ploÚsioi), ʽthe 

wiseʼ (oƒ xuneto…) and ʽthe manyʼ (oƒ pollo…), and states that in a democracy 

they have an equal share. On the contrary, Athenagoras continues, ʽan 

oligarchy gives a share of the dangers to the manyʼ (Ñligarc…a dὲ tîn mὲn 

kindÚnwn to‹j pollo‹j metad…dwsi), and, at the same time, when it comes to the 

benefits it does not just claim more than its due, but takes everything for 

itself.159 Thus, this occurrence of the verb „somoiršw is particularly significant 

since it hints at the existence of a close link between the Syracusan democracy 

as described by Athenagoras and the notion of „somoir…a.160  

 
155 Thuc., VI 16, 4. 
156 Trans. Hammond (2009) 316. 
157 Thuc., VI 38, 5. 
158 Thuc., VI 39, 1. 
159 Thuc., VI 39, 2. See Hornblower (2010b) 415 for the use of „somoiršw in this passage (with a 

brief reference to the other Thucydidean occurrences of the verb and noun). 
160 On this passage see Bringmann (1965) 24 who has stressed that here „somoir…a is depicted 

as a crucial element of democracy and at the same time as opposed to pleonex…a (which is 

regarded in turn as a key feature of oligarchy). See also Mitchell (2016) 62 who highlights that 
‘the kind of equality Athenagoras then goes on to propose is not the quantitative equality 
suggested in rule by all, but the qualitative equality which seems to inform Pericles’ 
meritocracy’. On the actual nature of the constitution of Syracuse in the second half of the fifth 
century see Rutter (2000).  
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Finally, the noun „somoir…a occurs again in book VII when Thucydides 

describes the Athenian withdrawal after the battle in the Great Harbour of 

Syracuse in the summer of 413. More particularly, Thucydides states that ʽthe 

equal share of illsʼ (¹ „somoir…a tîn kakîn) among themselves entailed some 

relief for the Athenians, although it remained difficult for them to endure their 

present hardship especially when they considered the reverse of their 

fortune.161 Therefore, in this passage „somoir…a, like its cognate verb „somoiršw 

in Alcibiades’ speech, is employed to describe ʽthe moral sharing of 

misfortunesʼ.162 So, such occurrences of the noun and cognate verb can be 

interpreted as suggesting that in Thucydides the concept of „somoir…a, while 

being employed politically, is not confined exclusively to a political meaning.  

I shall now conclude this overview by focusing on the occurrences of 

the notion of „somoir…a in the fourth century outside of the Isocratean corpus. In 

this regard, special attention has to be devoted to Xenophon who employs 

„somoir…a and its cognates to refer to the equal sharing of honours and prizes. 

Of the eight occurrences of „somoir…a and related terms in Xenophon’s works 

one is in the Apology,163 while all the other seven are concentrated in the 

Cyropaedia where they are used in relation to the discussion on how to 

distribute booty among soldiers.164 Of particular interest are indeed the 

passages of this work in which Xenophon employs „somoir…a and its cognates 

within the framework of Cyrus’ meritocratic reorganisation of his army. As I have 

already mentioned in the previous section of this chapter, Cyrus, in discussing 

the best way to distribute rewards to the soldiers, suggests (with the support of 

his general Chrysantas) to reward each one according to their merit. 

Remarkably, in this context proportionate equality, and thus the idea of 

meritocracy based on it, are contrasted precisely with „somoir…a. The opposition 

between proportionate equality and „somoir…a is especially evident, for instance, 

in Cyropaedia II, 18 where „somoire‹n is used by Chrysantas as a synonym for 

 
161 Thuc., VII 75, 6; see Gomme (1970) 452 who highlights that it is likely that, rather than ¹ 

„somoir…a, in this passage ʽThucydides wrote kaˆ tÍ „somoir…ᾳ or kaˆ „somoir…ᾳʼ. 
162 Ostwald (1969) 178. See also Borecký (1963) 56. 
163 Xen., Apology 21. 
164 Xen., Cyropaedia II, 1, 31; II, 2, 18 (two occurrences); II, 2, 21; II, 2, 22; II, 3, 5; IV, 6, 12. 
See Borecký (1963) 59 who underlines the presence in Xenophon’ Cyropaedia not only of a 
high number of occurrences of „somoir…a and its cognates, but also of an interesting 

ʽinterchange between the old and the new expressions in the distribution of bootyʼ since ʽalong 
with „somoir…a we read plšon œcein and me‹on œcein (Xen. Cyr. 2, 2, 22) and along with 

„somoire‹n we read ‡son œcein (Xen. Cyr. 2, 3, 5)ʼ. 
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the unfair awarding of equal shares to both the bad and the good. Similarly, in 

the same passage the notion of „somoir…a (expressed by means of the phrase 

„somo…rouj p£ntaj poie‹n) is opposed to the proper way of distributing prizes, 

namely examining every man’s deeds and bestowing honour on each one 

commensurate with their services. 

We can encounter references to „somoir…a also in fourth-century oratory. 

Indeed, besides Isocrates himself, the notion of „somoir…a occurs five times in 

Isaeus who uses twice the verb „somoiršw in On the Estate of Cleonymus165 

and three times the adjective „sÒmoiroj with one occurrence in On the Estate of 

Philoctemon166 and the other two in On the Estate of Apollodorus.167 The verb 

occurs also three times in Against Olympiodorus168 with respect to ʽthose who 

divide inherited property among themselvesʼ.169 Therefore, most fourth-century 

instances of „somoir…a and its cognates, unlike the Isocratean occurrences, do 

not take on a political sense as their meaning remains confined to the division of 

inheritance. In this respect, while Xenophon does use the concept of „somoir…a 

politically, Isocrates, as we shall see, is the only fourth-century author to apply 

the notion of „somoir…a to the field of international relations. 

 

'Isomoir…a in Isocrates 

After this overview of the occurrences of „somoir…a and its cognates in our 

extant literary evidence from Homer until the fourth century, we can now turn to 

the analysis of the two Isocratean usages. Interestingly, in both occurrences we 

find the infinitive aorist of the verb „somoiršw apparently used in a similar way 

though in two speeches that are, at least at first sight, very different from one 

another. The first occurrence can be found in Panegyricus (380) when Isocrates 

states that those speakers who encourage the Greeks to put an end to their 

hostilities against each other and to turn against the Persian king Artaxerxes II 

are certainly right, but they miss the crucial point. Indeed, Isocrates stresses, 

since some Greeks are under the influence of Athens while others under that of 

Sparta, the constitutions through which they manage their pÒleij have set them 

 
165 Is., On the Estate of Cleonymus 2; 35. 
166 Is., On the Estate of Philoctemon 25. 
167 Is., On the Estate of Apollodorus 19; 22. 
168 [Dem.], Against Olympiodorus 19; 32; 38; for the grounds on which Demosthenes’ authorship 
has been rejected see, for instance, Scafuro (2011) 336. 
169 Borecký (1963) 58. 
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apart. So, Isocrates argues that it is not reasonable to assume that the other 

pÒleij will do anything good ʽby common consentʼ (koinÍ) before Athens and 

Sparta, the two leading pÒleij, are reconciled.170 Consequently, he who does 

not want merely to make a ʽdeclamationʼ (™p…deixij), but aims to accomplish 

something should seek the arguments which will persuade both Athens and 

Sparta ʽto have an equal share with each otherʼ („somoirÁsai prÕj ¢ll»laj), ʽto 

divide the supremaciesʼ (t¦j ¹gemon…aj dielšsqai) and to gain from the 

Persians the ʽadvantagesʼ (pleonex…ai) which they currently desire to get for 

themselves from the other Greeks.171  

It is worth pointing out that a very similar idea to the one expressed in 

this section of Panegyricus can be found in To Philip 9 where by using almost 

the same phrasing Isocrates states that in Panegyricus itself he had already 

advocated that Athens could be at peace only if all the greatest pÒleij would 

put an end to their mutual hostilities, carry the war into Asia and get from the 

Persians the ʽadvantages’ (pleonex…ai, once again) that they now think it proper 

to gain for themselves at the expense of the Greeks. This syntactical similarity 

points towards a thematic affinity between the two speeches despite their 

seemingly irreconcilable difference in content. Another hint in this same 

direction is that the second occurrence of the notion of „somoir…a in the 

Isocratean corpus appears precisely in To Philip, as we shall see.  

But let us now focus on the use of „somoiršw in the above-quoted 

passage from Panegyricus where Isocrates’ reference to the notion of „somoir…a 

in section 17 provides some interesting points for reflection. First of all, it is 

worth noting that the meaning of the verb „somoiršw in this passage is not 

explicitly clarified. Indeed, Isocrates employs the phrase „somoirÁsai prÕj 

¢ll»laj to allude to the need for Athens and Sparta to share the leadership in 

the war against Persia but, as Usher underlines, he ʽdoes not define the areas 

in which the shares should be equalʼ.172 In this respect, the meaning of the verb 

„somoiršw, which is probably left intentionally rather vague, seems to be closely 

 
170 Isoc., Panegyricus 15-16. On section 16 see Buchner (1958) 29 who points out that a similar 
idea of Greece divided into two different camps (one under the influence of the Athenians, the 
other under that of the Spartans) can be found also, for instance, in Xen., Hellenica VI 3,14. 
171 Isoc., Panegyricus 17. 
172 Usher (1990) 154. See also Buchner (1958) 30 who stresses that „somoirÁsai prÕj ¢ll»laj 

should be interpreted as meaning ʽ»gleichen Anteil haben«, »gleiches Recht haben«, 
»gleichgestellt sein mit jemand«ʼ and at the same time acknowledges that Isocrates’ phrase is 
in itself very general as ʽer besagt nicht, worin man gleichgestellt sein sollʼ. 
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linked to, and can somehow be clarified by, the other two key words that we can 

identify in the same passage, namely ¹gemon…a and pleonex…a.173 This is why a 

detailed examination of the notion of „somoir…a in Panegyricus cannot be 

separated from an in-depth discussion of the meaning that ¹gemon…a and 

pleonex…a take on in this text.  

In this regard, it is worth highlighting that the structure of Panegyricus 17 

appears to be tripartite. The three parts which form this section are closely 

interrelated and in a certain sense complementary to one another.174 

Furthermore, I would stress that in each of the three main parts which form 

Panegyricus 17 we can single out a key word, precisely „somoir…a, ¹gemon…a 

and pleonex…a, respectively. Thus, on the basis of the tripartite structure of this 

passage, I will carry out my investigation by examining, first of all, the notion of 

„somoir…a in conjunction with that of ¹gemon…a as the two concepts are closely 

associated with one another. I shall then focus on the third key concept, namely 

pleonex…a, and its link with „somoir…a, which appears to be somehow more 

complex than the one between „somoir…a and ¹gemon…a and which can thus give 

rise to different interpretations  

So, beginning with the analysis of „somoir…a in association with ¹gemon…a, 

it is worth pointing out that, while, as I have mentioned above, the meaning of 

„somoirÁsai is rather vague, the sense of the phrase t¦j ¹gemon…aj dielšsqai 

ʽseems clearer - that Athens and Sparta should each enjoy a separate 

command, though again he does not here or elsewhere define the limits of each 

commandʼ.175 In addition, the use of both the verb „somoiršw and the noun 

¹gemon…ai can be interpreted as alluding to Isocrates’ support of a joint 

leadership of Greece as part of his appeal for Panhellenic unity. Indeed, 

Isocrates has often been regarded as a champion of Panhellenism also in the 

light of this passage from Panegyricus where he appears to depict the need for 

Athens and Sparta to share leadership as an essential step towards unifying all 

Greek forces in the campaign against the Persians.176 In this respect, it is worth 

 
173 See Bringmann (1965) 31-32. 
174 As Buchner (1958) 32 puts it, the three key concepts which we can identify in Panegyricus 
17 are: ʽHerstellung des Gleichgewichts und der Gleichberechtigung zwischen Athen und 
Sparta, gemeinsame Führung durch diese beiden Städte, und zwar in einem Krieg, den sie 
zusammen gegen die Barbaren unternehmen sollenʼ. See also Buchner (1958) 34. 
175 Usher (1990) 154. 
176 On the concept of Panhellenism in the Isocratean corpus see, for instance, Bloom (1955) 60-
134. For a reappraisal of this theme see Pownall (2007).  
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pointing out that, as Mitchell underlines, the theme of joint leadership of Greece 

against the barbarians, which appears to be a topic very dear to the Athenians, 

most probably goes back to the time when Athens assumed the leadership of 

the Delian League, and became even more frequent and relevant in the late fifth 

century and then in the fourth century.177 Therefore, the Isocratean use of the 

verb „somoiršw in Panegyricus 17 fits into this Panhellenic trend.  

Nonetheless, Isocrates, who has plausibly in mind mainly Gorgias’ 

Olympic Speech and Funeral Oration as well as Lysias’ Olympic Speech, 

attempts to distinguish himself from previous speakers who addressed the topic 

by claiming, as we saw, that while they were right in urging the Greeks to put an 

end to mutual conflicts and to come together against Persia, they made the 

crucial mistake of not indicating the way in which all this had to be achieved.178 

So, the reference to „somoir…a in Panegyricus 17 would seem, at least at first 

reading, to confirm the widespread portrait of Isocrates as a convinced 

supporter of Panhellenism. 

However, in the next section of the speech Isocrates strikingly appears to 

change his position. Indeed, in Panegyricus 18 he claims that, while Athens can 

be easily induced to adopt joint leadership in the war against Persia, it is much 

more difficult to persuade the Spartans since they wrongly believe that it is their 

ancestral right to lead the Greeks. However, Isocrates continues, if someone 

could show to the Spartans that this ʽhonourʼ (tim»), namely hegemony over 

Greece, belongs to the Athenians rather than to them, perhaps they might stop 

arguing about this issue and start focusing on their ʽadvantageʼ (sumfšron). 

Thus, here we can notice a rather surprising shift from the emphasis on joint 

leadership over Hellas to a programme which promotes sole Athenian 

leadership leaving the Spartans out, or at least at the margin, of the picture. In 

other words, Isocrates appears to turn rather suddenly and in a seemingly 

inconsistent manner from encouraging concord between Athens and Sparta and 

their joint leadership over the Greeks to supporting an Athenian-only hegemony 

over Greece.  

 
177 See Mitchell (2007) 14-15. On the theme of joint leadership see also Buchner (1958) 31. On 
the development of the Panhellenic ideal see also, for instance, Jaeger (1944) 72-74. 
178 See Kessler (1911) 8 who also points out that Isocrates detects that ʽeine Einigung aller 
Hellenen nur möglich war in der Form eines Staatenbundes, einer summac…a, unter einer 

starken Vormachʼ. 
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Indeed, there has been much debate among scholars on the real aim of 

Isocrates in Panegyricus and, more particularly, on whether or not he really 

supports dual hegemony. Some scholars, such as Blass, believe that Isocrates’ 

primary goal is to promote the sharing of leadership over Greece between 

Athens and Sparta in the campaign against Persia, and thus interpret 

Panegyricus 17 as referring to the division of commands between the Spartans 

and the Athenians with the attribution of hegemony over sea to Athens and 

command on land to Sparta.179 On the contrary, other scholars, by arguing that 

Isocrates’ main aim in Panegyricus consists in showing Athens’ pre-eminence, 

regard passages like section 17 as places where Isocrates disguises his actual 

view under the mask of joint leadership. For instance, according to Kessler, 

since in 380 Sparta was more powerful than Athens, Isocrates does not dare 

support openly Athenian leadership over Greece and, as a consequence, in 

section 17 he conceals the true purpose of his speech by pretending to promote 

the sharing of hegemony between Athens and Sparta; nevertheless, Kessler 

goes on to argue that in some other passages, such as section 18, we can 

glimpse at the actual opinion of Isocrates, who, rather than genuinely supporting 

dual hegemony, is implicitly addressing his speech against Sparta.180  

In this context, particular attention has to be paid to Buchner’s study Der 

Panegyrikos des Isokrates according to which the speech is constituted by two 

different parts, one epideictic represented by sections 20-128 and the other 

symbouleutic consisting of sections 133-186. More precisely, Buchner claims 

that the epideictic part includes praise of Athens on the model of the ™pit£fioi 

and is designed to show that the Athenians alone are entitled to the hegemony 

over Greece, whereas in the symbouleutic part, which is modelled on the 

speeches traditionally delivered at Panhellenic gatherings, Isocrates advocates 

joint leadership.181 Therefore, the epideictic segment can be regarded as a 

 
179 See Blass (1892) 86-87, who while underlining Isocrates’ variable attitude towards Sparta 
argues that because of the main goal of the speech, namely urging the Greeks to reconcile with 
one another, Isocrates is careful in criticising Sparta; see also Blass (1892) 255-256. 
180 See Kessler (1911) 9-10. See also Kessler (1911) 12-13 who presents Panegyricus as a 
Panhellenic speech from which we can infer the ʽpanhellenische Missionʼ assigned by Isocrates 
to Athens, and suggests that what Isocrates is actually urging the Greeks to reach is ʽdie 
Einigung Griechenlands unter der Form eines Staatenbundesʼ based on ʽeine gemäßigte 
Demokratie im Vorort Athen und die Autonomie aller Mitgliederʼ. 
181 Buchner (1958) 8. See also Blass (1892) 255 according to whom Isocrates ʽverflicht so mit 
der symbuleutischen Rede, der auch der Nachweis über die Hegemonie angehört, eine 
Lobredeʼ. Thus, Blass (1892) 256 describes Panegyricus as a ʽmeiktÕj lÒgoj, ohne indes 

seinen eingetlichen Charakter als symbuleutische Rede zu verlierenʼ. 
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mere means to achieve the goal of the symbouleutic one. In other words, 

according to Buchner’s interpretation, Isocrates, being well aware of Athens’ 

inferiority to Sparta after 404, and even more so after the Peace of Antalcidas, 

promotes sole Athenian hegemony in the hope of convincing the Spartans to 

share leadership over Greece with the Athenians and thus of obtaining for 

Athens at least joint leadership.  

Among those scholars who believe that Isocrates is aiming mainly at 

Athens’ sole hegemony, Buchner’s theory, in particular, has been favourably 

received.182 Nonetheless, as Porciani points out, Buchner’s clear-cut division of 

the speech into an epideictic part praising Athens and a symbouleutic one 

based on a Panhellenic programme and designed to support the splitting up of 

hegemony between Athens and Sparta appears to be ultimately too schematic 

and rigid.183 Moreover, Porciani argues that Isocrates’ emphasis on the 

superiority of the Athenians when it comes to seapower184 should not be 

interpreted as an attempt to scale down Athens’ hegemony reconciling it with 

the programme of joint leadership proposed in the incipit; rather, it is designed 

to support Athens’ claim to leadership by stressing that the Athenians deserve 

exclusive hegemony over Greece precisely because of the superiority of their 

seapower.185 In this respect, Porciani suggests that the reference to joint 

leadership in the beginning of the speech and then again in the epilogue 

represents a rhetorical means employed by Isocrates to obtain the favour of his 

imaginary Panhellenic audience and thus gradually persuade them of the need 

to accept Athens’ leadership.186 While I believe that Porciani is right in 

explaining the shift from dual Athenian/Spartan leadership to Athenian-only 

hegemony in the perspective of a rhetorical strategy, this should not lead to 

conclude that Isocrates is being insincere in the incipit as Porciani seems to 

 
182 See, for instance, Seck (1976). 
183 See Porciani (1996) 34. 
184 See especially Isoc., Panegyricus 21. 
185 See Porciani (1996) 32-33. Porciani (1996) 38-39 n. 32 argues that in Isoc., Panegyricus 
133-182, even though concord among Greeks is a key element, there is no reference to the 
theme of an equal division of commands between Athens and Sparta (unlike in the beginning 
and the epilogue of the speech); rather the kind of ÐmÒnoia which Isocrates promotes throughout 

these sections implies the acceptance by all Greeks (including the Spartans) of Athenian 
hegemony. 
186 See Porciani (1996) 37-39. See also Porciani (1996) 36 who underlines that to the shift from 
joint leadership to sole Athenian hegemony corresponds a considerable shift from a Panhellenic 
audience to an Athenian-only one as it is clearly shown, for instance, by the use of ¹m‹n in 

section 15 and in section 16: in the former ¹m‹n designates all Greeks whereas in the latter (and 

throughout the rest of the speech) it is employed by Isocrates to refer only to the Athenians. 



120 
 

imply when he describes the beginning of Panegyricus (in particular section 17) 

as ʽun’apertura non del tutto sinceraʼ.187 Indeed, in embracing Porciani’s theory 

we should avoid reference to the idea of insincerity as the use of such a 

concept in this context is misleading and rather unsuitable. 

After having focused on the meaning of the notions of „somoir…a and 

¹gemon…a as well as their link with one another in Panegyricus 17, I shall now 

devote special attention to the third key point present in this passage, namely 

pleonex…a, and its relationship with the verb „somoiršw, even more so as the 

close link which emerges here between the two terms has often been 

overlooked. Furthermore, the fact that in Panegyricus 17 the concept of 

„somoir…a appears to be somehow associated with that of pleonex…a deserves 

special attention also because the two notions, as we will see, are closely 

related even in the second occurrence of „somoiršw in the Isocratean corpus, 

that is, in To Philip 39. In this respect, Bringmann argues that in Panegyricus 

17, as in the passage from To Philip, Isocrates makes use of „somoiršw as a 

ʽGegenbegriff’ opposed to pleonektšw.188 However, while in To Philip 39 the two 

concepts are clearly opposed to one another, here the relation between 

„somoir…a and pleonex…a is in my view somehow different. Indeed, in 

Panegyricus 17 I would not regard the two concepts of „somoir…a and pleonex…a 

as antonyms in sharp contrast with one another.  

In other words, provided that in Panegyricus 17 „somoir…a is certainly 

depicted in a positive sense as a desirable and crucial aim, it seems to me that 

here Isocrates presents in a negative light not what pleonex…a in its plural form 

refers to, namely the material advantages (in terms of both land and wealth) 

that Athens and Sparta wish to get, but the fact that both pÒleij seek to gain 

those advantages at the expense of the other Greeks rather than to the 

detriment of the barbarians. In this regard, while in both Areopagiticus 60 and 

Panathenaicus 178 pleonex…a is opposed to the idea of equality,189 this is not 

the case in Panegyricus 17 where the concept of pleonex…a is not in itself 

negative and where, in my view, it is not possible to detect a sharp contrast 

between „somoir…a and pleonex…a. Rather, the material advantages that both 

Athens and Sparta seek and that consist most probably in ʽaisance économique 

 
187 Porciani (1996) 37. 
188 Bringmann (1965) 31. See also Bringmann (1965) 24. Similarly, Borecký (1963) believes that 
the notion of pleonex…a is contrasted with that of „somoir…a in both Isocratean passages. 
189 See section 2 of the present chapter. 
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ou installation de colonies’190 are highly desirable; what is wrong is the way in 

which they have tried to achieve them. 

Nonetheless, the link between the notion of „somoir…a and that of 

pleonex…a does indeed emerge also in To Philip 39, and in this case the two 

concepts appear to be clearly opposed to one another. Indeed, in replying to an 

hypothetical objection which could be raised against the fact that he is 

encouraging Philip to unify the Greek pÒleij in a campaign against Persia, 

Isocrates states: 

 

T£c/ oân ¥n tij ™nstÁnai to‹j e„rhmšnoij tolm»seie, lšgwn æj ™piceirî 

se pe…qein ¢dun£toij ™pit…qesqai pr£gmasin: oÜte g¦r 'Arge…ouj f…louj 

¥n pote genšsqai Lakedaimon…oij oÜte Lakedaimon…ouj Qhba…oij, oÜq/ 

Ólwj toÝj e„qismšnouj ¤panta tÕn crÒnon pleonekte‹n oÙdšpot/ ¨n 

„somoirÁsai prÕj ¢ll»louj. 

 

So, someone might perhaps dare to object to the things I have said 

stating that I attempt to persuade you to set yourself to impossible 

deeds; indeed the Argives would never become friends with the 

Lacedaemonians, nor the Lacedaemonians with the Thebans, and on 

the whole those who have always been accustomed to have more than 

their due could never have an equal share with each other. 

 

Then in the following section Isocrates goes on to say that he himself believes 

that nothing of what he had suggested could be accomplished at the time when 

either Athens or Sparta held power (™dun£steue) over Greece as each of these 

two pÒleij could have easily prevented any attempt to put his instructions into 

practice. However, Isocrates acknowledges that he has had a change of heart 

and has thus come to a different conclusion. Indeed, since all pÒleij have been 

levelled by misfortunes (oἶda g¦r ¡p£saj æmalismšnaj ØpÕ tîn sumforîn), 

they will prefer ʽthe advantages coming from concord’ (aƒ ™k tÁj Ðmono…aj 

çfšleiai) to ʽthe gains derived from the deeds accomplished at that time’ (aƒ ™k 

tîn tÒte prattomšnwn pleonex…ai).191 

 
190 Bouchet (2007) 483. 
191 Isoc., To Philip 40. 
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Thus, it is important to focus, first of all, on the opposition between 

„somoir…a and pleonex…a which comes to light in section 39. Here the verb 

„somoiršw is contrasted with pleonektšw in a mutually exclusive relationship, in 

the sense that according to Isocrates the fact that the Greeks have always 

focused on their own selfish interests makes it impossible for them to share 

alike with each other. So, while in Panegyricus 17 Isocrates criticises how 

Athens and Sparta attempt to get material advantages, not those advantages 

themselves (which he encourages them to seek), in To Philip 39 „somoir…a and 

pleonex…a are depicted as two opposite poles incompatible with one another, 

with „somoir…a representing the positive one and pleonex…a the negative. The 

pejorative sense that pleonex…a can take on emerges also in the following 

section of To Philip where the selfish gains that came from past actions of the 

Greeks are contrasted with the mutual advantages that would arise from 

concord among them. Thus, pleonex…a and its cognates are employed by 

Isocrates in a complex and ambivalent way. 

Indeed, Bouchet, who has devoted specific attention to the examination 

of the usages of pleonex…a in the Isocratean corpus,192 has argued that the 

singular form, which is employed more frequently than the plural, has mostly a 

negative meaning (apart from a few cases in some of the latest speeches where 

it bears a positive sense), while the plural pleonex…ai has generally a positive 

meaning (except in Areopagiticus). Bouchet has certainly the merit of providing 

us with a much needed and detailed analysis of the manifold meanings that 

pleonex…a can take on in Isocrates’ works highlighting the complexity and 

originality of his usages of this notion especially when compared to fifth- and 

other fourth-century instances of the term and its cognates. Nonetheless, when 

it comes to the occurrences of the concept of pleonex…a in To Philip 39-40, I 

would note, first of all, that Bouchet does not examine in depth the role of 

pleonektšw in section 39. Hence, on the basis of Bouchet’s correct remark that 

this verb does not have in itself a pejorative sense but rather conveys either a 

positive meaning or a negative one depending on the different contexts (just like 

the noun pleonex…a and its cognate adjective),193 I would stress that pleonekte‹n 

in To Philip 39 represents an instance precisely of the negative sense that the 

 
192 See Bouchet (2007). 
193 See Bouchet (2007) 487. 
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term at times conveys in Isocrates, even more so as it appears to be used as an 

antonym to „somoirÁsai. 

Additionally, although Bouchet does devote particular attention to the 

occurrence of pleonex…a in To Philip 40, I do not agree with him when he argues 

that in this passage there is no antithesis between pleonex…ai and çfšleiai. 

More specifically, Bouchet claims that it is not possible to state that here there is 

ʽune connotation méliorative dans çfele…aj et, au contraire, dépréciative dans 

pleonex…aj’, as in his view ʽl’opposition est plutôt à chercher du côté de leur 

environment’: while çfšleiai ‘apparaît préférable, donc positif, parce qu’il est lié 

à la concorde, une idée largement développée par Isocrate, et désigne toute 

sorte d’intérêts’, pleonex…ai ‘qui n’est pas en lui-même négatif, se trouve 

associé à une réalité qui ne peut plus exister en 346, celle d’un impérialisme, 

d’une ¢rc», d’ailleurs présentée de façon bien allusive’.194  

Bouchet is certainly right in stressing the ambivalent meaning that 

pleonex…a conveys in the Isocratean corpus depending on the different contexts 

and thus the fact that the concept (unlike, for instance, in Plato and Aristotle) is 

not per se negative. Nevertheless, it seems to me that in To Philip 40 the term 

can plausibly be regarded as having a pejorative sense that is corroborated, 

and even somehow accentuated, by the positive meaning attributed to 

çfšleiai. Moreover, the negative sense which pleonex…a takes on here 

corresponds to the pejorative meaning conveyed by pleonektšw in the previous 

section, where this verb is manifestly contrasted with „somoiršw.195 Therefore, 

the Isocratean use of the notion of pleonex…a in To Philip 39-40 appears to be 

rather different compared to the meaning of pleonex…ai in Panegyricus 17. 

Indeed, if we compare Panegyricus 17 with To Philip 39, we can note a 

difference not only, as we have just seen, in the meaning of the notion of 

pleonex…a, but also in the use of the concept of „somoir…a.  

 
194 Bouchet (2007) 486. 
195 I am thus not entirely persuaded by Bouchet’s distinction of the meanings of pleonex…a 

depending on whether the term is used in the singular or plural form, since this criterion appears 
to be in some cases a bit too rigid (besides the fact that such a theory can be applied obviously 
only to the occurrences of the noun and not to those of the verb and the adjective). Indeed, in 
following blindly this kind of criterion we might run the risk of caging the occurrences of the term 
in rigid patterns, thus forgetting, as Bouchet (2007) 487 himself points out, that Isocrates’ 
usages of the notion of pleonex…a are far from being schematic. Instead, the second criterion 

that Bouchet employs, namely the differentiation of the meanings of pleonex…a and its cognates 

according to whether they are used in the context of private life or in that of international 
relationships seems to me much more convincing and valid. 
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Nonetheless, there are, at the same time, some similarities between the 

two passages. Let us focus, first of all, on such resemblances. In the first place, 

it is worth pointing out that the verb „somoiršw in To Philip 39 is employed in a 

phrase very similar, at least at first sight, to the one that we find in Panegyricus 

17: in both cases we encounter the infinitive aorist active followed by prÒj and 

the accusative plural of ¢ll»lwn (feminine in Panegyricus referring to Athens 

and Sparta, masculine in To Philip indicating the Greeks). This syntactical 

similarity can be interpreted as hinting at the existence of a basic thematic 

affinity between the two texts. Indeed, a crucial similarity in terms of content 

between Panegyricus 17 and To Philip 39 lies in the fact that both occurrences 

of „somoiršw are related to external politics as the concept of „somoir…a is 

applied to the relations between pÒleij. In this regard, in both speeches 

„somoir…a among the Greeks is presented in a positive light not only as a 

desirable goal but even as an indispensable prerequisite for leading a 

successful campaign against Persia, one of Isocrates’ key topics. Concurrently, 

while in both passages we find a link between the notions of „somoir…a and 

pleonex…a, there is a clear difference not only in the meaning of pleonex…a itself 

(which, as we saw, in To Philip 39, unlike in Panegyricus 17, takes on a 

derogatory sense) but also, as a result, in the kind of relationship between the 

two concepts. Indeed, whereas in Panegyricus „somoir…a and pleonex…a are not 

at all opposed to one another, in To Philip 39 the two ideas are clearly 

antithetical.  

Moreover, in comparing the two Isocratean occurrences of the verb 

„somoiršw it comes to light that, although the phrase used in To Philip appears 

to be very similar to that which we find in Panegyricus 17, the context in which 

the concept of „somoir…a is employed is rather different. In Panegyricus 

Isocrates claims that it is definitely possible to find valid arguments to persuade 

Athens and Sparta to share alike with each other and that, once they have 

achieved „somoir…a, the other pÒleij will follow the example of the two leading 

ones. Isocrates does not deny the difficulties that achieving „somoir…a involves 

and shows himself to be aware of the complexity of such a task. Nevertheless, 

even when he expresses doubts on the feasibility of convincing the Spartans to 

share alike with the Athenians, Isocrates still relies on Athens’ hegemony over 

Greece and its ability to lead the Greeks against Persia. Conversely, in To 

Philip, written in 346 shortly after the Peace of Philocrates, „somoir…a is not 
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anymore a goal that the Greek pÒleij can achieve on their own, not even under 

Athens’ leadership. In fact, Isocrates specifies that „somoir…a was an impossible 

result to get at the time of Athens’ (or Sparta’s) hegemony; only now that the 

Greeks have been brought down to the same level by their misfortunes and 

that, Isocrates hopes, they have learnt the lesson from their previous mistakes, 

will they realise the necessity of stopping their mutual warfare and sharing alike 

with one another. 'Isomoir…a is still attainable but it can be achieved exclusively 

by Philip as, in Isocrates’ opinion, the Macedonian king is the only one able to 

ʽreconcile’ (diall£xai)196 the Greeks and then lead their unified forces against 

Persia. Indeed, Isocrates, who by 346 might well have reached the conclusion 

that Athens’ military leadership in a campaign against the Persians was no 

longer a realistic option, regards Philip’s leadership ʽas a way for a Greek to 

lead the Greeks’197 against the barbarians.  

In this respect, I nonetheless agree with Bouchet, who, in his study of 

¹gemon…a and related terms in the Isocratean corpus argues that in the 350s 

Isocrates puts into place a shift from promoting Athens’ military leadership over 

Greece to emphasising its cultural pre-eminence.198 More specifically, through 

an in-depth examination of the language of hegemony employed in To Philip 

Bouchet shows that when Isocrates turns to the king of Macedon he expects 

Philip to be merely a military chief, not a political leader, and still hopes that 

Athens will be able to maintain a prominent role.199 In particular, in noting that, 

of the five occurrences of ¹gemon…a and its cognates in the speech, only one 

refers to Philip himself, namely the participle future ¹gesÒmenoj in section 97, 

Bouchet observes that here the verb does not imply the attribution to Philip of a 

leading role in a political or cultural sense, since it refers exclusively to the 

military field; this is the case also, Bouchet continues, for the meaning of 

¡p£ntwn in the subsequent phrase bouleusÒmenon perˆ ¡p£ntwn that we find in 

this same section of To Philip.200 In other words, Isocrates, far from suggesting 

that Greece should be subject to the Macedonian king, confines Philip to the 

role of military leader of the Greeks in the campaign against Persia by regarding 

 
196 Papillon (2004) 74. 
197 Isoc., To Philip 41. 
198 Bouchet (2014), on which see Chapter 1 section 3. 
199 See Bouchet (2014) 86. 
200 Bouchet (2014) 87-88. 
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him as a prost£thj, that is a guarantor of ÐmÒnoia among the Greeks.201 

Moreover, on the basis of this constant Athenocentric attitude, Bouchet also 

points out that we should reconsider Isocrates’ Panhellenism and scale it down 

by avoiding the need to regard the Athenian orator as ʽl’avocat de l’union et 

encore moins de l’unité grecquesʼ202 since ʽson panhéllenisme ne suppose pas 

une égalité des cités grecques, mais il revendique l’existence d’une cité 

prééminente, d’une capitale politique, militaire, économique et culturelle, dans 

la guerre comme dans la paixʼ.203  

Therefore, I would suggest that in order to understand more fully the role 

of „somoir…a in Isocrates (an aspect that is not investigated by Bouchet) we 

should link the examination of Isocrates’ usages of this concept with Bouchet’s 

analysis of the language, and thus the notion, of hegemony in the corpus. In this 

regard, the two occurrences of „somoiršw can be interpreted in relation to, and 

in the light of, the semantic shift in the meaning of hegemony which, as Bouchet 

argues, we can identify in the Isocratean works starting from the middle of the 

fourth century. Indeed, an in-depth analysis of the use of „somoiršw in 

Panegyricus 17 in conjunction with the wider context of the speech hints at 

Isocrates’ confidence in Athens’ military superiority and its capacity to lead a 

successful campaign against the barbarians. The occurrence of the same verb 

in To Philip 39 reveals, on the other hand, that „somoir…a is still positive and 

essential in order to wage war against Persia, but can now be achieved only 

under Philip’s leadership, not Athens’.  

Nonetheless, as Bouchet has shown, if we look more broadly at the 

usage of the language of hegemony throughout To Philip, it becomes clear that, 

rather than embracing or promoting the idea that Athens (and the rest of 

Greece) should be subject to the political domination of Philip, Isocrates wishes 

the king of Macedon to be simply a eÙergšthj of the Greeks, thus confining his 

leading role to the military area.204 So, within this framework, Isocrates not only 

employs the notion of „somoir…a in a political sense but even expands its range 

of application to foreign politics. In this respect, the concept of „somoir…a 

represents a red thread in the broader context of his views on international 

 
201 Isoc., To Philip 16; see Bouchet (2014) 88-90 who offers a thorough analysis of the meaning 
of the verb prostÁnai in this Isocratean passage. 
202 Bouchet (2014) 193. 
203 Bouchet (2014) 194. Cf. Too (1995) 130-149. 
204 See Bouchet (2014) 95. 
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relations from Panegyricus to To Philip: in both 380 and 346 it emerges as the 

conditio sine qua non to wage war successfully against Persia while pointing 

towards the existence of a fundamental thematic affinity between the two 

speeches that ultimately lies in Isocrates’ steady Athenocentric attitude. 

 

Conclusion 

In brief, I would highlight that Isocrates’ usage of the concept of „somoir…a 

acquires particular significance within his political thought while also standing 

out compared with previous and contemporary occurrences of the noun and its 

cognates in our extant literary sources. Indeed, the two Isocratean occurrences 

of the verb „somoiršw are clearly related to politics. More precisely, they are 

both employed to refer to foreign affairs with specific reference to the 

overarching theme of the Panhellenic campaign against Persia. Nonetheless, 

such a theme goes hand in hand with Isocrates’ profound interest in Athens’ 

position abroad. In this regard, the analysis of the uses of the concept of 

„somoir…a in the corpus can offer us a special lens through which to examine, 

and somehow reconsider, his ideas on international affairs with a particular 

focus on Athenian hegemony (a topic to which I shall return in the next chapter). 

So, the way in which Isocrates employs the notion of „somoir…a fits into 

his remarkable (re)use of the rich vocabulary of equality, a key feature of his 

usage of political, especially democratic, language, which I have already argued 

for in the discussion of the occurrences of „sonom…a and of the theory of the two 

kinds of equality in the corpus. In other words, although the instances of the 

notion of „somoir…a in Isocrates could seem to be irrelevant from a quantitative 

point of view, at a closer look it emerges how Isocrates employs the idea of 

equality of shares in a particularly original way: he redefines, so to say, the 

concept by applying it to external politics and thus effectively expanding its field 

of action, within the perspective of his constant Athenocentric interest in 

international relations. 
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5. Conclusions 

 

My analysis of Isocrates’ usages of the notion and vocabulary of equality has 

moved through three specific instances: „sonom…a, the theory of the two kinds of 

equality and „somoir…a. Taken together, the examination of these three case 

studies reveals that Isocrates not only is deeply interested in the idea of equality 

in its various aspects and nuances, but also problematises and reshapes the 

vocabulary, and thus the concepts, related to it in order to convey some key 

ideas of his political thought. Thus, Isocrates appears to be actively engaged 

(rather like Xenophon) in the debate around equality and the language 

connected with it, a debate that was particularly vivid precisely in the first half of 

the fourth century when the notion itself started to be rethought.  

In addition, it is important to note that the problematisation that Isocrates 

puts into effect is not limited to the idea of equality and the language related to it 

since it involves also the connection existing between this notion and other key-

words (and thus the concepts that they convey) in Greek political thought. For 

instance, the occurrences of „sonom…a reveal that he challenges the deeply 

rooted association between „sonom…a and dhmokrat…a in order not to reject it in 

the perspective of a supposedly anti-democratic agenda but to rethink and 

consolidate such a close link. Furthermore, in alluding to the theory of the two 

kinds of equality Isocrates redefines the meaning of oƒ bšltistoi in light of a 

notion at the very heart of his whole corpus, namely eâ frone‹n. In this sense, 

he suggests the identification of oƒ bšltistoi/oƒ crhsto… with oƒ eâ fronoàntej. 

Isocrates also problematises the relationship between equality and pleonex…a in 

the sense that, although he tends to oppose these two notions with one 

another, he does not generalise this contrast. Indeed, Isocrates’ manifold uses 

of the idea of equality as well as of pleonex…a and its cognates throughout his 

corpus show that he is constantly exploiting, and in a certain sense recovering 

or even bringing to light, the intrinsic malleability and complexity characterising 

these terms, and the concepts that they convey, in Greek political discourse. 

Finally, in the specific case of „somoir…a Isocrates extends the range of 

application of the notion of equality even beyond the boundaries of internal 

politics in connection with his interest in (re)affirming Athens’ leading role within 

the Hellenic world.  
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Overall, his usage of the rich vocabulary of equality perfectly exemplifies 

how Isocrates rethinks, and stretches the boundaries of, political, especially 

democratic, language. Significantly, he does not do so arbitrarily and with the 

narrow-minded purpose of promoting an alleged oligarchic agenda. Rather, he 

retrieves, highlights and further problematises the ductility embedded in this 

terminology in order to engage with the wider contemporary debate around 

these notions as well as in light of his steady interest in consolidating Athens’ 

position abroad. The crucial role that such an interest plays in the Isocratean 

corpus is hinted at by his usages of the notion of „somoir…a and shall emerge 

even more clearly in the following chapter.  

 

 

 



130 
 

 

  



131 
 

Chapter 4 

Leadership within and by Athens 

 

1. Introduction  

 

Throughout his whole corpus Isocrates appears to show a deep interest in 

political leadership comparable to that which we find in Xenophon’s works. 

However, while Xenophon’s interest in this topic has long been acknowledged 

and has recently been the object of further analysis,1 Isocrates’ views on 

leadership have often been overlooked, as I briefly discussed in the opening 

chapter.2 Moreover, as Balot points out, Isocrates, while participating in the 

Greek tradition on this theme, ‘additionally teaches that leadership inherently 

presents underlying dangers’.3 Indeed, in his works he reflects on, and attempts 

to deal with, the problems posed by it in both internal and external politics. This 

chapter thus aims to shed light on Isocrates’ approaches to political leadership 

with particular attention devoted to his ideas on what makes a good leader not 

only in domestic affairs, but also in international relations.  

In line with the lexical methodology applied in this dissertation, I shall 

devote the first part of the present chapter to examining the occurrences of the 

term dhmagwgÒj and its cognate verb dhmagwgšw in the Isocratean corpus in 

order to unearth the relevance of Isocrates’ usages to our understanding of his 

views on leadership. In doing so, I will suggest that in contrast to the generally 

negative connotation that the dhmagwgÒj family of words appears to have 

acquired by the fourth century, Isocrates retrieves the originally neutral sense of 

dhmagwgÒj with the purpose of problematising its meaning as part of his own 

reflection on political leadership. Within this context, rather than condemning the 

concept of dhmagwg…a altogether, he introduces a binary distinction between 

bad and good dhmagwgo… and emphasises the need for the Athenians to select 

the latter. By means of this polarisation Isocrates promotes a reshaping of 

internal leadership that goes hand in hand with his attempt to uphold a renewed 

model of foreign politics. In considering how he presents Pericles as an 

 
1 See, for instance, Bianco (2011), Gray (2011), Buxton (2016a), Buxton (2016b), Humble 
(2016). 
2 See Chapter 1 section 2. 
3 Balot (2014) 23. 
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instance of the positive pole in this binary opposition, I will argue that the use of 

dhmagwgÒj to depict him, rather than revealing an insincere praise of the 

Athenian leader, hints at the crucial role of the Athenian dÁmoj, and its faults, in 

the great man-community dynamics. Additionally, I will make a comparison 

between Isocrates’ problematisation of dhmagwgÒj and his rehabilitation of the 

term sofist»j in order to suggest that the former, like the latter, can be 

ultimately interpreted in connection with Isocrates’ defence of the rhetorical 

education provided by his school. I will then conclude the investigation of the 

Isocratean usages of dhmagwgÒj and dhmagwgšw by focusing on the two 

instances in which this terminology is retrojected into Athens’ past and the one 

in which it is applied to a non-Athenian and non-democratic context. Indeed, in 

examining these three occurrences we shall see how Isocrates problematises 

even further the inherent malleability of dhmagwgÒj and its cognate verb.  

In the second half of the chapter I shall employ the Isocratean depiction 

of Alcibiades as a case study since his interest in this figure fundamentally 

mirrors, and can thus enhance our understanding of, his more general ideas on 

leadership. In this respect, we shall see how both Isocrates’ description of 

Pericles and his characterisation of Alcibiades ultimately throw light on his 

awareness of, and attempt to deal with, the issues posed by the problematic 

relation between leaders of great merit and the democratic pÒlij. The overall 

representation of Alcibiades focuses, in particular, on the need for the great 

man to secure the eÜnoia of his fellow citizens. In addition, it also reveals how 

the notion of goodwill becomes a cornerstone of the renewed model of foreign 

politics promoted in the Isocratean corpus.  

Taken together, the investigation of Isocrates’ usages of dhmagwgÒj  and 

his depiction of Alcibiades hint at, and cast some light on, the crucial role that 

his views on leadership, especially by and within Athens, play in the broader 

context of his political thought. 
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2. DhmagwgÒj 

 

The origin, meaning and development of the term dhmagwgÒj (‘leader of the 

people’) are particularly noteworthy. Indeed, the English counterpart 

‘demagogue’ has a negative connotation and is usually employed to describe 

with disparaging intent those politicians who are regarded as manipulating and 

flattering the people to win their support. Conversely, it is generally believed that 

dhmagwgÒj and its cognates originally did not have any derogatory meaning, 

although by the fourth century they had probably acquired a pejorative 

connotation.4  

Nonetheless, it is worth pointing out that there has not been unanimous 

agreement among scholars on the original meaning and subsequent 

development of the term. For instance, Finley appears to assume that 

dhmagwgÒj has always had an intrinsically negative sense,5 even though in the 

final part of his study he abruptly refers in passing to a neutral meaning of the 

word.6 On the contrary, according to Connor, dhmagwgÒj (together with ∙»twr 

and prost£thj toà d»mou) belongs to the new terminology employed to indicate 

political leaders that began to appear in Athens in the last third of the fifth  

century.7 Within this context, Connor stresses that the word originally did not 

have a pejorative meaning and that the decisive factor in determining whether 

the noun takes on a neutral, negative or even positive sense is represented by 

the context in which it is employed, so that ʻ[e]ven in the fourth century one can 

speak of “good demagogues” without seeming excessively oxymoronic’.8 A 

somehow similar view has been expressed, more recently, by Lane who rejects 

Finley’s conclusions, and thus questions the existence in Athenian politics of ʻan 

evaluative distinction between terms signifying the good statesman and the bad 

demagogue’.9 More particularly, she argues that neither dhmagwgÒj nor 

dhmhgÒroj had an inherently negative meaning before Plato and suggests that 

the concept of dhmagwgÒj in its pejorative sense became clearly demarcated 

only with Plato (who, nonetheless, never employs the word dhmagwgÒj and its 

 
4 See Hornblower (2015). 
5 See Finley (1962) 4. 
6 See Finley (1962) 19; on Finley’s study and his sudden reference to the neutral meaning taken 
on by dhmagwgÒj see Lane (2012) 182-183. 
7 See Connor (1971) 108-109. 
8 Connor (1971) 110. 
9 Lane (2012) 179. 
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cognates) and Aristotle, adding that the distinction between statesmen and 

demagogues was forged not in Classical Athens, but by Plutarch.10  

However, the negative tinge conveyed by the dhmagwgÒj family of words 

is attested already in the Aristophanic use of the noun dhmagwg…a in Knights 

191, the adjective dhmagwgikÒj in Knights 217 and the verb dhmagwgšw in Frogs 

419 as well as in the two Thucydidean occurrences, which refer to Cleon and 

Androcles respectively,11 pace Lane who argues that both Aristophanes and 

Thucydides employ this terminology in a merely descriptive way.12 In the 

following century, the derogatory sense that dhmagwgÒj and its cognates could 

convey appears to emerge also from the Xenophontic instances, as I shall 

illustrate below. 

In this respect, of particular importance is Saldutti’s relatively recent 

study that offers a concise but comprehensive lexical analysis of the 

occurrences of dhmagwgÒj, dhmagwg…a and dhmagwgšw in the fifth and fourth 

centuries.13 Indeed, in his article, to which I shall refer in greater detail below, 

Saldutti suggests that dhmagwgÒj and its cognates, despite being coined shortly 

after dhmhgÒroj and prost£thj toà d»mou, belong to a different historical and 

political context and thus take on, since their first occurrences, a negative 

meaning.14 In other words, according to Saldutti, dhmagwgÒj carries an 

intrinsically and irrevocably pejorative connotation and, even when the term is 

connected with adjectives indicating a neutral or positive sense, the ultimate 

aim consists in stressing the unbridgeable gap between a merely hypothetical 

good leader of the people and the despicable conduct of the actual 

demagogues.  

Saldutti has certainly had the merit of providing us with a thorough 

examination of the occurrences of the dhmagwgÒj family of words, and, more 

specifically, of highlighting the relevance of the Isocratean usages within the 

 
10 See Lane (2012) 181-183, 189-192. 
11 Thuc., IV, 21, 3 and VIII, 65, 2 (where we find the noun dhmagwg…a to indicate one of the 

reasons why the young oligarchic conspirators decided to put Androcles to death in 411). On 
the pejorative sense conveyed by the Aristophanic and Thucydidean occurrences of the 
dhmagwgÒj family of words see, for instance, Saldutti (2015) 81-88. On the pejorative sense of 

dhmagwgÒj and dhmagwg…a in Thucydides see Yunis (1996) 101 n. 32. 
12 See Lane (2012) 184-187. 
13 See Saldutti (2015). 
14 See Saldutti (2015) 104 who points out that prost£thj toà d»mou is a hypernym (not a mere 

synonym) of dhmagwgÒj, while dhmhgÒroj is a hyponym of dhmagwgÒj since the meaning of 

dhmhgÒroj remains primarily linked to oratorical skills even if in the fourth century it can at times 

be employed, more broadly, to refer to political leaders in general. 
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framework of the development of this terminology. However, in the present 

section I shall challenge his conclusion concerning the inherently negative 

connotation of dhmagwgÒj. In doing so, I shall base my interpretation of the 

Isocratean occurrences on the assumption that dhmagwgÒj and its cognates had 

an originally neutral meaning even though by the fourth century they had taken 

on a negative connotation. In this respect, I will argue that, while retrieving the 

initial ethical neutrality of the dhmagwgÒj family of words, Isocrates 

problematises the meaning of the notion of dhmagwg…a by dichotomising it and 

extending its range of application even beyond the boundaries of Classical 

Athens. This problematisation, rather than hinting at an ill-concealed anti-

democratic agenda, suggests, as we shall see, that by exploiting the intrinsic 

flexibility of dhmagwgÒj and its cognate verb Isocrates upholds the need to 

rethink and reshape Athenian leadership in both internal and external politics 

within the broader context of the debate going on in fourth-century political 

thought on these topics and in light of his more general ideas on leadership.  

 

2.1 Good versus bad dhmagwgo…  

 

The analysis carried out in the present section will primarily revolve around the 

occurrences of dhmagwgÒj in On the Peace. I will thus begin by contextualising 

such occurrences within the framework of the harsh criticism towards 

contemporary leaders of the people, which represents the main background for 

the use of the term in this speech. Nonetheless, we shall see how, far from 

condemning the role of dhmagwgo… per se, Isocrates recovers the ethically 

neutral connotation of dhmagwgÒj and ultimately suggests a dichotomy between 

bad and good dhmagwgo…. Before turning to the discussion of how Isocrates 

presents Pericles as belonging to the latter category and of what this entails, we 

shall also see how this binary opposition reflects Isocrates’ attempt to promote a 

reshaping of internal leadership that represents a conditio sine qua non for 

implementing his renewed model of foreign politics. The section will then end 

with a comparison between the rehabilitation of dhmagwgÒj (effected by means 

of the distinction between good versus bad dhmagwgo…) and that of the term 

sofist»j, both of which can be interpreted as pointing in the direction of 

Isocrates’ attempt to rehabilitate rhetorical culture. 
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The attack on bad dhmagwgo… in On the Peace 

My investigation of the Isocratean usages of dhmagwgÒj and its cognate verb 

dhmagwgšw shall take as its starting point the occurrences of the noun in On the 

Peace as this work presents the highest number of instances of dhmagwgÒj in 

the corpus. This speech was written most probably around 356/5, that is, 

towards the end of the Social War15 and the specific historical setting in which it 

was composed appears to have deeply influenced its content.16 Indeed, at 

about the same time as Philip captured Amphipolis (357), some of its allies, 

namely Chios, Rhodes, Cos and Byzantium revolted against Athens helped by 

Mausolus, the Persian satrap of Caria, and eventually managed to withdraw 

from the Second Athenian League.17 On the Peace is thus generally considered 

as ʻsomething of an anti-imperialist, anti-war tract’18 whose main goal consists in 

advocating peace, as it appears to be suggested by the title itself. The second 

widespread assumption regarding this work involves the interpretation of 

Isocrates’ strong criticism towards the political leaders of contemporary Athens, 

as being part of his alleged negative attitude towards democracy.19  

These two presumptions are closely related to one another. Indeed, 

according to Bearzot, Isocrates presents peace as a conditio sine qua non for 

the safeguard of democracy in order to label the current leaders of the people 

as warmongering individuals who damage the Athenian democracy with their 

warlike attitude; in doing so, Bearzot continues, Isocrates intends to defend  

 
15 For the date of On the Peace see Jebb (1876) 182-183, according to whom the speech ʻwas 
probably written while negotiations for peace were pending, i.e. in the first half of 355’; see also 
Norlin (1929) 5, Gillis (1970) 196, Davidson (1990) 21. Conversely, Mathieu (1925) 116-117 and 
Cloché (1963) 105-106 believe that Isocrates wrote it in 356, that is, in the midst of the war. On 
the Peace is the title of the speech in the manuscripts Urbinas 111 (G, from the end of the ninth 
or beginning of the tenth century AD) and Ambrosianus O 144 (E, late fifteenth century AD), as 
well as in Dion. Hal., On the Style of Demosthenes, 17. Nonetheless, the other manuscripts and 
Arist., Rhetoric III, 17, 10 give the title On the Confederacy (`O SummacikÒj); on this matter, see 

Norlin (1929) 2 and Davidson (1990) 21 n. 3. 
16 It is, nonetheless, worth noting that some scholars have downplayed the historical 
significance of this speech and its intention to influence contemporary politics. In this respect, 
Harding (1973), by claiming that On the Peace is merely a rhetorical exercise, has suggested 
that, due to their antithetical nature, On the Peace and Archidamus should necessarily be taken 
together and considered as being antilogical, with the former making the case for peace and the 
latter for war; for a rather similar view see, more recently, Ghirga and Romussi (1997) 250. 
However, Moysey (1982) has convincingly rebutted Harding’s thesis point by point showing the 
role of On the Peace as ʻan actual political advice to the Athenians towards the end of the 
Social War’ and thus highlighting its historical and political relevance. See also Davidson (1990) 
21 n. 3.  For a discussion of Harding’s hypothesis (with a brief reference also to Moysey’s 
counter-argument) see Too (1995) 66-67. 
17 See Musti (2006) 598-599. 
18 Goldhill (1990) 105. See also, for instance, Too (1995) 95. Cf. Brock (1998) 236. 
19 See Bearzot (1980) 122. 
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himself from the allegations of being a supporter of oligarchy by turning those 

charges against Athens’ dhmagwgo….20 I shall return to the first assumption and 

its confutation more in depth below. For now, let us begin with the analysis of 

the Isocratean usages of the term dhmagwgÒj in the speech, which shall lead us 

to rebut the second inference. Indeed, I aim to show that the harsh criticism 

voiced throughout On the Peace against the leaders of contemporary 

democracy should not be dismissed as confirming Isocrates’ supposedly anti-

democratic sympathies. Rather, it should be interpreted within the framework of 

the division between good and bad dhmagwgo… that he effects in the speech.  

The attack on contemporary statesmen that characterises On the Peace 

has been interpreted as directed against Chares and Aristophon of Azenia, with 

both leaders being responsible for Athens’ aggressive attitude in international 

politics and with the latter having prosecuted Timotheus, Isocrates’ pupil.21 Yet, I 

would note that, while these are indeed the specific leaders that Isocrates is 

targeting, through his sharp criticism he might also intend to draw a broader 

portrait of bad leadership in general. More particularly, in the opening sections 

of On the Peace Isocrates claims that the Athenians have been deceived for a 

long time by those leaders whose only ability is ʻto lieʼ (fenak…zein) and who 

despise ʻthe massʼ (tÕ plÁqoj) so much that, whenever they wish to wage war 

against any other pÒlij, they take bribes and misleadingly urge their fellow 

citizens to follow the example set by their ancestors.22 Throughout the rest of 

the speech Isocrates intertwines his discussion on Athens’ position abroad with 

his attack on contemporary political leaders, which becomes particularly 

prominent in the final part of On the Peace. Here, he deals a heavy blow 

against those leaders who, in his view, gratify their fellow citizens in the present 

moment without caring at all for the future (oƒ ™n tù parÒnti mὲn carizÒmenoi, 

toà dὲ mšllontoj crÒnou mhdem…an ™pimšleian poioÚmenoi) and against those 

who claim to love the people but in reality only damage Athens (oƒ file‹n mὲn 

tÕn dÁmon f£skontej, Ólhn dὲ t¾n pÒlin lumainÒmenoi), comparing such leaders 

to men of similar character who in the past have led the city to ʻfolly’ (¥noia) and 

consequent misfortunes.23  

 
20 See Bearzot (1980) 120-122. 
21 See Moysey (1987) 85. Cf. Arist., Rhetoric III, 17, who explicitly states that Isocrates has 
directed On the Peace against Chares. On the role played by Chares in determining Athens’ 
foreign policy in the 350s and on Isocrates’ hostility towards him see also Moysey (1985). 
22 Isoc., On the Peace 36; see also Isoc., On the Peace 38. 
23 Isoc., On the Peace 121. 
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Owing to the leadership of such men, Isocrates goes on to claim, the 

Athenian dÁmoj is worse off than ʻthose who are subject to the oligarchies’ (oƒ 

ta‹j Ñligarc…aij douleÚontej) and is mistakenly convinced that it has to ʻrule 

over others’ (tîn ¥llwn ¥rcein).24 Furthermore, Isocrates insists on criticising 

the attitude of contemporary political leaders by accusing them of having gained 

profits at the detriment of their fellow citizens: although they claim to care for the 

public good, and thus to be unable to attend to their private interests, in reality 

they have cultivated the latter while ʻthe mass’ (tÕ plÁqoj) is in such a sorry 

state that no citizen can live ʻpleasantly’ (¹dšwj) or ʻlightly’ (·ᾳqÚmwj) and Athens 

is ʻfull of lamentations’ (Ñdurmîn mest»).25 

This attack on contemporary statesmen reaches its climax when 

Isocrates warns his fellow citizens that no ʻgroup’ (gšnoj) is ʻmore ill-disposed 

toward the mass’ (kakonoÚsteron tù pl»qei) than ʻworthless rhetoricians and 

leaders of the people’ (ponhroˆ ∙»torej kaˆ dhmagwgo…) who know that those 

who can manage their own affairs by means of their private resources are on 

the side of the pÒlij and of the wisest orators (oƒ t¦ bšltista lšgontej),26 

unlike those who rely on the income deriving from the law courts and 

assemblies.27 Thus, instead of providing a livelihood for the poor, they seek to 

reduce to poverty the wealthy so that they can hold power over them.28 So, here 

the term dhmagwgÒj is employed in the context of the harsh criticism towards 

the behaviour of contemporary Athenian leaders who support a warlike policy 

and who, according to Isocrates, cultivate not the interests of the pÒlij but their 

own. Such statesmen are presented as embodying a negative kind of 

leadership, which is opposed to the conduct of the wise orators and which is 

depicted as having detrimental effects on Athens in its domestic but also in its 

foreign politics (as suggested particularly by the reference to the excessive 

activism of the Athenian dÁmoj towards the other Greeks in On the Peace 125).  

In this passage from On the Peace the word dhmagwgÒj can thus appear, 

at least at first reading, to be used with a derogatory connotation. Nonetheless, 

dhmagwgÒj here might well have, strictly speaking, a neutral sense, considering 

that it is possible to suggest that the pejorative weight is borne not by the noun 

 
24 Isoc., On the Peace 125. 
25 Isoc., On the Peace 127. 
26 Isoc., On the Peace 129. 
27 Isoc., On the Peace 130. 
28 Isoc., On the Peace 131. 
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dhmagwgÒj itself, but by the adjective ponhrÒj. Indeed, despite what some 

modern translations have suggested,29 ponhro… can be regarded as referring not 

only to ∙»torej but also to dhmagwgo….30 This reading is in accordance with the 

neutral sense that, as it shall emerge in the course of my investigation, 

dhmagwgÒj and its cognate verb convey throughout the Isocratean corpus. 

Moreover, the use of dhmagwgÒj in conjunction with the adjective ponhrÒj calls 

to mind not only a similar juxtaposition of the two terms in Aeschines’ Against 

Ctesiphon 134 (i.e. oƒ ponhroˆ tîn dhmagwgîn) but also, e contrario, the phrase 

dhmagwgÕj crhstÒj from section 78 of the same speech, where Aeschines 

states that a man who is a ‘bad father’ (pat¾r ponhrÒj) cannot be a ‘good leader 

of the people’. These two instances hint at the fact that in the fourth century the 

term could indeed be employed in an ethically neutral sense. 

The neutral meaning of the term in On the Peace emerges even more 

clearly from yet another occurrence of dhmagwgÒj, still in the context of the 

attack against fourth-century leaders, which, as we have seen, represents the 

framework for the use of the term in the speech. Indeed, contemporary 

Athenians prefer as ʻleaders of the people’ (dhmagwgo…), Isocrates complains, 

ʻnot men who are of the same mind as those who made the pÒlij great’ (oÙ oƒ 

t¾n aÙt¾n gnèmhn œcontej to‹j meg£lhn t¾n pÒlin poi»sasin), but ʻmen who 

say and do the same things as those who destroyed it’ (oƒ Ómoia kaˆ lšgontej 

kaˆ pr£ttontej to‹j ¢polšsasin aÙt»n), despite knowing that ʻthe worthy’ (oƒ 

crhsto…) are superior to ʻthe worthless’ (oƒ ponhro…) in making Athens 

prosperous, and that under the leadership of the former democracy remained 

unchanged for many years, while under the latter in a short amount of time it 

has already been overthrown twice.31 So, Isocrates argues that, despite being 

fully aware of the opposite effects that these two different kinds of leadership 

have had on their pÒlij, his fellow citizens are pleased with ʻthe knavish tricks 

of the rhetoricians’ (aƒ tîn ∙htÒrwn ponhr…ai) even though most Athenians have 

been deprived of their patrimony precisely ʻbecause of the war and the troubles’ 

(di¦ tÕn pÒlemon kaˆ t¦j tarac£j) caused by such men, who have instead 

enriched themselves.32 

 
29 See, for instance, Ghirga and Romussi (1997) 315. 
30 This reading appears to be the one adopted by Mathieu (1960) 46, who translates the above-
mentioned phrase as follows: ʻles mauvais orateurs et les mauvais démagogues’. 
31 Isoc., On the Peace 122-123. 
32 Isoc., On the Peace 124. 
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Here Isocrates reiterates against contemporary dhmagwgo… the 

accusations levelled against the political leaders of the end of the fifth century33 

turning against them the charge of damaging the Athenian democracy and of 

being ultimately sympathisers of the oligarchy, as suggested by the reference to 

the oligarchic coups of 411 and 404. Nonetheless, it is plausible to argue that 

the term dhmagwgÒj does not bear an intrinsically pejorative meaning since 

being a leader of the dÁmoj is not depicted in itself with a derogatory 

connotation. Rather, it is the specific category of individuals selected by his 

fellow citizens as dhmagwgo… that Isocrates views in a negative light. In other 

words, I would suggest that in this passage from On the Peace he hints at a 

dichotomy between bad and good dhmagwgo….  

This polarisation, which appears to take root in a comparison with the 

leaders of the past, is applied to fourth-century statesmen and is presented in 

terms of an opposition between oƒ crhsto… and oƒ ponhro…. Therefore, here the 

use of dhmagwgÒj manifestly contradicts, in my view, Saldutti’s contention 

according to which, as I mentioned above, the dhmagwgÒj family of words has at 

its origin a negative connotation and invariably preserves it in subsequent 

usages. What Isocrates condemns is not being a dhmagwgÒj in itself but the 

particular kind of individuals on whom his fellow citizens’ choice falls. So, far 

from using the term in an entirely pejorative sense, and thus excluding 

altogether the existence of good dhmagwgo…, he highlights the possibility, or 

rather the need, to select better leaders of the dÁmoj. 

Furthermore, I would note that special attention has to be devoted to the 

association of dhmagwgÒj with ∙»twr that emerges in particular from On the 

Peace 129, where we find the phrase ponhroˆ ∙»torej kaˆ dhmagwgo…. 

Significantly, a similar juxtaposition of the two terms occurs also, as we shall 

see later on, in the definition of Pericles as dhmagwgÕj ¢gaqÕj kaˆ ∙»twr 

¥ristoj in Antidosis 234. It is thus possible to suggest that in connecting the two 

terms Isocrates is alluding to the phrase ∙»torej kaˆ strathgo… that, as Hansen 

stresses, was employed to indicate fourth-century Athens’ political leaders.34 In 

this respect, by replacing strathgo… with dhmagwgo… Isocrates might well intend 

to shift the focus in the definition of leadership from military skills to rhetorical 

culture considering also that bad dhmagwgo… are presented as closely 

 
33 See Saldutti (2015) 90. 
34 See Hansen (1983a) 37; cf. Hansen (1983b) 151 and Hansen (1999) 345. 



141 
 

associated with the figure of flatterers. Thus, if bad dhmagwg…a is linked with 

kolake…a it follows that, in Isocrates’ view, good dhmagwg…a is opposed to 

flattery and assimilated to the ability of employing rhetorical skills in the best 

interest of one’s fellow citizens without paying court to them.35 And, if this is 

indeed the case, we could identify a parallelism not only with parrhs…a in its 

positive sense (see Chapter 2 section 3.4) but also with the semantic shift of 

¹gemon…a from referring to Athens’ military superiority to indicating its cultural 

pre-eminence, as argued by Bouchet and discussed in the previous chapter 

(see Chapter 3 section 4). 

 

Good dhmagwg…a and good ¹gemon…a 

In this respect, I intend to make a comparison between Isocrates’ ideas on 

internal leadership and his views on Athens’ position abroad as expressed in 

On the Peace. More specifically, in the same way as his attack on 

contemporary dhmagwgo… does not indicate that he opposes the role of 

dhmagwgo… per se and ultimately reveals that he considers good dhmagwg…a as 

achievable and necessary, an in-depth analysis of his criticism towards Athens’ 

contemporary leadership over Greece in On the Peace suggests that Isocrates 

fundamentally upholds the need to rebuild on different foundations, not reject in 

toto, Athenian hegemony. Indeed, Davidson has referred to ʻgood imperialism’ 

as an innovative and characteristic feature of this speech and as an element 

absent from both Thucydides and Plato.36  

Nonetheless, as I briefly mentioned earlier, On the Peace is often 

regarded as a pacifist speech. This commonly-held view arises from the fact 

that Isocrates explicitly urges his fellow citizens to make peace not only with 

their former allies, who have revolted and have thus given rise to the Social 

War, but also, more broadly, with all mankind.37 Furthermore, the prima facie 

goal of advocating peace goes hand in hand with a vigorous criticism towards 

Athens’ empire and its sea power. Indeed, throughout the speech Isocrates 

sharply condemns Athens’ allegedly unfair behaviour towards its allies, who, he 

argues, are entitled to be disposed harshly towards Athens since they have 

suffered many terrible wrongs at the hands of the Athenians and have had to be 

 
35 See Arist., Politics 1313b39-41, who associates dhmagwg…a with kolake…a (without 

distinguishing, unlike Isocrates, between good and bad dhmagwg…a). 
36 Davidson (1990) 36. 
37 Isoc., On the Peace 16. 
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subject to their ʻinsolence’ (¢sšlgeia).38 The strong criticism against the 

Athenian empire expressed in On the Peace has led to the widespread opinion 

that the whole speech is dominated by a very pessimistic tone and that 

Isocrates condemns without appeal Athens’ hegemony suggesting that the 

Athenians should right away give up their leadership over Greece. In this 

regard, through a blend of arguments from justice, possibility and expediency39 

Isocrates attempts to convince his fellow citizens that the ʻempire’ (¢rc») is not 

ʻjust’ (dika…a) nor ʻpossible’ (dunat») nor ʻuseful’ (sumfšrousa).40 So, his harsh 

criticism appears to lead, at least at first sight, to a firm condemnation of 

Athenian hegemony without the possibility of appeal. 

However, some studies have suggested that in On the Peace, unlike 

what one could assume at first reading, Isocrates ultimately aims not to reject 

Athenian hegemony over Greece altogether but to reshape it and rebuild it on 

different foundations.41 In this respect, of particular interest is Bouchet’s Isocrate 

l’Athénien ou la belle hégémonie that, as we saw, argues for a semantic sliding 

in meaning of ¹gemon…a which goes hand in hand with Athens’ progressively 

decreasing capacity to exercise a merely military power.42 According to 

Bouchet, such a shift emerges, first and foremost, precisely in On the Peace 

where the term, rather than indicating Athens’ military leadership, becomes 

 
38 Isoc., On the Peace 79; see Gillis (1970) 205. Tincani (1923) 104 states that oƒ bšltistoi in 

this passage refers to ʻgli Oligarchi, che Atene o scacciò o tentò di scacciare da ogni dove’, but 
in Chapter 3 section 3 I have already shown that the meaning of the phrase in the Isocratean 
corpus should not be interpreted as a mere synonym for oligarchs. On Athens’ harsh attitude 
towards its allies see also Isoc., On the Peace 115 where we find a comparison with how badly 
the Thebans treat the other Boeotians. 
39 See Gillis (1970) 204-205. See also Gillis (1970) 199 who, concerning the arguments from 
justice and expediency employed by Isocrates in this speech, notes that, unlike in Panegyricus 
where the two arguments appear to be used mostly separately, in On the Peace Isocrates 
employs ʻboth types woven into its texture without regard for symmetry’. 
40 Isoc., On the Peace 66. 
41 For instance, Gillis (1970) 195 makes a brief reference to the ʻdifferent direction in foreign 
policy’ offered by Isocrates consisting, first of all, in peace, but secondly in a renewed 
ʻhegemony based on the good-will and trust of the allies’. More recently, Balot (2014) 150 has 
referred to the Isocratean ʻtheory of enlightened hegemony’. In this respect, Balot (2014) 153-
154 highlights that ʻIsocrates generally distinguishes archē from hēgemonia at a terminological 
level; and, despite the slight fluidity of Isocrates’ terminology, he certainly drew a conceptual 
distinction between hegemony and empire’, adding that, while Isocrates strongly criticises 
imperialism regarding it as ʻthe selfish, aggressive, and unjust acquisition of power over others 
and their possessions’ and thus as ʻan operation of enslavement and tyranny’, hegemony in his 
view is ʻan enlightened form of leadership in which the Athenians cultivated the prosperity of 
their allies and thereby promoted their own advantage’. See also Davidson (1990) 22 n. 7 on the 
use of the terms ¢rc» and ¹gemon…a in On the Peace.  It is, nonetheless, worth noting that 

although the above-mentioned studies allude to the Isocratean attempt to shape a new model of 
foreign politics, none of them has at its core a thorough examination of his ideas on Athens’ 
leadership over Greece, unlike Bouchet (2014), on which see below. 
42 Bouchet (2014) on which see Chapter 1 section 3 and Chapter 3 section 4. 
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ʻsynonyme de prééminence ou de primauté (culturelle, économique, voire 

politique)’.43 It is therefore in this speech that Isocrates clearly attempts to 

uphold the need not for peace per se as it is generally assumed, but for a 

renewed kind of Athenian hegemony within the Hellenic world, which is indeed 

that ʻbelle hégémonie’ referred to in the title of Bouchet’s volume. 

Moreover, it is worth noting that the Isocratean attitude towards Athenian 

hegemony which emerges from On the Peace can be compared with 

Xenophon’s views on this same topic, with particular reference to Ways and 

Means. In this work, which was written precisely at the same time as Isocrates’ 

speech, Xenophon appears to make the case for peace stating not only that ʻthe 

most prosperous cities’ (eÙdaimonšstatai (…) pÒleij) are those which enjoy the 

longest period of peace, but also that among all Greek cities Athens is by nature 

the most suited ʻto increase in power’ (aÜxesqai) during peace times.44 

However, Xenophon also mentions the need for Athens to regain its ʻleadership’ 

(¹gemon…a) and in doing so he resorts to historical examples by referring to the 

Athenians who lived at the time of the Persian Wars. In this regard, he argues 

that at that time the Athenians reached a position of leadership within the 

Hellenic world not through coercive force (biazÒmenoi) but by means of good 

services done to the other Greeks (eÙergetoàntej) and by refraining from 

injustice (toà ¢dike‹n ¢pescÒmeqa).45 

Therefore, as Farrell points out, in Ways and Means, rather than 

adopting an anti-imperialist stance, Xenophon appears to suggest that in order 

to regain their hegemony over Greece after the defeat in the Social War his 

fellow citizens should aim to obtain the voluntary obedience of their allies, and 

thus need to redirect their imperial aspirations towards a ʻrule over the willing’ 

and away from ʻa tyranny over unwilling subjects’.46 In doing so, he reiterates 

ideas that are not only expressed throughout the rest of his corpus (especially in 

Cyropaedia and Hiero) but also similar to the views which we find in On the 

Peace. Nonetheless, Farrell also highlights how, in spite of the numerous 

similarities, Xenophon’s Ways and Means differs in some respects from On the 

Peace:  

 
43 Bouchet (2014) 209. 
44 Xen., Ways and Means V, 2-3. 
45 Xen., Ways and Means V, 5-6. 
46 Farrell (2016) 339 [his italics], who stresses how the reference to the Second Athenian 
League in Xenophon’s Ways and Means has often been neglected by scholars.     
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Whereas Isocrates rejects all manifestations of Athenian hegemony 

after Pericles, Xenophon complements [sic] the Athenian achievements 

of the early fourth-century and reiterates that the foundation of the 

fourth-century hegemony offered a positive paradigm for leadership. 

Xenophon here refers to the Second Athenian Confederacy.47  

 

While their judgment on the Second Athenian League might well be discordant, 

what is worth pointing out here is that for both Isocrates and Xenophon 

condemning Athens’ fourth-century hegemony does not necessarily equate with 

rejecting its leadership over Greece in toto. Thus, far from expressing a merely 

pacifist stance, Isocrates in On the Peace, as we shall see more clearly below, 

provides a crucial and idiosyncratic contribution to the contemporary debate on 

Athenian leadership in the Hellenic world by upholding the need to reshape and 

rethink it. 

And it is in this respect that Isocrates’ much debated judgment on the 

Second Athenian League comes into play. More particularly, the question is 

raised whether he regards the Second Athenian League as having embodied 

the pattern of external leadership which he draws in On the Peace. Indeed, 

Cargill has argued that the Isocratean work ʻdoes not provide a single specific 

example of imperialistic Athenian behavior between the end of the 

Peloponnesian War and the outbreak of the Social War’.48 In this regard, while 

sharing the common interpretation according to which On the Peace consists in 

a harsh condemnation of the Athenian imperialism, Cargill reaches the 

conclusion that: 

 

Isokrates does not equate the Second Athenian League, or Athenian 

hegemony per se, with “the Empire of the sea”. A benevolent Athenian 

hegemony, he consistently holds, is a good thing for the Greeks, but 

during the war it has been perverted into Empire. It is the war, he 

explicitly says, that has gained Athens the enmity of the Hellenes.49  

 
47 Farrell (2016) 347. 
48 Cargill (1981) 177 [his italics]. In this regard, it is worth noting that Cargill (1981) 178 bases 
his argument mainly on the interpretation of Isoc., On the Peace 141 by arguing that in this 
passage the aorist participles eâ fron»santaj and genomšnouj as well as the aorist infinitives 

prostÁnai, klhqÁnai and ¢nalabe‹n should be considered as referring to past events rather 

than being translated, as it generally occurs, in their aspectual sense and so with present tense 
forms. 
49 Cargill (1981) 177. 
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In other words, according to Cargill, all the examples of Athens’ imperialistic 

behaviour present in On the Peace refer exclusively to either the fifth century or 

the time of the Social War, thus Isocrates’ overall view on the Second Athenian 

League is rather positive and laudatory with the only exception being the period 

of the Social War. Nevertheless, Bearzot has convincingly rebutted Cargill’s 

thesis by highlighting the vagueness and generic nature of most of the historical 

examples in On the Peace as well as the likelihood that in some of the other 

instances employed in the speech Isocrates might be alluding to the time prior 

to the Social War.50 So, we can share Bearzot’s conclusion according to which 

Isocrates believes that the kind of renewed hegemony which he upholds in On 

the Peace can still be (re)gained, but has not been achieved by the Second 

Athenian League.51  

Indeed, the Isocratean purpose of remodelling, not rejecting, Athenian 

hegemony over Greece, which emerges throughout On the Peace, becomes 

even more manifest in the final part of the speech where by pulling together the 

threads of his analysis and by making use of various examples once again 

drawn mainly from Athens’ past, Isocrates urges his fellow citizens to rethink 

and reshape their leadership within the Hellenic world. In doing so, he attempts 

to convince them to adopt a renewed model of foreign politics that should 

consist in retrieving the ʻgoodwill’ (eÜnoia)52 and the ʻgood repute’ (eÙdokim…a)53 

allegedly enjoyed by the Athenians of the generation of the Persian Wars as 

well as in championing once again the freedom and autonomy of Greece. Such 

a renewed pattern will result, according to Isocrates’ programme, in the 

voluntary subjection of the other Greek pÒleij to Athens’ hegemony and will 

thus enable the Athenians to gain ʻthe leadership for all time’ (¹ ¹gemon…a e„j tÕn 

¤panta crÒnon).54 Therefore, eÜnoia, eÙdokim…a and the consequent willing 

subjection of the rest of Greece represent the cardinal points around which 

 
50 See Bearzot (2003) 66-68 who focuses especially on Isoc., On the Peace 29, 36, 46 and 134 
to refute Cargill’s view. 
51 Bearzot (2003) 74. In this respect, it is worth mentioning that Bearzot (2003) 75 also refutes 
the definition proposed by Asheri (2000) 199 of Isocrates as a ʻneo-imperialist’. 
52 On the various meanings of eÜnoia see Romilly (1958) 92. On the wide range of meanings 

that the term can take on depending on the different contexts see also Mitchell (1997) 28. 
53 On the Isocratean usages of the notion of eÙdokim…a throughout the corpus see Alexiou 

(1995) 34-40. 
54 Isoc., On the Peace 142. For a comparison between Isocrates’ remarks and Xenophon’s 
emphasis on the notion of willing obedience see section 3 of this chapter. 
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Isocrates structures the model of hegemony that he urges his fellow citizens to 

adopt.  

I shall discuss further these cornerstones, especially eÜnoia, in the 

second part of the present chapter. For now, I intend to highlight the possibility 

of drawing a comparison between Isocrates’ emphasis on the need for Athens 

to (re)gain the good ¹gemon…a (allegedly enjoyed in the past and achievable 

anew in the future) and his attempt to convince his fellow citizens to opt for the 

good kind of dhmagwg…a hinted at by his usages of the term dhmagwgÒj in the 

speech. The inextricable link between these two aspects is reiterated and 

heightened towards the end of the speech. More specifically, in On the Peace 

133-135 when he recapitulates the key steps which, in his view, the Athenians 

should take in order to improve their current situation, the very first aspect that 

Isocrates mentions consists indeed in urging his fellow citizens to select as 

advisers on public affairs the same kind of men as they would choose for their 

private matters. Secondly, Athens should treat its allies as ʻfriends’ (f…loi), not 

as ʻindependent in words’ (lÒgῳ aÙtÒnomoi) while ʻin fact’ (œrgῳ) giving them 

over to Athenian generals (with a clear allusion to Chares)55 who do with them 

whatever they please, and should thus stand over them not ʻlike a master’ 

(despotikîj) but ʻlike an ally’ (summacikîj) considering also that Athens is 

stronger than any single pÒlij but weaker than them all together.56 Thirdly, his 

fellow citizens, Isocrates goes on to argue, should consider nothing, except 

ʻreverence towards the gods’ (eÙsšbeia), as more important than ʻbeing of good 

repute among the Greeks’ (tÕ par¦ to‹j “Ellhsin eÙdokime‹n) who ʻwillingly’ 

(˜kÒntej) confer power as well as leadership (aƒ dunaste‹ai kaˆ aƒ ¹gemon…ai) 

precisely to those who are highly esteemed. Therefore, by establishing a link of 

cause and effect between the two aspects, Isocrates presents once again the 

willing subjection of the rest of Greece to Athens’ hegemony as a direct 

consequence and a somehow automatic result of the Athenians’ regaining of 

their good repute within the Hellenic community.57 

 
55 See Norlin (1929) 90-91 n. d. 
56 An allusion to the need to structure the relation with the allies in terms of fil…a also occurs 

shortly afterwards in Isoc., On the Peace 139 where it is stated that everyone will be eager to 
share in Athens’ friendship once they see that the Athenians are not only ʻthe most just’ 
(dikaiÒtatoi) and ʻthose possessing the greatest power’ (meg…sthn dÚnamin kekthmšnoi) among 

all Greeks but also both willing and able to save the rest of Greece without needing any help for 
themselves. 
57 We can find a reference to the voluntary bestowal of hegemony to the Athenians also in Isoc., 
On the Peace 138, where Isocrates even goes one step further by claiming that, if harmed by 
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Significantly, in indicating the moves that contemporary Athenians should 

make to curb the degeneration affecting their pÒlij Isocrates reserves the first 

place in the list to the need to rethink internal leadership. This passage thus 

shows that the selection of good dhmagwgo… to lead Athens cannot be 

disentangled from, and is a conditio sine qua non for, the renewal of the 

Athenian hegemony over Greece. In other words, in Isocrates’ view, the 

rethinking of Athens’ position abroad goes hand in hand with the reshaping of 

domestic leadership, which is implicitly articulated in terms of a distinction 

between good and bad dhmagwg…a. 

 

Pericles as good dhmagwgÒj  

The dichotomy characterising Isocrates’ use of dhmagwgÒj comes to light even 

more manifestly in his portrait of Pericles. Indeed, in On the Peace 126-127 

Isocrates explicitly opposes the above-mentioned attitude of contemporary 

political leaders, who support war and allegedly focus only on their own 

interests to the detriment of Athens, to that of Pericles, who was the ʻleader of 

the people’ (dhmagwgÒj) before such men. In this regard, Isocrates specifies that 

Pericles took over the pÒlij ʻwhen it was less wise than it had been before it 

gained the empire’ (ce‹ron fronoàsa À prˆn katasce‹n t¾n ¢rc»n), but was still 

governed ʻin a tolerable manner’ (¢nektîj), and adds that he did not aim at his 

own personal gain. As evidence of his statements, Isocrates points out that 

Pericles not only left an estate smaller than the one that he had received from 

his father, but also brought up into the Acropolis eight thousand talents apart 

from the sacred treasures. Therefore, in this passage from On the Peace 

Isocrates emphasises the fact that Pericles, unlike contemporary political 

leaders, put Athens’ interests before his own personal affairs.  

In addition, it is worth noting that in the forensic speech On the Team of 

Horses he is described as ʻthe most temperate’ (swfronšstatoj), ʻthe most just’ 

(dikaiÒtatoj) and ʻthe wisest’ (sofètatoj) among all citizens.58 Likewise, in 

Antidosis 111 Isocrates mentions the exact same ʻdemocratic virtues’,59 namely 

 
the other leading pÒleij, the Greeks will flee for refuge to Athens and offer it ʻnot only the 

leadership but also their own selves’ (oÙ mÒnon ¹ ¹gemon…a ¢ll¦ kaˆ sfe‹j aÙto…). 
58 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 28. I will return to this passage in the next section when 
devoting specific attention to the characterisation of Alcibiades emerging from On the Team of 
Horses. 
59 See Too (2008) 204. 



148 
 

sof…a, dikaiosÚnh and swfrosÚnh as the main qualities of Pericles in the 

broader context of his defence of his former pupil, the Athenian general 

Timotheus, and with specific reference to the victory over Samos. Timotheus is 

indeed compared to Pericles for the reason that when subjugating Samos in 

366/5, he managed to do so in a shorter amount of time as well as with far less 

financial and military resources than Pericles did in his campaign against the 

island in 441/39. So, here the praise of Pericles ultimately aims to emphasise 

the relevance of Timotheus’ achievements by presenting them as even greater 

than Pericles’. Nevertheless, the positive portrait of Pericles emerging from this 

passage reiterates, and is thus consistent with, the favourable elements that we 

can find not only in Antidosis but also in the other two references to Pericles in 

the Isocratean corpus, namely the one in On the Peace and that in On the 

Team of Horses mentioned above.  

Furthermore, the term dhmagwgÒj is employed again to describe Pericles 

in Antidosis 234. Here, as I briefly mentioned earlier when discussing Isocrates’ 

peculiar move of replacing strathgÒj with dhmagwgÒj in the phrase ·»torej kaˆ 

strathgo…, Pericles is praised as ʻa good leader of the people and an excellent 

rhetorician’ (dhmagwgÕj (...) ¢gaqÕj kaˆ ∙»twr ¥ristoj). Additionally, in this 

same section Isocrates states, firstly, that Pericles adorned the pÒlij to such a 

degree that even contemporary visitors regard Athens as being worthy of ruling 

not only the Greeks but also the rest of the world (oÛtwj ™kÒsmhse t¾n pÒlin 

kaˆ to‹j ƒero‹j kaˆ to‹j ¢naq»masi kaˆ to‹j ¥lloij ¤pasin, ést/ œti kaˆ nàn 

toÝj e„safiknoumšnouj e„j aÙt¾n nom…zein m¾ mÒnon ¥rcein ¢x…an eἶnai tîn 

`Ell»nwn ¢ll¦ kaˆ tîn ¥llwn ¡p£ntwn); secondly, that he stored in the 

Acropolis a sum of not less than ten thousand talents. Indeed, Pericles is 

mentioned just after Solon, Cleisthenes and Themistocles60 as an instance of 

those historical figures whose excellence in rhetorical skills proves that far from 

damaging the Athenians, rhetoric has led the pÒlij to greatness.  

And it is plausible to assume that later on in the speech Isocrates 

implicitly refers once again to Pericles in laudatory terms. More particularly, in 

Antidosis 250, in order to highlight the contradictions of the fictional charges 

moved against him, Isocrates complains that his alleged accusers look with 

greater favour upon those men who train in gymnastic exercises than upon 

 
60 See Isoc., Antidosis 232-233. 
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those who pursue filosof…a, despite acknowledging the superiority of the mind 

over the body and the fact that it is not ‘through bodily vigour’ (di¦ eÙex…an 

sèmatoj), but ‘through practical wisdom of a man’ (di¦ frÒnhsin ¢ndrÒj) that 

Athens has become ‘the most prosperous’ (eÙdaimonest£th) and ‘the greatest’ 

(meg…sth) among all pÒleij in the Greek world. Interestingly, here ¢n»r has been 

interpreted by some scholars as an allusion to Pericles and, more precisely, as 

echoing what Isocrates has said about him in section 234,61 considering also 

that in sections 253-257 Isocrates resumes the discussion in sections 232-237 

by detailing how rhetoric has benefited mankind.62 So, throughout his corpus 

Isocrates refers to Pericles in favourable terms.  

In this regard, the overall Isocratean depiction appears to differ 

significantly from what Henderson defines as ‘the view of Pericles’ opponents 

among the traditional élite’ and regards as being reflected, for example, in the 

attacks on him that we find in Cratinus and Hermippus.63 Nonetheless, there 

has been some scholarly discussion on the actual Isocratean judgment of the 

figure of Pericles. More specifically, the positive assessment of Pericles which 

emerges from Isocrates’ works has been questioned precisely on the basis of 

the use of the term dhmagwgÒj that, as we saw, is employed in both On the 

Peace 126 and Antidosis 234 to describe him. For instance, Bearzot argues that 

since the term has already acquired an ambiguous meaning at the time when 

Isocrates makes use of it, the fact that Isocrates employs it to refer to Pericles 

casts a shadow over his apparently laudatory portrait and thus contributes to 

unmask the ill-concealed anti-democratic agenda that, according to the Italian 

scholar, underpins the Isocratean corpus.64 It is indeed highly likely that by the 

fourth century the dhmagwgÒj family of words had taken on a negative 

connotation. This derogatory sense is well exemplified in the occurrences of 

dhmagwgÒj and dhmagwgšw in the Xenophontic corpus. More specifically, 

dhmagwgÒj is used in a derogatory sense in Hellenica II, 3, 27 by Critias who in 

his speech attacks Theramenes for, inter alia, opposing the Thirty’s wish to put 

some of the leaders of the people out of the way.65 The second occurrence of 

 
61 See, for instance, Norlin (1929) 324 n. b and Too (2008) 213. 
62 See Too (2008) 214-215 who has highlighted that this praise of rhetoric closely recalls the 
well-known encomium of lÒgoj in Nicocles 5-9. 
63 Henderson (2003)162. 
64 See Bearzot (1980) 121. 
65 See, for instance, Krentz (1995) 130 on the negative connotation that dhmagwgÒj takes on in 

this Xenophontic passage. 



150 
 

the noun in the Xenophontic corpus can be found in Hellenica V 2, 7, where the 

adjective barÚj has been interpreted as simply reinforcing the negative 

meaning already inherent in dhmagwgÒj.66 Here Xenophon points out that, after 

the capitulation to Sparta in 385 with the consequent demolition of the 

fortifications and the division of Mantinea into four separate villages, the 

Mantinean owners of landed property were pleased to be relieved from the 

troublesome leaders of the people (¢phllagmšnoi d/ Ãsan tîn baršwn 

dhmagwgîn) within the framework of an opposition between aristocracy and 

democracy. Finally, the pejorative meaning that dhmagwgÒj and its cognate verb 

convey in the Xenophontic corpus emerges even more clearly in the Anabasis 

where dhmagwgšw describes Xenophon himself.67 More particularly, the term is 

used by the Spartans as an explanation for the word filostratièthj that 

Seuthes of Thrace has just employed to point out a negative aspect of 

Xenophon’s personality. I will return to this passage from the Anabasis below 

with specific reference to the application of dhmagwgšw to a non-Athenian 

context. For now, I would stress that the derogatory sense conveyed by the 

verb appears to be in line with the pejorative meaning taken on by the two 

above-mentioned occurrences of the noun in the Hellenica, pace Lane.68  

Thus, the Xenophontic instances reflect the negative connotation that the 

dhmagwgÒj family of words had acquired by the fourth century. In this respect, 

Bearzot is not mistaken in stressing, as I mentioned above, that at the time 

when Isocrates makes use of it to describe Pericles, the noun has already taken 

on an ambiguous meaning. However, the occurrences in the Isocratean corpus 

differ from most of the contemporary usages since, as I have attempted to show 

in the analysis conducted so far, rather than employing such terminology with a 

negative connotation, Isocrates reinstates its original ethical neutrality. And it is 

this neutral sense that, in my view, underpins the use of the word when 

Isocrates employs it to depict Pericles in both On the Peace 126 and Antidosis 

234.69 

In this respect, I disagree with Saldutti’s contention that, due to the 

intrinsically negative meaning of dhmagwgÒj and its cognates, any reference in 

 
66 See Saldutti (2015) 87-88; on this passage from the Hellenica see also Cartledge (2009) 100-
101 who interprets it as embodying Xenophon’s alleged oligarchic sympathies. 
67 Xen., Anabasis VII, 6, 4. 
68 Lane (2012) 188. 
69 See, for instance, Too (1995) 94. 
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our literary sources (thus including the one in Antidosis) to a good dhmagwgÒj 

has to be regarded merely as an ideal, but in practice unfeasible, standard of 

comparison.70 More specifically, starting from the recognition that Isocrates, 

unlike Plato, does not intend to reject Athens’ democracy per se but rather to 

redefine it, and that his pedagogical programme aims to educate successful 

political leaders, Saldutti justifies the description of Pericles in laudatory terms 

as dhmagwgÕj ¢gaqÒj as an exception that proves the rule. Indeed, the phrase 

dhmagwgÕj ¢gaqÒj represents, according to Saldutti, an outlier that can be 

explained in the framework of Isocrates’ strenuous defence of his paide…a in 

Antidosis and as a response to the attack in Plato’s Gorgias against the 

Athenian democracy, which includes an attack against the relevance of rhetoric 

and also against Pericles himself.71 Nonetheless, while his praise of Pericles in 

Antidosis might well have been dictated, as Saldutti believes, by the need to 

refute Plato’s negative statements in Gorgias, I would suggest that the depiction 

of Pericles in laudatory terms hints, more broadly, at the dichotomy between 

good and bad dhmagwg…a that, as we saw, emerges implicitly from the usages of 

dhmagwgÒj in On the Peace.  

Additionally, it is worth noting that the full extent of Isocrates’ encomium 

of Pericles has been put in doubt not only on the assumption that in referring to 

him in On the Peace and Antidosis Isocrates employs dhmagwgÒj in its 

pejorative connotation (more common in the fourth century) rather than in its 

original neutral sense, but also on the basis of the omission of his name in a 

passage from On the Peace that enumerates the best Athenian leaders of the 

past. Indeed, in On the Peace 75-76 in order to demonstrate that the sea 

empire has caused many ills to the Athenians instead of benefiting them, he 

makes a comparison between Athens’ condition before and after the pÒlij 

acquired this ʻpower’ (dÚnamij). Isocrates thus argues that the constitution in the 

earlier time was ʻbetter’ (belt…wn) and ʻstronger’ (kre…ttwn) than that established 

later as Aristides, Themistocles and Miltiades were ʻbetter men’ (¥ndrej 

¢me…nouj) than Hyperbolus, Cleophon and ʻthose who now make popular 

speeches’ (oƒ dhmhgoroàntej). Furthermore, ʻthe people’ (Ð dÁmoj) who 

governed Athens at the time were not full of ʻidleness’ (¢rg…a) ʻpoverty’ (¢por…a) 

and ʻempty hopes’ (™lp…dej kena…). On the contrary, they not only were able to 

 
70 See Saldutti (2015) 89. 
71 See Saldutti (2015) 90-92. 
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conquer in battle all those who attacked them and were deemed worthy of ʻthe 

meed of valour’ (¢riste‹a) in the dangers that they faced in defence of Greece, 

but also were so trusted that most Greek pÒleij readily put themselves into 

Athens’ hands. In stressing that Pericles is not mentioned among the best 

Athenian politicians who administered the pÒlij in the past, Musti compares this 

passage from On the Peace with [Aristotle], Constitution of the Athenians 

XXVIII, 3-5.72 Indeed, according to [Aristotle], from Cleophon onward ʻthe 

leadership of the people’ (¹ dhmagwg…a) was handed on by ʻthose who were 

most willing to be bold and to gratify the many’ (oƒ m£lista boulÒmenoi 

qrasÚnesqai kaˆ car…zesqai to‹j pollo‹j). On the other hand, ʻthe best among 

the politicians in Athens after those of early time’ (bšltistoi (…) tîn 'Aq»nhsi 

politeusamšnwn met¦ toÝj ¢rca…ouj) were Nicias, Thucydides and 

Theramenes. More specifically, [Aristotle] says that Nicias and Thucydides were 

not only ʻnoble and good’ (kaloˆ k¢gaqo…) but also ʻstatesmanlike’ (politiko…), 

and that they administered the whole pÒlij ʻlike fathers’ (patrikîj), while he 

acknowledges that the judgment on Theramenes is controversial due to the 

constitutional changes (taracèdeij aƒ polite‹ai) that took place in his time.73  

In comparing this passage from the Constitution of the Athenians with On 

the Peace 75, Musti identifies two main similarities. First of all, Isocrates does 

not detail explicitly the names of fourth-century leaders, and Aristotle mentions 

manifestly only one of them, namely Callicrates of Paeania. Therefore, in both 

passages the politicians of fourth-century Athens remain anonymous. This 

anonymity, Musti argues, goes hand in hand with the increase in the number of 

politicians at that time as well as with their lower stature. The second 

resemblance is precisely that neither Isocrates nor Aristotle mention Pericles 

among the best Athenian leaders of the past. In the Aristotelian passage, in 

fact, although he belongs to the period prior to the chronological caesura 

represented by Cleophon, Pericles is not explicitly included among the 

bšltistoi. In both cases he thus appears to be relegated, as Musti puts it, to a 

 
72 Musti (1995) 210-211. See also Connor (1971) 141-142 who hints at a connection between 
the Isocratean passage and [Arist.], Constitution of the Athenians XXVIII, 1. 
73 See Rhodes (1993) 358-359, who specifies the reasons why we should be surprised to find 
these men singled out for praise, and highlights that ʻNicias, as a first-generation politician and a 
second-generation rich man, was not one of the kaloˆ k¢gaqo… but made himself acceptable to 

them’. 
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sort of ʻno man’s land: (…) una zona intermedia di rispettoso, ma certo non 

esaltante silenzio’.74 

While the comparison and remarks made by Musti are certainly insightful, 

I would argue that the subtle criticism that one can deduce from the absence of 

any reference to Pericles in On the Peace 75 concerns the Athenian dÁmoj of 

the time of Pericles, rather than Pericles himself. Indeed, as we have seen, the 

term dhmagwgÒj employed to describe Pericles in On the Peace 126 and 

Antidosis 234 appears to be used in its originally neutral sense. Moreover, the 

the latter passage in particular (with specific reference to the juxtaposition of the 

adjective ¢gaqÒj) presents Pericles as exemplifying the positive model of 

dhmagwg…a achieved in the past, and still achievable, as opposed to the 

negative one embodied by contemporary leaders of the people.  

So, the omission of the name of Pericles in On the Peace 75 should not 

be explained, in my view, as the result of Isocrates’ insincere, or ultimately not 

very enthusiastic, words of praise. Rather, it arises from his negative judgment 

on the dÁmoj contemporary to Pericles. In this respect, it is worth stressing that 

in On the Peace 126, as we saw, Isocrates states that Athens had already 

entered a downward spiral when Pericles became dhmagwgÒj. In doing so, 

Isocrates might well aim to oppose Pericles’ laudable actions not only to the 

deeds of fourth-century leaders of the people but also to those of the 

anonymous collectivity of the time of Pericles himself. Another element pointing 

in the same direction is the remark that Isocrates makes in On the Peace 75-76, 

where, as I noted earlier, after mentioning Aristeides, Themistocles and 

Miltiades among the best politicians of the past, he praises the dÁmoj of the time 

by enumerating its qualities and by implicitly contrasting it with the current one. 

It is thus possible to suggest that Isocrates does not mention Pericles because 

of the conviction that the dÁmoj contemporary to him, unlike that of the time of 

Aristeides, Themistocles and Miltiades, had already degenerated and so could 

not be included among the examples to follow.  

Within this context, I would argue that Isocrates shows his awareness of, 

and intention to shift the focus on, the tense and problematic interaction 

between leaders of great merit like Pericles and the Athenian dÁmoj. In this 

regard, he appears to challenge, at least partially, the well-known statement by 

 
74 Musti (1995) 210-211 [his italics]. 
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Thucydides according to which Pericles led the multitude instead of being led by 

them.75 Indeed, the picture that Isocrates implicitly draws seems to be somehow 

more nuanced as he presents the leadership of Pericles as praiseworthy, while 

simultaneously acknowledging the relevant role played by the dÁmoj of the time 

and condemning its actions, which, in his view, ultimately led to Athens’ 

misfortunes. 

In upholding this interpretation I share the viewpoint expressed by 

Azoulay in his recent study devoted to Pericles, where he warns against two 

opposite risks in dealing with this kind of biographical inquiry: on the one hand, 

personalisation, which by focusing excessively on the role of great men can 

lead to commentators overlooking that of the dÁmoj, and, on the other hand, an 

overemphasis on the actions of the Athenian collectivity, which tends to 

overshadow the role played by Pericles.76 By distancing himself from both 

tendencies Azoulay shifts the attention towards the ‘complex interaction 

between the crowd and its leaders’ and stresses the need to ‘succumb neither 

to the illusion of the power of one great man nor to that of the all-powerful 

masses’, focusing instead on ‘the productive tension that developed between 

the stratēgos and the Athenian community’.77 Thus, the absence of Pericles in 

On the Peace 75-76, if evaluated together with the subtle criticism towards the 

Athenian dÁmoj of the time after the Persian Wars in the same passage as well 

as with the laudatory references to Pericles throughout the corpus, can be 

interpreted as part of Isocrates’ attempt to throw some light upon the existence, 

and relevance, of the tension referred to by Azoulay.  

Furthermore, by shining the spotlight on the problematic interaction 

between the great man and the dÁmoj, as exemplified by the case of Pericles, 

Isocrates hints at the fact that the necessary rethinking of Athens’ domestic and 

external leadership (promoted especially in On the Peace as noted above) 

ultimately involves a reshaping of its dÁmoj since the two aspects cannot be 

disentangled. Indeed, as Simonton points out: 

 

both common people and rhetors likely would have agreed that it was 

the demos that made Athens great. But who made ‘the demos’? It was 

 
75 Thuc., II 65, 8.   
76 See Azoulay (2014) 3. 
77 Azoulay (2014) 4. 
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an unceasing, ever-changing collaborative effort between everyday 

citizens and the elite politicians who rose to speak on their behalf.78  

 

So, Isocrates, by upholding the dual nature of dhmagwg…a does acknowledge 

that good dhmagwgo… play a crucial and irreplaceable role in the functioning of 

the Athenian democracy, in both internal and foreign politics. Nonetheless, he 

also suggests that they cannot ultimately be successful if the decisions made by 

the dÁmoj are not sound. If bad leaders of the people get the upper hand over 

the good ones the responsibility lies ultimately in the Athenian dÁmoj itself that, 

as a consequence of its degeneration (a degeneration that is first and foremost 

moral, as highlighted in On the Peace), needs to be addressed.  

The reform of the Athenian democracy suggested by Isocrates in his 

corpus should, therefore, be regarded as closely linked to, or rather originating 

from, his interest in political leadership. Indeed, Isocrates shows himself to be 

especially aware of the issues posed by leadership, with specific reference to 

the relation between individual leaders of great merit and the democratic pÒlij 

but also between Athens as leading pÒlij in the Hellenic world and the other 

Greeks. These two aspects are indeed inextricably related to one another, as it 

will emerge even more clearly below in the analysis of the Isocratean 

characterisation of Alcibiades.  

 

Good dhmagwgo… and good sofista… 

I shall conclude this section by suggesting that Isocrates’ problematisation of 

the term dhmagwgÒj can be compared, at least to a certain extent, with the 

rehabilitation of sofist»j emerging from Antidosis. In this speech Isocrates, 

while not rejecting the current widespread pejorative connotation taken on by 

the term, attempts to redefine its meaning positively.79 More particularly, as Too 

highlights, Isocrates puts in place a pluralisation of sofist»j that comes to 

denote not only ‘[c]ontemporary ʻsophistsʼ (…) who falsely lay claim to this title, 

cheating their pupils and working only for self gain’, but also ‘[g]enuine sophists, 

like himself, (…) who benefit both their pupils and their communities through 

their teaching and writing’.80 Remarkably, in order to rehabilitate the term, 

 
78 Simonton (2018) 235. 
79 See Too (2008) 13. 
80 Too (2008) 195-196. 
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Isocrates employs it to refer to Solon in Antidosis 235. Indeed, Isocrates has 

already devoted special attention to Solon in Antidosis 232 by describing him as 

prost£thj toà d»mou, just before depicting Pericles as dhmagwgÕj ¢gaqÒj in 

Antidosis 234. In Antidosis 235 he focuses again on these two historical figures 

with the purpose of supporting his overall argument that rhetoric should be 

considered as the crucial element that has guaranteed, and can continue to 

guarantee, Athens’ greatness.81  

More specifically, here Isocrates points out that Solon was included 

among the Seven Sophists and that Pericles’ teachers, namely Anaxagoras of 

Clazomenae and Damon, were also sofista…; he thus stresses that the label 

sofist»j, despite the contemporary negative meaning, was far from being 

derogatory in the past. Similarly, in Antidosis 313 Isocrates complains that, 

whereas in the past the Athenians’ ancestors drew a clear dividing line between 

sophists and sycophants admiring the former and blaming the latter for the 

misfortunes experienced by their pÒlij, in contemporary Athens there does not 

exist a definite distinction between the two categories anymore. And it is in 

order to support his statement that in this section, located towards the end of 

the speech, he refers once again to Solon by describing him as the first 

Athenian to receive the title of sofist»j and as being deemed worthy to 

become prost£thj tÁj pÒlewj.  

Therefore, in Antidosis 234 and 313 Isocrates attempts to reclaim the 

term sofist»j as a positive label, first and foremost, by recalling the example of 

Solon, that is, ‘through a historicisation which sets out to demonstrate that 

verbal ability has been responsible for many of the things which made and now 

continue to make Athens a great city’.82 And as evidence that the question of 

who might be regarded as sofist»j becomes of paramount importance in the 

fourth century, Too stresses that the rehabilitation of the term in Antidosis can 

be compared with the redefinition of its meaning in Plato’s Symposium, where 

Socrates appears to be presented as a sophist. More precisely, with particular 

reference to the analogy between Socrates and Eros and the description of the 

latter as both filÒsofoj and sofist»j in Symposium 203d, Too notes that ‘if 

Eros is a sophist, then so too must the philosopher be one’; indeed, she 

 
81 See also Aesch., Against Timarchus 25 where Solon and Pericles, along with Themistocles 
and Aristeides, are praised as examples of wise rhetoricians whose manners are opposed to 
those of the current leaders; on this passage from Aeschines see also Too (2008) 201-202. 
82 Too (2008) 13; see also Too (2008) 201. 
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continues, ‘Plato redefines what the sophist is for this dialogue in an attempt to 

define the true philosopher, although elsewhere he emphatically draws a 

distinction between sophist as charlatan and philosopher’. Too then concludes 

her remarks by pointing out that here in the Symposium, as in the Apology of 

Socrates, in order to rebut the Aristophanic depiction of Socrates in Clouds 

Plato aims ‘to show that the noun ‘sophist’ need not denote the unsavoury and 

abstracted teacher of the comedy’: since ‘the case against Socrates is one 

derived from the misattribution of sophistic activity to a true philosopher, (…) the 

defence is based on the abolition of distinctions between philosopher and 

sophistʼ.83  

The comparison with the use of sofist»j in Antidosis is based on the fact 

that Isocrates attempts to defend himself from the fictional charges brought 

against him precisely by means of a rehabilitation of sofist»j that does not 

entail a rejection of the current derogatory connotation but seeks to show that 

the negative meaning represents neither the exclusive nor the original sense. 

As Too herself puts it: 

 

If Isocrates has to be regarded as a ʻsophistʼ, it is as the inheritor of the 

Solonic mantle; he is Athens’ self-appointed political saviour and 

political wise man, and not the disruptive political trouble-maker of 

present-day Athens. Since the Antidosis is in part an attempt to combat 

what the author depicts as the crisis of signification at Athens, the e„kèn 

that he announces himself as offering of his life, character and work is 

one which has the function of stabilizing, by historicizing, language in 

this world.84 

 

Too is indeed right in identifying a certain similarity of Plato’s redefinition of 

sofist»j with its rehabilitation in Antidosis and her remarks concerning the 

Platonic use of the word in the Symposium are reflected in some more recent 

attempts to suggest that Plato employs the label in a rather loose way and thus 

 
83 Too (2008) 12. 
84 Too (2008) 14. Furthermore, Too (2008) 15 stresses that ‘Isocrates is also to be regarded as 
the professional teacher who in his turn bequeaths the Solonic mantle to his students’ with the 
specific example of Timotheus who was condemned by his fellow citizens despite his services 
to Athens precisely because contemporary Athenians are, as Too notes, ‘ignorant of the true 
sophist’s role’. More on the Isocratean depiction of Timotheus will be said in section 3 of the 
present chapter. 
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not necessarily with a pejorative connotation.85 Nevertheless, even if we accept, 

as these views on Plato’s usage of sofist»j suggest, the existence at least in 

some Platonic dialogues of a less clear-cut distinction between philosophers 

and sophists than it has previously been acknowledged, it is in the context of 

Isocrates’ attempt to rehabilitate rhetoric that we find the explicit assumption 

that the term can actually bear a positive meaning.  

In this respect, I would stress that Isocrates’ redefinition of sofist»j can 

be assimilated to his problematisation of dhmagwgÒj, even though the 

rehabilitation of sofist»j appears to be more explicit than that of dhmagwgÒj. In 

other words, the dichotomy between good and bad dhmagwg…a can be 

interpreted in parallel with the distinction between two opposite categories that 

take on the label of sofista…: on the one hand, contemporary sophists who do 

not differ from the sycophants and are thus responsible for the derogatory 

sense that the term has acquired; on the other hand, the true sofista… of the 

past (like Solon) but also of the present (like Isocrates himself) who act solely in 

the interest of Athens. Similarly, Isocrates attempts to redefine the meaning of 

dhmagwgÒj by presenting contemporary dhmagwgo… as embodying the negative 

pole as opposed to the good dhmagwgo… of the past (such as Pericles). By 

reclaiming a positive signification for dhmagwgÒj, Isocrates intends to highlight 

that good dhmagwg…a should not be regarded as a merely abstract basis of 

comparison, pace Saldutti,86 or as being relegated to the Athenian past. 

Instead, it represents a concrete option that can, and should, be (re)gained, 

similar to the case of good sofista… in Antidosis. In this regard, both good 

dhmagwgo… and good sofista… (although the latter more explicitly than the 

former) point towards Isocrates’ strenuous attempt to rehabilitate rhetoric. 

 

Conclusion 

In summary, my analysis of the usages of dhmagwgÒj in On the Peace (the 

Isocratean work with the highest number of occurrences of this word) has 

attempted to challenge the assumption that Isocrates makes use of the term 

mainly or exclusively with a pejorative connotation and as part of an allegedly ill-

concealed oligarchic agenda. Indeed, even though such instances are 

employed by Isocrates within the broader framework of his attack on 

 
85 See Silva (forthcoming). 
86 See especially Saldutti (2015) 85. 
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contemporary dhmagwgo…, they should not be interpreted as revealing an overall 

criticism towards the role of dhmagwgo… per se. Rather, Isocrates retrieves the 

originally neutral meaning of the dhmagwgÒj family of words in order to make a 

distinction between good and bad dhmagwg…a. More specifically, the usages of 

dhmagwgÒj in On the Peace show that in this speech, while strongly attacking 

fourth-century leaders of the people (whom he regards as embodying a 

negative pattern) Isocrates upholds not only the feasibility but also the 

imperative necessity to select good dhmagwgo… to lead Athens. This emphasis 

on reshaping internal leadership goes hand in hand with Isocrates’ attempt to 

promote the rethinking, not the complete rejection, of Athenian hegemony over 

Greece. 

Furthermore, I have suggested that the Isocratean polarisation of the 

concept of dhmagwg…a is well-exemplified in the references to Pericles in the 

corpus. In this regard, I have argued that Isocrates’ use of dhmagwgÒj in On the 

Peace and Antidosis to describe Pericles should not be interpreted as throwing 

a shadow over his laudatory portrait. Rather, it presents Pericles as embodying 

an instance of good dhmagwg…a and ultimately hints at Isocrates’ interest in the 

issues posed by the complex relation between great men and the Athenian 

dÁmoj. Lastly, I have highlighted how the distinction between good and bad 

dhmagwgo… drawn by Isocrates can be assimilated to his attempt to rehabilitate 

the term sofist»j within the context of his defence of rhetoric. 

 

2.2 DhmagwgÒj beyond Classical Athens 

 

In order to conclude my analysis of the Isocratean usages of the dhmagwgÒj 

family of words I shall now turn to the three remaining instances of this 

terminology in the corpus. Taken together, these occurrences show how 

Isocrates extends the range of application of the notion of dhmagwg…a to the time 

prior to Classical Athens and even to a non-democratic context by reintroducing 

its original ethical neutrality. 

The Isocratean retrojection of dhmagwgÒj to Athens’ past is first attested 

in Helen, which was most probably written in 370.87 Indeed, towards the end of 

the excursus on Theseus it is stated that, rather than retaining his sovereignty 

 
87 See Mirhady and Too (2000) 32 on the debated date of this speech. 
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by means of an alien force, he was protected by the ‘goodwill’ (eÜnoia) of his 

citizens as by a bodyguard, and that he administered Athens as a tÚrannoj
88 by 

means of his authority while, at the same time, leading the people by means of 

his benefactions (Kaˆ g£r toi dietšlesen tÕn b…on oÙk ™pibouleuÒmenoj ¢ll/ 

¢gapèmenoj, oÙd/ ™paktù dun£mei t¾n ¢rc¾n diaful£ttwn, ¢ll¦ tÍ tîn 

politîn eÙno…ᾳ doruforoÚmenoj, tÍ mὲn ™xous…ᾳ turannîn, ta‹j d/ eÙerges…aij 

dhmagwgîn).89 The use of dhmagwgšw in conjunction with turannšw in this 

passage from Helen is dismissed by Saldutti as merely paradoxical,90 whereas 

according to Bearzot it confirms Isocrates’ tendency to adulterate the true 

meaning of dhmokrat…a and related terms as part of his allegedly anti-

democratic agenda.91  

Bearzot draws a similar conclusion from the occurrence of dhmagwgšw in 

To Nicocles,92 where Isocrates advises the Cyprian king as follows: 

 

(…) Melštw soi toà pl»qouj, kaˆ perˆ pantÕj poioà kecarismšnwj 

aÙto‹j ¥rcein, gignèskwn Óti kaˆ tîn Ñligarciîn kaˆ tîn ¥llwn 

politeiîn aátai ple‹ston crÒnon diamšnousin a†tinej ¥n ¥rista tÕ 

plÁqoj qerapeÚwsin. Kalîj dὲ dhmagwg»seij, ™¦n m»q/ Øbr…zein tÕn 

Ôclon ™´j m»q/ ØbrizÒmenon perior´j, ¢ll¦ skopÍj Ópwj oƒ bšltistoi 

mὲn t¦j tim¦j ›xousin, oƒ d/ ¥lloi mhdὲn ¢dik»sontai: taàta g¦r 

sto‹ceia prîta kaˆ mšgista crÁsthj polite…aj ™st…n. 

 

(…) Take thought of the mass and consider as most important of all to 

rule them acceptably, knowing that these among oligarchies as well as 

among other constitutions last for the greatest time, whichsoever take 

care of the mass. You will lead the people well if you allow the crowd 

neither to commit nor to suffer outrage, but behold that the best shall 

have the honours, while the others shall not be wronged at all; these 

are indeed the first and the most important elements of a good 

constitution.93  

 
88 On the use of the tÚrannoj family of words in the Isocratean corpus (with particular focus on 

the Cyprian orations) see Chapter 2 section 3.1 n. 59 and Chapter 5 section 2.1. 
89 Isoc., Helen 37. 
90 See Saldutti (2015) 89. 
91 See Bearzot (1980) 117. 
92 See Bearzot (1980) 118. 
93 Isoc., To Nicocles 15-16. 
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While Bearzot suggests that the use of dhmagwgšw in this passage from To 

Nicocles, as in Helen 37, hints at Isocrates’ intent of promoting an oligarchic 

programme in disguise, I would stress that here the adverb kalîj can be 

interpreted as providing a positive connotation to the neutral meaning of the 

verb.94 Indeed, kalîj dhmagwgšw implies the opposite possibility of kakîj 

dhmagwgšw and thus points towards the polarisation between good and bad 

dhmagwgo… that, as I have attempted to show, Isocrates implements in his 

corpus.  

Moreover, it is particularly interesting to underline that this occurrence of 

dhmagwgšw in the Cyprian speech might represent the first instance in our 

literary sources of the use in a non-democratic context of a term belonging to 

the dhmagwgÒj family of words. In this respect, it is worth pointing out that 

Saldutti regards the above-mentioned passage from Xenophon’s Anabasis 

(where dhmagwgšw is employed in a military backdrop to refer to Xenophon 

himself) as presenting the earliest usage in a non-Athenian framework of this 

terminology.95 However, the date of composition of the Anabasis is very much 

debated and uncertain,96 with some scholars regarding the 360s as a plausible 

dating.97 So, the occurrence of the verb in To Nicocles, which as we saw in 

Chapter 2 section 3.1 was most probably written in the 370s shortly after the 

death of Evagoras, can lead us to consider Isocrates as the first author who, by 

taking part in an ongoing debate on leadership, extends the application of the 

concept of dhmagwg…a beyond the boundaries of Athenian democracy. 

In this respect, Morgan has described this passage from To Nicocles as 

a clear instance of the Isocratean ‘constitutional relativism’ which she argues for 

in her study.98 Indeed, she considers as noteworthy the use of dhmagwgšw here 

‘since “demagogue” is a term that can express the most extreme disapproval of 

democratic politicians’, but she also stresses that ‘Isocrates’ vision of 

benevolent despotism rehabilitates the demagogue as monarch and the 

monarch as demagogue’, so that ‘monarchy does not rule out gratifying the 

people or being a “popular” leader’; at the same time, the reference in the 

passage to paying court to the citizens as a principle ensuring long life to 

 
94 Pace Usher (1990) 207. 
95 See Saldutti (2015) 88. 
96 See Brownson (2001) 8-9. 
97 See Waterfield (2009) XVIII. 
98 See Morgan (2003) 201-202. 
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oligarchies and other constitutions alike is interpreted by Morgan as confirming 

her view on Isocrates’ ‘affected indifference to constitutional form (…). 

Monarchy, democracy, and even oligarchy begin to merge’.99  

Significantly, Saldutti believes that the idea of ‘constitutional relativism’ 

promoted by Morgan should be applied also to the last occurrence of dhmagwgÒj 

in the Isocratean corpus, that is, the one that we find in Panathenaicus.100 More 

specifically, in section 148 of this speech Isocrates states that Pisistratus, 

‘having become a leader of the people, having caused much harm to the pÒlij 

and having thrown out the best among the citizens’ (dhmagwgÕj genÒmenoj kaˆ 

poll¦ t¾n pÒlin lumhn£menoj kaˆ toÝj belt…stouj tîn politîn (…) ™kbalèn) 

by accusing them of being ‘inclined to oligarchy’ (Ñligarciko…), eventually 

‘overthrew democracy and established himself as tÚrannoj’ (tÒn te dÁmon 

katšluse kaˆ tÚrannon aØtÕn katšsthsen). According to Bearzot, by employing 

the term dhmagwgÒj to refer to Pisistratus, Isocrates implicitly intends to make a 

comparison between Pisistratus’ despotic behaviour and that of the leaders of 

contemporary democracy in order to condemn the latter and present his own 

political reform as democratic (although, in Bearzot’s view, this is so only on the 

façade).101  

The interpretation advanced by Bearzot entails that the term is used with 

a pejorative connotation. However, this negative meaning would differ from the 

neutral sense that the noun and its cognate verb take on, as we have seen, 

throughout the Isocratean corpus.102 In this regard, I would suggest that in the 

portrait drawn by Isocrates, Pisistratus appears to be criticised not so much for 

being a dhmagwgÒj but rather for the actions which he undertook when he 

became a leader of the dÁmoj by damaging Athens and setting himself up as 

tyrant. In other words, even when applying it to Pisistratus, Isocrates makes use 

of the term in its originally neutral meaning in line with the other usages in his 

corpus. Far from rejecting the role of dhmagwgo… per se, he acknowledges the 

need to select good leaders of the people in order to guarantee the functioning 

of the Athenian democracy. So, Pisistratus’ mistake lies not in obtaining the role 

of dhmagwgÒj but in the despotic way in which he behaved when he was at the 

 
99 Morgan (2003) 202. 
100 See Saldutti (2015) 92. 
101 See Bearzot (1980) 130. 
102 On the neutral meaning of the dhmagwgÒj family of words in the Isocratean corpus see also 

Zajonz (2002) 209. 
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head of the dÁmoj. In other words, he is criticised for choosing to act not as a 

good dhmagwgÒj but as a bad one, and can thus be regarded as somehow 

exemplifying that negative pole of the concept of dhmagwg…a to which belong 

also the contemporary dhmagwgo… manifestly condemned, as we saw, in On the 

Peace.  

Furthermore, one might well interpret the passage from Panathenaicus in 

light of the ‘constitutional relativism’ highlighted by Morgan, as Saldutti himself 

suggests. Yet, Isocrates’ blending of constitutional boundaries, as I shall 

discuss in the next chapter, does not necessarily entail an oligarchic 

programme, as Morgan seems to imply. In this respect, it is worth noting that 

Saldutti acknowledges in passing Isocrates’ contribution to the expansion of the 

range of application of the dhmagwgÒj family of words.103  

However, Saldutti wrongly assumes, as I have already pointed out 

above, that dhmagwgÒj and its cognates have always had an intrinsic negative 

connotation, which in his view is reflected also in the Isocratean usages. 

Instead, I would stress that the occurrences of dhmagwgÒj and its cognate verb 

in Helen 37, To Nicocles 16 and Panathenaicus 148 corroborate that Isocrates 

reinstates the original ethical neutrality of this terminology. In doing so, he 

establishes a binary opposition between good and bad dhmagwg…a as it is hinted 

at especially by the use of the adverb kalîj in conjunction with dhmagwgšw 

when advising the Cyprian king on how to rule successfully.  

In addition to recovering the ethical neutrality, reframing in positive terms 

and dichotomising the meaning of dhmagwgÒj, in these three instances Isocrates 

goes one step further by extending its use beyond the framework of Classical 

Athens. This overall problematisation demonstrates once again how Isocrates 

exploits, and simultaneously expands, the intrinsic fluidity of democratic 

vocabulary. Moreover, rather than being dismissed as part of a supposedly ill-

concealed oligarchic agenda, Isocrates’ usages of dhmagwgÒj should be 

interpreted within the broader context of, and as being deeply influenced by, his 

more general interest in political leadership and especially in what makes a 

good leader. But what are the specific features that characterise strong and 

positive leadership according to Isocrates? An analysis of his characterisation of 

Alcibiades shall help us provide an answer to this question. 

 
103 See Saldutti (2015) 93. 
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3. The Isocratean portrait(s) of Alcibiades  

 

Isocrates’ interest in political leadership, which, as we saw above, emerges 

clearly from an analysis of the occurrences of dhmagwgÒj and dhmagwgšw in the 

corpus, is well exemplified by his portrait, or rather portraits, of Alcibiades. I 

shall begin though by pointing out that, unlike in the case of Pericles examined 

earlier, Isocrates never employs dhmagwgÒj to describe Alcibiades. Moreover, 

Gribble has highlighted that, although Alcibiades possessed a ‘famed ability to 

manipulate the Athenians rhetorically, his stance of superiority over the demos 

and his ‘aristocratic’ expenditure on chariot competitions did not fit the classic 

demagogic pattern’. Gribble’s statement appears to be corroborated, for 

instance, by the absence of any reference to Alcibiades both in the surviving 

fragments of Theopompus’ excursus on the Athenian dhmagwgo… in book IX of 

his Philippica and in [Aristotle], Constitution of the Athenians XXVIII, which 

presents a picture of the development of political leadership in Athens104 and to 

which I referred earlier in relation to the omission of the name of Pericles.  

However, it is worth highlighting that [Andocides], as I shall discuss 

below, does make use of the term dhmagwgÒj to refer to Alcibiades. In addition, I 

aim to show how Isocrates’ portraits of Alcibiades, rather than being 

inconsistent, reflect his interest in, acknowledgement of, and endeavour to 

address the intricate issues posed by leadership both within and by Athens. 

Thus, the choice of focusing on the Isocratean characterisation of Alcibiades as 

a case study is dictated by the fact that a re-examination of the passages 

devoted to him throughout the corpus provides a useful means of exemplifying 

and elucidating Isocrates’ views not only on the problematic relation between 

great men and the democratic pÒlij but also on the Athenian hegemony over 

Greece.  

In this respect, I intend to cast some light on Isocrates’ general ideas on 

leadership and, more particularly, to show how they are based, first and 

foremost, on the notion of eÜnoia. In doing so, I shall also underline how his 

views on leadership are part of the wider contemporary discussion revolving 

around this topic in which, as we briefly saw in the introductory chapter, 

Xenophon was also very much engaged. Furthermore, concerning eÜnoia, it is 

 
104 See Gribble (1999) 34. 
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worth noting that there has not been much scholarly attention devoted to the 

crucial role that it plays within the Isocratean corpus. A notable exception is 

represented by Romilly’s study, which has concentrated on how Isocrates 

applies this concept to interstate relations.105 However, Romilly does not 

discuss the paramount importance that eÜnoia also has in Athens’ internal 

politics. In this regard, the Isocratean occurrences of eÜnoia
 have recently been 

re-examined by Xanthou106 who devotes particular attention to the use of this 

concept in On the Peace and Antidosis arguing that the theory of eÜnoia 

displayed by Isocrates in these two speeches can be regarded as an early 

precursor of the modern theory of emotional intelligence. Nonetheless, she 

does not focus on the key role that such a notion plays within the broader 

context of Isocrates’ views on leadership in external as well as in domestic 

politics. This is why I believe there is still scope for a re-examination of the 

Isocratean emphasis on the notion of goodwill.  

So, in the present section I will carry out a reappraisal of the seemingly 

contradictory references to Alcibiades throughout the corpus focusing, first of 

all, on the portrait that we find in On the Team of Horses, but paying special 

attention also to Busiris 5 as well as to To Philip 58-61. Moreover, I shall 

compare the depiction that emerges from these passages to the portraits of 

Alcibiades drawn by other Attic orators, namely Lysias, [Andocides], and 

Demosthenes.107 By means of such a comparison I aim to show how the 

Isocratean characterisation fits into, but also goes beyond, the lively debate on 

Alcibiades that, as we shall see, appears to be closely linked on the one hand to 

the discussion on the intricate relation existing between the élite individual and 

the Athenian democracy, and on the other hand to the contemporary debate 

about Athenian imperialism.  

My analysis below is anchored, at least partially, in Gribble’s study that 

investigates the characterisation of Alcibiades’ lifestyle in our surviving literary 

sources within the framework of the problematic relationship between the great 

man and the democratic pÒlij.108 More precisely, Gribble identifies three 

 
105 Romilly (1958). 
106 Xanthou (2015). 
107 On fragments of lost speeches regarding Alcibiades see Gribble (1999) 149-153. It is worth 
noting that, as Nouhaud (1982) 293 points out, we can find a very brief reference to Alcibiades 
also in Aeschin., On the Embassy 9, where he is linked to Themistocles and referred to as one 
of the most famous men among all Greeks. 
108 Gribble (1999). 
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different stages, in the literary tradition on the figure of Alcibiades: the fifth 

century and first half of the fourth century are characterised by a polarised 

picture with Alcibiades being either highly praised or regarded as a danger for 

Athens; by the second half of the fourth century polarisation gives way to 

ambivalence and, finally, in the Hellenistic period, new anecdotes are created 

as a result of a shift of emphasis from the civic context of Alcibiades’ lifestyle to 

a moralising depiction.109 While in comparing the Isocratean portraits with the 

other depictions known to us in Attic oratory, I shall refer to the first two stages 

highlighted by Gribble, it is also worth pointing out that these categories, from a 

methodological point of view, were most probably less clear-cut than Gribble 

presents them. Indeed, Dionysius’ statement in Aristophanes’ Frogs, according 

to which Athens ʻlongs for him, and hates him and wants to have him’ (poqe‹ 

mšn, ™cqa…rei dš, boÚletai d/ œcein),110 suggests that there had always been a 

mixed view on Alcibiades.  

Moreover, concerning the Isocratean representation of Alcibiades, 

Gribble focuses almost exclusively on On the Team of Horses and thus 

mentions the references to Alcibiades in Busiris and To Philip only very briefly. 

So, by providing a comprehensive analysis of Isocrates’ portraits of Alcibiades 

throughout the corpus I aim to point out how his overall depiction, while 

teetering between praise and blame, is deeply influenced by, and can help us 

deepen our understanding of, his ideas on leadership and the issues posed by it 

in both internal and external politics. 

  

Alcibiades in On the Team of Horses  

The most extensive and generally most well-known representation of Alcibiades 

in the Isocratean corpus can be found in the forensic speech On the Team of 

Horses written for Alcibiades the Younger.111 Indeed, soon after he had reached 

majority, the son of the Athenian general was prosecuted by a certain Teisias112 

 
109 See Gribble (1999) 31-43. 
110 Ar., Frogs 1425. 
111 On this forensic speech see also Chapter 2 section 3.3. 
112 According to both Diod. Sic., XIII 74 and Plut., Life of Alcibiades 12 the accuser was a certain 
Diomedes. Blass (1892) 224 argues that the different name of the accuser in Diodorus and 
Plutarch depends on a mistake made by Ephorus, whereas other scholars, like Hatzfeld (1951) 
139-140, Sacerdoti (1970) 10-11 and Ellis (1989) 51-52, believe that both Diomedes and 
Teisias had provided Alcibiades with the money to buy the chariot but the lawsuit was brought 
only by Teisias as Diomedes had already passed away. On the possibility that Teisias might 
have been Diomedes’ son and have resumed the lawsuit after his father’s death see for 
instance Sacerdoti (1970) 17. For the divergence in details in the various accounts see also 
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on the ground that his father had robbed him of one of the seven four-horse 

chariots that he had entered at the Olympic festival most probably in 416.113 

While it is generally assumed that the first part of the speech (containing the 

statement of facts and the citation of evidence) is missing,114 much of what we 

have appears to be devoted to both defending and praising Alcibiades the 

Elder. In this regard, On the Team of Horses goes beyond the borders of a 

simple lawcourt speech in the sense that it assumes the tones of an apology as 

well as an encomium of Alcibiades,115 through which Isocrates has a say in the 

lively debate prompted by this controversial figure in the 390s.  

Remarkably, the depiction of Alcibiades that emerges from this speech is 

that of a loyal, convinced and consistent supporter of democracy who was firmly 

opposed to both oligarchy and tyranny. This depiction, as we will see below, 

stands out from the portraits drawn by the other Attic orators who refer to him. I 

shall thus, first of all, focus on identifying the main elements and the vocabulary 

which Isocrates makes use of in order to convey such an image. In this respect, 

it is worth noting that Isocrates’ characterisation of Alcibiades as a faithful 

supporter of democracy goes hand in hand with his attempt to defend the 

Athenian general from the charges of being an oligarch on the one hand, and of 

aiming at tyranny on the other. 

Indeed, the accusations of being involved with the oligarchy made 

against Alcibiades are refuted throughout the work. More specifically, at the 

very beginning of the speech, Alcibiades the Younger, after having stressed the 

fact that the same men accountable for putting down the Athenian democracy 

were also responsible for his father’s exile,116 argues that the Four Hundred 

repeatedly invited his father to join them in their attempt to overthrow 

 
Gribble (1999) 98-100 who reaches the conclusion that in any case the discrepancy of names 
cannot be employed to argue that the trial which gave rise to Isocrates’ speech was an 
invention. 
113 Although in the reference to Alcibiades’ victories in the Olympic games in Isoc., On the Team 
of Horses 32-34 there is no mention of the chariot team which would have led to the current 
lawsuit, Gribble (1999) 98 argues that section 49 (where Alcibiades the Younger makes an 
explicit reference to his father’s victory at Olympia) proves that the allegations regarded the 
Olympic games of 416. 
114 See Sacerdoti (1970) 10-11, Bianco (1993) 16, Gribble (1999) 102 and Eck (2015) 33. 
Conversely, Too (1995) 240-244 argues for the integrity of the speech. 
115 See Eck (2015) 35-36; see also Gribble (1999) 111-117 on the elements that characterise 
this speech as an encomium. 
116 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 4; see Sacerdoti (1970) 20 on Isocrates’ juxtaposition of the 
two events. See also Isoc., On the Team of Horses 37. See Gribble (1999) 128-129 who 
stresses that ‘the identification of the enemies of Alcibiades responsible for his exile with the 
oligarchic enemies of the city’ aims to portray ‘both Alcibiades and the democrats of 403 (…) as 
involved in a similar attempt to liberate the city from their (and its) natural enemies’. 
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democracy, but he so vigorously opposed their actions ʽremaining faithful to the 

mass’ (prÕj tÕ plÁqoj pistîj diake…menoj) that they thought it impossible to 

carry out their plan until they had removed him.117 Therefore, they combined 

together against him the charge of violating the Eleusinian Mysteries and that of 

attempting to overthrow the democratic government.118 As a result, Alcibiades 

was compelled to go into exile but even then he took great care not to damage 

his pÒlij, and thus went to Argos, where he ʽlived quietly’ (¹suc…an eἶcen). 

Within this framework, his subsequent flight to Sparta is presented as his only 

means of safety and as an unavoidable consequence of the pitch of Ûbrij 

reached by his enemies.119  

In a rather similar way, Alcibiades the Younger denies any involvement of 

his father with the Thirty Tyrants. In order to do so, he equates his father’s 

misfortunes to those experienced by the Athenian democrats who were 

banished by the Thirty and who did everything they could to get back to Athens, 

suggesting that it is precisely for this reason that they should sympathise with 

Alcibiades who sought to return to take revenge on those who had sent him into 

exile.120 Indeed, Alcibiades the Younger argues, his father chose to suffer any 

misfortune with his pÒlij rather than prospering with the Spartans, and he made 

manifest to all that he was making war not against Athens but only upon those 

who had banished him and that he desired not to destroy his pÒlij but to 

secure his return.121 Moreover, Isocrates makes Alcibiades the Younger 

underline the involvement of the prosecutor Teisias with the Thirty Tyrants,122 

and it is in this context that section 42 of the speech is addressed against 

Charicles (a relative of Teisias) who was precisely one of the Thirty. Isocrates 

puts both Teisias’ and Charicles’ deeds in open contrast with Alcibiades’, thus 

corroborating his defence of the Athenian general against the charge of 

supporting oligarchy.  

 
117 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 5. On this passage see Sacerdoti (1970) 21. 
118 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 6. 
119 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 9. On Alcibiades’ flight to Argos see also Plut., Life of 
Alcibiades 23, 1, whereas Thuc., VI 88, 9 states that Alcibiades had flown from Thurii first to 
Cyllene in Elis and then from there to Sparta; on this matter see Sacerdoti (1970) 24. As 
Sacerdoti (1970) 25 highlights, in this passage the Ûbrij of Alcibiades’ enemies is opposed to 

the prÒnoia that he demonstrates in avoiding to do any wrong to his pÒlij even when he was in 

exile. 
120 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 12-14. For Alcibiades’ alleged opposition to the Thirty Tyrants 
see also Isoc., On the Team of Horses 40. 
121 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 19. 
122 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 43-45. 
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In addition to defending Alcibiades from the accusation of being an 

oligarch, Isocrates, as I mentioned, also attempts to reject the charge that he 

aimed to make himself a tyrant. Indeed, he makes Alcibiades the Younger claim 

that many Athenians believe that his father was plotting a tyranny not on the 

basis of his actions but on the assumption that everyone aspires to it and that, 

in this respect, he had the best chance of becoming a tyrant. Thus, with greater 

reason, Alcibiades the Younger continues, the Athenians should be grateful to 

his father who, while being the only citizen worthy of this charge, regarded that 

he had to be on equal terms with his fellow citizens.123 Nevertheless, it is worth 

noting that the Isocratean arguments against the tyranny charge stress 

Alcibiades’ status as an extraordinary individual, who is somehow in competition 

with the pÒlij itself ʻalmost as if he were another city’.124 So, On the Team of 

Horses clearly hints at Isocrates’ awareness of, and interest in, the intrinsic 

tension in the relation between great men like Alcibiades and the democratic 

pÒlij.  

Furthermore, the defence against the charges of being a sympathiser of 

oligarchy and of aiming at tyranny is closely linked, as I noted above, to the 

representation of Alcibiades as a convinced and loyal supporter of democracy, 

a depiction that is a key element of his portrait in this speech.125 Not only does 

the speaker claim that his fellow citizens should be grateful to Alcibiades for the 

services he offered to Athens before he was exiled,126 he also enumerates the 

many benefits that his father allegedly brought to the pÒlij when he returned 

from his exile. In this regard, Alcibiades the Younger underlines the state of 

st£sij, man…a and distress in both military and financial terms prevailing in 

Athens before his father’s return.127 And among the various benefits yielded by 

Alcibiades to the Athenians according to his son, he is credited with restoring 

democracy in 411 (¢pšdwke dὲ tù d»mῳ t¾n polite…an).128 Indeed, Alcibiades 

 
123 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 38. Gribble (1999) 114, who wrongly refers to this passage as 
belonging to section 28, regards it as a clear instance of how in the speech ‘the encomiastic 
tone is (…) modulated to suit a democratic context’. 
124 Seager (1967) 12. See also Gribble (1999) 140-141. A similar aspect appears to emerge 
also from the recount of Alcibiades’ participation to the Olympic games in Isoc., On the Team of 
Horses 34 where the speaker states that his father entered a larger number of teams than even 
the greatest pÒleij had done. 
125 In this regard, it is interesting to note, as Eck (2015) 39 points out, that in On the Team of 
Horses we can find around one quarter of all the occurrences of the word dÁmoj in the whole 

Isocratean corpus. 
126 See Isoc., On the Team of Horses 15. 
127 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 16-18. 
128 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 20. See Gribble (1999) 119-120. 
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was such a genuine supporter of the Athenian people (dhmotikÒj), his son 

claims, that he preferred to suffer injustice at the hands of his own pÒlij rather 

than to betray the Athenian democratic constitution.129   

Thus, in order to depict Alcibiades as a convinced and loyal supporter of 

democracy Isocrates endeavours to link his fate with that of the Athenian 

democracy, an attempt which pervades the speech and reaches its peak in the 

final part of the work, particularly in On the Team of Horses 41. Indeed, in this 

section Alcibiades is said to have supported the Athenian democracy, suffered 

the same misfortunes that affected his pÒlij and had the same friends and 

enemies as Athens, running risks at his fellow citizens’ hands, on their account, 

on their behalf, and together with them.130 In this respect, it is worth pointing out 

that this passage suggests how in On the Team of Horses Isocrates highlights, 

as Gribble puts it,  

 

not Alcibiades’ similarities to the demos, but his friendship towards it. 

(…) The implication is that Alcibiades had a choice about whether to 

support the existing constitution in a way that other Athenians did not, 

and possibly even that he as an individual stood in a relationship of 

equality to the demos, their relations being those of individuals or cities 

with each other (enjoying either friendly or hostile relations).131  

 

Furthermore, as Gribble himself notes, ʻ[s]ince Alcibiades is a clear member of 

the élite of birth’ Isocrates is neither able nor willing ʻto portray him as an actual 

member of the demos’.132 In a similar way, Turchi has underlined that the 

depiction of Alcibiades which emerges from On the Team of Horses is that of a 

leader who is not fettered by pre-conceived political schemes, and thus 

distances himself not only from the oligarchs but also ultimately from the 

 
129 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 36. For a detailed examination of the use of the term dhmotikÒj 

in the Isocratean corpus see Chapter 5. 
130 For a depiction of Alcibiades as taking risks on behalf of his fellow citizens see also Isoc., On 
the Team of Horses 36. For a reference to Alcibiades sharing Athens’ misfortunes see also 
Isoc., On the Team of Horses 38-41. 
131 Gribble (1999) 137-138 [his italics]. It is also worth noting that Gribble (1999) 138 points out 
that a similar impression can be derived from the defence of Alcibiades in Xen., Hellenica I, 4, 
13-20. 
132 Gribble (1999) 119. 
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democrats because of the wrongs he considers to have suffered at their 

hands.133 

Therefore, in this speech, along with his attempt to portray Alcibiades as 

an adamant advocate of the dÁmoj, Isocrates (as we saw particularly in 

discussing the refutation of the charge of tyranny) maintains, and at the same 

time stresses, his status as a great man. Moreover, he shows himself to be well 

aware of the intrinsic friction existing in the relation between the élite individual 

and the democratic pÒlij. In this respect, Isocrates tries to ease such a tension 

highlighting the benefits of Alcibiades towards Athens and thus attempting to 

find a place for leaders of great merit like him within the democratic pÒlij.  

In this light, I dissent with the hypothetical explanations provided by 

Bearzot for the Isocratean depiction of Alcibiades as a firm supporter of the 

Athenian democracy. More specifically, in addition to stressing the primary 

nature of On the Team of Horses as a forensic speech, Bearzot has suggested 

that either Isocrates in the 390s has not yet adopted an anti-democratic stance 

or the depiction of Alcibiades and his deeds in positive terms results from 

Isocrates’ ill-concealed support of oligarchs like Theramenes and Thrasybulus, 

who had sought the return of Alcibiades to Athens.134 Thus, Bearzot suggests 

that this speech might be considered as presenting an embryonic attempt by 

Isocrates to promote his alleged oligarchic propaganda in disguise. Such 

hypotheses lead, in my view, to a misinterpretation of the Isocratean 

characterisation of Alcibiades in On the Team of Horses since, first of all, they 

fail to recognise that Isocrates’ ultimate emphasis lies on Alcibiades’ special but 

problematic status as a great man within the democratic pÒlij. Significantly, this 

aspect is not confined to On the Team of Horses as it re-emerges in the 

references to him in Busiris and To Philip,135 two passages that are not 

analysed by Bearzot and on which I shall focus below. Secondly, the 

interpretations offered by Bearzot overlook the fact that, as we shall see, the 

speech hints, although in nuce, at some of Isocrates’ main ideas on external 

and internal leadership that are then developed throughout the corpus.  

In examining the Isocratean portrait of Alcibiades in On the Team of 

Horses, particular attention has to be devoted also to the digression on his 

 
133 See Turchi (1984) 116. 
134 See Bearzot (1980) 116. 
135 See Gribble (1999) 137-138. 
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ancestors since this excursus sheds light on Isocrates’ characterisation of the 

Athenian general and exemplifies, more broadly, his key views on leadership in 

both foreign and internal politics. Indeed, after stressing that on his paternal 

side Alcibiades belonged to the Eupatrids,136 and that on his maternal side he 

was a descendant of Alcmeon, the speaker focuses on the ʻgoodwill’ (eÜnoia) 

that the Alcmeonids displayed ʻtowards the mass’ (e„j tÕ plÁqoj), with specific 

reference to the time of the Pisistratids when, despite being kinsmen of 

Pisistratus, they refused to partake his tyranny, preferring to go into exile rather 

than to see their fellow citizens being enslaved.137 In addition, Alcibiades the 

Younger underlines not only the deep hatred of the Pisistratids for the 

Alcmeonids, but also the fact that during all the period of the rule of Pisistratus 

and his sons his ancestors continued to be the leaders of the people (¤panta 

toàton tÕn crÒnon ¹goÚmenoi toà d»mou dietšlesan) and that Alcibiades (I) and 

Cleisthenes, his father’s grandfathers,138 after having assumed the leadership of 

those in exile, ʻrestored the people’ (kat»gagon tÕn dÁmon) and threw out the 

Pisistratids.139 

Indeed, Isocrates, through the words that he puts into the mouth of 

Alcibiades the Younger, praises Alcibiades’ forefathers focusing on three 

aspects in particular. First of all, ʻthey established that democracy’ (katšsthsan 

™ke…nhn t¾n dhmokrat…an)140 as a result of which the Athenians were so well 

trained in bravery that they managed to prevail on their own over the barbarians 

who had attacked Greece at the time of the Persian Wars. Secondly, they 

gained so much ʻrepute’ (dÒxa) for justice that the Greeks willingly entrusted to 

them ʻthe empire of the sea’ (¹ ¢rc¾ tÁj qal£tthj). Finally, they enabled the 

 
136 While this term could simply be a designation for all aristocrats, Hatzfeld (1951) 3-8 argues 
that here Isocrates does refer to the actual gšnoj. See also Gribble (1999) 124 who argues that 
the reference to the Eupatrids as Alcibiades’ paternal gšnoj can be interpreted as ‘an attempt 

misleadingly to exaggerate the aristocratic status of the family’. 
137 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 25, where Alcmeon is described as the first Athenian citizen to 
win at Olympia with a team of horses. 
138 Cleisthenes in reality was not Alcibiades the Younger’s great-grandfather but the uncle of his 
maternal grandfather Megacles; see Sacerdoti (1970) 37 and Eck (2015) 40. For other 
Isocratean references to Cleisthenes as being opposed to the Pisistratid tyranny and as the 
founder of the Athenian democracy see Isoc., Areopagiticus 16 (where Isocrates argues that the 
democratic constitution established by Cleisthenes was a restoration of that which Solon had 
enacted by law), Antidosis 232 and 306 (where Cleisthenes is not explicitly mentioned by name 
but it is rather clear that Isocrates alludes to him). Concerning Alcibiades (I), this passage from 
On the Team of Horses represents the only evidence for his participation in the expulsion of the 
Pisistratids. 
139 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 26. 
140 I agree with Pownall (2013) 349 in assigning to the verb kaq…sthmi the meaning of ʻto 

establish’ rather than ʻto restore’. 
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Athenians to expand their power so that Athens is rightly regarded as the capital 

of Greece.141 Therefore, the speaker continues, Alcibiades not only has 

inherited from his ancestors a ʻfriendship with the people’ (fil…a prÕj tÕn dÁmon) 

that is ʻancient’ (palai£), ʻgenuine’ (gnhs…a) and has come into being ‘through 

the greatest services’ (di¦ t¦j meg…staj eÙerges…aj),142 but has also proved 

himself not inferior to his forefathers’ legacy.143  

And it is in this context that the speaker, as we saw in the previous 

section, mentions Pericles, Alcibiades’ uncle and guardian, who is described as 

ʻthe most temperate’ (swfronšstatoj), ʻthe most just’ (dikaiÒtatoj) and ʻthe 

wisest’ (sofètatoj) of citizens.144 In this regard, Too, after stressing that here 

Pericles is presented as the ‘paradigm of the civic virtues of moderation, justice 

and wisdom’,145 adds that: 

 

Inasmuch as Pericles is an ideal citizen, his education of Alcibiades 

implies the orphan’s allegiance to Athenian values and ideals. The 

speaker offers this depiction of his father’s upbringing in response to the 

literary tradition, which portrays Alcibiades as the treacherous Athenian, 

indeed as the antithesis of the citizen. By so doing, he takes issue with 

the iconography, which presents the general as the student who 

betrayed what Athenian education and culture had to offer to him.146  

 

Therefore, the digression on Alcibiades’ ancestors provides interesting 

points for reflection about some of the key aspects which characterise Isocrates’ 

portrait of Alcibiades in On the Team of Horses and, more broadly, about his 

ideas on leadership, which, as I mentioned earlier, are referred to, at least in 

nuce, in this speech and will be more fully developed later on in the corpus. 

Indeed, it is worth stressing, first of all, that this excursus appears to be 

designed mainly to endorse the picture of Alcibiades as a convinced supporter 

 
141 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 27. The same description of Athens as capital of Greece 
occurs also in Isoc., Antidosis 299. 
142 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 28. 
143 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 29. 
144 See Isoc., On the Team of Horses 28; on the reference to Pericles in this passage see also 
section 2.1 of the present chapter. 
145 Too (1995) 217. 
146 Too (1995) 218. See also Too (1995) 219, who points out that in the subsequent sections of 
the speech Alcibiades’ ‘participation and victory in the equestrian competition become part of 
the portrayal of the responsible Athenian citizen, personified earlier in this oration by the figure 
of Pericles’. 
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of democracy. Moreover, the focus on the Alcmeonids’ strenuous opposition to 

the Pisistratids can be interpreted as supporting the refutation of the tyranny 

charges brought against Alcibiades, which Isocrates explicitly rejects, as we 

saw, in section 38. Indeed, the emphasis on the fact that the Alcmeonids went 

against the tight bonds of kinship147 when contrasting the Pisistratids further 

corroborates the argument that they were radical opponents of tyranny.  

Remarkably, the Isocratean account of the expulsion of the Pisistratids 

differs from the one that we usually find in the other Attic orators. Indeed, even 

though as we shall see below Demosthenes in Against Meidias does attribute 

the liberation of Athens from the tyranny of the Pisistratids to Alcibiades’ 

forebears, Isocrates appears to deviate deliberately from the fourth-century 

oratorical tradition that generally endorsed the version attributing the expulsion 

of the Pisistratids to the two tyrannicides Harmodius and Aristogeiton.148 In this 

respect, we can make a comparison with what Alcibiades says in the speech 

that, according to Thucydides, he delivered at Sparta. Here Alcibiades stresses 

the Alcmeonids’ long-standing hostility to tyranny and leadership of the 

multitude (to‹j g¦r tur£nnoij a„e… pote di£foro… ™smen…¢p/ ™ke…nou 

xumparšmeinen ¹ prostas…a ¹m‹n toà pl»qouj).149 However, in specifying that he 

and his family felt compelled to conform to democracy mainly because it 

represented the inherited constitution under which Athens had achieved 

greatness and freedom, Alcibiades does not hesitate to define it as a blatant 

folly.150 To that effect, the portrait of Alcibiades and, more broadly, of the 

Alcmeonids in On the Team of Horses differs significantly from the overall 

picture drawn by Alcibiades himself in the Thucydidean speech. 

By giving credit to Alcibiades’ ancestors for both the liberation of the 

pÒlij from tyranny and the foundation of democracy, Isocrates intends to 

substantiate through this digression the main features characterising the 

representation of Alcibiades in his forensic speech, namely his fervent support 

of democracy and his strong opposition to tyranny, two aspects that, Isocrates 

appears to suggest, he inherited from his ancestors. Nonetheless, as I noted 

above, in the depiction of Alcibiades in the Isocratean speech the emphasis lies 

ultimately on his status as an élite individual as well as on the issues posed by 

 
147 Pisistratus married Megacles’ daughter; see Hdt., I 60, 2; 61, 1. 
148 See Pownall (2013). 
149 Thuc., VI 89, 4. 
150 Thuc., VI 89, 5-6. 
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leadership: first and foremost in terms of the problematic relation between great 

individuals like him and the democratic pÒlij but also, taking an even closer 

look, with regard to Athens’ hegemonic role in international politics. 

In other words, I would suggest that some of Isocrates’ main ideas on 

leadership, which we have unearthed in the previous section, arise in On the 

Team of Horses in their early stages from the overall portrait of the Athenian 

general throughout the speech as well as from the excursus on Alcibiades’ 

ancestors. More specifically, concerning this digression, the first element which 

comes to light in relation to the Isocratean views on leadership is the crucial role 

played by ʻgoodwill’ (eÜnoia). Indeed, eÜnoia is a particularly relevant concept, 

as we saw above, in the reshaping of Athens’ hegemony over Greece promoted 

in On the Peace. Significantly, in the excursus on the Alcmeonids their 

leadership is characterised precisely by the goodwill that they have shown 

towards their fellow citizens. More precisely, their leadership is framed in terms 

of both eÜnoia and fil…a towards the people, two elements that are closely 

interrelated with one another. As Mitchell has pointed out, eÜnoia represents: 

 

the proper response to fil…a-relationships, whether public or private, 

because it was the proper response not only to the exchange itself, but 

to the inclusive relationship that was created.151  

 

In this respect, it is worth highlighting that here, unlike in the case of On 

the Peace that we have examined in the previous section, Isocrates applies the 

concept of eÜnoia not to interstate relations but to domestic politics, namely to 

the relation between individual leaders of great merit and the Athenian dÁmoj. 

Interestingly, the reference to the eÜnoia of the Alcmeonids anticipates the 

attribution of the same quality to Alcibiades himself later in the speech when he 

is described as a perfect example of a man ‘most well disposed’ (eÙnoÚstatoj) 

toward the pÒlij;152 his goodwill towards his fellow citizens is indeed easily 

recognisable not only from his services to them but also from the wrongs he 

suffered on their account.153  

 
151 Mitchell (1997) 43-44. 
152 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 39. 
153 Isoc., On the Team of Horses 41. 
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Furthermore, what Isocrates makes Alcibiades the Younger say about 

both his forebears’ and his father’s goodwill towards their fellow citizens can 

also be compared to the reference to eÜnoia that we find in Antidosis in 

connection with Isocrates’ defence of Timotheus. More particularly, his former 

pupil is praised for winning the goodwill of the allies towards Athens and for 

realising that the friendship of the other pÒleij is what made Athens prosperous 

and powerful.154 Nevertheless, at the same time he is criticised for making the 

fundamental mistake of failing to cultivate the goodwill of his fellow citizens 

towards himself.155 In other words, in Antidosis Timotheus, unlike Alcibiades and 

his ancestors in On the Team of Horses, is described as not having understood 

the importance of building the crucial, yet problematic, relation between leaders 

of great merit (like himself) and the dÁmoj on mutual eÜnoia. Therefore, if we 

compare what Isocrates makes Alcibiades the Younger say about both his 

father and his ancestors regarding eÜnoia with what Isocrates himself states in 

Antidosis about Timotheus concerning the same topic, we can infer that in On 

the Team of Horses Isocrates deals, at least in nuce, with one of the key 

concepts of his political thought. Indeed, eÜnoia turns out to be a notion at the 

heart of his ideas on leadership and, more specifically, of his discussion of the 

main features characterising a good leader both within and as a democratic 

pÒlij like Athens. 

The second aspect related to Isocrates’ interest in leadership that 

emerges from the excursus on Alcibiades’ ancestors is the theme of the other 

Greeks’ willing subjection to Athens. More specifically, in this digression, in 

addition to referring to internal leadership as we have seen in the case of 

eÜnoia, Isocrates does also allude to Athens’ position as leading pÒlij in the 

Hellenic world when he makes Alcibiades the Younger state that, because of 

the great reputation for justice reached by Alcibiades’ forefathers, all other 

Greeks voluntarily put into the hands of the Athenians the dominion of the sea. 

Such a reference, which probably hints at the foundation of the Delian League, 

is noteworthy since it is the first occurrence in the Isocratean corpus of an 

allusion to the other Greeks’ willing subjection to the Athenian hegemony, a key 

idea which we find again in his subsequent works.156 Indeed, Isocrates returns 

 
154 Isoc., Antidosis 122. See Too (2008) 154 
155 Isoc., Antidosis 135. 
156 See Sacerdoti (1970) 38. 
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to it especially in On the Peace where, as I mentioned earlier, he strongly 

criticises Athens’ oppressive conduct in international politics and holds it 

responsible for leading the allies to replace the goodwill they had accorded to 

the pÒlij with hatred. Contextually, he suggests a new model of foreign 

relations based primarily on winning back the goodwill of the Greeks and 

obtaining their willingness to submit themselves to Athens’ leadership. 

Moreover, the same topic also occurs, for instance, in Isocrates’ last major 

speech, Panathenaicus, when in his account of the Delian League he stresses 

that the allies willingly conferred upon the Athenians the supremacy by sea.157  

Isocrates’ reference to the Greeks subjecting themselves sua sponte to 

the Athenians is reminiscent of Xenophon’s remarks on willing obedience.158 

And to the extent to which Xenophon is interested in willing obedience, he is 

also interested, as Romilly notes, ‘in establishing such a system of rewards that 

eunoia should become natural’; yet, as Romilly herself goes on to stress, 

Xenophon’s discussion of willing obedience, and thus his interest in eÜnoia, 

remain largely (even if not exclusively) confined to military leadership.159 So, it is 

only in the Isocratean corpus that the notions of willing subjection and eÜnoia 

are consistently extended to the field of international politics with specific 

reference to the need to reshape Athens’ hegemonic role within the Hellenic 

world. 

Isocrates’ interest in Athens’ leadership over Greece in On the Team of 

Horses is revealed also by the fact that, as I underlined above, the speech 

positions itself within the debate around Athenian imperialism that was 

particularly vivid at the beginning of the fourth century. In this regard, the 

positive characterisation of Alcibiades in this Isocratean work can be linked to 

the renewed imperialistic aspirations of Athens in the 390s.160 Thus, the overall 

depiction of Alcibiades in favourable terms that emerges from the forensic 

speech appears to be closely related to the idea of recovering the power of the 

great days of the Athenian empire somehow embodied by Alcibiades himself, 

an idea which took root precisely at that time, namely just before the beginning 

of the Corinthian War.161 On the other hand, the allusion to the other Greeks’ 

 
157 Isoc., Panathenaicus 67. 
158 On the relevance of the tÒpoj of willing obedience in the Xenophontic corpus see, for 

instance, Gray (2007) 7-8 and Gray (2011) 180-196. 
159 Romilly (1958) 94. 
160 See Gribble (1999) 121. 
161 See Bianco (1993) 19. 
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willing subjection to Athens in the excursus devoted to the Alcmeonids shows 

how Isocrates addresses here a key aspect that will become one of the 

cornerstones of the renewed model of Athenian hegemony that he promotes 

later on in his corpus.  

In short, given the primary nature of On the Team of Horses as a forensic 

speech, it is nonetheless possible to identify in this work the presence, at least 

in nuce, of some crucial elements closely related to the Isocratean views on the 

topic of leadership in both internal and foreign politics. More specifically, 

Isocrates refers for the first time to the notion of eÜnoia as well as to the idea of 

the other Greeks’ willingness to subject themselves to Athens’ hegemony. Both 

these key aspects are reiterated and developed throughout his following works 

in connection with his reflection on what characterises strong leadership and 

especially on the need to reshape Athens’ position abroad accordingly.  

 

Alcibiades in Busiris 

It is worth pointing out that Isocrates briefly mentions Alcibiades also in Busiris. 

Indeed, in the opening sections of this eulogy of the mythical king of Egypt, 

Isocrates states that he aims to show that in the Defence of Busiris and the 

Accusation of Socrates Polycrates, the author of these two works, missed what 

was really needed in order to achieve his intended results.162 More precisely, 

addressing Polycrates himself, Isocrates points out that in the Accusation of 

Socrates by claiming that the philosopher had been the teacher of Alcibiades, a 

man who notoriously ʽexcelled’ (di»negke) all his contemporaries, Polycrates 

actually ends up praising Socrates instead of achieving his alleged purpose of 

attacking him.163 Once again, then, Isocrates appears to commend Alcibiades 

by portraying him in favourable terms. However, the verb diafšrw, despite 

being employed mainly in a positive sense (such as in On the Team of Horses 

11 where it refers likewise to Alcibiades’ superiority over his fellow citizens), can 

at times convey a negative meaning. In this regard, Livingstone has highlighted 

that this verb means ʽoccasionally ‘to outdoʼ others in some negative quality’, 

adding that: 

 

 
162 See Isoc., Busiris 4. 
163 Isoc., Busiris 5. See Too (1995) 216 who, by referring to both this passage and On the Team 
of Horses, highlights how Isocrates, contrasting the contemporary tradition which makes 
Alcibiades a pupil of Socrates, holds him as pupil of Pericles. 



179 
 

the use of the verb on its own here just about leaves space for divergent 

assessments of Alcibiades (everyone agrees that he ‘was exceptionalʼ—

for good or ill), while strongly suggesting (falsely, but as suits the 

argument) that everyone agrees in a positive assessment.164 

 

Thus, in a similar way to the overall characterisation of Alcibiades that emerges 

from On the Team of Horses, this passage in Busiris suggests that Isocrates 

ultimately intends to put the spotlight on his extraordinary status as a great man 

and the issues inherent to it. 

 

Alcibiades in the other Attic orators 

It is nevertheless undeniable that Isocrates’ characterisation of Alcibiades in 

overall positive terms both in On the Team of Horses and in Busiris 5 appears 

to differ from the other rhetorical portraits of the Athenian general known to us, 

which usually convey a negative image. Indeed, Lysias’ prosecution speech 

Against Alcibiades (I) For deserting the ranks,165 written for the trial that took 

place immediately after the battle of Haliartus (395), consists in an attack 

against Alcibiades the Younger carried out side by side with that against his 

father in order to show that, although Alcibiades the Younger was the most 

contemptible of his breed, father and son, as well as their ancestors, were all 

enemies of the pÒlij and were characterised by the same moral 

degeneration.166  

Interestingly, Lysias’ speech is closely related to On the Team of Horses 

not only because it belongs to the court actions that, like Isocrates’ speech, 

involved Alcibiades the Younger in the context of the debate on Alcibiades and 

the wider discussion on the Athenian empire going on in the 390s, but also 

because we can identify some specific correspondences between the two 

speeches. For instance, in Against Alcibiades (I) the speaker strongly criticises 

the parallelism between Alcibiades’ exile and that of the democrats of 403,167 

 
164 Livingstone (2001) 109. On the use of the expression diafšrein tîn ¥llwn in the Isocratean 

corpus to refer to Alcibiades see additionally Gribble (1999) 137, who highlights that such 
phrase indicates his ‘outstanding place not just in the community, but also with regard to all his 
fellow men’. 
165 This speech along with Lys., Against Alcibiades (II) For refusal of military service represents 
part of a prosecution brought by a certain Archestratides against Alcibiades the Younger for 
illegally serving in the cavalry. 
166 See Gribble (1999) 101. 
167 See Lys., Against Alcibiades (I) 32-33. 
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which is a key aspect of On the Team of Horses. In the Isocratean speech, as 

we have seen, the enemies of Alcibiades, responsible for his exile, are identified 

with the oligarchical enemies of Athens.168 In this regard, while Isocrates 

stresses that Alcibiades, driven by the desire to return to Athens, had made war 

not against his pÒlij but only against those responsible for sending him into 

exile, Lysias claims that he had marched more often in the ranks of Athens’ 

enemies against his own pÒlij than in those of his fellow citizens.169  

Moreover, Lysias also refers to the fact that Alcibiades the Younger’s 

great-grandfathers (namely Alcibiades and Megacles) were ostracised twice. In 

doing so, Lysias intends to corroborate his depiction of Alcibiades’ son as a 

‘hereditary enemy’ (patrikÕj ™cqrÒj) of Athens.170 Conversely, Isocrates, as I 

have illustrated above, praises his forefathers, thus endorsing the portrait of 

Alcibiades as a loyal supporter of democracy. As Gribble has pointed out, some 

of the correspondences between Against Alcibiades (I) and On the Team of 

Horses suggest that Lysias is responding to Isocrates, while some others may 

indicate that Isocrates also replies to Lysias, so it is possible to assume that 

Isocrates’ speech represents a revised version published after Against 

Alcibiades (I) was delivered at the desertion trial.171 

Be that as it may, Lysias’ speech presents a polarised picture of 

Alcibiades compared to On the Team of Horses and the intertextuality between 

the two speeches bears witness to the widespread debate on Alcibiades, which, 

as I mentioned earlier, was particularly vivid in Athens at the beginning of the 

fourth century and which was linked to the debate on Athenian imperialism 

going on at the same time. Indeed, by portraying Alcibiades (along with his son) 

in such a negative light, Lysias not only attempts to tone down the favour 

around him, which was very lively at the beginning of the fourth century, but 

also appears to highlight, through the figure of Alcibiades, the harmful results of 

 
168 See Gribble (1999) 128. 
169 Lys., Against Alcibiades (I) 30. 
170 Lys., Against Alcibiades (I) 39-40. 
171 See Gribble (1999) 107-111 who challenges the theory of Bruns (1896) 495-500 according to 
which both Isocrates’ On the Team of Horses and Lysias’ Against Alcibiades (I) can be 
regarded as reworkings of the original court speeches. Bruns’ reconstruction had already been 
questioned by Seager (1967) 16-18 who reached the conclusion that Isocrates’ speech 
preceded a single complete version of Lysias’. See also Nouhaud (1982) 296 n. 201 and Carey 
(1989) 149-150 who consider On the Team of Horses as preceding Against Alcibiades (I); 
similarly, Bianco (1993) 21 believes that Lysias’ speech represents a clear reply to Isocrates. 
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the fifth-century Athenian empire and thus the need to avoid giving way to the 

renewed imperialistic aspirations.  

Another well-known rhetorical depiction of Alcibiades is represented by 

the speech Against Alcibiades, which has been transmitted among the works of 

Andocides although many scholars consider it as a spurious work by a later 

author, probably composed in the mid- or late fourth century.172 The speech 

appears to be set in 416/415, since the dramatic occasion is usually regarded 

as being that of the ostracism of Hyperbolus involving Alcibiades, Nicias and the 

speaker himself who can perhaps be identified with Phaeax.173 All events 

included in the work are indeed prior to this date, so there is no reference, for 

example, to the performance of the Mysteries or the mutilation of the Herms,174 

and the work assumes the tone of an invective against Alcibiades with attacks 

upon both his private and public conduct. Concerning the latter aspect, the 

speaker accuses Alcibiades not only of having recommended the attack against 

Melos in 416,175 but also of having damaged Athens’ relationship with its allies 

by doubling the contribution of each member of the Delian League for his own 

personal interest; thus, Alcibiades’ policy towards the allies is contrasted with 

that of Aristeides, who is said to have assessed the tribute with the utmost 

fairness.176 

Furthermore, Alcibiades is considered as not being a genuine supporter 

of democracy and this charge goes hand in hand with that of refusing to treat 

his own fellow citizens as equals.177 In this respect, [Andocides] makes a clear 

reference to the suspicion that he intends to make himself tyrant178 and regards 

his treatment of Diomedes at Olympia as a glaring example of his refusal to 

accept fellow Athenians as his equals.179 Indeed, [Andocides] goes on to argue, 

Alcibiades ‘proves that the democracy is worth nothing’ (oÙdenÕj ¢x…an t¾n 

 
172 See Gribble (1999) 90. Instead, Raubitschek (1948) 192-193 points to features of the speech 
which suggest a fifth-century origin; see also Bianco (1993) 15-16 who believes that the speech 
might indeed have been written by Andocides and regards it as belonging, like Isocrates’ On the 
Team of Horses and Lysias’ Against Alcibiades (I), to the debate on Athenian imperialism going 
on at the beginning of the fourth century. 
173 On the identity of the speaker as Phaeax see Bianco (1993) 13 and Gribble (1999) 154. 
174 See Turchi (1984) 117; see also Gribble (1999) 154-155. 
175 See [Andoc.], Against Alcibiades 22-23. 
176 See [Andoc.], Against Alcibiades 11-12. On Alcibiades’ behaviour as being responsible for 
the allies’ hatred towards Athens see [Andoc.], Against Alcibiades 28. 
177 See [Andoc.], Against Alcibiades 13. On Alcibiades aiming to be superior not only to the 
other Athenian citizens, but even to the laws, thus endangering the greatest safeguard 
possessed by the pÒlij, see [Andoc.], Against Alcibiades 19. 
178 See [Andoc.], Against Alcibiades 24. 
179 See [Andoc.], Against Alcibiades 25-26. 
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dhmokrat…an ¢pofa…nei) since he speaks like a leader of the people but acts like 

a tyrant (toÝj mὲn lÒgouj dhmagwgoà t¦ d/ œrga tur£nnou paršcwn) having 

realised that his fellow citizens are not concerned about tyranny in itself but only 

about the word.180 Significantly, in this context dhmagwgÒj (which here indicates 

what Alcibiades only pretends to be) does not appear to bear a derogatory 

sense. On the contrary, the contrast with tÚrannoj (which reveals, according to 

[Andocides], Alcibiades’ real attitude) entails the function of dhmagwgÒj as the 

positive pole in the antithesis between democracy and tyranny. Therefore, the 

use of dhmagwgÒj in this passage from Against Alcibiades corroborates what I 

have pointed out in the first part of the present chapter regarding the possibility 

of employing the term without any pejorative connotation in itself as it appears 

to be the case in Isocrates. Nevertheless, while [Andocides] establishes an 

opposition between dhmagwgÒj and tÚrannoj, this is not necessarily the case in 

the Isocratean corpus. Indeed, as we saw in the previous section, dhmagwgšw 

and turannšw, far from being regarded as incompatible, are employed 

simultaneously in a positive sense in Helen 37 with reference to Theseus. 

Going back to the comparison between Against Alcibiades and On the 

Team of Horses, it is also worth highlighting that, by means of a contrast 

between his own family and that of Alcibiades, [Andocides] alludes to the fact 

that both Alcibiades’ grandfathers had been ostracised twice181 (an episode 

that, as we saw, is referred to also in Lysias’ speech) and that the Athenian 

general falsely states to be ʻwell disposed toward the people’ (eὔnouj tù dήmῳ) 

accusing others of being supporters of oligarchy and enemies of democracy.182 

Particularly noteworthy in this regard is the difference with On the Team of 

Horses where, as we have highlighted, the reference to Alcibiades’ ancestors is 

designed to stress his loyalty to democracy and where special emphasis is put 

on Alcibiades’ and his forefathers’ goodwill towards their fellow citizens. So, in 

the portrait painted by [Andocides], Alcibiades is depicted as being 

characterised by lawlessness, Ûbrij and violence against his own pÒlij. 

It is within this framework that his performance in the chariot-race at 

Olympia is presented as a sign of Alcibiades’ ʻ(own) dunamis, in direct and 

 
180 See [Andoc.], Against Alcibiades 27. 
181 See [Andoc.], Against Alcibiades 34. 
182 See [Andoc.], Against Alcibiades 16. A similar phrase occurs with reference to Alcibiades’ 
son in Lys., Against Alcibiades (I)10 where the speaker says that Alcibiades the Younger was 
not ʻwell-disposed toward the mass’ (eὔnouj tù plήqei). 
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dangerous rivalry with the city’, whose power is darkened by that displayed by 

the élite individual.183 Nonetheless, [Andocides] underlines that Alcibiades was 

capable of inspiring not only fear but also awe, thus revealing some sort of 

admiration towards him and the awareness of his significance for the pÒlij.184 

In other words, unlike Lysias who avoids portraying him as possessing a special 

status and focuses instead on his ponhr…a, [Andocides] concentrates his 

attention on Alcibiades’ hybristic attitude. Indeed, the Ûbrij displayed by 

Alcibiades inevitably gives rise to hostility but also to admiration leading to the 

recognition of his outstanding position as a great individual within the 

democratic pÒlij.185 

Lastly, in addition to Lysias’ and [Andocides]’ rhetorical attacks against 

Alcibiades, we can find a brief characterisation in apparently not very favourable 

terms also in Demosthenes’ Against Meidias (347/6).186 More specifically, in 

sections 143-150 of this speech the orator makes a reference to Alcibiades in 

order to undercut the argument that Meidias, because of his public services, 

should not be punished severely. As Demosthenes himself points out, the 

allusion to Alcibiades is designed to prove not only that the Athenians should 

not tolerate anything, neither birth, nor wealth, nor power, if it is coupled with 

Ûbrij, but also that Alcibiades’ arrogance, although very remarkable, was 

inferior to that displayed by Meidias. Demosthenes does acknowledge the 

merits of Alcibiades’ ancestors and praises in particular the Alcmeonids for 

freeing Athens from tyranny by driving the Pisistratids into exile, a version of the 

story similar to the one that we have found in the Isocratean excursus. 

Moreover, he highlights the services which Alcibiades himself rendered 

to the Athenian democracy referring also to his victory at Olympia, and stressing 

the eÜnoia that he showed towards his pÒlij, a key feature which, as I 

discussed earlier, emerges as a crucial aspect in On the Team of Horses. 

Nevertheless, Demosthenes criticises his Ûbrij underlining that all his 

 
183 Gribble (1999) 65. 
184 See [Andoc.], Against Alcibiades 18. [Andocides]’ passage calls to mind the statement on 
Alcibiades in Ar., Frogs 1425 that I have mentioned in the introduction to the present section. 
185 See Gribble (1999) 142, who points out that the ‘difference of strategy’ between Lysias and 
[Andocides] can be interpreted as ‘partly related to the rhetorical purposes of the two speeches’ 
since Lysias aims at ‘a conviction of Alcibiades’ son for desertion’, whereas [Andocides] ‘is 
putting the case that Alcibiades should be ostracized, a context where it is important to argue 
that the accused is a danger to the community rather than that he is an object of contempt’. 
186 Harris (1989) 121-123 and MacDowell (1990) 10-11 date the speech to 347/6. Concerning its 
composition and delivery see MacDowell (1990) 23-28 who underlines how the question of 
whether or not it was actually delivered remains open. 
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remarkable services did not entitle him to commit outrages upon his fellow 

citizens and did not prevent him from being exiled. So, the Demosthenic 

depiction is one in which, while Alcibiades’ hybristic attitude is clearly 

condemned, special emphasis is put on his extraordinary character, and his 

position of superiority within Athens is particularly stressed in opposition to the 

representation of Meidias.187  

The above-mentioned rhetorical portraits can be interpreted in the 

context of the first two stages of the tradition on Alcibiades that, as I briefly 

mentioned earlier, have been identified by Gribble: polarisation in the fifth and 

first half of the fourth century, ambivalence by the later half of the fourth century. 

Thus, Demosthenes’ and [Andocides]’ depictions appear to belong to the 

second stage, whereas the negative characterisation in Lysias’ Against 

Alcibiades (I) and the positive one in On the Team of Horses can be regarded 

as polar opposites fitting into the first stage of the tradition on him. 

Nevertheless, the overall Isocratean depiction is significantly more nuanced 

than it might appear at first sight.  

 

Alcibiades in To Philip 

Indeed, the representation of Alcibiades in apparently favourable terms in On 

the Team of Horses and in the brief allusion to him in Busiris is problematised 

by the reference to him in a passage from To Philip. In sections 58-61 of this 

speech Alcibiades is mentioned along with Conon, Dionysius and Cyrus the 

Great as a historical example to support Isocrates’ claim that Philip could easily 

bring together the Greek pÒleij. More specifically, Isocrates stresses that when 

he was exiled in 415, Alcibiades, unlike others who had been in the same 

circumstances before him, did not feel intimidated by Athens’ greatness. On the 

contrary, he tried to return ʻby force’ (b…ᾳ) and thus deliberately made war 

against his own pÒlij. As a result, he caused great ʻconfusion’ (tarac») not 

only for Athens but also for Sparta and the rest of Greece. Focusing then on the 

Spartans, Isocrates claims that Alcibiades was responsible for plunging them 

from their previous prosperity into their current state of misfortune. By following 

Alcibiades’ advice to seek sea power, the Spartans ended up losing even their 

hegemony on land; thus one can reach the conclusion that ʻthe beginning of 

 
187 See Gribble (1999) 142-143. 



185 
 

their present ills’ (¹ ¢rc¾ (...) tîn parÒntwn kakîn) came when they attempted 

to gain ʻthe empire of the sea’ (¹ ¢rc¾ tÁj qal£tthj). After having provoked all 

these troubles, Alcibiades managed to return to Athens winning ʻa great 

reputation’ (meg£lh dÒxa), although Isocrates concludes by stressing that not 

everyone commended him.188 

So, this passage from To Philip appears to present a much less 

favourable view than the depictions that we find in On the Team of Horses and 

Busiris since here Isocrates highlights not only the turbulence into which 

Alcibiades allegedly threw all Greece but also the fact that even though he 

managed to reach his goal (namely securing his return), the praise which he 

enjoyed in Athens was not unanimous. Indeed, in On the Team of Horses, as I 

pointed out, Isocrates apparently justifies Alcibiades’ attempt to return to Athens 

by every means and to avenge himself on his enemies responsible for his exile 

and identified with the oligarchic enemies of the pÒlij itself, whereas in To 

Philip Alcibiades’ warlike actions are described as being directed against the 

whole pÒlij, not exclusively against those who had sent him into exile. Although 

the emphasis on his decision not to accept exile but to secure his return by 

force can be read as evidence of his greatness of character,189 it also suggests 

a critical appraisal of Alcibiades’ conduct, even more so as his use of force 

appears to be opposed to the key notion of eÜnoia, as we will see more in depth 

below.  

It is also worth noting that in To Philip the figure of Alcibiades is linked 

once again to the reflection on Athenian imperialism. Indeed, as we saw, in On 

the Team of Horses the portrait of Alcibiades in positive terms can be related to 

the revival of Athens’ aspirations to the empire at the beginning of the fourth 

century and to Isocrates’ likely support of those renewed ambitions. By contrast, 

here the fact that Alcibiades is presented as the cause of the ruin of the 

Spartans for advising them to seek naval supremacy hints at a certain criticism 

towards sea power, which is indeed described as the beginning of all ills for 

Sparta. In this regard, we can find the same play of words with the dual 

meaning of ¢rc» applied to the Spartans (in reference to the reasons that led to 

 
188 See Gribble (1999) 128 for a comparison between the depiction of Alcibiades in this passage 
from To Philip and a similar presentation of Evagoras and the actions he took after being exiled 
in Isoc., Evagoras 27-32. 
189 See Gribble (1999) 128, 139. 
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their defeat at Leuctra) in On the Peace,190 a speech where, as we saw in the 

first part of the present chapter, Isocrates’ sharp criticism towards Athens’ 

empire and its sea power is overt. Nevertheless, as I highlighted above, rather 

than being an end unto itself, such criticism represents, in Isocrates’ view, a 

necessary path to follow in order to reach the ultimate goal of reshaping, not 

rejecting, the Athenian hegemony over Greece.  

Significantly, a similar paronomasia based on the two meanings of the 

term ¢rc» is employed also in Panegyricus 119 where Isocrates argues that the 

moment when Athens was deprived of its empire marked the beginning of ills 

for all Greeks. Thus, this passage from Panegyricus seems, at least at first 

sight, to conflict with the use of the same paronomasia in On the Peace 101. 

However, in On the Peace Isocrates does not entirely reject or abandon the 

programme put forward in 380. Indeed, the speech, which as we saw was 

written in the mid 350s, marks a turning point, rather than a breaking point, in 

the Isocratean views on Athenian hegemony in the sense that it advocates a 

rethinking on different foundations, not a complete condemnation, of Athens’ 

leadership within the Hellenic world. So, the links emerging both in On the 

Team of Horses and To Philip between the depiction of Alcibiades and the 

discussion on imperialism should not be considered as contradictory. Rather, 

they can be interpreted in the broader context of the development of Isocrates’ 

ideas on leadership as they emerge especially in On the Peace. In this respect, 

provided the differences in chronology and rhetorical purpose between these 

speeches, eÜnoia in particular represents a fil rouge running from On the Team 

of Horses to To Philip through the crossing point of On the Peace, in which it is 

so pre-eminent, as we saw above.  

Indeed, after occurring for the first time in the corpus in On the Team of 

Horses, eÜnoia (re-)emerges in To Philip as a key feature when discussing 

Philip’s role as military leader of the Panhellenic campaign against Persia. More 

specifically, after having presented the four historical examples (i.e. Conon, 

Dionysius and Cyrus, in addition to Alcibiades himself) that corroborate his 

argument according to which the king of Macedon would easily bring together 

the Greek pÒleij leading them against Persia, Isocrates, in order to encourage 

even further Philip to undertake this exploit, states as follows: if Philip manages 

 
190 Isoc., On the Peace 101. 
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to achieve such a deed, his ‘reputation’ (dÒxa) will be greatly enhanced, but 

even if he does not accomplish this goal, he will still gain the eÜnoia of the 

Greeks. Winning their goodwill, Isocrates continues, is certainly better than 

taking by force many Greek pÒleij as that entails several negative 

consequences, such as envy and enmity.191 The reference to eÜnoia in this 

passage from To Philip, where gaining the goodwill of the Greek pÒleij is 

manifestly opposed to seizing them by force (with all the negative 

consequences that result from it), calls to mind by contrast Alcibiades’ conduct 

towards Athens as described in section 58 of the speech. Here, Isocrates, as 

we saw, underlines that, instead of trying to obtain the goodwill of his pÒlij, 

Alcibiades decided to wage war against it in order to secure his return. 

Therefore, even though in To Philip Isocrates reiterates Alcibiades’ excellence 

(already underlined in On the Team of Horses and Busiris) by including him 

among the historical examples of men who accomplished deeds of great 

magnitude and difficulty,192 this portrait challenges the overall positive 

characterisation that appears to emerge from the two previous Isocratean 

portraits. The determining factor lies precisely in eÜnoia. And, more specifically, 

in gaining the eÜnoia of the Athenians, which is the key point not only in On the 

Team of Horses, but also ultimately in To Philip.193 Indeed, while in On the 

Team of Horses Alcibiades is praised for displaying goodwill towards his fellow 

citizens, the main flaw of the Alcibades of To Philip consists in failing to 

acknowledge the relevance of this mutual relation of eÜnoia between great men 

and the community that they aim to lead. In this respect, disregarding the need 

to gain the goodwill of the Athenians is a serious error with significant adverse 

effects as already indicated by the fate of Timotheus in Antidosis. Here in To 

Philip, by employing Alcibiades as a rhetorical example and maintaining a 

fundamentally Athenocentric attitude, Isocrates warns the king of Macedon 

against making a similar mistake. 

 

  

 
191 Isoc., To Philip 68. 
192 See Isoc., To Philip 57. 
193 See Romilly (1958) 99. 
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Conclusion 

To sum up, Isocrates’ interest in Alcibiades mirrors, and at the same time goes 

beyond, the debate on this figure taking place in the fourth century since it hints, 

more broadly, at his views on leadership in both internal and external politics. In 

this regard, the overall Isocratean characterisation of Alcibiades that emerges 

from the references to him in On the Team of Horses, Busiris and To Philip is 

more nuanced than it is generally assumed, with the boundaries between praise 

and blame being less sharply defined than what could appear at first reading. 

Indeed, Isocrates’ multifaceted portraits of Alcibiades interact significantly 

with the depictions drawn by the other Attic orators while simultaneously 

standing out for their complex nature. In this respect, they reveal his awareness 

of, reflection on, and attempt to deal with, the intricate problems posed on the 

one hand by the difficult relation between the great individual and the 

democratic pÒlij, and on the other hand by Athens’ leading role within the 

Hellenic world. Thus, the references to Alcibiades throughout the corpus, rather 

than representing inconsistent, irreconcilable or unrelated portraits, can be 

interpreted as pieces of a varied but at the same time uniform and cohesive 

mosaic that ultimately points to the key features that, in Isocrates’ view, 

characterise a good leader in domestic as well as international politics.  

Within this context, eÜnoia emerges as the cornerstone of Isocrates’ 

more general ideas on strong leadership both internally and externally. More 

specifically, in a predominantly Athenocentric perspective, Isocrates 

emphasises how gaining the goodwill of the other Greeks towards Athens goes 

hand in hand with obtaining the goodwill of the other Athenians towards oneself 

and vice versa. And even when employing Alcibiades as a rhetorical example in 

addressing Philip, Isocrates firmly keeps the spotlight on eÜnoia as an 

indispensable characteristic of good leadership. 
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4. Conclusions 

 

In this chapter I have attempted to highlight Isocrates’ profound, but often 

overlooked, interest in leadership in both domestic and foreign politics as well 

as the key role that his views on this topic play within his political thought. In 

order to do so, I have provided a detailed examination of the occurrences of 

dhmagwgÒj and its cognate verb dhmagwgšw throughout the corpus arguing that 

Isocrates, by returning to the original ethical neutrality of the dhmagwgÒj family 

of words, reframes in positive terms the vocabulary, and thus the notion, of 

dhmagwg…a. Furthermore, I have also suggested that Isocrates dichotomises the 

concept of dhmagwg…a. The result is a binary distinction with a splitting of the 

notion between a positive pole and a negative one, which is similar to his 

treatment of the notion of parrhs…a examined in the second chapter of the 

present study. Thus, rather than criticising and rejecting the role of dhmagwgo… 

per se, Isocrates acknowledges, and even promotes, the need to choose good 

dhmagwgo… in opposition to the bad ones currently leading the pÒlij. Indeed, he 

upholds a rethinking of Athens’ internal leadership that goes hand in hand with 

the reshaping (not rejection) of its hegemony over Greece, which he argues for 

most manifestly in On the Peace. In this context, we saw how Pericles 

represents an instance of good dhmagwgÒj and how Isocrates addresses veiled 

criticism not towards him, as it is often assumed, but towards the Athenian 

dÁmoj contemporary to him. Additionally, I have suggested that the rehabilitation 

of dhmagwgÒj can be assimilated to that of the term sofist»j in Antidosis. Both 

cases (although the latter more explicitly than the former) ultimately point in the 

direction of Isocrates’ attempt to rehabilitate rhetoric, or rather, the good kind of 

rhetoric that he claims he teaches his pupils.  

Within the framework of the Isocratean problematisation of the 

dhmagwgÒj family of terms, I have also underlined how three passages in 

particular, namely Helen 37, To Nicocles 16 and Panathenaicus 148, reveal an 

extension of the range of application of dhmagwgÒj and dhmagwgšw beyond the 

borders of Classical Athens. More particularly, the notion of dhmagwg…a is 

retrojected into Athens’ past in the first and third passage (with reference to 

Theseus and Pisistratus, respectively) and applied to a non-democratic context 

in the Cyprian speech. 



190 
 

Overall, the investigation of the Isocratean occurrences of dhmagwgÒj 

and its cognate verb bear witness to the two cardinal points around which the 

present thesis revolves. On the one hand, Isocrates’ use of democratic 

language interpreted as expanding the ductility already embedded in this 

vocabulary, not as an arbitrary distortion of the true meaning of such terms (and 

thus of the notions they convey) dictated by a scantily disguised oligarchic 

agenda. On the other, his profound interest in political leadership, especially the 

issues posed by it and the definition of what makes a successful leader in both 

internal and external politics. In the case of the opposition between good and 

bad dhmagwgo…, the link between these two key aspects becomes particularly 

evident. 

In the second part of the chapter, I have moved to the analysis of the 

Isocratean characterisation of Alcibiades as a case study exemplifying his 

interest in, and views on, political leadership. In doing so, I have focused 

particularly on the depiction that emerges from On the Team of Horses while 

devoting special attention also to two other passages of the corpus referring to 

him which are generally neglected, namely Busiris 5 and To Philip 58-61.  

In this respect, Isocrates’ depiction of Pericles, which I have examined in 

the first half of the chapter, and his characterisation of Alcibiades can be 

regarded as presenting two sides of the same coin. The overall positive portrait 

of Pericles drawn throughout the corpus implicitly stresses the crucial role of the 

dÁmoj in the relation between leaders of great merit and the democratic pÒlij. In 

a complementary way, within the framework of the same individual-community 

relation, the comprehensive depiction of Alcibiades emerging from Isocrates’ 

works turns instead the spotlight on great men and their problematic status 

within the democratic pÒlij, thus showing the other side of the coin. In the same 

way as the dÁmoj should make sound decisions and choose good leaders, great 

individuals have to moderate their hybristic nature by aiming to gain the goodwill 

of their fellow citizens. Only if the two agents in the dÁmoj-great man relation act 

as suggested by Isocrates, can this crucial and problematic relation prove to be 

successful for Athens in both domestic and foreign politics, and its intrinsic 

unavoidable tension can be somehow balanced. Within this context, the main 

principle that, according to Isocrates, can defuse such a tension and 

characterises strong leadership both internally and externally is mutual eÜnoia. 

Hence, Timotheus in Antidosis and Alcibiades in To Philip are scolded for 
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disregarding the relevance of goodwill in the relation with their own fellow 

citizens. Similarly, in international politics successful leadership consists not in 

ruling by fear and violence but in gaining the goodwill of the pÒleij that one 

intends to lead and, consequently, their willing subjection.  

So, an in-depth examination of the occurrences of dhmagwgÒj and 

dhmagwgšw and the analysis of the characterisation of Alcibiades throughout the 

corpus bring to light Isocrates’ interest in, awareness of, and endeavour to 

tackle, the issues posed by political leadership in both international and 

domestic politics, thus hinting at the central, yet often overlooked, role that such 

a topic plays within his corpus. 
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Chapter 5 

The Isocratean (re)definition of dhmotikÒj 

 

1. Introduction 

 

In the previous chapter I have focused on Isocrates’ views on what a good 

political leader should look like, both in domestic and foreign politics, and I have 

highlighted the central role that this discussion on leadership plays within his 

political thought. In the present chapter I shall move one step forward by 

exploring how his ideas on Athenian hegemony and leadership are inextricably 

linked to his attempt to define, or rather redefine, what it means to be 

democratic. In order to do so, I will examine the occurrences of dhmotikÒj 

throughout the corpus and make comparisons with some other relevant 

instances of the term in the fifth and fourth centuries. As a result, I intend to 

show that Isocrates’ usages of dhmotikÒj should not be interpreted as 

corroborating the widespread assumption that he aims to promote an oligarchic 

agenda in disguise. Additionally, I shall suggest that, by exploiting, and at the 

same time expanding, the intrinsic adaptability of the word in response to the 

changes occurring in fourth-century Athenian politics and political theory, 

Isocrates endeavours to recontextualise the notion of being democratic 

precisely in connection with his interest in, and discussion on, the theme of 

political leadership.  

The choice to focus my attention on the occurrences of dhmotikÒj is 

dictated by various reasons. First of all, in line with the semantic methodology 

adopted throughout the present dissertation, it is worth pointing out, as noted by 

Sealey, that dhmotikÒj, rather than dhmokratikÒj, often represents ‘[i]n Athenian 

speech the adjective corresponding to demokratia’1 both in the fifth and fourth 

centuries. For example, we do not find any occurrence of dhmokratikÒj in the 

Attic orators, except one instance in Lysias.2 With specific reference to the 

Isocratean works, while there are no occurrences of dhmokratikÒj and only one 

of dhmÒthj,3 the term dhmotikÒj is employed fifteen times in total throughout the 

corpus.  

 
1 Sealey (1973) 283. 
2 Lys., Defence against a charge of subverting the democracy 8. 
3 Isoc., Panathenaicus 145. 
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Therefore, the numerical weight of the occurrences of dhmotikÒj appears 

to be more relevant than that of other contemporary adjectives, like 

dhmokratikÒj and dhmÒthj, derived from the dhm-stem. In addition, apart from 

the more significant number of instances, the usages of the term between the 

fifth and the fourth century hint at two key aspects: on the one hand, the 

inherent adaptability of dhmotikÒj; on the other hand, the existence of a lively 

debate taking place at the time on what being dhmotikÒj truly means. 

Concerning the first aspect in particular, it is important to stress that, at base, 

dhmotikÒj means ‘in favour of the dÁmoj’4 and that, as we shall see below, its 

use is not limited to democratic contexts.  

Yet, little scholarly attention has been paid to Isocrates’ varying uses of 

dhmotikÒj. Rather, when it comes to the manifold occurrences of the term in his 

corpus, the emphasis is generally put almost exclusively on the use of the 

adjective to describe Evagoras in the homonymous Cyprian speech and Solon 

in Areopagiticus. Both these occurrences have frequently been interpreted in 

light of his alleged attempt to promote an anti-democratic political programme. 

However, through an examination of the usages of the term not only in these 

two cases but also, more broadly, in the rest of the corpus, as well as by means 

of a comparison with some relevant fifth- and fourth-century instances, I aim to 

highlight that the occurrences of dhmotikÒj in Isocrates’ works provide a 

noteworthy example of his multifaceted and idiosyncratic use of democratic 

vocabulary and can help us elucidate his political thought.  

Indeed, instead of ascribing the Isocratean instances to an allegedly ill-

concealed oligarchic agenda, I would suggest that they hint at how, by 

problematising and expanding the intrinsic malleability of the term in response 

to contemporary political debates, Isocrates ultimately attempts to redefine the 

meaning of being in favour of the dÁmoj in close connection with his interest in 

Athens’ hegemony over Greece. In this sense Isocrates’ use of dhmotikÒj 

confirms how his views on democracy cannot be disentangled from, and are 

somehow subordinated to, his more general ideas on leadership. 

The analysis presented in this chapter will thus be divided into two main 

parts. In the first half of my investigation I shall look at the Isocratean usages of 

 
4 See Cartledge (2009) 50. On the meaning of the term see also Ste-Croix (1954) 23, Vlastos 
(1983) 509 and Brock (1991) 168 who notes that ‘dhmotikÒj originally implies a belief in equality 

as a democratic virtue, but in comedy it comes to indicate equality run rampant, as in proposals 
of equal sexual opportunity for all’. 
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dhmotikÒj in the context of the blending of constitutional forms and devote my 

attention to the inherent ductility of the term. In doing so, I will point out how 

Isocrates not only recovers and exploits, but even stretches the boundaries of, 

such intrinsic adaptability, thus hinting at a reframing of the meaning of acting in 

the interest of the dÁmoj in terms of his interest in Athens’ political leadership.  

Such an attempt to recontextualise dhmotikÒj is examined further in the 

second part of the chapter, which begins by framing the Isocratean usages of 

the term within the fourth-century debate around the question of what being in 

favour of the dÁmoj should truly look like, a discussion which, as we briefly 

mentioned above, appears to be particularly vivid at the time and which is 

expressed indeed mainly through the term dhmotikÒj. Therefore, after 

illustrating the wider background against which Isocrates’ redefinition of 

dhmotikÒj should be placed, I aim to provide a detailed analysis of the key 

features characterising such recontextualisation in order to point out how they 

are deeply influenced by, and overlap with, his ideas concerning Athenian 

leadership highlighted in the previous chapter. 

Consequently, asking whether Isocrates is an oligarch or a democrat is 

ultimately misleading as it overshadows and flattens the complexity and 

originality of his political thought. His usages of dhmotikÒj reveal how he was 

aware of, and was engaging with, not only the embedded flexibility of political 

(especially democratic) vocabulary, but also the contemporary blurring of 

boundaries between oligarchy and democracy, within the context of his 

constant, overarching and broader interest in Athens’ role as leading pÒlij in 

the Greek world and the need for his fellow citizens to (re)affirm such a role. 

 

 

2. Stretching the boundaries of dhmotikÒj  

 

In the first half of the present chapter I will begin my analysis by examining the 

Isocratean depiction of the Cyprian king Evagoras as a case study to explore 

the use of dhmotikÒj in relation to the notion of mixed constitution. In doing so, I 

intend to show that this occurrence of the term should not be regarded as an 

additional element in favour of the widespread view according to which 

Isocrates aims to promote an anti-democratic agenda. Rather, the description of 

Evagoras as dhmotikÒj, and simultaneously also as turannikÒj, needs to be 
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understood within the broader framework of the malleability deeply entrenched 

in these terms on the one hand, and, on the other, of Isocrates’ interest in, and 

engagement with, the dramatic changes in Athenian practical politics and 

political theory taking place between the fifth and fourth century. I will then 

provide a brief overview of some of the most relevant instances of the usages of 

dhmotikÒj in previous and contemporary authors, from which it should become 

clear that the term, and thus the notion itself of being in favour of the dÁmoj, was 

characterised by an inherent fluidity and so was rather easily adaptable to a 

variety of contexts. Overall, I will show that, far from confirming his alleged 

attempt to promote an oligarchic agenda in disguise, the use of dhmotikÒj in the 

context of the merging of constitutional forms suggests that Isocrates 

problematises the meaning of the term by exploiting, and at the same time 

expanding, its embedded adaptability.  

 

2.1 Evagoras as dhmotikÒj and turannikÒj 

 

In this section I will focus my attention on the depiction of the king of Salamis on 

Cyprus, Evagoras, in the homonymous speech as a crucial starting point for the 

analysis of the Isocratean usages of dhmotikÒj within the framework of the 

blending of constitutional forms. In this respect, I argue that by applying 

dhmotikÒj, in conjunction with turannikÒj, to the Cyprian king, Isocrates 

legitimately makes use of, and takes to its limits, the malleability embedded in 

these terms with the ultimate aim of attempting to provide his own response to 

current political issues by widening and problematising the range of application 

of these words (and thus of the notions they convey) while maintaining an 

Athenocentric view. More specifically, the problematisation of dhmotikÒj, but 

also of turannikÒj, which emerges from Evagoras shall point towards the need 

to expand the horizon of the debate beyond the mere contrast between the 

interpretation of Isocrates as undercover oligarch on the one hand, and as 

champion of democracy on the other. Instead, we should look at how the 

boundaries of this ideological opposition were themselves more and more 

nebulous in the contemporary political world, and at how Isocrates attempts to 

deal with the consequent challenges faced by fourth-century Athens both 

internally and externally.  
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From a chronological point of view, the first occurrence of the adjective 

dhmotikÒj in the Isocratean corpus (with the exclusion of the forensic speech 

Against Callimachus on which I will focus later on) can be found precisely in the 

prose encomium of Nicocles’ father written around 370.5 Indeed, in his portrait 

of the king of Salamis Isocrates highlights that Evagoras did not lack any of the 

qualities which characterise monarchs as he selected the best feature from 

each constitution: he was ‘in favour of the dÁmoj’ (dhmotikÒj) in his ‘service of 

the mass’ (toà pl»qouj qerape…a), ‘statesmanlike’ (politikÒj) in the 

‘administration’ (dio…khsij) of Salamis, ‘general-like’ (strathgikÒj) in his ‘good 

counsel against the dangers’ (prÕj toÝj kindÚnouj eÙboul…a), and ‘befitting a 

tÚrannoj’ (turannikÒj) by excelling in all the above-mentioned features.6  

Interestingly, here dhmotikÒj is applied to a non-democratic context in 

order to refer to one of the key features characterising Evagoras’ kingship, 

which, according to Isocrates, distinguishes itself precisely for the blending of 

boundaries among different political forms. Even more remarkable is, however, 

the use of turannikÒj in a positive sense as encompassing dhmotikÒj, politikÒj 

and strathgikÒj. So, before examining further this occurrence of dhmotikÒj, I 

will focus on the meaning and relevance that turannikÒj acquires in the 

depiction of the Cyprian monarch. As we shall see, the Isocratean use of this 

adjective is not only of particular significance in itself but can also be compared 

to, and thus contribute to throw some light on, the use of dhmotikÒj in the same 

passage. 

In this regard, it is worth noting, first of all, that the reading in the 

manuscript tradition is debated as some manuscripts have megalÒfrwn instead 

of turannikÒj: while Mathieu and Brémond opt for megalÒfrwn,7 it has been 

argued that the reading turannikÒj is preferable mainly because of the 

homeoteleuton -ikÒj.8 Furthermore, I would stress that we can find only one 

passage which refers to the notion of megalofrosÚnh in the whole speech, 

namely section 27, where Isocrates establishes a close link between 

megalofrosÚnh and turann…j by presenting the former as the key element 

leading Evagoras to the decision to attempt to establish himself as tÚrannoj. 

More specifically, by alluding to the time when Evagoras had to flee to Soli in 

 
5 See Chapter 2 section 3.2 n. 82. 
6 Isoc., Evagoras 46. 
7 Mathieu and Brémond (1938) 158. See also Janik (2012) 123-124. 
8 See, for instance, Forster (1912) 96 and Alexiou (2010) 135. 
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Cilicia due to the actions of Abdemon, ‘one of those who held power’ (eŒj (...) 

tîn dunasteuÒntwn) in Salamis,9 who had tried to arrest him, Isocrates contrasts 

Evagoras’ behaviour with the general attitude of exiles in similar 

circumstances.10 Within this framework, Isocrates observes that, instead of 

being discouraged in the face of his current misfortunes, Evagoras achieved 

such ‘greatness of mind’ (megalofrosÚnh) that, despite having been a ‘private 

individual’ („dièthj) until that time, once he was forced into exile he thought it 

was necessary for him ‘to be a tÚrannoj’ (turanne‹n).11 

Interestingly, in this passage the verb turanne‹n does not convey a 

negative meaning. Indeed, Isocrates reinstates the originally neutral sense of 

tÚrannoj and its cognates.12 Thus, throughout the speech the tÚrannoj family 

of words is employed mainly to describe Evagoras’ rulership without any kind of 

derogatory sense. More particularly, this oration presents the highest number of 

occurrences of tÚrannoj and its cognates not only in comparison with the other 

two Cyprian speeches, that is, To Nicocles and Nicocles, but also, more broadly 

within the whole corpus. The fourteen instances of the tÚrannoj family of words 

which we can find in this speech13 all present a neutral or even positive sense, 

with half of them referred to Evagoras himself,14 and one to his son Nicocles.15  

In this respect, it is worth pointing out that according to Morgan in his use 

of ‘monarchic vocabulary’ Isocrates observes ‘both Athenian and Pindaric 

practice’: in the latter case ‘the word tyrannos and its cognates’ are employed 

‘as if their resonance were ethically neutral’, while in the former instance they 

take on a negative meaning comparable to ‘evil kingship’.16 In order to illustrate 

the neutral meaning which the tÚrannoj family of words often conveys in the 

corpus, Morgan refers precisely to the Isocratean use of such vocabulary to 

describe Evagoras.17 Additionally, in stressing the need to analyse the 

 
9 On the identity of this man see Forster (1912) 86 and Alexiou (2010) 107-108. 
10 Isoc., Evagoras 26. 
11 Isoc., Evagoras 27. For megalofrosÚnh being used in the Isocratean corpus as a synonym for 

megaloyuc…a see Alexiou (2010) 108. 
12 See Lewis (2009) 2. Cf. Mitchell (2013) 23. 
13 Isoc., Evagoras 26, 27 (turann…j and turannšw), 28, 31, 32, 34, 39, 40, 63, 64, 66, 71, 78. In 

particular, in Isoc., Evagoras 40, turann…j is defined as ‘the greatest, the most revered and the 

most fought about among divine and human goods’ (kaˆ tîn qe…wn ¢gaqîn kaˆ tîn ¢nqrwp…nwn 

mšgiston kaˆ semnÒtaton kaˆ perimachtÒtaton) as well as ‘the most beautiful of things’ (tÕ 

k£lliston tîn Ôntwn). 
14 Isoc., Evagoras 27 (the above-mentioned verb turanne‹n), 28, 32, 63, 64, 66, 71.  
15 Isoc., Evagoras 78. 
16 Morgan (2003) 183-184. 
17 See Morgan (2003) 183. 
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implications of ‘[t]he laxity in Isocrates’ terminology’ Morgan states that ‘[i]n an 

Athenian context, giving tyranny ethical neutrality is unusual’, and she argues 

that the justification for this can be found in his ‘intention to write for multiple 

audiences’,18 with the ‘multiple potential audiences corresponding to a multitude 

of potential constitutions’.19 Indeed, in her study Morgan suggests that 

Isocrates, like Plato, ‘by blurring political, constitutional, and ethical distinctions’ 

promotes ‘constitutional relativism’ as part of his attempt to implement an anti-

democratic agenda.20  

Within this framework Morgan defines ‘the language of Isocratean 

tyranny’ as ‘aggressively neutral and designed to make a political point’.21 

Therefore, the occurrence of turannikÒj alongside dhmotikÒj in the above-

mentioned passage from Evagoras is interpreted by Morgan as hinting at 

Isocrates’ allegedly undemocratic programme in the context of the collapsing of 

constitutional boundaries. In her own words, the depiction of the Cyprian king in 

Evagoras 46 shows that: 

 

[k]ingship expresses itself as ethical preeminence rather than as a 

defined constitutional form. The adjectives describing Evagoras create 

a metaphorical climate: it was not a democracy, but Evagoras was like 

a man of the people, or a general, or a tyrant. Thus we are encouraged 

to believe in the relativity of constitutions: that a form of government is 

called a monarchy does not mean it is despotic or unfriendly to the 

people. Conversely, a democracy does not necessarily serve the best 

interests of the demos.22  

 

In this respect, Morgan believes that Isocrates employs ‘constitutional 

relativism’ in the portrait of Evagoras in the same way in which he applies this 

notion to the Athenian dÁmoj ‘by problematizing the democratic audience and 

redescribing it in almost tyrannical terms’ with particular reference to 

 
18 Morgan (2003) 184. 
19 Morgan (2003) 202. 
20 Morgan (2003) 182. For a reference to Morgan’s discussion of ’constitutional relativism’ and 
its application to the use of dhmagwgšw in To Nicocles 16 and Panathenaicus 148 see Chapter 4 

section 2.2. 
21 Morgan (2003) 184. 
22 Morgan (2003) 189. See also Bearzot (1980) 118 for a similar interpretation of the use of 
dhmotikÒj in Evagoras 46. 
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Antidosis.23 In addition, by paralleling the use of turannikÒj in Evagoras 46 with 

the reference in To Nicocles 53 to a ‘good counsellor’ (sÚmbouloj ¢gaqÒj) as 

turannikètatoj among all possessions, Morgan underlines, albeit in passing, 

the fact that ‘the paradox wherein the wise behavior of a king is called 

tyrannical’ which emerges from these two occurrences of the adjective leads to 

‘a redefinition of “tyranny”’.24  

In this regard, I would point out that this rethinking of the notion of 

turann…j suggested by Isocrates plays a key role in his problematisation of 

political terms and notions and goes hand in hand with the reframing of 

dhmotikÒj, for which I will argue below. Here I intend to show that while the 

expansion of the range of application of dhmotikÒj as well as the 

reconceptualisation of the tÚrannoj family of words, which both emerge from 

Evagoras 46, cannot be disentangled from the ‘constitutional relativism’ 

stressed by Morgan, such blending of boundaries between political forms 

should not be regarded as an element in favour of the widespread assumption 

about Isocrates’ oligarchic sympathies. Rather, the merging of democracy and 

tyranny/kingship hinted at in the Isocratean portrait of the Cyprian king needs to 

be assessed against the background of the increasing and unavoidable 

interactions with monarchs,25 as well as of the change in the political discourse 

around tyranny between the fifth and fourth century.26  

Indeed, on the one hand, this passage from Evagoras can be interpreted 

in the broader framework of the renewed notion of civic identity forged by 

Isocrates, which revolves around refining personal virtues (rather than around 

the participation in Athens’ public life) and which is closely related to his 

idealisation of ancestral Athens.27 As it has been noted, this kind of civic virtue 

is more adaptable and thus, despite originating from and being rooted in the 

pÒlij of Athens, can rather easily be applied to other political contexts, 

including a monarchical one.28 While interacting with kings and tyrants became 

increasingly unavoidable for fourth-century Athenians, the transferability which 

characterises the revised conception of civic identity upheld by Isocrates 

 
23 Morgan (2003) 186. 
24 Morgan (2003) 209 n. 25. 
25 See, in particular, Unruh (2014) 153-155. Cf. Braund (2000) and Mitchell (2019) 461.  
26 See Osborne (2003). 
27 See Unruh (2014) 126 and 155. On Isocrates’ praise of the Athenian ancestral constitution 
see section 3.3.1 of the present chapter. 
28 See Unruh (2014) 155-156. 



201 
 

reflects not only his awareness of the need to communicate with them but even 

his conviction that it is possible to teach them civic principles.29 In this respect, 

Isocrates points to the fact that their civic virtues can have positive and wider 

applications as it is hinted at also by his discussion of the two kinds of equality 

in Nicocles, as we have seen in Chapter 3 section 3.  

On the other hand, the Isocratean description of Evagoras as both 

dhmotikÒj and turannikÒj can also be understood, at least partially, against the 

background of the change in the discourse around tyranny between the fifth and 

fourth century highlighted by Osborne, who argues that the image of the tyrant 

shifts from ‘an ongoing obsession’ to ‘a figure sufficiently abstracted from 

everyday Athenian political reality to be good to think with in the analyses of the 

strengths and weaknesses of a wide range of political constitutions’.30 Osborne 

reaches the conclusion that such change took place because of the oligarchic 

coup of 412/411 and most importantly of 404/403, which undercut the 

democracy/tyranny polarisation and, more widely, black and white distinctions 

among different constitutional types. As Osborne himself puts it: 

 

If in the earlier fifth century, tyranny had been what played the crucial 

role in defining, by contrast, what it was to be a democrat, in 403 it was 

apparent that the quality of “not being tyranny” did not define being a 

democrat anything like closely enough. There was just too much that 

would turn out to be not democracy even though it was not on the face 

of it tyranny. At the same time, the rhetorical use of the term dēmos 

tyrannos, however specialized in its contexts, and the possibility it 

raised of thinking of democracy as itself tyrannical, can have only 

further broken down the absoluteness of the opposition between 

democracy and tyranny.31  

 

In this respect, Osborne interprets the ‘blurring of constitutional boundaries’ 

highlighted by Morgan in the Isocratean corpus ‘as a reflection of the sea 

 
29 See, for instance, Unruh (2014) 145-146 who specifies that Isocrates limits the possibility of 
such interaction and education to Greek kings or tyrants while generally excluding barbarian 
rulers. Nonetheless, in Isocrates’ view, as Unruh (2014) 143-144 points out, even Greek rulers 
cannot be educated if they are unable and/or unwilling to retain civic values. 
30 Osborne (2003) 251. 
31 Osborne (2003) 268. 
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change in Athenian perceptions following the events of 412-403’.32 Thus, rather 

than stemming from an ‘ahistorical approach’ biased by an anti-democratic 

agenda,33 Isocrates’ use of dhmotikÒj in conjunction with turannikÒj to depict 

the Cyprian king can be linked to the change in the discourse around 

tyranny/one-man rule between the fifth and fourth century when the distinctions 

between opposite regime types became less rigid. Yet, while the opposition to 

tyranny came to be questioned (as Isocrates himself demonstrates), it was 

more important than Osborne suggests and remained significant at Athens 

throughout the fourth century. Indeed, Osborne’s view that ‘democracy’s 

antityrannical stance had been shown void’34 appears to overlook the 

importance of anti-tyanny laws in 410/09 (i.e. Demophantus’ law) and in 337/6 

(i.e. Eucrates’ law).35 In this context, the occurrence of dhmotikÒj in Evagoras 

46 should be regarded as part and parcel of Isocrates’ attempt to underpin his 

redefinition of turann…j, which he needs to reformulate in positive terms 

precisely because of his connections with the Cyprians. 

So, to conclude this analysis on the relevance of the Isocratean portrait 

of Evagoras as both dhmotikÒj and turannikÒj, I would stress that this depiction 

of the king of Salamis on Cyprus hints at how Isocrates not only bears witness 

to, but also stretches to its limits, the inherent flexibility which characterises 

dhmotikÒj, and, more broadly, democratic vocabulary as a whole. Contextually, 

Isocrates reintroduces the original neutral sense of the tÚrannoj family of words 

in order to reformulate the notion of turann…j in positive terms. By applying 

dhmotikÒj to a non-democratic context and coupling it with a seemingly opposite 

adjective like turannikÒj, Isocrates widens the range of application of dhmotikÒj 

while at the same time supporting his reformulation of turann…j in positive 

terms. Indeed, the problematisation of dhmotikÒj, while (cor)responding to the 

historical and political challenges faced by contemporary Athens, goes hand in 

hand with, and is designed to substantiate, the Isocratean attempt to redefine 

the tÚrannoj family of words positively. Thus, this occurrence of dhmotikÒj 

represents the first step towards the redefinition of the notion of acting in the 

interests of the dÁmoj that, as we shall see, Isocrates implements later on in his 

corpus. 

 
32 Osborne (2003) 269. 
33 Morgan (2003) 201. 
34 Osborne (2003) 269. 
35 See Mitchell (2007) 151-152.  
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2.2 Adaptability of dhmotikÒj  

 

The Isocratean use of dhmotikÒj in the depiction of Evagoras, together with the 

other occurrences throughout the corpus which I will examine further below, 

suggests that Isocrates is the Greek author who most strongly and consistently 

exploits the flexibility of the term. Nonetheless, he is not the only one to bear 

witness to, and make use of, the adaptability of dhmotikÒj. Rather, he reinstates 

this inherent ductility, which is attested in the works of previous and 

contemporary authors, while at the same time extending it.  

Therefore, before analysing additional instances of Isocrates’ usage of 

this adjective and eventually arguing for his recontextualisation of dhmotikÒj in 

terms of his views on Athens’ leadership over Greece, I shall investigate some 

relevant occurrences in both the fifth and fourth centuries. In doing so, I aim to 

point out the original and intrinsic malleability of the adjective, and thus of the 

notion that it conveys, showing that, although Isocrates does stretch 

considerably the boundaries of this embedded adaptability, he is not the first or 

only author to exploit it.  

In other words, the extension of the range of application and the 

consequent problematisation of dhmotikÒj which are hinted at in the depiction of 

Evagoras and which shall emerge even more clearly from the analysis of the 

remaining occurrences in the Isocratean corpus, are indissolubly linked to, and  

somehow arise from, the deep-rooted flexibility characterising the term, and 

thus need to be interpreted against this background in order to be fully 

understood. 

 

DhmotikÒj in [Xenophon] 

The first occurrence of dhmotikÒj known to us can be found in Herodotus when, 

in describing the customs of Egypt, he mentions two different kinds of local 

writing: one called sacred and the other demotic (difas…oisi dὲ gr£mmasi 

cršwntai, kaˆ t¦ mὲn aÙtîn ƒr¦ t¦ dὲ dhmotik¦ kalšetai).36 More specifically, 

in this passage, the term is employed to refer to one of the three Egyptian 

scripts in addition to the sacred or hieroglyphic way of writing and the hieratic 

one (which, however, is omitted by Herodotus).37 This use of dhmotikÒj in a 

 
36 Hdt., II 36. 
37 See Lloyd (1994) 163. 
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manifestly non-Athenian and non-political context can be regarded as pointing 

towards the semantic elasticity of the term, which appears to be hinted at even 

more clearly in the usages of dhmotikÒj in [Xenophon]’s Constitution of the 

Athenians. 

The seven instances that we find in this treatise deserve special attention 

since they suggest the multifaceted meanings that the term can take on and 

lead to some significant comparisons with the usages in the Isocratean corpus. 

For the sake of clarity, I will cluster these occurrences into three main 

categories, which all appear to present a negative connotation and to refer to 

the group which [Xenophon] criticises. More precisely, the four occurrences in 

the introductory sections38 and the one towards the end of chapter II39 can be 

clustered together as in these passages oƒ dhmotiko… is linked to other terms 

employed with a pejorative sense to label the group condemned by the author, 

namely oƒ pšnhtej,40
 oƒ ponhro…,41 oƒ ce…rouj.42 However, the occurrences in 

Constitution of the Athenians I, 15 and II, 19 can be analysed on their own as 

instances of a specific second and third kind of usage, respectively, and lend 

themselves particularly well to some relevant comparisons with the Isocratean 

occurrences.43  

Indeed, in Constitution of the Athenians I, 15, [Xenophon] manifestly 

criticises the attitude of oƒ dhmotiko… towards Athens’ allies stating that they 

consider more advantageous for the Athenians to appropriate their allies’ 

resources while allowing the allies to own only what is sufficient for their survival 

instead of possessing enough means to pay for the tribute.44 In other words, in 

this passage the opposition between oƒ dhmotiko… and the group which 

[Xenophon] appears to support is based on their behaviour towards Athens’ 

allies, and thus on foreign politics. In this respect, it is important to highlight that 

 
38 [Xen.], Constitution of the Athenians I, 4 (three times); I, 6. 
39 [Xen.], Constitution of the Athenians II, 18. 
40 [Xen.], Constitution of the Athenians I, 4; II, 18. 
41 [Xen.], Constitution of the Athenians I, 4. 
42 [Xen.], Constitution of the Athenians I, 4. 
43 For a discussion of the three variants available for [Xen.], Constitution of the Athenians I, 4, 
namely oƒ dhmotiko…, oƒ dhmÒtai and „diîtai, see Lapini (1997) 53, who adopts oƒ dhmÒtai 

despite acknowledging some arguments in favour of the lectio „diîtai. It is worth noting in 
passing that Sealey (1973) 255 rightly points out that some political terms, including dhmotikÒj, 

occur more frequently in the introduction of the treatise than in the rest of the work but omits to 
mention the occurrence of the word in [Xen.], Constitution of the Athenians I, 15 when 
enumerating the exact number of instances of dhmotikÒj. 
44 On this passage see Lapini (1997) 123-125, Gray (2007) 195-196, Marr and Rhodes (2008) 
88-89, Centanni (2011) 141 and Osborne (2017) 22. 
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the reframing of the meaning of dhmotikÒj in connection with the topic of 

Athenian leadership over Greece represents the core of the redefinition of the 

meaning of dhmotikÒj implemented by Isocrates, as we shall see in the 

following sections. 

The final occurrence of the term in the treatise is also particularly relevant 

to our discussion, although it appears to be more problematic as the passage 

itself and its translation pose some issues. The passage in question reads as 

follows: kaˆ toÙant…on ge toÚtou œnioi, Ôntej æj ¢lhqîj toà d»mou, t¾n fÚsin 

oÙ dhmotiko… e„si.45 Indeed, as underlined by Bearzot, the key problem in 

translating this sentence lies in the meaning to be attached to the phrases eἶnai 

toà d»mou and dhmotikoˆ eἶnai which can both be interpreted in two different 

ways, namely as referring either to belonging to the dÁmoj by birth or to taking 

the side of the dÁmoj.46 According to the meaning that one decides to assign to 

the two phrases, the sentence acquires an entirely opposite sense.  

If we interpret the first phrase as alluding to being on the people’s side 

and the second one, that is, dhmotikoˆ eἶnai, as indicating those men who are 

actual members of the dÁmoj, the sentence can then be translated as follows: 

‘Conversely, there are some men who actually take the side of the people, even 

though they are not by nature commoners’.47 In this case, the reference would 

be to those crhsto… who, despite belonging to the upper class and thus not 

being members of the dÁmoj, have taken its side and have done so, as 

[Xenophon] claims in the following section, ultimately in order to commit acts of 

injustice (¢dike‹n) having realised that it is easier for wicked men to escape 

notice in a democratic pÒlij than in an oligarchic one.48  

 
45 [Xen.], Constitution of the Athenians II, 19. It is worth pointing out that Marr and Rhodes 
(2008) 137 regard this sentence as being the incipit of [Xen.], Constitution of the Athenians II, 
20; in this respect, see also Bearzot (2018) 357 who instead stresses the link of the sentence in 
question with the content of the previous part of [Xen.], Constitution of the Athenians II, 19. On 
the lectiones œnion instead of œnioi and gnÒntej instead of Ôntej see Lapini (1997) 240-241 and 

Bearzot (2018) 354. 
46 See Bearzot (2018) 354. 
47 Marr and Rhodes (2008) 137. 
48 [Xen.], Constitution of the Athenians II, 20. For the hypothesis according to which in this 
passage, in criticising those crhsto… who betray their class by supporting democracy despite not 

belonging to the dÁmoj, [Xenophon] had most probably Pericles specifically in mind see, for 

instance, Marr and Rhodes (2008) 139-140 and Bearzot (2018) 359-361, who also stress how 
an allusion to Alcibiades in this context, although possible, would be more problematic. 
Furthermore, Bearzot (2018) 361-363 suggests that Cleon might be one of the historical 
personalities who belonged, alongside Pericles and perhaps Alcibiades, to this same group of 
men labelled as crhsto… and criticised for supporting the dÁmoj, despite not belonging to it, only 

due to political opportunism. 
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If, by contrast, eἶnai toà d»mou is regarded as referring to actual 

commoners and dhmotikoˆ eἶnai as taking the side of the people, then the same  

sentence can be interpreted as indicating those men who, even though they 

belong by birth to the dÁmoj, are not by nature on its side. This group has been  

effectively defined as ‘popolani che non sono popolari’ by Bearzot,49 who 

supports this second interpretation of the sentence.50 As mentioned by Bearzot 

herself, a similar reading has been adopted also, for instance, by Osborne, who 

translates the sentence in question as ‘those who are in fact of the common 

people are not sympathetic to the common people by nature’ and who 

underlines that ‘[t]he adjective demotikos in this work always refers to having a 

populist attitude, not to having a demotic origin’.51  

In this respect, I agree with Bearzot in considering this reading as more 

likely, but I would preserve the meaning of dhmotikÒj as referring to ‘being in 

favour of the dÁmoj’ (which, as we saw in the introduction to the present chapter, 

represents the base meaning of the term) rather than ‘being democratic’. 

Conversely, Bearzot appears to opt for the latter translation and to regard these 

two phrases as synonymous.52 Indeed, while in the context of this passage by 

[Xenophon], the distinction between the two translations might well be more 

nuanced than in other occurrences, I would still opt for the more literal sense of 

dhmotikÒj. [Xenophon] would thus be pointing out the paradoxical condition of 

those men who are members of the dÁmoj but, at the same time, do not act in 

the interest of the dÁmoj itself, and consequently cannot be regarded as 

dhmotiko…. 

Additionally, Bearzot suggests that the category of men referred to at the 

end of Constitution of the Athenians II, 19, (i.e. those who, although belonging 

to the dÁmoj, should not be considered as dhmotiko…) was composed of men 

whose political activity can be exemplified by figures like Pisander and 

Phrynicus and whom she labels as ‘i «trasformisti»’.53 The interpretation of the 

 
49 Bearzot (2018) 358-359; see also Bearzot (2018) 366 where she uses a very similar phrase, 
namely ‘popolani non democratici’. 
50 Pace Lapini (1997) 241. 
51 Osborne (2017) 27; see also Osborne (2017) 18 who translates dhmotikÒj by ‘sympathetic to 

the common people’ as opposed to Marr and Rhodes (2008) 67, according to whom the word 
should be regarded as a mere ‘occasional alternative to Ð dÁmoj’. 
52 See especially Bearzot (2018) 356-357. 
53 Bearzot (2018) 363; see also Bearzot (2018) 364-365, who excludes Theramenes from this 
group by stating that rather than being a ‘«popolano» antidemocratico’, he was a crhstÒj who 

initially supported the dÁmoj but then took the side of the oligarchs. Thus, according to Bearzot’s 

definition, Theramenes would not fall within any of the categories drawn by [Xenophon], but 
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closing sentence in this passage from [Xenophon] as upheld by Bearzot 

acquires particular significance within the framework of our analysis of the 

meaning of dhmotikÒj since it reveals that being dhmotikÒj is not necessarily an 

intrinsic feature characterising all members of the dÁmoj. So, in the broader 

context of the development of the usages of the term between the fifth and 

fourth centuries, this occurrence can be considered as a step on the way 

towards extending the range of application of the adjective to non-democratic 

political contexts, as we have seen, for instance, in the case of the Isocratean 

portrait of Evagoras.  

Indeed, such a usage of dhmotikÒj points toward the actual existence in 

Athenian politics of a group consisting of ‘those who belong to the many but 

have the prohairesis of the few’,54 as indicated in Constitution of the Athenians 

II,19 according to the reading that I endorse, and which was most probably 

emerging at around the same time when [Xenophon] wrote his treatise55 (that is, 

at the end of the fifth century).56 Thus, the occurrence of dhmotikÒj in this 

passage suggests that [Xenophon] hints at the existence of a less sharp 

distinction between democrats and oligarchs in the Athenian political world than 

it might seem at first reading.57  

Overall, the instances of dhmotikÒj in the text of [Xenophon] point 

towards the adaptability of the term not only by bearing witness to the negative 

connotation which it can convey and by hinting at the possibility to link its 

meaning to Athens’ foreign politics, but also by showing how it cannot always 

be applied to all individual members of the dÁmoj. 

 
would rather occupy an intermediate position between the two groups represented by the 
minority of crhsto… who chose to be on the side of the dÁmoj without belonging to it and the vast 

majority of crhsto… who supported the oligarchs. 
54 Gray (2007) 204, according to whom the other three main categories which emerge from 
[Xenophon]’s text are as follows: ‘the many who are bad and democratic; the few who are good 
and undemocratic; (…) those who belong to the few but have the prohairesis of the many’. For a 
brief discussion of these four groups identified by Gray see Bearzot (2018) 358-359. 
55 See Bearzot (2018) 359 and 365. For an overview on the general accuracy of the data 
presented by [Xenophon] see Osborne (2017) 7-8. 
56 On the dating of [Xenophon]’s Constitution of the Athenians see Chapter 2 section 2 n. 26. 
57 This interpretation contrasts, at least to a certain extent, the comment on [Xen.], Constitution 
of the Athenians I, 6 by Marr and Rhodes (2008) 69 according to whom [Xenophon] excludes 
‘the possibility that the self-interest of an individual member of the demos might be at variance 
with that of the demos as a whole’, and who imply, more broadly, ‘automatic class loyalty on the 
part of all members’. On [Xenophon] presenting an oversimplified and polarised structure of the 
Athenian society revolving around the rigid opposition between two groups, namely Ð dÁmoj/the 

poor and oƒ Ðl…goi/the rich see, for example, Marr and Rhodes (2008) 15, 19-24, 68-69, and 

Osborne (2017) 9-10. However, [Xen.], Constitution of the Athenians II, 19-20 can be 
interpreted, in my view, as presenting some glimmers of a more variegated picture. 
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DhmotikÒj in Xenophon 

I will return to the specific relevance of these occurrences of dhmotikÒj in 

[Xenophon] in relation to the Isocratean usages in the final section of this 

chapter. For now let us turn our attention to the instances of the adjective in the 

Xenophontic corpus, where it is employed five times and where its inherent 

flexibility emerges even more manifestly than from the fifth-century usages 

considered above. In this respect, the occurrences of the term in Xenophon 

provide some significant insights into the different contexts to which the term 

can be applied and thus lend themselves to relevant comparisons with the 

instances in Isocrates.  

It is worth noting, first of all, that Xenophon appears to make use of the 

term in both a negative and a positive sense. More specifically, the pejorative 

meaning is attested in the two occurrences which we find in the Hellenica. 

Indeed, in his reply to the accusations made against him by Critias, 

Theramenes asserts that he had distanced himself from the views of the Thirty 

when they started arresting men who were ‘noble and good’ (kaloˆ k¢gaqo…).58 

As an example of these people wrongly arrested by the Thirty, Theramenes 

mentions, not only Leon of Salamis, a ‘competent’ (ƒkanÒj) man who had never 

been responsible for any wrongdoing, but also Niceratus, the son of Nicias, who 

in addition to being wealthy, had never acted in the interest of the people, just 

like his father (™g…gnwskon dὲ Óti sullambanomšnou Nikhr£tou toà Nik…ou, kaˆ 

plous…ou kaˆ oÙdὲn pèpote dhmotikÕn oÜte aÙtoà oÜte toà patrÕj pr£xantoj, 

oƒ toÚtῳ Ómoioi dusmene‹j ¹m‹n gen»sointo).59  

Moreover, later in his speech, Theramenes claims that he never joined 

either oƒ dhmotiko… or oƒ turanniko….60 Thus, here dhmotikÒj represents the 

opposite pole of turannikÒj, with both terms conveying a pejorative sense. This 

occurrence of dhmotikÒj along with turannikÒj can be compared with the use of 

the term in Evagoras 46 where, as we have seen, the two adjectives are 

employed to characterise the rule of the Cyprian king. Nonetheless, while in the 

Isocratean passage they convey a positive sense and Evagoras is presented as 

turannikÒj because he excels, among the other features, precisely in being 

dhmotikÒj towards the people of Salamis, when used by Xenophon’s 

 
58 Xen., Hellenica II 3, 38. 
59 Xen., Hellenica II 3, 39. 
60 Xen., Hellenica II 3, 49. 
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Theramenes dhmotikÒj and turannikÒj refer to two opposite poles in Athenian 

political life, both carrying a pejorative meaning. Significantly, this Xenophontic 

use of dhmotikÒj and turannikÒj represents a slight and ironic subversion of the 

normal opposition. 

Conversely, Xenophon employs dhmotikÒj in a positive sense in the 

Memorabilia where it is employed twice in the same passage in connection with 

Socrates. Indeed, when defending him from the false accusation of exploiting 

some lines from Homer’s Iliad in order to endorse the beating of ‘the 

commoners and poor’ (oƒ dhmÒtai kaˆ pšnhtej)61 Xenophon states as follows 

concerning Socrates’ truthful stance on this matter: 

 

(…) ¢ll/ œfh de‹n toÝj m»te lÒgῳ m»t/ œrgῳ æfel…mouj m»te Ôntaj 

strateÚmati m»te pÒlei m»te aÙtù tù d»mῳ, e‡ ti dšoi, bohqe‹n ƒkanoÚj, 

¥llwj t/ ™¦n prÕj toÚtῳ kaˆ qrase‹j ðsi, p£nta trÒpon kwlÚesqai, k¨n 

p£nu ploÚsioi tugc£nwsin Ôntej.
62

  

 

(…) But what he did say was that those who render no service either by 

word or deed, who cannot help army or city or the people itself in time 

of need, ought to be stopped, even if they have riches in abundance, 

above all if they are insolent as well as inefficient.63  

 

Then, Xenophon carries on his apology of Socrates by adding that he was ‘in 

favour of the dÁmoj’ (dhmotikÒj) and ‘benevolent’ (fil£nqrwpoj), and to support 

his statement Xenophon highlights that the philosopher not only never 

requested any fee from his many Athenian and foreign disciples, but also gave 

to all a share of his own wealth.64 Moreover, in this same passage, Xenophon 

goes on to oppose Socrates’ behaviour to that of those men who, after having 

taken a small portion from him for free, sold it to others for a great sum and 

thus, unlike Socrates, were not ‘in favour of the dÁmoj’ (dhmotiko…) as they 

refused to converse with the unwealthy. 

 
61 Xen., Memorabilia I 2, 58. On the phrase oƒ dhmÒtai kaˆ pšnhtej see Gray (2004) 163-164 

who specifies that here the two terms are employed as synonyms (cf. Gray (2011) 24-25 who 
reproduces the content of her 2004 French essay, but mistakenly refers to this phrase as 
belonging to section 59). 
62 Xen., Memorabilia I 2, 59. 
63 Trans. Marchant (2013) 49. 
64 Xen., Memorabilia I 2, 60. 
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In this regard, Gray has pointed out that, since here the reference to 

Socrates’ possessions clearly alludes to ‘his wisdom’, Xenophon’s Socrates, 

‘though poor by the ordinary definition, (…) fulfilled his own service to the 

demos ‘according to his ability’ — massaging the definition of wealth in order to 

produce a democratic currency that included the wisdom of his company’.65 The 

redefinition of the concepts of wealth and poverty carried out by Xenophon’s 

Socrates in this work emerges even more clearly in Memorabilia IV 2, 37-3966 

where such a redefinition arises from a discussion on democracy. More 

specifically, in his dialogue with Euthydemus, starting from the assumption that 

it is not possible to know democracy without knowing the dÁmoj and that the 

latter consists of ‘the poor’ (oƒ pšnhtej), Socrates leads his interlocutor to 

acknowledge that those men, including some tÚrannoi, who are not capable of 

living within their large means, should be regarded as poor and can thus be 

included in the dÁmoj, whereas the poor who are ‘thrifty’ (o„konomiko…) should be 

considered as rich. 

So, according to Socrates’ redefinition, the dividing line between wealth 

and poverty has to be drawn depending not on the means at disposal but on 

one’s ability, or inability, to live within those possessions, regardless of how 

scanty or abundant they are. Interestingly, such a redefinition can be regarded 

as hinting at a blending of boundaries between dhmokrat…a and turann…j 

somehow similar to that which emerges from the Isocratean depiction of 

Evagoras analysed above. Moreover, it is also worth noting that Gray 

underlines a difference between the portrait of Socrates depicted in the 

Memorabilia and that drawn by Plato in his Apology: while in Plato’s work 

‘Socrates does not supply the material support that is normally expected of a 

patron, nor even the advice that might lead to this’, Xenophon’s Socrates, Gray 

goes on to argue, ‘does use his wisdom to assist the demos to secure material 

prosperity (…) through his endorsement of political service to Aristippus and 

Charmides, and his endorsement of material prosperity as part of the 

eudaimonia that the demos achieves through such leadership’.67 

 
65 Gray (2011) 27 (cf. Gray (2004) 167). See also Gray (2011) 25 who highlights that ‘Socrates 
is poor and common in a way different from the masses, in his deliberate adoption of poverty 
and his re-definition of the concept’ (cf. Gray (2004) 164). Cf. Pl., Apology 30 b. 
66 See Gray (2004) 164 (cf. Gray (2011) 25). 
67 Gray (2011) 27-28 (cf. Gray (2004) 167). 
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Therefore, the text of Memorabilia I, 2, 60, where dhmotikÒj is used 

twice, should be interpreted in the wider context of the parallelism between 

‘évergétismes matériel et philosophique’ and the implicit attack against the 

sophists, two aspects characterising the Xenophontic work, as highlighted by 

Azoulay according to whom, in Xenophon’s view, ‘la connaissance, donnée 

gracieusement et non monnayée comme une vulgaire merchandise, produit 

l’effet charismatique le plus intense’.68 In this respect, it is particularly significant 

that the first occurrence of the term dhmotikÒj that we find in this passage is 

coupled with fil£nqrwpoj, an adjective which in the Memorabilia is employed to 

describe Socrates alone, in addition to the gods. Indeed, as Azoulay himself 

notes, Xenophon, alongside Isocrates, is the first author to apply the notion of 

filanqrwp…a beyond the divine sphere to refer to a remarkable man.69 

I will return to the use of dhmotikÒj in conjunction with fil£nqrwpoj in this 

Xenophontic passage further below. For now, I simply stress the positive 

meaning conveyed by both occurrences of dhmotikÒj in the Memorabilia in clear 

contrast with the derogatory sense which the term takes on in the Hellenica, as 

we saw above. Furthermore, the use of dhmotikÒj with a positive connotation in 

the Memorabilia, where both occurrences are employed in relation to Socrates, 

has to be interpreted in the broader context, highlighted by Gray, of Xenophon’s 

depiction of the philosopher as ‘an adequate democrat within the terms of 

normal democratic ideology’, namely as ‘an unusual patron of the demos, 

teaching his associates to enrich the demos in ways that were material as well 

as moral and endorsing their political engagement for this purpose regardless of 

the risks’.70 In this respect, Gray has convincingly argued against the 

widespread assumption that Xenophon portrays Socrates as undemocratic, and 

that such a picture is somehow dictated by his own allegedly anti-democratic 

views.71  

Lastly, of particular interest in the analysis of the occurrences of the term 

throughout the Xenophontic corpus is the instance which we find in the 

Cyropaedia where the adjective is employed in the speech delivered by the 

commoner Pheraulas in favour of the proposal to reward everyone according to 

 
68 Azoulay (2004) 137. 
69 See Azoulay (2004) 137, 318-319. 
70 Gray (2011) 32 (cf. Gray (2004) 174). 
71 See Gray (2004), cf. Gray (2011). 



212 
 

their merit introduced by Cyrus and then endorsed by Chrysantas.72 More 

specifically, Pheraulas, in supporting the need for geometric equality, not only 

states that he expects Cyrus to honour him according to his contribution, but 

also urges his fellow commoners (ð ¥ndrej dhmÒtai) to compete with the 

Persian élite who are currently caught ‘in a contest with commoners’ (™n 

dhmotikÍ ¢gwn…ᾳ).73 Therefore, the use of the adjective in the phrase dhmotik¾ 

¢gwn…a, which has also been translated as ‘democratic struggle’74 and ‘struggle 

with the people’,75 should thus be interpreted in the context of the views on 

meritocracy expressed in the Cyropaedia with specific reference to the 

integration of the Persian commoners in the army. 

Indeed, within the framework of the meritocracy which he promotes, 

Cyrus, also because of the increasing growth of his empire,76 effects a 

reorganisation of his army by considering excellence as the key criterion on 

which to base recruitment, regardless not only of social class but also of 

nationality, thus including commoners like Pheraulas as well as non-Persians 

and non-Medes.77 Cyrus’ interaction with Pheraulas points to social mobility and 

the fact that anyone can become a member of the élite since the élite itself has 

changed. Moreover, it can be regarded as hinting at how in the Xenophontic 

corpus, alongside the description of ‘forms of public recognition’ which ‘set 

rulers apart from their followers’, we can find ‘a more democratic charisma, in 

which the ruler comes down to mingle with ordinary people, not as a 

contrivance, but of his natural love of mingling’.78 So, the inclusion of 

commoners like Pheraulas in his army should be interpreted within the context 

of Cyrus’ filanqrwp…a. 

Remarkably, such a feature, which characterises the Persian king on 

different occasions in the Cyropaedia,79 also calls to mind the depiction of 

Socrates in the passage from the Memorabilia already discussed. Indeed, as 

we have seen previously, the adjectives dhmotikÒj and fil£nqrwpoj are both 

 
72 I have already referred to this discussion from Xenophon’s Cyropaedia in Chapter 3 sections 
3 and 4. 
73 Xen., Cyropaedia II, 3, 15. Here for the phrase dhmotik¾ ¢gwn…a I have adopted the 

translation offered by Miller (1914) 185. 
74 Ambler (2001) 76. 
75 Ambler (2001) 292 n. 30. 
76 See Gray (2007) 12; see also Gray (2011) 284. 
77 See Mitchell (2015) 188. 
78 Gray (2011) 375. 
79 On Cyrus’ filanqrwp…a see Gray (2011) 375-376. 
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employed by Xenophon to describe the philosopher. However, it is important to 

note that they appear to indicate two distinct and separate layers, with 

dhmotikÒj referring exclusively to Athens and fil£nqrwpoj to the rest of the 

world. As Azoulay puts it: 

 

(…) le couple «ami du peuple»/«ami des hommes» nous semble faire 

écho au binôme «citoyens»/«étrangers»: si Socrate est «ami du 

peuple» (dhmotikÕj) parce qu’il donne aux citoyens athéniens (¢stoÝj), 

il est «ami des hommes» (fil£nqrwpoj) parce qu’il donne aux 

étrangers (xšnouj). Ainsi la philanthrôpia apparaît-elle comme une vertu 

en rupture partielle avec l’univers civique: elle ressortit à un échange 

dont l’horizon dépasse le seul échelon poliade.80 

 

In this respect, while in this Xenophontic passage the field of action of dhmotikÒj 

appears to be limited to Athens’ internal political life, Isocrates, as we shall see, 

aims to reframe the meaning of dhmotikÒj beyond the boundaries of the pÒlij 

itself by recontextualising it in the framework of Athens’ leadership over Greece.  

Furthermore, Xenophon’s usage of the term differs from Isocrates’ in 

some additional aspects. For instance, in the Xenophontic corpus dhmotikÒj can 

convey both a positive and a negative sense, whereas none of the Isocratean 

occurrences suggests a derogatory meaning. Moreover, while in Evagoras 

dhmotikÒj is employed in conjunction with turannikÒj to depict the Cyprian king, 

in the Hellenica the two terms appear to be opposite poles, both taking on a 

negative connotation. 

Nevertheless, the Xenophontic instances provide a relevant basis for 

comparison with the Isocratean usages as they bear witness to the intrinsic 

flexibility of dhmotikÒj which characterises the term since its first occurrences in 

the fifth century and which becomes even more manifest in the fourth. More 

specifically, the inherent ductility of the term emerges in Xenophon’s works from 

both the positive and negative sense which dhmotikÒj takes on in the 

Memorabilia and in the Hellenica, respectively, but also from the use of the 

adjective in the Cyropaedia where it is applied to a non-Athenian and non-

democratic context and where Pheraulas’ reference to a dhmotik¾ ¢gwn…a 

 
80 Azoulay (2004) 319. 
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needs to be interpreted against the background of Cyrus’ reorganisation of his 

army on the basis of merit.  

So, on the one hand Xenophon, like Isocrates, exploits the intrinsic 

adaptability of dhmotikÒj and plays with the ideas of leadership and meritocracy; 

on the other hand the link between such ideas and the meaning of dhmotikÒj is 

tighter and more manifest in Isocrates, whose attempt to reframe the notion of 

dhmotikÒj, as I aim to show, revolves around his views on Athens’ leadership 

within the Hellenic world. 

 

DhmotikÒj in [Aristotle] 

I shall conclude this overview on the inherent adaptability of the term in the fifth 

and, even more clearly, in the fourth century by mentioning the occurrences of 

dhmotikÒj in [Aristotle]’s Constitution of the Athenians. While I intend to return to 

the instances related to the notion of p£trioj polite…a in section 3.3.1, here I 

will focus on the occurrences which refer to Pisistratus.  

Indeed, in describing the three factions characterising the rivalry at 

Athens following Solon’s archonship and in identifying Pisistratus as the leader 

of the third one, [Aristotle] states twice that he appears to be dhmotikètatoj 

(‘most in favour of the dÁmoj’).81 Adding that during his tyranny he administered 

public matters more ‘like a citizen’ (politikîj) than ‘like a tyrant’ (turannikîj).82  

Furthermore, in describing his tyranny [Aristotle] stresses that Pisistratus 

was both dhmotikÒj and fil£nqrwpoj,83 an association of adjectives which calls 

to mind the use of these same terms to refer to Socrates in the passage from 

Xenophon’s Memorabilia examined above. The application of dhmotikÒj to 

Pisistratus, thus to a non-democratic context, by [Aristotle] can be compared to 

the Isocratean depiction of Evagoras as simultaneously dhmotikÒj and 

turannikÒj and points towards the embedded adaptability of the term. 

 

 

 
81 [Arist.], Constitution of the Athenians XIII 5 and XIV 1. See Cartledge (2009) 48-50. 
82 [Arist.], Constitution of the Athenians XIV 3; see also [Arist.], Constitution of the Athenians 
XVI 1 where it is reiterated that Pisistratus administered Athens politikîj. 
83 [Arist.], Constitution of the Athenians XVI 8. See also [Arist.], Constitution of the Athenians 
XVI 2 where Pisistratus is described as ‘benevolent’ (fil£nqrwpoj), ‘gentle’ (pr©oj) and 

‘indulgent towards those who had done him wrong’ (to‹j ¡mart£nousi suggnwmonikÒj); in 

commenting this passage, Rhodes (2017) 228 points out that both fil£nqrwpoj and pr©oj are 

terms employed ‘particularly by Isocrates’. 
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Conclusion 

In the present section I have underlined the original and ingrained malleability of 

the term dhmotikÒj, and thus of the notion that it conveys, by focusing on some 

relevant occurrences in the fifth century, when such ductility appears to be 

hinted at, and then in the fourth, when it comes to light even more manifestly. 

So, after briefly mentioning the use of the term in Herodotus (the first author 

known to us to employ it), I have moved to examine the occurrences that we 

find in [Xenophon]’s Constitution of the Athenians where it ultimately emerges 

that not all members of the dÁmoj can be labelled as dhmotiko….  

Shifting my attention to the fourth century, I have analysed the five 

instances in the Xenophontic corpus underlining not only how the adjective can 

take on both a positive and negative meaning, but also how it is applied to a 

non-Athenian and non-democratic context within the framework of Xenophon’s 

views on meritocracy. I have then wrapped up the overview on the intrinsic 

adaptability of dhmotikÒj by referring to those instances of the term in 

[Aristotle]’s Constitution of the Athenians that are employed to depict 

Pisistratus. In doing so, I have attempted to emphasise once again the relatively 

broad range of application of this adjective. Its malleability is indeed a deep-

rooted aspect which falls within the wider framework of the adaptability of 

democratic vocabulary highlighted throughout the present study.  

 

 

3. Towards the redefinition of dhmotikÒj  

 

In the first part of the present chapter I have focused, first of all, on Isocrates’ 

use of dhmotikÒj in conjunction with turannikÒj to describe Evagoras and then 

on fifth- and fourth-century instances that attest the adaptability embedded in 

the term itself. I will now move to develop further those insights in order to 

investigate how by exploiting its inherent flexibility, Isocrates aims to redefine 

the meaning of being dhmotikÒj in light of the wider framework of his interest in, 

and attempt to rethink, political leadership. 

Before unearthing the distinctive features of this Isocratean redefinition, I 

shall begin by showing that there was a broader debate taking place in the 

fourth century concerning what acting dhmotikîj truly meant. Such a discussion 

appears to be particularly vivid in some of Aeschines’ and Demosthenes’ works. 
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Nevertheless, the usages of the term made by Isocrates in Against Callimachus 

and, even more manifestly, in the 350s attest that he bears witness to the 

prominence which the contest centred on the meaning of being dhmotikÒj 

gained in the second half of the century. So, after examining the occurrences of 

the term in Against Callimachus, I will devote special attention to the instances 

of dhmotikÒj and their significance in Areopagiticus, On the Peace and 

Antidosis since it is precisely in these three speeches, which are inextricably 

linked to one another from the point of view of their chronology and content 

issues, that Isocrates puts forward his attempt to reframe the definition of what it 

means to be dhmotikÒj in connection with his views on the need to rethink 

Athens’ hegemonic role in the Greek world. Thus, I shall ultimately argue that 

an in-depth examination of the usages of dhmotikÒj in the Isocratean corpus 

reveals the crucial significance that Isocrates’ ideas on Athenian leadership 

acquire for the interpretation of his political thought and of his political, 

especially democratic, vocabulary. 

 

3.1 Fourth-century debate on being dhmotikÒj 

 

The term dhmotikÒj gains an increasing importance during the fourth century 

when not only its inherent ductility, already hinted at in some fifth-century 

occurrences, comes to light more manifestly, but also there appears to be a 

debate revolving around what it truly means to act in the interest of the Athenian 

dÁmoj. Thus, before analysing the key elements characterising Isocrates’ 

attempt to reframe the notion expressed by dhmotikÒj, I shall examine the 

relevance of such a debate as it emerges in the second half of the fourth 

century from some specific passages in the works of Aeschines and 

Demosthenes. 

Moreover, I will highlight how the existence of this fourth-century 

discussion concerning the meaning of acting dhmotikîj is attested, at least in 

nuce, by the criticism that Isocrates voices against what he presents as the view 

commonly adopted by contemporary Athenians on who ought to be considered 

as dhmotikÒj. This criticism appears to arise as early as his forensic speeches, 

with particular reference to Against Callimachus, and lays the foundations for 

his recontextualisation of the term. 
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Indeed, the questioning of the meaning allegedly attributed to being 

dhmotikÒj by his fellow citizens recurs with greater strength and clarity in the 

usages of the word in his three main works belonging to the 350s, namely 

Areopagiticus, On the Peace and Antidosis. In these speeches by challenging 

the alleged widely accepted definition of dhmotikÒj Isocrates ultimately intends 

to redefine the meaning of acting in favour of the dÁmoj on the basis of his views 

concerning the need to reshape Athens’ hegemonic role in response to the 

difficulties faced by its empire in the mid-fourth century. In doing so, he is 

engaging in, and providing his own peculiar contribution to, a crucial debate 

about what it means to be truly dhmotikÒj which plausibly began in the first half 

of the fourth century before continuing more vigorously in the second part of the 

century. 

 

Aeschines’ definition of dhmotikÒj  

The fourth-century discussion revolving around the meaning to be assigned to 

acting in the interest of the dÁmoj manifestly comes to light in the definition of 

dhmotikÒj provided in Against Ctesiphon, where we find almost all occurrences 

of dhmotikÒj in Aeschines, namely six instances on an overall total of seven in 

the corpus.84 Indeed, in this speech Aeschines enumerates the paramount 

features which a man must possess in order to be regarded as dhmotikÒj. 

Firstly, he needs to be ‘free’ (™leÚqeroj) on both sides of his parents. Secondly, 

he has to have inherited from his forefathers some kind of ‘well-doing’ 

(eÙerges…a) towards the dÁmoj. Thirdly, he must be ‘self-controlled’ (sèfrwn) 

and ‘moderate’ (mštrioj) in his daily life. Then, Aeschines adds that any man 

who aims to be defined dhmotikÒj must be ‘reasonable’ (eÙgnèmwn) and ‘able to 

speak’ (dunatÕj e„pe‹n), specifying that ‘considerateness’ (eÙgnwmosÚnh) should 

be preferred to eloquence in case one does not possess both qualities. Finally, 

he ought to be ‘of courageous heart’ (¢ndre‹oj (...) t¾n yuc»n) in the face of 

dangers so that he will not desert the dÁmoj.85  

 
84 See Aesch., Against Ctesiphon 168, 169, 176, 194 (where the superlative is employed to 
describe Cephalus of Collytus on whom see Carey (2000) 231 n. 225) and 207. The remaining 
one of the seven total instances of the word in Aeschines’ corpus occurs in Aesch., Against 
Timarchus 173. 
85 Aeschin., Against Ctesiphon 169-170. Regarding the reference to eloquence in this passage, 
Ober (1989) 188-189 suggests that by presenting eloquence as one of the attributes 
characterising a dhmotikÒj man, but at the same time as ‘subsidiary to good judgement’, this 

definition of dhmotikÒj offers ‘a basis for analyzing the relationship between the two seemingly 

antithetical attitudes toward rhetoric and rhetorical education’ which emerge from Aeschines’ 
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Significantly, Aeschines concludes his enumeration of the essential 

features which identify a man as dhmotikÒj by stating not only that such 

attributes are diametrically opposed to those which characterise ‘the oligarchical 

man’ (Ð ÑligarcikÒj) but also, unsurprisingly, that Demosthenes does not 

possess any of them.86 In this regard, in the following sections Aeschines goes 

on to show point by point that Demosthenes, despite his claims to be dhmotikÒj, 

does not have any of the qualities which enable a man to be defined as such.87 

 

DhmotikÒj in Demosthenes: link with ™leuqer…a  

Consequently, Demosthenes in On the Crown openly criticises Aeschines’ 

definition of dhmotikÒj as expressed in Against Ctesiphon.88 For his part, as 

underlined by Ober, in this speech Demosthenes, while presenting himself, just 

like Aeschines, as ‘dēmotikos, metrios, well brought up and incorruptible’, at the 

same time ‘balances these demotic virtues with various elite attributes’, namely 

‘his wealthy upbringing and his superior education’ as well as ‘a rare ability to 

weigh the meaning of complex events, special and reliable sources of 

information’ and ‘the leisure (provided by inherited wealth) to develop policy and 

to prepare speeches that are genuinely valuable to the democratic state’; in 

doing so, Ober goes on to argue, Demosthenes intends to point out that: 

 

the good elite rhētor can be, especially in a time of emergency, not only 

the articulate voice of the unspoken will of the people, but a leader. 

Democracy is thus not incompatible with the leadership of an elite 

individual with original ideas, but that individual must demonstrate his 

complete loyalty to demotic ideals and he must maintain a style of life 

that is regarded by the dēmos as suitably moderate.89  

 

In this respect, in On the False Embassy Demosthenes, in attacking Aeschines, 

warns against the danger of allowing any individual to gain more power than 

 
works, namely ‘the Athenian distrust for oratory’ on the one hand, and ‘the recognition that the 
orators performed a useful function’ on the other. 
86 See Aeschin., Against Ctesiphon 170; see also Aeschin., Against Ctesiphon 168. The 
opposition between oƒ dhmotiko… and oƒ Ñligarciko… is reiterated in Aeschin., Against Ctesiphon 

207. 
87 See Aeschin., Against Ctesiphon 171-176. 
88 See Dem., On the Crown 122. It is worth mentioning that dhmotikÒj occurs also in Dem., On 

the Crown 6 where, however, it refers to Solon (see section 3.3.1 below). 
89 Ober (2000) 139.  
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‘the many’ (oƒ pollo…) and defines as a deed truly in favour of the Athenian 

people (toàto g£r ™sti dhmotikÒn) to cast the vote that each man deserves 

depending solely on his actions, thus disregarding the influence which any 

prominent individual might have acquired in court.90 

Interestingly, the phrase toàto g£r ™sti dhmotikÒn employed in On the 

False Embassy 296 occurs also in Against Androtion, a speech written by 

Demosthenes for Diodorus who delivered it to support the accuser Euctemon. 

In this context, Demosthenes makes Diodorus pronounce this phrase with 

reference to the collection of the arrears for the property tax carried out 

according to the law and for the benefit of all Athenian citizens as opposed to 

the violent methods employed by Androtion. Indeed, in order to support his 

statement, the speaker highlights that the main reason why a man would 

choose to live in a democracy, rather than in an oligarchy, is that ‘everything is 

milder in a democracy’ (p£nta praÒter/ ™stˆn dhmotikÒn).91 In this regard, 

Androtion is emphatically labelled as being ‘more brutal’ (¢selgšsteroj) than 

any ‘oligarchy’ (Ñligarc…a) as he is accused of having displayed a violent 

conduct which surpassed even that of the Thirty Tyrants.92 So, his methods to 

exact the arrears are presented as particularly reprehensible precisely because, 

due to the violence which they display against Athenian citizens, they 

undermine the crucial distinction between free men and slaves and thus act 

against the law itself.93  

 
90 Dem., On the False Embassy 296-297. The other two occurrences of dhmotikÒj in this 

speech, namely Dem., On the False Embassy 277 and 280, refer, respectively, to Epicrates, 
who in 403 participated in the restauration of democracy led by Thrasybulus, and to 
Thrasybulus himself. 
91 Dem., Against Androtion 51. It is worth noting that dhmotikÒj occurs again, this time in the 

comparative form, in Dem., Against Androtion 67, although some scholars delete this passage 
as noted by Harris (2008) 193 n. 98. 
92 See Dem., Against Androtion 52. 
93 See especially Dem., Against Androtion 52-68. It is also worth pointing out that a relatively 
high number of occurrences of dhmotikÒj can also be found in Against Timocrates, which, like 

Against Androtion, was written to be delivered by Diodorus and where Demosthenes 
reproduces some passages from Against Androtion. More specifically, when recounting 
Androtion’s deeds he repeats almost verbatim in the second half of section 162 the opening 
sentences of Against Androtion 51, including the phrase toàto g£r ™sti dhmotikÒn. Additionally, 

in Against Timocrates 69 Demosthenes appears to echo the connection between dhmotikÒj and 
the notion of praÒthj expressed in Against Androtion 51 although he specifies that, while the 

fact that the laws are mild is indeed an aspect that can be regarded as dhmotikÒn, they are mild 

towards those men who still have to be brought to trial (not those who have already been 
convicted). The adjective is also used in Dem., Against Timocrates 134 (to describe, alongside 
crhstÒj, Agyrrhius of Collytus) and 174 (in the comparative form). Additionally, in this same 
speech we find two occurrences of the adverb dhmotikîj: Dem., Against Timocrates 25 (where 

it is coupled with filanqrèpwj) and 59 (where it is coupled with kalîj). 
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Remarkably, Raaflaub has in mind Demosthenes’ Against Androtion 5194 

when, in pointing out how ‘[f]reedom (…) became a function of democracy’, he 

highlights the inextricable link between dhmotikÒj and ™leÚqeroj: 

 

What chiefly mattered was whether a measure, law or institution was 

democratic or “friendly to the people” (dēmotikos); this in itself 

determined whether it was free or supportive of freedom. “Democracy” 

and “democratic” (dēmotikos) thus converged in meaning with 

eleutheria and eleutheros and, as the terms designating the 

precondition of freedom, often attracted the primary association with 

this value or ideal. What the Athenians perceived as free easily 

corresponded to, and was expressed by, dēmotikos.95  

 

Indeed, the close correlation between the two notions of being dhmotikÒj and 

™leuqer…a stressed by Raaflaub is manifestly hinted at not only in Demosthenes’ 

Against Androtion but also in Aeschines’ enumeration of the key qualities that a 

man must possess in order to be regarded as dhmotikÒj
96 with the requirement 

of being a free-born citizen occupying the first place in the list. Moreover, while 

Demosthenes is clearly reacting to Aeschines, it should also be noted that, 

according to Rowe, Against Androtion is primarily directed against Isocrates and 

his associates, with whom Demosthenes was at loggerheads.97 Androtion was a 

pupil of Isocrates98 and throughout the speech he is attacked ‘as an Isocratean 

and not simply as a proposer of an improper decree’.99 Similarly, Rowe has also 

suggested that in On the Peace and Antidosis Isocrates is reacting to 

 
94 See Raaflaub (2004a) 356 n. 34. 
95 Raaflaub (2004a) 275-276. 
96 It is worth noting that the close link between being dhmotikÒj and ™leuqer…a re-emerges in the 

portrait of Empedocles of Agrigentum which we find in Diog. Laert., VIII 63-64. On the portrait of 
Empedocles in this passage see Horky (2016) who suggests that the early Hellenistic historian 
Timaeus of Tauromenion represents the main overarching source for the account of 
Empedocles’ political activities in Diogenes’ eighth book. In this lights, Horky (2016) 67-68 
reaches the conclusion that in this passage Diogenes ultimately provides us with Timaeus’ 
depiction of Empedocles as ‘an advocate for democracy and democratic values, a dhmotikÕj 

¢n»r, that would have resonated with anyone who had read or heard the orators Aeschines or 

Demosthenes’ and ‘as a Demosthenic philosopher, a man who ethically rejected the excesses 
of kingship and protected the rights of the Agrigentine people against the threats of tyranny and 
oligarchy’. 
97 Rowe (2000). 
98 Rowe (2000) 292. 
99 Rowe (2000) 296. 
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Demosthenes’ attempt to discredit his school.100 Thus, the analysis of the 

contest about acting dhmotikîj in Aeschines, Demosthenes and Isocrates 

cannot be disentangled from this broader context. 

 

DhmotikÒj in Demosthenes: link with eÜnoia 

Interestingly, the highest number of occurrences of dhmotikÒj in Demosthenes’ 

works appears not in one of his speeches but in Epistle III Concerning the sons 

of Lycurgus101 where we find ten instances, that is, around one-third, of the 

twenty-nine total occurrences of the adjective and its cognate adverb dhmotikîj 

throughout the Demosthenic works.102 In this letter, which was written during his 

exile and most probably a few months before the outbreak of the Lamian War 

(323-322), Demosthenes’ primary goal consists, at least at first sight, in urging 

the Athenians to release Lycurgus’ sons. Nevertheless, throughout the epistle 

he makes numerous allusions to himself with the ultimate aim of pleading his 

own return.103  

More particularly, while stressing that Athens has acquired a ‘bad 

reputation’ (faÚlh dÒxa) precisely because of its bitter attitude toward the sons 

of Lycurgus and that Lycurgus himself was widely acknowledged as being ‘in 

favour of the dÁmoj beyond anyone else’ (dhmotikÕj par¦ p£ntaj),104 

Demosthenes simultaneously reclaims also for himself the label of dhmotikÒj. 

Indeed, the description of Lycurgus as dhmotikÒj goes hand in hand with the 

Demosthenic self-portrait drawn in very similar terms, first and foremost, 

throughout this epistle but also elsewhere in the corpus.  

For instance, concerning the description of Lycurgus in section 3 of the 

letter, Goldstein has noted that the words employed in this passage are very 

similar to those which Demosthenes uses to depict himself in section 6 of 

 
100 Rowe (2002). 
101 Goldstein (1968) 3-5, 31-34, 64-94, 261-266 has convincingly argued in favour of the 
authenticity of this letter as well as of the first two letters and the fourth one, while regarding 
both the fifth and the sixth letter as forgeries. 
102 Dem., Concerning the sons of Lycurgus 2, 3, 6, 10, 14, 15, 18, 20 and 31. In addition to the 
occurrences mentioned so far, the remaining instances of dhmotikÒj and its cognate adverb in 

the Demosthenic corpus can be found in Dem., Philip 19, Against Meidias 183 and 209, Against 
Macartatus 71, and Against Eubulides 32 (on the use of dhmotikîj in this passage see next 

section). 
103 See, for instance, Goldstein (1968) 211 and Worthington (2006) 114-115. 
104 See Dem., Concerning the sons of Lycurgus 5-6. See also Dem., Concerning the sons of 
Lycurgus 10 where Lycurgus’ sons are implicitly presented as dhmotiko… and the Athenians’ 

attitude towards them is strongly condemned. 
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Epistle II Concerning his own restoration.105 In this respect, his allusion to the 

surrender of Lycurgus demanded by Alexander after the fall of Thebes in 335 

grounds his own representation as dhmotikÒj considering that his fellow citizens 

would have known that Demosthenes himself was included, alongside 

Lycurgus, among the Athenians whose extradition Alexander had requested.106  

Thus, Demosthenes appears to make a distinction between those 

Athenians like Lycurgus and himself who truly act in the interest of the dÁmoj 

and those who merely pretend to do so. The latter group, Demosthenes 

suggests, is exemplified by the rhetor Pytheas, who was one of the prosecutors 

in the trial regarding the Harpalus affair in 323. More specifically, Demosthenes 

strongly criticises Pytheas for making an about turn from being dhmotikÒj to 

being ready to do anything against the dÁmoj.107 So, Demosthenes’ attack 

against Pytheas can be interpreted as alluding to the fact that he switched from 

an anti- to a pro-Macedonian position since we know that, before participating in 

the prosecution of Demosthenes in 323, he had opposed Alexander’s request 

for Athenian ships in 335 and then for divine worship in 324. In other words, 

Pytheas is condemned for his ‘sudden change from the appearance of being a 

patriot to unabashed espousal of the opposite course’,108 as noted by Goldstein 

who also argues that Demosthenes here refers to his conviction that Pytheas 

‘waited until he felt sure of his place as an accepted and established politician 

before “selling his services”’, thus implying that his ‘apparent patriotism was 

mere play-acting’.109 

Therefore, in the context of a letter which Demosthenes exploits as an 

opportunity to plead for his return, I would stress that his choice to present a 

subtle distinction between, so to speak, genuine and false dhmotiko…, rather 

than a sharp and manifest opposition between those who are dhmotiko… and 

those who are not, can be read as a move designed to disparage one of his 

accusers while at the same time emphasising, by contrast, how he himself has 

systematically acted in the best interest of the Athenian dÁmoj.  

 
105 See Goldstein (1968) 213. 
106 See Dem., Concerning the sons of Lycurgus 4; see Clavaud (1987) 163 and Worthington 
(2006) 117 n. 52 on the reference in this passage to Alexander’s request as supporting 
Demosthenes’ attempt to assimilate his self-portrait with the depiction of Lycurgus which he 
presents in this letter. 
107 Dem., Concerning the sons of Lycurgus 29. 
108 Goldstein (1968) 224. 
109 Goldstein (1968) 225. 
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Demosthenes’ strategy appears indeed to be motivated by the fact that it 

would not have been convincing to accuse Pytheas of having consistently held 

a pro-Macedonian position since his fellow citizens must have been aware, for 

instance, of his refusal to comply with Alexander’s requests in the two 

occasions mentioned above. By depicting Pytheas as the prototype of those 

Athenians who pretend to be dhmotiko… but are not truly so, Demosthenes most 

likely intends to suggest that his former supposedly anti-Macedonian stance 

represented only a façade and that his role as prosecutor in the trial related to 

the Harpalus scandal offers an example of when Pytheas did show his true 

colours.110  

In contrast with those Athenians, represented by Pytheas, for whom 

being dhmotikÒj is a mere pretence, the group of men truly dhmotiko… (including, 

first and foremost, Lycurgus and Demosthenes himself) is described as 

consisting in those Athenians who always fight on the same side of the dÁmoj
111 

and speak on its behalf.112 In this regard, Demosthenes seems to exclude the 

possible existence, hinted at by [Xenophon] as I considered above, of members 

of the dÁmoj who do not necessarily join in its cause and who thus cannot be 

defined as dhmotiko…. In other words, in assimilating himself to Lycurgus and 

portraying both of them as dhmotiko…, Demosthenes appears to present the 

category of genuine dhmotiko… as a unitary and monolithic block whose 

members, by definition, act unquestionably in the best interest of the Athenian 

people. However, towards the end of the letter within this same category he 

operates a slight differentiation between two groups: those, like Lycurgus, who 

have died and those, like himself, still alive but who have been cast away.113 In 

marking this dividing line on the basis of such a simple yet core principle, 

Demosthenes emphasises his role as true dhmotikÒj and implicitly urges his 

 
110 It is worth noting that, while manifestly condemning Pytheas, Demosthenes never mentions 
Hyperides who, nonetheless, was one of the ten prosecutors. A possible reason for this choice 
could be that waging an attack on him on similar lines to those employed against Pytheas might 
have been more problematic considering Hyperides’ well known anti-Macedonian attitude, on 
which see, for instance, Goldstein (1968) 230. Nonetheless, Goldstein (1968) 150 stresses that 
‘Hyperides, too, was identified with the “imperiled anti-Macedonian patriots” and may have 
narrowly escaped being implicated in the Harpalus scandal’; on Hyperides’ likely involvement in 
the Harpalus affair see also Goldstein (1968) 229. On some passages in Demosthenes’ letter 
that can be interpreted as containing polemical allusions to Hyperides. Additionally, it is worth 
pointing out that the two orators eventually reconciled, as noted, for example, by Edwards 
(1994) 60; for the possibility that Demosthenes might have sought a reconciliation with 
Hyperides already at the time of writing this epistle see Goldstein (1968) 149. 
111 See Dem., Concerning the sons of Lycurgus 15. 
112 See Dem., Concerning the sons of Lycurgus 31. 
113 Dem., Concerning the sons of Lycurgus 31-32. 
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fellow citizens to recall him by alluding to how he retains the ability to benefit his 

pÒlij.  

It is in this context that the notion of eÜnoia, which as I have highlighted 

in the previous chapter is a cornerstone of Isocrates’ ideas on leadership, 

stands out as the key feature characterising those Athenians like Lycurgus and 

Demosthenes himself who are depicted as truly dhmotiko…. The relevance of 

eÜnoia in setting out who ought to be regarded as being genuinely dhmotikÒj 

emerges precisely in the final part of the letter where, just after the reference to 

the distinction of true dhmotiko… in two groups, we can find a cluster of 

occurrences of eÜnoia and its cognate adjective eÜnouj
114 with specific focus on 

the goodwill towards the Athenian dÁmoj displayed by genuine dhmotiko….  

Significantly, the emphasis on eÜnoia as the key characteristic of a true 

dhmotikÒj calls to mind the significance which this notion acquires, for instance, 

in On the Crown where we can find the highest number of occurrences of 

eÜnoia and its cognates in the Demosthenic corpus.115 In the opening of the 

speech, Demosthenes links the notion of acting in the interest of the dÁmoj with 

eÜnoia by portraying Solon as both eÜnouj and dhmotikÒj.116 Then, throughout 

the rest of the speech, Demosthenes highlights his own being eÜnouj towards 

the Athenians in a self-portrait which echoes the above-mentioned depiction of 

the Athenian legislator.117 

Nonetheless, stressing his goodwill towards the Athenian people 

becomes even more important to Demosthenes when he writes Concerning the 

sons of Lycurgus as he aims to be recalled from his exile and is aware of the 

political turmoil affecting Athens shortly before the beginning of the Lamian War 

when the Athenians were divided ‘between admitting a dangerous mass of 

 
114 More specifically, the adjective is used in Dem., Concerning the sons of Lycurgus 32 (in the 
comparative form) and 33, while eÜnoia occurs in Dem., Concerning the sons of Lycurgus 34 

where it is coupled with filanqrwp…a. The noun is employed also in Dem., Concerning the sons 

of Lycurgus 35 although in this passage it refers to Demosthenes’ goodwill not towards the 
Athenian people but towards Lycurgus and his sons. In addition, eÜnoia occurs in Dem., 

Concerning the sons of Lycurgus 14 (where Lycurgus’ deeds are presented as ‘useful’ (crhst£), 

‘in favour of the dÁmoj’ (dhmotik£) and inspired by his ‘goodwill’ (eÜnoia)), 21, 27 40 and 44 

(where Demosthenes invites the Athenians to show towards him the same goodwill that he 
claims to have towards them). 
115 Thirty-nine instances in total: Dem., On the Crown 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 10, 54, 80, 84, 90, 94, 
110, 153, 167, 171 (one occurrence of the noun and one occurrence of its cognate adjective), 
172 (one occurrence of the noun and one of the adjective), 173, 195, 198, 199, 273, 276, 277, 
281, 286, 291, 301, 311, 312, 314, 316, 320 (one occurrence of the noun and one of the 
adjective), 321, 322. 
116 See Dem., On the Crown 6. 
117 See Westwood (2020) 300.  
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subversives and dispossessed (…) or facing the wrath of Alexander, acting 

through his deputy Antipater’.118 In other words, in presenting eÜnoia towards 

the dÁmoj and being dhmotikÒj as going hand in hand and ultimately as 

distinctive marks of an ardent and consistent anti-Macedonian attitude he 

intends to emphasise his own loyalty towards Athens and thus secure his return 

by refuting the suspicion of being colluded with the Macedonian power.  

In this respect, it is also worth pointing out, as highlighted by Hansen, 

that, in the mutual attacks between the two orators, Aeschines presents 

Demosthenes as anti-democratic while for Demosthenes the debate revolves 

around his own position as being anti-Macedonian versus Aeschines’ pro-

Macedonian stance.119 Moreover, Hansen underlines that, although 

Demosthenes is frequently regarded ‘as a defender of democracy on the 

grounds that he fights for ™leuqer…a, the cornerstone of every democratic 

constitution’, what he calls for when referring to ™leuqer…a is ‘autonomy, the 

goal of any Greek state, whether oligarchic or democratic’.120 In this framework, 

the law of 337/6 proposed by Eucrates against tyranny, by attacking the 

Areopagus in whose revival in the mid-fourth century Demosthenes might well 

have been involved, can be interpreted as targeting Demosthenes himself 

whom his adversaries, like Aeschines, generally portray as an opponent of the 

Athenian democracy.121  

Therefore, it is particularly significant to note that Demosthenes puts the 

focus on eÜnoia when discussing what being dhmotikÒj truly means in a letter 

which has been compared to Isocrates’ epistle To the Rulers of the 

Mytilenaeans for the author’s manoeuvre of ‘turning a plea for others into 

propaganda for himself’.122 Indeed, as we saw in the previous chapter, eÜnoia 

plays a key role in the Isocratean corpus in defining successful political 

leadership, both within and by Athens. So, Demosthenes’ emphasis in 

Concerning the sons of Lycurgus on the importance of this notion in singling out 

 
118 Goldstein (1968) 231. 
119 See Hansen (1974) 56-57. 
120 Hansen (1974) 58. 
121 See Mitchell (2007) 152. It is worth noting, however, that Goldstein (1968) 234 in 
commenting on the epilogue of Demosthenes’ letter stresses how ‘[t]he attitude of the Athenian 
public to the Areopagus at this time was ambiguous’, specifying that ‘[o]rators frequently 
appealed to its prestige (…), and Dinarchus does so to support the vulnerable indictment’, while 
‘Demosthenes in reply exploits the unpopularity of this “oligarchical” institution; the people might 
be led to believe that body had framed him, a democratic patriot’. See also Goldstein (1968) 
237-238. 
122 Goldstein (1968) 150; see also Goldstein (1968) 133. 
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those Athenians who truly act in the interest of the people and who can thus be 

regarded as genuine dhmotiko…, while not necessarily proving direct 

dependence on Isocrates’ views, points towards the existence of a red thread 

which links eÜnoia, political leadership and the meaning attributed to dhmotikÒj 

running from the Isocratean corpus to the discussion around what being 

dhmotikÒj really means which we find in Aeschines and Demosthenes. 

Going back to the Demosthenic letter, it is possible to conclude that 

Demosthenes shifts the focus on the definition of dhmotikÒj from the concept of 

™leuqer…a (which, as we saw, characterises the debate around the term, first 

and foremost, in Aeschines’ Against Ctesiphon but also in Demosthenes’ 

Against Androtion and Against Timocrates) to the notion of eÜnoia towards the 

Athenian dÁmoj due to the historical context of the Harpalus affair and of the 

outbreak of the Lamian War, and in order to secure his own return. 

 

Conclusion 

In brief, in the second half of the fourth century there appears to be a debate 

revolving around what being dhmotikÒj really means which emerges manifestly 

from the works of Aeschines and Demosthenes, with the latter attacking not 

only Aeschines but also, in Against Androtion in particular, Isocrates and his 

school. While the meaning of the word itself stays the same (namely, acting in 

the interest of the dÁmoj), it is a question of what this action truly means, with 

each different author insisting on the priority of his own definition of acting 

dhmotikîj. Isocrates himself takes part in this contest, even though he writes 

from a different perspective than Aeschines and Demosthenes. Indeed, within 

this framework, in the next sections I shall suggest that some hints of the 

existence and relevance of such a discussion about being dhmotikÒj can be 

identified also in the Isocratean corpus, where Isocrates reframes and reshapes 

the meaning of being in favour of the dÁmoj in the broader context of his views 

on leadership.  

 

3.2 DhmotikÒj in Against Callimachus 

 

Before analysing further the features characterising the Isocratean 

recontextualisation of dhmotikÒj in terms of his ideas on Athens’ hegemonic role 

over Greece, I shall focus on the criticism which he voices against what he 
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presents as the meaning of dhmotikÒj commonly agreed upon by contemporary 

Athenians. Indeed, questioning the allegedly accepted definition of the term is 

the first step towards, and thus cannot be disentangled from, his reframing of 

dhmotikÒj in light of the rethinking of Athenian leadership that he upholds in the 

350s.  

Interestingly, Isocrates appears to discuss and challenge, at least to a 

certain degree, the allegedly widespread understanding of the meaning of being 

dhmotikÒj as early as his career as logographer. As we saw in the previous 

chapter, the term is applied to Alcibiades in section 36 of On the Team of 

Horses, where he is depicted by his son Alcibiades the Younger as a loyal 

supporter of the Athenian democracy against the charges of having oligarchic 

sympathies and aiming at making himself tyrant. Nevertheless, it is in Against 

Callimachus, which was most probably written in 402 or at the beginning of 

401,123 that we can find some clearer hints of Isocrates’ views on who is worthy 

of being called dhmotikÒj. The case for which Isocrates writes this forensic 

speech places itself in the context of the general amnesty of 403 and the 

subsequent law of Archinus to which Isocrates’ client appeals; Against 

Callimachus represents the first speech known to us resulting from a 

paragraf».124  

It is in this framework that Isocrates puts the term twice in the mouth of 

the speaker to oppose Callimachus’ claim of being dhmotikÒj. Indeed, in section 

48 the speaker points out that, even though Callimachus professes to be ‘in 

favour of the dÁmoj’ (dhmotikÒj), he was more eager than anyone else to take 

part in the regime of the Thirty.125 Here, the words which Isocrates makes his 

client pronounce consist in a warning to the jury not to be misled by 

Callimachus’ claims, thus not to misjudge who truly deserves to be called 

dhmotikÒj, and at the same time point towards the opposition between who is 

dhmotikÒj and who is not as being structured in terms of a sharp contrast 

between democrats and oligarchs. Therefore, in this passage Isocrates appears 

to employ dhmotikÒj simply in the context of internal politics as the antonym of 

endorsing oligarchy. Supporting oligarchy, indeed, is presented as the true 

 
123 On the dating of this forensic speech see Mathieu and Brémond (1928) 16; Mirhady and Too 
(2000) 96 opt for 402. 
124 See Mathieu and Brémond (1928) 15-16; Mirhady and Too (2000) 96. 
125 See also Isoc., Against Callimachus 49 where his participation in the regime of the Thirty is 
additionally emphasised. 
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identity of Callimachus whose misappropriation of the label dhmotikÒj is strongly 

criticised.  

Nonetheless, towards the end of the speech, the use of the term acquires 

additional significance as the speaker provides a clearer definition of who 

should, and who should not, be regarded as dhmotikÒj. More specifically, in 

Against Callimachus 62 he states that the Athenians who ought to be 

considered as being ‘in favour of the dÁmoj’ (dhmotiko…) are not those who when 

the dÁmoj was powerful were eager to take part in Athens’ public life, but those 

who when their pÒlij was experiencing hardship were willing to brave dangers 

for it. Additionally, in the same section, the discussion is extended to two other 

areas by defining those to whom ‘gratitude’ (c£rij) is due (i.e. anyone who has 

conferred benefits upon Athens) and those towards whom it is not due (i.e. 

someone who has suffered misfortunes on a personal level), but also by 

identifying, in the case of men who have become poor, those on whom one 

must have pity, namely men who have spent their fortunes for the good of their 

fellow citizens, as opposed to those who have simply lost their property, and 

who thus should not be pitied for their poverty.  

Concerning this last point, in the following section the speaker stresses 

that he belongs precisely to that group of Athenians whose poverty results from 

the fact that they have made use of their financial resources to benefit Athens. 

And, in this context, he underlines how crucial it is for him to enjoy good repute 

(eÙdokime‹n) among his fellow citizens, emphatically describing being highly 

esteemed as more important than his property and even than his own life.126 

The sharp distinction between Isocrates’ client and Callimachus highlighted in 

this passage becomes even more manifest in the following sections where 

Callimachus’ unwillingness to run any risk on behalf of his fellow citizens is 

contrasted with the speaker’s own zeal in serving Athens with specific allusion 

to his activity as trierarch at the time of the Athenian defeat at Aegospotami in 

405.127 As a matter of fact, immediately before indicating who is worthy of being 

defined as dhmotikÒj and who is not, the speaker recalls the perseverance 

which he demonstrated in his trierarchy at the time of the battle of Aegospotami 

as opposed to the attitude of most of the other trierarchs.128 He also stresses 

 
126 Isoc., Against Callimachus 63. 
127 See Isoc., Against Callimachus 64-65. 
128 See Isoc., Against Callimachus 58-60. 
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how, in spite of Lysander’s threat of condemning to death anyone importing 

grain to Athens, he managed to seize the grain sent for the Spartans bringing it 

to the Piraeus.129  

Therefore, two main aspects need to be highlighted, in my view, in 

relation to the use of dhmotikÒj in Against Callimachus. First of all, the depiction 

of who should and who should not be regarded as dhmotikÒj is closely linked to 

the broader context of the speaker’s self-praise for his achievements in 

Athenian foreign politics at the end of the Peloponnesian War. So, the definition 

of being dhmotikÒj in this forensic speech can be read as foreshadowing, at 

least to some degree, the crucial role that Isocrates’ subsequent views on 

Athenian international politics play in the recontextualisation of the meaning of 

dhmotikÒj which he puts forward in the 350s. 

Secondly, in characterising himself as dhmotikÒj in opposition to 

Callimachus, the speaker dwells on the importance of gaining good repute 

among the dÁmoj. As we saw in the previous chapter, both eÙdokim…a and 

eÜnoia represent key features in the Isocratean discussion around political 

leadership, especially in terms of the good repute and goodwill which the 

Athenians should obtain from their allies in the context of the reshaping of their 

hegemonic role over the Hellenic world. In Against Callimachus the relevance of 

eÙdokim…a remains confined to the interaction with the Athenian dÁmoj with no 

reference to the relation with the other Greeks as at the time of this speech 

Isocrates has not yet developed the same arguments on Athenian hegemony 

which characterise his most prominent works in the mid-fourth century. 

Nonetheless, it is still significant to point out how even as early as at the very 

end of the fifth century Isocrates appears to show some interest in the notion of 

eÙdokim…a and its link with what it truly means to be dhmotikÒj in the broader 

framework of Athens’ external politics. 

In brief, despite the constraints imposed by the forensic nature of this 

speech and the fact that at this time Isocrates has not yet fully developed his 

interest in, and ideas on, political leadership, the usage of dhmotikÒj in Against 

Callimachus can be interpreted as prefiguring, at least to a certain extent, some 

of the elements characterising the recontextualisation of dhmotikÒj which he 

implements in the 350s. It is indeed around fifty years later, in Areopagiticus, On 

 
129 See Isoc., Against Callimachus 61. 
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the Peace and Antidosis, three speeches which are closely linked to one 

another chronologically and thematically, that Isocrates attempts to promote this 

reframing of the meaning of being dhmotikÒj. In doing so, he criticises his fellow 

citizens’ views on who ought to be called dhmotikÒj as it comes to light in 

passages like On the Peace 13 and Antidosis 303 on which I shall dwell in 

section 3.3.2 of the present chapter. 

For the moment, though, I would want to underline how Isocrates’ 

criticism of the definition allegedly accepted by most Athenians of who has to be 

regarded as acting in the best interest of the dÁmoj is already attested, although 

in nuce, in Against Callimachus, and might well bear witness to an ongoing 

discussion on the meaning of dhmotikÒj already existing at the very end of the 

fifth and in the first half of the fourth century, while also foreshadowing the 

crucial significance which the debate on this term acquires in the second part of 

the century.  

 

3.3 Recontextualisation of dhmotikÒj 

 

By engaging in the fourth-century revisions of what it means to be dhmotikÒj 

and prefiguring its subsequent increasing relevance, Isocrates strongly 

condemns his fellow citizens for labelling as dhmotiko… men who, in his view, are 

not truly so. Nonetheless, as I noted above, he does not limit himself to 

criticism. Rather, he attempts to offer a redefinition of the meaning of acting in 

favour of the dÁmoj which consists in reframing the meaning of the term in 

relation to his ideas on leadership with particular reference to his arguments 

concerning the reshaping of Athens’ leading role over Greece. 

In the following two sections I shall thus provide an extensive 

examination of such reframing by devoting special attention to the instances of 

dhmotikÒj in Areopagiticus, On the Peace and Antidosis. Indeed, as I 

considered earlier, although he seems to show some interest, at least in nuce, 

in redefining dhmotikÒj already in the forensic speech Against Callimachus, it is 

in these three speeches, all belonging to the 350s and thematically linked to 

one another, that Isocrates endeavours to implement a recontextualisation of 

the term within the broader framework of the views on Athenian leadership 

which he was developing at the time.  
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I will thus begin by analysing the occurrences of dhmotikÒj in connection 

with the notion of p£trioj polite…a in Areopagiticus. In doing so, I intend to 

show how, rather than corroborating the widespread assumption regarding 

Isocrates’ alleged oligarchic agenda, the use of dhmotikÒj in relation to the 

Athenian ancestral constitution ultimately points towards his attempt to reshape 

the meaning of the term in light of his emerging ideas on the need to rethink 

Athens’ hegemony.  

I shall then focus on the key features which characterise this redefinition 

by examining the remaining usages of dhmotikÒj in the above-mentioned trio of 

speeches with specific attention to the instances that we find in On the Peace. 

Indeed, it is in this speech that the reframing of what it means to be dhmotikÒj, 

hinted at in Areopagiticus and reaffirmed in Antidosis, can be identified with 

greater clarity. In other words, in addition to, or rather on account of, 

representing a turning point, as we saw earlier, in Isocrates’ arguments on 

Athenian hegemony, On the Peace exemplifies his attempt to uphold a 

redefinition of being dhmotikÒj in light precisely of the views on leadership which 

he develops in response to the historical events taking place in the 350s.  

Overall, I aim to demonstrate that, rather than indicating the 

implementation of an anti-democratic programme, Isocrates’ discussion on what 

being dhmotikÒj truly signifies cannot be disentangled from, and is even 

subordinated to, his views on what makes successful political leadership. 

 

3.3.1 DhmotikÒj and the ancestral constitution 

My examination of Isocrates’ (re)definition of being dhmotikÒj shall thus take as 

a starting point the instances in which he employs the term in relation to the 

idea of the Athenian traditional constitution. Areopagiticus represents the 

speech par excellence in this respect. Here Isocrates strongly and consistently 

condemns contemporary democracy, praising instead the constitution of the 

forefathers and urging his fellow citizens to restore it. 

Owing to his allusion to the notion of p£trioj polite…a and his insistence 

on the need to give back to the Areopagus its pre-Ephialtic powers, 

Areopagiticus has often been presented as revealing Isocrates’ supposedly pro-
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oligarchic attitude130 or, at best, his inconsistency.131 Even when the attack 

which is levelled at contemporary democracy in this speech is rightly read as 

constructive criticism arising from Isocrates’ objective of rethinking the Athenian 

democracy, and not from his alleged desire to reject it per se, the scope of such 

reshaping is presented as being limited to internal politics.132  

So, in this section I aim to suggest, instead, that Areopagiticus  

shows how Isocrates’ views on what democracy and being in favour of the 

dÁmoj should look like are inextricably related to, and even arise from, his 

interest in, and engagement with, the contemporary issues posed by Athenian 

leadership and its crisis. 

 

The date of Areopagiticus 

Before analysing in detail the occurrences of dhmotikÒj in relation to the notion 

of p£trioj polite…a in Areopagiticus, I shall briefly focus on the date of 

composition of the speech since this point, which has long been debated among 

scholars, plays a relevant role in the context of my argument for the Isocratean 

recontextualisation of dhmotikÒj. Indeed, Areopagiticus is frequently regarded 

as having been written just after the end of the Social War,133 and thus after On 

the Peace. Nevertheless, some scholars have opted for an earlier dating, 

suggesting that Isocrates composes this speech shortly before the outbreak of 

the war.134 

In this respect, Bouchet, more recently, has persuasively argued that 

Areopagiticus was written around 357/6, namely shortly before the beginning of 

the Social War and during its first phases, thus preceding On the Peace.135 

These two works, together with Antidosis, are generally considered as being 

inextricably related to one another, with Areopagiticus concerning itself with 

 
130 See, for instance, Bearzot (1980) 122-127; see also Requena (2013) who attempts, 
unsuccessfully in my view, to refute Sancho Rocher’s reading of Areopagiticus (on which see n. 
132 below). 
131 See Silvestrini (1978) 178. 
132 See Sancho Rocher (2008) 43-46 who, in line with her overall argument, regards 
Areopagiticus as bearing witness not to an undemocratic sentiment but, rather, to Isocrates’ 
attempt to preserve the Athenian democracy by reshaping its ruling class. 
133 For 355 as the most plausible dating see, for instance, Jebb (1876) 203-206 and, more 
recently, Sancho Rocher (2008) 43. Other scholars, like Mathieu (1960) 55-56 and Roth (2003) 
276-278, opt for 354. 
134 See Jaeger (1940) 410-439 who is the first scholar to question the commonly accepted 
dating and suggests instead 357 as the most plausible date; the same dating has been adopted 
by Wallace (1986), Due (1988), Nicolai (2004) 11. 
135 See Bouchet (2016) 423-426, who also believes that Isocrates might have started thinking 
about writing Areopagiticus as early as 364. 
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Athens’ internal matters and On the Peace focusing instead on the Athenian 

empire and its foreign policy. However, as Bouchet has pointed out, all these 

three speeches deal with Athens’ hegemony, particularly its sea power.136  

Therefore, it is misleading to draw a clear-cut distinction between 

Areopagiticus and On the Peace by regarding the former as limiting itself to 

tackling domestic political matters and the latter as dealing exclusively with 

Athenian international politics. Moreover, dating Areopagiticus before or after 

the Social War is not a minor detail when it comes to the interpretation of this 

speech. Indeed, by considering it as having been composed after On the 

Peace, most scholars understand Areopagiticus as consisting in a harsh attack 

against contemporary democracy closely connected with the alleged 

condemnation without appeal of Athens’ naval power in On the Peace. 

Nonetheless, in arguing that Areopagiticus precedes On the Peace, 

Bouchet rightly underlines that in Areopagiticus Isocrates never shows an 

antagonistic attitude towards Athens’ sea empire but, rather, puts forward his  

reform of the Athenian democracy precisely with the aim of enabling his fellow 

citizens to maintain their supremacy over Greece.137 In this respect, it is worth 

highlighting that the same key point concerning the constitutional changes 

suggested in Areopagiticus as being ultimately designed to preserve Athens’ 

pre-eminent position within the Hellenic world was presented already by 

Wallace in the 1980s (see Chapter 1 section 2) but appears to have been 

mostly overlooked.138 

I will return to Wallace’s and Bouchet’s arguments below; for the 

moment, I intend to stress that I agree with them in regarding Areopagiticus not 

as following, and somehow resulting from, the Athenian defeat at the end of the 

Social War, but as an endeavour to prevent a similar outcome by amending the 

democratic government, whose degeneration Isocrates regards as the real 

culprit for the increasing problems faced by the pÒlij in its foreign affairs.    

 

  

 
136 See Bouchet (2016) 423. 
137 See Bouchet (2016) 426. 
138 See Wallace (1986) 79-80 for a brief reference and Wallace (1989) 166-167 for a further 
development of this argument; neither study is mentioned by Bouchet (2016). 
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Isocrates and p£trioj polite…a 

Despite Wallace’s and Bouchet’s studies, the crucial link existing in 

Areopagiticus between the constitutional changes advocated by Isocrates and 

his ultimate goal of preserving Athens’ supremacy within the Hellenic world has 

generally escaped scholars’ attention. I thus aim to show that the usages of 

dhmotikÒj in the speech point precisely in this direction, rather than supporting 

an interpretation of Areopagiticus as solely focused on internal politics and 

designed to promote an anti-democratic agenda in disguise.  

More specifically, of the five instances that we find throughout the speech 

here I shall focus on the four that Isocrates uses in the context of the discussion 

of the ancestral constitution to which he believes his fellow citizens should 

return in order to preserve their supremacy abroad.139 The first two occurrences 

of the term appear in sections 16-17. Indeed, after rebuking his fellow citizens 

for complaining about the present democracy only in words whereas in fact 

preferring it to the constitution of their forefathers,140 Isocrates states that he 

intends to speak in support of the latter and thus urges the Athenians to restore 

‘that democracy᾿ (™ke…nh ¹ dhmokrat…a) which he presents as having been 

instituted by Solon and then re-established by Cleisthenes. It is in this context 

that he not only labels Solon as being ‘most in favour of the dÁmoj’ 

(dhmotikètatoj),141 but also claims that it would not be possible to find a 

democratic constitution ‘more in favour of the dÁmoj’ (dhmotikwtšra) and ‘more 

advantageous’ (m©llon sumfšrousa) for Athens.142  

Similarly, in section 59, where Isocrates is most probably referring again, 

although implicitly, to Solon and Cleisthenes,143 he describes the ancestral 

constitution which he is urging Athens to uphold as having been instituted by 

those citizens who are widely acknowledged as being ‘most in favour of the 

dÁmoj’ (dhmotikètatoi). I intend to return to the usages of dhmotikÒj in 

Areopagiticus 17 and 59 towards the end of the present section; meanwhile 

here I would highlight that the adjective is also employed in Areopagiticus 23 

where the appointment of magistrates through the selection of the worthiest 

men (aÛth ¹ kat£stasij), which is described in the previous section as a key 

 
139 The fifth occurrence, namely in Isoc., Areopagiticus 64, will be analysed in section 3.3.2 as it 
is not related to the notion of the Athenian ancestral constititution. 
140 See Isoc., Areopagiticus 15. 
141 Isoc., Areopagiticus 16. 
142 Isoc., Areopagiticus 17. 
143 See, for instance, Desideri (1969) 75. 
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feature of the traditional constitution endorsed by Isocrates, is defined as ‘more 

in favour of the dÁmoj’ (dhmotikwtšra) than filling those magistracies by lot. 

Then Isocrates goes on to explain this statement by pointing out that the casting 

of lots often leads to the appointment of ‘those who desire oligarchy’ (oƒ 

Ñligarc…aj ™piqumoàntej), whereas the selection of ‘the most fitting’ (oƒ 

™pieikšstatoi) would enable the Athenian dÁmoj to choose only those citizens 

who support the current constitution. 

The use of dhmotikÒj in the comparative form in this passage might 

indicate that Isocrates’ view towards the election of magistrates by lot does not 

necessarily correspond to a condemnation without appeal of this way of filling 

offices. Nevertheless, Isocrates clearly prefers, and strongly argues for, the 

selection of ‘the best’ (oƒ bšltistoi) and ‘the most competent’ (oƒ ƒkanètatoi) by 

presenting it precisely as the system which the ancestors adopted in the belief 

that the rest of the Athenians would have mirrored the character of those in 

charge of public affairs.144  

So, as I mentioned earlier, the whole speech is generally considered as 

endorsing the concept of p£trioj polite…a and thus corroborating Isocrates’ 

alleged pro-oligarchic sympathies. In this respect, it is worth pointing out that 

Isocrates never employs this political slogan in Areopagiticus or anywhere else 

in his corpus. Instead, in order to indicate the kind of constitution for which he 

advocates, he makes use of the term dio…khsij linking it to the adjective 

patr…a.145 Nonetheless, the absence of any instance of the phrase p£trioj 

polite…a throughout the speech is often interpreted as a deliberate move by 

Isocrates to avoid a slogan which would have unmasked his alleged anti-

democratic agenda146 and revealed his ties with Theramenes.147  

Indeed, the constitutional changes presented in Areopagiticus are 

frequently dismissed as simply reproducing, and thus aiming to implement, 

Theramenes’ ideas with specific reference to his likely involvement in the 

reforms which the Thirty advanced in 404.148 In this regard, the tradition 

according to which Isocrates was a pupil of Theramenes149 is generally 

 
144 Isoc., Areopagiticus 22. 
145 Isoc., Areopagiticus 58-59 (pace Rhodes (2011) 27 n. 98); on the relevant role played by the 
concept of dio…khsij throughout the Isocratean speech see Wallace (1989) 150-151. 
146 See, for instance, Bearzot (1980) 123. 
147 See, for example, Bearzot (1980) 123 n. 41. 
148 See Wallace (1989) 144 and 151. 
149 See Chapter 1 section 2. 
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employed to support such an interpretation of Areopagiticus. Furthermore, the 

concept of dio…khsij, which as we have seen Isocrates manifestly makes use of 

to refer to the constitution that he urges his fellow citizens to restore, appears to 

be related to the measures promoted by the Thirty.150 

However, Areopagiticus should not be reduced to a mere attempt to 

replicate and endorse a presumed Theramenean programme. In this respect, 

Wallace has claimed that the ‘basic argument, of restoring the pre-Ephialtic 

Areopagos,’ around which revolves the Isocratean work, if not directly ‘inspired 

by’ the measures allegedly advanced by Theramenes, ‘at least came out of a 

similar tradition’; yet, he has also highlighted the peculiarity of Isocrates’ speech 

by noting that ‘in the sources for 404 there is nothing comparable with his 

description of the Areopagos’ early powers or the nature and extent of the 

powers which it was to exercise under his reform’.151  

Additionally, the slogan p£trioj polite…a itself appears to be debated 

and intrinsically flexible as it was used not only by oligarchs but also by 

democrats. More specifically, Rhodes stresses that the phrase was employed at 

first by the oligarchs, both extremists and moderates, and then also by the 

democrats after the restoration of democracy in 410.152 Within this framework, it 

is worth highlighting that in the speech Concerning the Preservation of the 

Ancestral Constitution of Athens Lysias makes use of this slogan, starting with 

the title of the work, to contrast the proposal made by a certain Phormisius153 to 

restrict civic rights to those men who possessed landed property. In this regard, 

Todd not only points out that in Lysias’ speech the phrase was employed ‘to 

maintain that anything less than full democracy was a betrayal of the 

constitutional tradition of Athens’, but also underlines, more broadly, ‘its 

adaptability’ by stressing how it was used both by ‘those who wished to impose 

 
150 See Wallace (1989) 150 who identifies two additional points in common between the 
measures promoted by the Thirty and Areopagiticus: the attack against election by lot and the 
emphasis on the moral aspect. 
151 Wallace (1989) 151 who also highlights the lack of clear indications on which specific 
functions the Thirty intended to restore to Areopagus. 
152 See Rhodes (2011) 16-20; see also Rhodes (2017) 286. Pace Fuks (1953) V, who presents 
his investigation as contrasting ‘[t]he commonly held view’ according to which ‘each of the three 
groups in Athenian politics—the oligarchs, the moderates and the democrats—propounded its 
own version of the ‘ancestral constitution’’, and believes instead that ‘the launching of the 
slogan p£trioj polite…a, and the employment of the argument from the constitutional past for 

political purposes of the day’ should be regarded as ‘particularly connected with the moderate 
group’. For an interpretation similar to that of Fuks see Desideri (1969) 11 who defines the 
p£trioj polite…a allegedly promoted by the moderates as ‘una costituzione mista (…) di 

elementi democratici e oligarchici’. 
153 On this figure see Todd (2000) 336-337. 
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a property qualification’ and, at the same time, by ‘those who wished to maintain 

the radical democracy’ to refer to the Athenian ancestral constitution.154  

Moreover, Diodorus Siculus, in reporting that the peace treaty of 403 

between Athens and Sparta forced the Athenians not only to demolish their 

walls but also to establish the p£trioj polite…a, notes that they did implement 

the former condition whereas a debate arose concerning the latter clause 

between the sympathisers of oligarchy and those who supported democracy: 

while the oligarchs claimed that it was necessary to restore ‘the ancient 

institution’ (¹ palai¦ kat£stasij), the democrats, who represented the 

majority, endorsed the return to ‘the constitution of the fathers’ (¹ tîn patšrwn 

polite…a).155 Therefore, Diodorus’ passage represents the debate around the 

meaning of p£trioj polite…a as an opposition in chronological terms, with the 

oligarchs placing the p£trioj polite…a in a distant past and the supporters of 

democracy identifying it instead with a much more recent constitution.  

Nonetheless, Rhodes has pointed out that after 410 the democrats 

themselves started to consider the Athenian traditional constitution as going 

back further in the past with specific emphasis on Draco and Solon.156 In this 

respect, Rhodes has noted that after 404/403 ‘the dispute was finally resolved 

in favour of the democrats: the restored democracy claimed to be the traditional 

constitution based on the laws of Draco and Solon’. At the same time, Rhodes 

goes on to suggest, the ancestral constitution might well have gone from being 

a contested notion to ‘something which gained acceptance for the settlement’, 

namely ‘something which both staunch democrats and men who had dallied 

with oligarchy could declare their allegiance to’; then, by placing Isocrates’ 

appeal to the past within this framework, Rhodes adds: 

 

[a]fter that nobody in politics would admit to favouring oligarchy, but 

there was an increasing realisation that the democracy could be 

 
154 Todd (2000) 335-336. On Phormisius’ citizenship proposal see also Rhodes (2017) 21. 
155 Diod. Sic., XIV 3, 2-3. On Diodorus’ account of the peace treaty as deriving most probably 
from Ephorus see Fuks (1953) 56. Concerning the second clause, Fuks (1953) 57-68, who 
argues against the genuineness of this clause, compares Diodorus’ account with that of [Arist.], 
Constitution of the Athenians XXXIV 2-3 noting the similarities (ascribed to a common source 
employed by Ephorus and [Aristotle], probably Androtion’s Atthis) but also the differences 
between the two texts (especially the fact that Diodorus assimilates the position of Theramenes 
to that of the democrats) and opting for [Aristotle]’s version. See also Rhodes (2011) 19 on 
[Aristotle]’s account presenting three different groups as opposed to the ‘twofold division’ 
between oligarchs and democrats that we find in Diodurus’ passage. 
156 See Rhodes (2011) 18-19. 
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modified, and could even be modified in ways which the fifth-century 

democracy would have perceived as counter to democracy.157 

 

It is thus against the background of this difference between fifth- and fourth-

century Athenian democracy as well as in the context of the flexible nature of 

the slogan p£trioj polite…a and, more broadly, of the concept of traditional 

constitution that the return to the ancestral constitution envisaged in 

Areopagiticus should be interpreted.  

Furthermore, as the following analysis of the Isocratean occurrences of 

dhmotikÒj in this speech should make even more manifest, the main motivation 

behind the restoration of the ancestral constitution upheld in Areopagiticus 

cannot be identified with the alleged goal to promote a thinly-veiled oligarchic 

agenda and goes beyond a possible influence of Theramenean ideas. Rather, 

the constitutional reform which Isocrates puts forward arises from his interest in 

Athens’ political leadership and his attempt to advocate for those political 

measures and changes which he thought would enable his pÒlij to maintain its 

leading role within the Hellenic world. 

 

Solon as dhmotikÒj par excellence 

First, however, special attention has to be devoted to the description of Solon 

as being ‘most in favour of the dÁmoj’ (dhmotikètatoj) in Areopagiticus 16. 

Indeed, the portrait of Solon as dhmotikÒj becomes more and more common 

during the fourth century.  

For instance, dhmotikÒj occurs, together with eÜnouj, to depict the 

Athenian legislator in Demosthenes’ On the Crown 6, as we saw earlier. 

Likewise, still within the Demosthenic corpus, the cognate adverb dhmotikîj is 

used in Against Eubulides 59 alongside kalîj to refer to a law concerning the 

access of an alien to the ¢gor£ which was ascribed to Solon and then 

presumably restored by Aristophon of Azenia.158 Similarly, the superlative 

adjective which we find in Areopagiticus 16 is employed to describe Solon also 

by Hyperides in Against Athenogenes.159 In addition, in [Aristotle]’s Constitution 

 
157 Rhodes (2011) 29. 
158 For the most plausible interpretation of this debated passage see Loddo (2018b); see also 
Loddo (2018a) 44 and 46. 
159 Hyp., Against Athenogenes 21; on the use of dhmotikètatoj in this passage see Whitehead 

(2000) 323 and Loddo (2018a) 43 n. 17. 
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of the Athenians the nominative neuter plural form of dhmotikÒj occurs twice in 

relation to Solon. First, [Aristotle] makes use of the superlative to refer to three 

specific features of Solon’s constitution;160 then, shortly afterwards, dhmotik£ is 

employed to indicate some of the aspects characterising Solon’s laws.161  

Nonetheless, from a chronological point of view, the occurrence in the 

passage from Areopagiticus represents the first instance known to us of 

dhmotikÒj being used to depict the Athenian legislator.162 In this respect, Loddo 

has recently attempted to show that the link between Solon and the Athenian 

democracy which appears to emerge at the end of the fifth century and 

becomes even more manifest during the fourth century should not be regarded, 

at least not exclusively, as heavily influenced by the contemporary debate on 

p£trioj polite…a.163  

Rather, while acknowledging that there might well have been some 

cases in which the representation of Solon as the founding hero of the Athenian 

democracy was dictated by an author’s own political agenda with specific 

reference to the p£trioj polite…a propaganda,164 Loddo suggests that the 

connection established so frequently during the fourth century between Solon 

and the Athenian democracy results, at least to a certain extent, from two main 

areas: on the one hand, the representation of the legislator in comedy, 

especially in Aristophanes’ Clouds 1187 where he is depicted as filÒdhmoj t¾n 

fÚsin; on the other hand, some of the laws and measures that he presumably 

enacted, such as those in favour of orphans and ™p…klhroi.165  

In this regard, Loddo seems to imply that the portrait of Solon as 

dhmotikÒj which arises from these two aspects coexists with that influenced by 

the contemporary debate on p£trioj polite…a within the context of an oligarchic 

political agenda. Indeed, she appears to consider p£trioj polite…a as a merely 

undemocratic slogan, rather than as a contested concept which, as we have 

seen above, could be used by both oligarchs and democrats. Within the 

framework of this binary origin for the depiction of Solon as dhmotikÒj, Isocrates’ 

 
160 See [Arist.], Constitution of the Athenians IX 1; on this passage and the use of 
dhmotikètatoj in it see Cartledge (2009) 48-50. 
161 See [Arist.], Constitution of the Athenians X 1. 
162 See Ruschenbusch (1958) and, more recently, Loddo (2018a) 9; pace Rhodes (1993) 159. 
163 See Loddo (2018a) 10-12, 40. 
164 See Loddo (2018a) 12. 
165 See Loddo (2018a) 154-155. For a thorough analysis of the depiction of Solon in fifth- and 
fourth-century comedy see Loddo (2018a) 50-87; for a more detailed discussion of the evergetic 
measures that he implemented see Loddo (2018a) 123-143. 
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characterisation of Solon as dhmotikètatoj in Areopagiticus 16 is dismissed as 

a clear instance of the kind of portrait commonly considered as tainted by the 

p£trioj polite…a propaganda, and thus as being part of what Loddo labels as 

‘la sua crociata antidemocratica’.166  

While Loddo is right in suggesting that the close connection between 

Solon and the Athenian democracy which takes hold in the fourth century 

should not be interpreted as emerging solely from the often distorted and 

narrow lens of the contemporary debate around the traditional constitution, such 

a debate, as we saw earlier, was more complex and multifaceted than Loddo 

seems to assume. Furthermore, her argument concerning a problematisation of 

the origin of the portrait of Solon as dhmotikÒj should be extended to the 

Isocratean description. Instead of being the fruit of an appeal to the concept of 

p£trioj polite…a stemming from an undemocratic political programme, the 

definition of the Athenian legislator as dhmotikètatoj in Areopagiticus might 

well have been affected by the two main aspects (i.e. his portrait in Greek 

comedy and his own historical activity) that Loddo identifies as plausible 

alternative sources (in parallel with the debate on p£trioj polite…a) for the 

close link between Solon and the Athenian democracy which was gaining a 

foothold in fourth-century Athens. 

Moreover, regardless of the possible influence of these two key elements 

on the Isocratean depiction of Solon as dhmotikÒj par excellence, it should be 

recognised that Isocrates’ portrait cannot be disentangled from a particularly 

idiosyncratic and essential aspect, namely the Athenocentric views on political 

leadership which he developed particularly in the 350s. Indeed, as I intend to 

show below, the use of the adjective to describe Solon, alongside the other 

instances of the term in the context of the restoration of the traditional 

constitution upheld in Areopagiticus, points to Isocrates’ redefinition of the 

meaning of dhmotikÒj in relation to his primary interest in securing Athens’ 

leading role abroad. 

  

 
166 Loddo (2018a) 42; see also Loddo (2018a) 119 for Isocrates’ allegedly pro-oligarchic views. 
For p£trioj polite…a being presented as an exclusively oligarchic slogan see also Ghirga and 

Romussi (1997) 201. 
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Hints of the reframing of dhmotikÒj 

In this section I shall pull together the strings of my analysis of the occurrences 

of dhmotikÒj throughout Areopagiticus in order to illustrate how in this speech it 

is possible to grasp some hints of the redefinition of the meaning of acting in 

favour of the dÁmoj in light of Isocrates’ ideas on political leadership, with 

specific reference to the role of Athens as the leading pÒlij within the Hellenic 

world. Indeed, while his views on this topic became more evident in On the 

Peace (see Chapter 4 section 2.1), his interest in, and engagement with, the 

need to (re)affirm Athens’ dominant position in foreign politics emerges already 

in Areopagiticus. 

More particularly, in this speech, as in On the Peace, Isocrates appears 

to believe that the increasing issues faced by Athens in international politics are 

a direct consequence of the degeneration of the quality of its leaders. However, 

as Wallace explains, the inextricable link existing in Areopagiticus between the 

weakening of Athens’ position abroad and the deterioration of its internal politics 

has generally been overlooked mainly because in this work, unlike in On the 

Peace, Isocrates does not focus extensively on the cause-and-effect 

relationship between these two aspects (with the exception of a few references 

at the beginning and at the end of the speech).167  

Nonetheless, a detailed analysis of the usages of dhmotikÒj in the 

framework of the return to the ancestral constitution promoted in Areopagiticus 

reveals the central role that Isocrates’ concern with, and consequent attempt to 

secure, the Athenian supremacy over Greece played in putting forward this 

constitutional reform. The Isocratean interest in political leadership in this 

speech emerges, for instance, at the end of Areopagiticus 22. Indeed, here, as 

we saw earlier, he claims that in the traditional constitution for which he 

advocates the offices were filled not through election by lot but by means of 

selecting ‘the best’ (oƒ bšltistoi) and ‘the most competent’ (oƒ ƒkanètatoi) for 

every task. Such a way of appointing magistrates, Isocrates continues in the 

same section, was preferred due to the belief that the Athenians would imitate 

the qualities of their leaders. Thus, in this passage Isocrates closely links his 

appeal to the restoration of the Athenian ancestral constitution to the need to 

reshape internal leadership. 

 
167 See Wallace (1989) 167. 
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Nevertheless, this rethinking of domestic leadership is not an end unto 

itself but ultimately aims to strengthen Athens’ hegemonic role within the 

Hellenic world. In this respect, Wallace, whose opinion as we saw has remained 

marginal, by contradicting the commonly held view on the true objective of 

Areopagiticus has underlined how, despite the fact that the constitutional 

changes upheld by Isocrates ‘reflect the interest of Athens’ wealthy classes’, 

this does not necessarily mean that his main goal in suggesting those reforms 

lies in the creation of a timocratic government.168 Rather, his fundamental 

purpose goes beyond domestic politics and consists precisely in the 

consolidation of Athens’ position abroad at a time when it was progressively 

weakening.  

Isocrates’ strong interest in securing Athens’ leadership is hinted at in 

Areopagiticus 59 where, as I mentioned earlier, by alluding most probably to 

Solon and Cleisthenes, Isocrates employs dhmotikÒj in the superlative form to 

describe those Athenians responsible for establishing the patr…a dio…khsij 

which he is encouraging his fellow citizens to restore. Indeed, in this passage, 

just before commending its founders, he praises that ancestral constitution for 

being the source of numerous benefits not only for Athens itself, but also for the 

other Greeks. In doing so, Isocrates extends from internal to international 

politics the horizon of the qualities characterising the traditional constitution that 

he endorses. In other words, the fact that here, in commending the patr…a 

dio…khsij which he so strongly promotes, Isocrates mentions the advantages it 

brought to the other Greeks just before, and in conjunction with, the depiction of 

its founders as dhmotikètatoi can be interpreted as referring, at least in nuce, 

to the key role which his views on the Athenian leadership over Greece play in 

shaping his arguments on what it truly means to act in the best interests of the 

dÁmoj and, more broadly, on what democracy should look like.  

It is, nonetheless, in Areopagiticus 17 that Isocrates’ key interest in 

consolidating Athens’ pre-eminent position in foreign politics emerges even 

more vividly and we can identify a clear indication of the recontextualisation of 

dhmotikÒj in light of his ideas on the need to reshape Athenian hegemony over 

Greece as they emerge in On the Peace a few years later. Indeed, after having 

praised in Areopagiticus 16, as we saw above, the democratic government 

 
168 Wallace (1989) 166, pace Silvestrini (1978) 175 and Ghirga and Romussi (1997) 199. 
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(™ke…nh ¹ dhmokrat…a) allegedly instituted by Solon (who is defined as 

dhmotikètatoj) and re-established by Cleisthenes, Isocrates goes on in the 

following section to claim that it would not be possible to find a constitution 

‘more in favour of the dÁmoj’ (dhmotikètera) and ‘more useful’ (m©llon 

sumfšrousa) to the pÒlij than that. In this respect, he asserts that ‘the greatest 

proof’ (tekm»rion mšgiston) of his statement lies in the fact that thanks to that 

government Athens was able to gain the good repute of mankind (par¦ p©sin 

¢nqrèpoij eÙdokim»santej) and the willing subjection of the other Greeks (par/ 

˜kÒntwn tîn `Ell»nwn t¾n ¹gemon…an œlabon), whereas by preferring the 

present constitution the Athenians have made themselves hated by all men and 

ran the risk of suffering the uttermost misfortunes at the end of the 

Peloponnesian War (mikrÕn ¢pšlipon toà m¾ ta‹j ™sc£taij sumfora‹j 

peripese‹n).169  

Therefore, the demotic character and the expediency for the pÒlij of the 

ancestral democracy promoted throughout Areopagiticus are presented in this 

passage as being confirmed particularly by two aspects which belong to the 

context of foreign politics: the eÙdokim…a enjoyed by the Athenians and the 

hegemony that the other Greeks conferred sua sponte to them. Remarkably, 

both these elements are key pillars in the views on Athenian leadership that 

Isocrates develops in the 350s, with particular reference to the reshaping of 

Athens’ prominent role in the Hellenic world argued for in On the Peace, as I 

have shown in the previous chapter. 

Furthermore, by claiming that the Solonian and Cleisthenic democracy 

was dhmotik» to the highest level (with the combination in the Greek text of the 

negative and the comparative conveying the sense of a superlative) precisely 

because of its ability to enable the Athenians to obtain good repute abroad 

alongside the willing subjection of the rest of Greece, Isocrates extends beyond 

the boundaries of internal politics the definition of what makes a democracy 

identifiable as truly acting in the interest of the dÁmoj. In doing so, he points 

towards the reframing of the meaning of being dhmotikÒj in light of his interest 

in, and engagement with, the issues posed by Athens’ supremacy, a 

recontextualisation which, as we shall see in the next section, becomes even 

more manifest shortly afterwards in On the Peace. 

 
169 Isoc., Areopagiticus 17. 
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Conclusion 

To sum up, in the present section I have devoted my attention to the usages of 

dhmotikÒj in connection with the concept of the Athenian ancestral constitution. 

In doing so, I have focused on Areopagiticus since it represents the Isocratean 

work in which all the occurrences of the term in relation to the notion of the 

traditional constitution are concentrated. Against the prevailing view that 

considers this speech as having being written after On the Peace and as 

dealing exclusively with internal politics with the aim of promoting an anti-

democratic agenda in disguise, I have emphasised instead that it was most 

probably composed shortly before the outbreak of the Social War and that it 

concerns itself, first and foremost, with securing Athens’ leadership over 

Greece, thus hinting at the key role which such a topic played throughout the 

corpus and especially in the speeches belonging to the 350s. 

Therefore, the appeal to restore the constitution that Isocrates defines as 

Solon’s and Cleisthenes’ democracy and his depiction of Solon as 

dhmotikètatoj cannot be confined to the fourth-century debate around the 

concept of p£trioj polite…a. Moreover, the fact that he never uses this political 

slogan should not be dismissed as a clumsy attempt to avoid an oligarchic 

phrase that would have unmasked his supposedly anti-democratic sympathies. 

Not only was the concept of p£trioj polite…a in itself contested and 

multifaceted, but we need to shift our focus in order to understand more fully the 

nature and purpose of Isocrates’ appeal to the Athenian past in this work. 

Indeed, his discussion of the need to return to the ancestral democracy in 

Areopagiticus goes beyond the boundaries of domestic politics since his 

constitutional reform stems from his interest in, and attempts to deal with the 

deterioration of, Athens’ position abroad.  

In fact, the crucial role played in Areopagiticus by the Isocratean concern 

with the consolidation of the Athenian leading position in the Hellenic world 

does not emerge, at least at first reading, as clearly as it does in On the Peace 

and so has usually been overlooked. Nevertheless, such a theme is the 

watermark of the whole speech and the main reason for the constitutional 

changes promoted by Isocrates. In this regard, my examination of the 

occurrences of dhmotikÒj in relation to the concept of ancestral constitution 

points precisely in this direction. 
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More specifically, I have argued that the use of the term in the context of 

Isocrates’ appeal to the past hints at his attempt to redefine the meaning of 

dhmotikÒj in light of the views on the Athenian leadership over Greece which he 

was developing at the time as a response to the progressive deterioration of 

Athens’ supremacy. This appears to be particularly evident in Areopagiticus 17 

where the litmus test for the demotic character of the ancestral democracy that 

he urges his fellow citizens to restore is that such a government had enabled 

the Athenians to obtain the eÙdokim…a and willing subjection of the other Greeks. 

In other words, Isocrates explains what it truly means for the Athenian 

democracy to act in the best interests of the dÁmoj by referring to two key 

principles of the rethinking of Athens’ leadership argued for shortly afterwards in 

On the Peace, where, as we shall see in the next section, the 

recontextualisation of dhmotikÒj hinted at in Areopagiticus emerges more 

prominently.  

 

3.3.2 DhmotikÒj and the Athenian hegemony  

After having suggested that the use of dhmotikÒj in Areopagiticus in relation to 

the concept of ancestral constitution ultimately hints at Isocrates’ attempt to 

recontextualise the term in light of his interest in consolidating Athens’ position 

abroad, I shall now examine more in depth how such a reframing of dhmotikÒj is 

inextricably linked to his views on the need to rethink the Athenian hegemony 

over Greece as they emerge particularly in the 350s.  

In order to do so, I shall start by analysing the last occurrence of 

dhmotikÒj which we find in Areopagiticus, since it refers not to the notion of the 

Athenian ancestral constitution but to the situation in the pÒlij towards the end 

of the Peloponnesian War. Nonetheless, I will show that this final instance as 

well points to Isocrates’ reframing of what it means to be dhmotikÒj in the 

broader context of his contemporary discussion on Athenian leadership in a 

somehow similar way as the above-mentioned occurrences related to the 

traditional constitution.  

The core of this section will then revolve around Isocrates’ usages of 

dhmotikÒj in his two other main works belonging to the mid-fourth century, that 

is, On the Peace and Antidosis. In this regard, specific attention will be devoted 

to the former speech considering that, as we saw in the previous chapter, it 

marks a turning point in the Isocratean ideas on Athenian hegemony. As a 



246 
 

result, I aim to provide further evidence for how Isocrates (re)defines what it 

truly means to act in the best interest of the dÁmoj in terms of his ideas on what 

makes a good leader both in international and domestic politics. 

 

DhmotikÒj in Areopagiticus 64 

Throughout Areopagiticus dhmotikÒj is employed in connection with the theme 

of the Athenian ancestral constitution, as I considered earlier. However, the final 

instance of the term in this speech needs to be examined separately since it 

refers, instead, to the situation at Athens towards the end of the Peloponnesian 

War. Indeed, in Areopagiticus 64 Isocrates claims that when the Athenians were 

defeated at the battle of Aegospotami (405)170 the pÒlij was split into two 

opposite groups: on the one hand, the democrats (oƒ dhmotikoˆ kaloÚmenoi) 

who were adamant that Athens, after having ruled over Greece, could not be 

subjected to Sparta, and, on the other hand, the oligarchs (oƒ tÁj Ñligarc…aj 

™piqum»santej) who were willing to endure slavery.  

Although, as we have seen throughout this chapter, the original and 

literal meaning of dhmotikÒj is ‘in favour of the dÁmoj’ (rather than ‘democratic’) 

and the term is characterised by an intrinsic adaptability, here the phrase oƒ  

dhmotikoˆ kaloÚmenoi should be interpreted as a synonym for oƒ dhmokratiko…. 

In this respect, the occurrence of dhmotikÒj in this passage from Areopagiticus 

echoes, at least to a certain extent, the use of the term in Against Callimachus 

48, where, as we saw, it is an antonym for supporting oligarchy. Nevertheless, 

while in that passage the meaning of dhmotikÒj remains confined to domestic 

politics, in Areopagiticus 64 the boundaries of the distinction between 

democrats and oligarchs are stretched towards international politics in a way 

similar to the case of the definition of who is worthy of being labelled dhmotikÒj 

and who is not which we have found in Against Callimachus 62. 

Additionally, it has been suggested that when he refers to oƒ dhmotikoˆ 

kaloÚmenoi as strongly opposed to the peace terms with Sparta Isocrates 

alludes, first and foremost, to Cleophon.171 Indeed, Cleophon has been 

portrayed as responsible for leading his fellow citizens to reject peace 

 
170 See Coppola (1956) 84, Desideri (1969) 78, Ghirga and Romussi (1997) 233, Mirhady and 
Too (2000) 196; pace Norlin (1929) 144 n. a, who believes that here Isocrates alludes to the 
battle of Arginusae (406). 
171 See Desideri (1969) 78. 
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negotiations with Sparta already after the Athenian victory at Cyzicus (410)172 

and again precisely after the battle at Aegospotami.173 In this regard, it is worth 

highlighting that Isocrates might well be referring to Cleophon again shortly 

afterwards in On the Peace 13, but this time in negative terms, as I shall 

discuss below.  

For now, I would stress that here in Areopagiticus 64 and in the following 

five sections the examples provided to illustrate the key differences between 

democrats and oligarchs are drawn predominantly from external politics, with 

specific reference to Athens’ interaction with Sparta. In other words, Isocrates’ 

main focus ultimately remains on the repercussions on Athenian hegemony 

even in the case of the instances concerning domestic politics.174 Indeed, 

Isocrates reaches the conclusion that the distinction between the two groups 

can be summarised as follows: the oligarchs intended to rule over their fellow 

citizens and at the same time being subject to the Spartans, whereas the 

democrats aimed to rule over the other Greeks while being on equal terms with 

their fellow citizens.175 Thus, even though the use of dhmotikÒj in Areopagiticus 

64 represents the only instance in this speech where the adjective is not directly 

employed with reference to the Athenian ancestral constitution, it can be 

considered alongside the occurrences more immediately related to the notion of 

p£trioj polite…a as hinting, at least in nuce, at Isocrates’ attempt to reframe 

dhmotikÒj in view of his interest in consolidating the Athenian hegemony in the 

Hellenic world. 

 

DhmotikÒj in On the Peace 13 

The inextricable link between Isocrates’ interpretation of the meaning of 

dhmotikÒj and his ideas on Athens’ leadership over Greece emerges even more 

prominently in On the Peace. Significantly, Isocrates begins this speech by  

condemning contemporary Athenians for not acting in the same way in their 

public life as they do in their private affairs, with specific reference to their 

selection of advisers. Isocrates’ criticism against the alleged incoherence 

displayed by his fellow citizens reaches a climax at the end of section 13 when 

he complains as follows: 

 
172 See Diod., XIII 53, 2. 
173 See Lys., Against Agoratus 8; see also Lys., Against Nicomachus 10. 
174 See Isoc., Areopagiticus 66-69. 
175 See Isoc., Areopagiticus 69. 
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(…) nom…zete dhmotikwtšrouj eἶnai toÝj meqÚontaj tîn nhfÒntwn kaˆ 

toÝj noàn oÙk œcontaj tîn eâ fronoÚntwn kaˆ toÝj t¦ tÁj pÒlewj 

dianemomšnouj tîn ™k tÁj „d…aj oÙs…aj Øm‹n  leitourgoÚntwn. “Wst/ 

¥xion qaum£zein, e‡ tij ™lp…zei t¾n pÒlin toioÚtoij sumboÚloij 

crwmšnhn ™pˆ tÕ bšltion ™pidèsein. 

 

(…) you consider as being more in favour of the dÁmoj those who are 

drunk than those who are sober, those who do not have intellect than 

those who think well, those who distribute the public money of the pÒlij 

than those who perform public duties for you from their own property. 

So that it is worth marvelling, if anyone expects that the pÒlij will 

advance towards what is better using such advisers.176  

 

This passage does indeed present a clear polemical tone towards three groups 

of men whom, in Isocrates’ view, his fellow citizens mistakenly regard as being 

more solicitous for the interests of the dÁmoj than those Athenians who are truly 

so. In this respect, an analysis of the three main categories, and their respective 

opposites, enumerated here will reveal some significant elements concerning 

the meaning which Isocrates assigns to dhmotikÒj. 

 

Isocrates on Cleophon 

Starting from the first group mentioned in this threefold comparison, it is worth 

pointing out that when referring to ‘those who are drunk’ (oƒ meqÚontej) 

Isocrates probably alludes to Cleophon. Indeed, according to [Aristotle], 

Constitution of the Athenians 34, after the battle of Arginusae (406), while the 

Spartans were disposed to evacuate Decelea and make peace, Cleophon 

persuaded ‘the multitude’ (tÕ plÁqoj) to reject the offer coming into the 

Assembly drunk and wearing a breast plate.177 As I noted above in discussing 

Areopagiticus 64, Cleophon has been credited with rejecting peace negotiations 

with the Spartans after Cyzicus and after Aegospotami. Thus, it is plausible that 

 
176 Isoc., On the Peace 13. 
177 See Laistner (1927) 81-82, and Norlin (1929) 14 n. b. On [Aristotle]’s passage recounting this 
episode, see Rhodes (1993) 424-426 and, more recently, Rhodes (2017) 308. On the possible 
explanations as to why Cleophon wore a breast plate see Baldwin (1974) 44-45.  See also 
Christodoulou (2012) 102 n. 67 according to whom Isoc., On the Peace 13 alludes in negative 
terms not only to Cleophon but also to Cleon. 
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Isocrates has him in mind when he praises oƒ dhmotikoˆ kaloÚmenoi who, unlike 

the sympathisers of oligarchy, have strongly opposed Sparta’s peace offers. 

This potential positive allusion to Cleophon stands out against the 

generalised portrait of Cleophon in negative terms as ‘intransigent opponent of 

peace’ which we find in fifth- and fourth-century literary sources.178 It has been 

suggested that such a derogatory depiction, with specific reference to his 

alleged role in hindering the peace terms with the Spartans, not only was ‘a 

logical extension of the older image of Cleon’, but has also resulted from 

‘hindsight’ concerning the outcome of the Peloponnesian War.179 Isocrates 

would thus appear to be a lone voice in presenting a reference in laudatory 

terms. 

However, while in Areopagiticus Cleophon might well be alluded to in a 

positive way for his rejection of Sparta’s peace offers, the judgment cast on him 

in On the Peace is rather negative. Not only does Isocrates plausibly target this 

leader in the disparaging reference to oƒ meqÚontej in On the Peace 13, but in 

On the Peace 75, as we saw in the previous chapter, Cleophon, alongside 

Hyperbolus and ʻthose who now make popular speeches’ (oƒ dhmhgoroàntej), is 

contrasted with Aristeides, Themistocles and Miltiades.180 I would suggest that 

this apparent incongruity in Isocrates’ judgment on Cleophon should be 

interpreted in light of his views on Athenian hegemony as developed in On the 

Peace, a speech which, as I discussed earlier, represents a turning point in this 

respect within the Isocratean corpus. In comparison with Areopagiticus, On the 

Peace is in fact marked by manifest criticism of Athens’ empire, even though 

such criticism does not equate to a pacifist stance, as we saw in the preceding 

chapter.  

Furthermore, in On the Peace Isocrates highlights the pernicious 

consequences of the empire not only on the Athenians but also on the 

Spartans.181 As we saw particularly in Chapter 3 section 2, his attitude towards 

Sparta throughout the corpus is complex and multifaceted. On the Peace 

appears to adopt an overall favourable approach, as suggested, for instance, by 

 
178 Baldwin (1974) 41, whose study stresses the need to rethink such a gloomy picture, 
especially in light of the evidence from the ostraca. 
179 Baldwin (1974) 43. 
180 On the association of Cleophon with Hyperbolus in this Isocratean passage see Baldwin 
(1974) 40, who points out that it ‘persists at least until the time of Aelian’, while also noting that 
‘Cleophon and Hyperbolus are interchangeable types’. 
181 See, for instance, Isoc., On the Peace 64-69. 
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the fact that at the end of the speech Isocrates even describes the position held 

by the Spartan kings as the kind of leadership that his fellow citizens should 

strive to imitate.182 In brief, these might well be the key reasons why in On the 

Peace Isocrates presents Cleophon in a negative light as opposed to the 

plausible allusion to him in laudatory terms in Areopagiticus 64 under the label 

oƒ dhmotikoˆ kaloÚmenoi: on the one hand, the views on Athenian hegemony 

developed in On the Peace mainly as a result of the Social War; on the other 

hand the complexity of his overall attitude towards Sparta in the corpus.  

Regarding the first aspect, Isocrates’ stance in On the Peace needs to be 

understood against the wider background of the unprecedented division 

concerning Athens’ foreign politics that emerged at the time within the pÒlij 

itself. In fact, as highlighted by Badian, the wealthy did not intend to support the  

imperialistic policy anymore, whereas the dÁmoj still sought to renew the 

empire.183 Isocrates shows once again his original approach to current political 

issues by adopting an intermediate position. Indeed, as I stressed earlier, in On 

the Peace the emphasis on the importance of making peace with the other 

Greeks is not an end in itself, but rather an indispensable step in Isocrates’ 

fundamental attempt to reshape, not reject in toto, the Athenian hegemony over 

Greece. 

 

Isocrates on Eubulus 

Within this perspective, special attention needs to be devoted to the third 

category of men that his fellow citizens, as Isocrates complains in On the Peace 

13, wrongly consider as ‘more in favour of the dÁmoj’ (dhmotikèteroi), namely 

those who distribute Athens’ public money (as opposed to those who benefit the 

pÒlij at their own expenses). It is likely that in presenting this third group in his 

threefold comparison revolving around the comparative form of dhmotikÒj 

Isocrates intends to refer, first and foremost, to the contemporary Athenian 

leader Eubulus, who gained prominence especially for his administration of the 

qewrikÒn.184 In this regard, it is worth pointing out that Isocrates appears to 

criticise the theoric fund not only here, but also later on in the speech, that is, in 

On the Peace 82: in this section he describes the surplus derived from the 

 
182 Isoc., On the Peace 142-144. 
183 See Badian (1995) 101; more on Badian’s argument will be said below. 
184 See, for instance, Norlin (1929) 14 n. c. 
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tributes as being divided into talents and brought on the stage during the 

Dionysia,185 a move that only resulted in fuelling the allies’ hatred towards 

Athens. 

In addition to On the Peace 13, Isocrates most probably alludes to 

Eubulus (together with, in this case, Aristophon) also in On the Peace 75 when 

referring to ʻthose who now make popular speeches’ (oƒ dhmhgoroàntej) as the 

negative pole, alongside Cleophon and Hyperbolus, in the comparison with 

Aristeides, Themistocles and Miltiades.186 Remarkably, as we saw in the 

preceding chapter, the broader context of this passage points towards the 

Isocratean interest in Athens’ foreign politics since the comparison is designed 

to prove that the sea empire, far from benefiting the Athenians, has been 

responsible for the numerous misfortunes that they have experienced. In this 

framework, Isocrates argues that the constitution at the time of Aristeides, 

Themistocles, and Miltiades was better than that of the late fifth century and of 

contemporary Athens because it had enabled the pÒlij to obtain the willing 

subjection of the other Greeks as well as to be accorded goodwill and be held in 

good repute by them.187   

Another relevant allusion to Eubulus can be found a few sections after 

On the Peace 13, namely in On the Peace 16. Here Isocrates opposes the 

peace terms which had just been negotiated at the end of the Social War and 

which entailed the secession of Chios, Cos, Rhodes and Byzantium. Although 

Eubulus is not explicitly mentioned in this passage, such peace terms have 

often been ascribed to him,188 so it is likely that Isocrates’ criticism was 

addressed precisely to Eubulus. More specifically, in this section Isocrates 

states that the Athenians should make peace not only with the pÒleij which 

have rebelled against them during the Social War, but with all mankind, as I 

briefly mentioned in the previous chapter in challenging the widespread 

interpretation of On the Peace as a pacifist speech. Isocrates goes on to argue 

that, rather than the current peace treaty, his fellow citizens should adopt the 

one which they had entered into with the Persian king and the Spartans. Such a 

 
185 See Laistner (1927) 102 and Norlin (1929) 56 n. b. 
186 See Laistner (1927) 100 and Norlin (1929) 53 n. d. 
187 See Isoc., On the Peace 76-78. 
188 See Tincani (1923) 54. By contrast, Badian (1995) 100 points out that the evidence to 
support Eubulus’ alleged main role in the peace negotiations is scant, even though he then 
clarifies that there is ‘no reason to doubt that Eubulus was in favour of that peace (…) and that 
Aristophon (and probably Chares) opposed it, as Aristophon later opposed the Peace of 
Philocrates’ (n. 58). 
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treaty, Isocrates specifies, decreed that the Greeks be ‘independent’ 

(aÙtÒnomoi), the foreign garrisons retire from all pÒleij, and each people control 

their territory. He then concludes On the Peace 16 by claiming that it would not 

be possible to find ‘articles of agreement’ (sunqÁkai) ‘more just’ (dikaiÒterai) 

and ‘more expedient’ (m©llon sumfšrousai) for Athens under the present 

circumstances.  

It is generally assumed that the treaty to which Isocrates refers here is 

the Peace of Antalcidas (387/6).189 Since in Panegyricus Isocrates urges the 

Athenians to break off the King’s Peace,190 Laistner explains this alleged 

inconsistency by stating that ‘there was no real change of view on the part of 

the writer, except in so far as that was necessitated by the altered political 

conditions’: in Panegyricus Isocrates’ criticism concerns ‘the abandonment of 

the Asiatic Greeks to Persia, and the fact that the independence of the Greek 

cities on the mainland, seeing that Sparta misused her power, was in many 

cases more apparent than real’. However, at the time of On the Peace ‘Persian 

suzerainty over the Asiatic Greeks had long been an accomplished fact and the 

only way to end it, that Isocrates could see, was a Greek league which would 

make war on Persia’; so, Laistner continues, the reason why in On the Peace 

Isocrates does not explicitly promote an expedition against Persia, which is a 

theme of crucial importance throughout his corpus, is that in this speech ‘the 

most immediate need of the Greeks was peace and the resulting opportunity to 

recuperate from the continuous drain on their manpower and resources, which 

had been going on all through the fourth century’. Laistner then concludes his 

analysis by pointing out that ‘in 356 the power of Sparta and of Thebes had 

been broken, and thus there was nothing unreasonable or inconsistent in 

advocating those terms of the peace of Antalcidas which insisted on the 

independence of every Greek state, as a basis for the league that Isocrates 

desired to see realised in fact’.191  

While Laistner shows how the alleged allusion to the Peace of Antalcidas 

in positive terms in On the Peace 16 would not be incongruent with the 

condemnation of it in Panegyricus, it is worth underlining that it has also been 

suggested that Isocrates here does not refer to the Peace of Antalcidas but to 

 
189 See, for instance, Tincani (1923) 54, Gillis (1970) 200-201 and Papillon (2004) 139-140 n. 
11. 
190 Isoc., Panegyricus 175-181 (cf. Isoc., Panegyricus 115-121). 
191 Laistner (1927) 18; see also Laistner (1927) 83. 
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another peace agreement between Athens and Sparta which was stipulated in 

375/4.192 According to Diodorus the initiative for this peace treaty came from the 

Persian king who believed that settling the domestic conflicts taking place in 

Greece would have enabled him to get Greek mercenaries more easily for his 

war on the Egyptians.193 These peace terms, as specified by Diodorus, provided 

that all pÒleij should be independent and free from alien garrisons,194 so they 

resembled those of the King’s Peace. In this regard, the peace agreement of 

375/4 has often been presented as consisting in a renewal of the Peace of 

Antalcidas.195 Nonetheless, Mathieu has pointed out that the absence in the 

peace of 375/4 of any explicit mention of the clause that the Greek pÒleij in 

Asia should belong to the Persian King enabled Isocrates to allude to this treaty 

in On the Peace 16 without appearing to be inconsistent with the views on the 

Peace of Antalcidas which he had expressed in Panegyricus.196  

Beyond the much debated issue of which specific peace treaty Isocrates 

praised, the crucial point emerging in On the Peace 16 as most relevant to our 

discussion is that Isocrates opposes the peace terms negotiated at the end of 

the Social War presenting them as too narrow. Indeed, the condemnation of the 

peace treaty stipulated at the end of the Social War, for which Eubulus was 

presumably responsible, ultimately suggests a veiled criticism precisely towards 

this Athenian leader.197 Remarkably, the likely assumption that in On the Peace 

13, in describing the third group of men wrongly regarded by his fellow citizens 

as ‘more in favour of the dÁmoj’ (dhmotikèteroi), Isocrates intended to allude 

first and foremost to Eubulus’ administration of the qewrikÒn points in the same 

direction.  

The question thus arises of why Isocrates would criticise, at least 

implicitly, Eubulus’ policy in both domestic and international affairs. The answer 

might well lie in the way in which the Athenian politician handled what Badian 

 
192 See Mathieu (1960) 16 n. 1; see also Ghirga and Romussi (1997) 259 n. 7. 
193 See Diod. Sic., XV 38, 1, cf. Philoch., FGrHist. 328 F151. Instead, Xen., Hellenica VI 2, 1 
states that the Athenians made peace with Sparta mainly because of their concern about the 
growing power of the Thebans. 
194 See Diod. Sic., XV 38, 2. 
195 See Rhodes (2010) 231. 
196 See Mathieu (1960) 122, who stresses how Isocrates has already referred to the peace 
treaty of 375/4 in Plataicus; for the references to this treaty in Isoc., Plataicus 10 and in Isoc.,  
Antidosis 109-110 see also Mathieu (1960) 89-91. 
197 Pace Mathieu (1960) 124 who, instead, equalises Isocrates’ political views in On the Peace 
to those of Eubulus. 
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defines ‘the ghost of empire’.198 Badian employs such an image to describe how 

throughout the fourth century, due to both ideological and economic motives, 

Athens was constantly driven to renew its fifth-century empire despite the 

manifest negative consequences on the pÒlij of this attempt at revival. More 

particularly, in the mid-fourth century, as briefly mentioned above, Athens was 

on the verge of a civil strife because of a ‘class division on the merits of war and 

imperialism’ between the Athenian dÁmoj and the wealthy, with the former ‘still 

possessed by the ghost’ and the latter unwilling to pursue an expensive and 

fundamentally unprofitable activist policy.199  

Within this framework, Badian illustrates how Eubulus, having identified 

the danger that the ‘ghost of empire’ represented for Athens, aimed to 

disengage the pÒlij from ‘distant expeditions and wars of aggressions’200 and 

through his administration of the qewrikÒn ‘succeeded in taming the ghost’.201 

Nonetheless, due to its flexibility, the ‘ghost of empire’ survived as ‘empire by 

piracy’ (with reference to the plundering implemented by the Athenian 

generals), a phenomenon to which Eubulus was unable, or unwilling, to put an 

end.202 Moreover, Badian highlights that Eubulus’ main ‘weakness’ in dealing 

with the ‘ghost of empire’ consisted in a ‘lack of understanding for the 

importance of the ideology’.203 In other words, through his administration of the 

theoric fund Eubulus addressed the economic motives behind the renewal of 

Athens’ imperialistic ambition, but failed to deal with the ideological ones.204 

Therefore, two aspects in particular emerge from Badian’s study which 

can explain Isocrates’ veiled criticism towards Eubulus’ policy. First of all, the 

attempt to avoid excessive military activism would have presumably 

represented an obstacle for the attainment of one of Isocrates’ main objectives: 

a panhellenic expedition against Persia. This key Isocratean topic is not 

explicitly mentioned in On the Peace most likely because towards the end of the 

Social War, when the speech was written, ‘the most immediate need of the 

Greeks was peace and the resulting opportunity to recuperate from the 

 
198 See Badian (1995). 
199 Badian (1995) 101. 
200 Badian (1995) 102.   
201 Badian (1995) 103. 
202 Badian (1995) 105. For Chares, Callistratus and Diopithes as the main Athenian generals 
who embodied this new version of the ‘ghost of empire’ see Badian (1995) 104. 
203 Badian (1995) 100. 
204 See Badian (1995) 79. 
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continuous drain on their manpower and resources, which had been going on 

all through the fourth century’, as noted by Laistner.205 Indeed, as we saw in the 

previous chapter, On the Peace was not a pacifist speech, despite what it is 

often assumed.206 Thus, in promoting peace Isocrates devoted special attention 

to ‘the economic and social benefits’ that it would bring.207 Peace was, in 

Isocrates’ view, an essential step for Athens after the Social War in order to 

recover financially, regain its hegemony within the Hellenic world and 

subsequently lead the expedition against Persia (the tacit but ultimate goal).  

Secondly, in On the Peace, as we stressed earlier, Isocrates also began 

to promote a reshaping of Athens’ leadership over Greece with a shift from 

military supremacy to cultural pre-eminence, as argued by Bouchet.208 In this 

respect, Isocrates might well have realised that Eubulus’ policy overlooked the 

ideological element by addressing exclusively the economic reasons behind 

Athens’ attempt to restore its fifth-century empire. Furthermore, while Eubulus 

appears to tolerate the ‘strange transmutation’ of the ‘ghost of empire’ (i.e. the 

plundering perpetrated by Athenian generals such as Chares),209 Isocrates 

manifestly condemns this degeneration. By promoting the rethinking of Athens’ 

hegemonic role he stresses, as we saw above, the need for the Athenians to 

(re)gain goodwill and good repute among the other Greeks as the only way to 

reaffirm their leadership in the Hellenic world. 

 

Isocrates and oƒ eâ fronoàntej 

Lastly, after having examined the first and third category of men mistakenly 

regarded as ‘more in favour of the dÁmoj’ (dhmotikèteroi) in On the Peace 13, I 

shall now focus on the second instance mentioned in this threefold comparison 

revolving around the comparative adjective. Indeed, the second example which 

he presents consists in contrasting ‘those who have no intellect’ (oƒ noàn oÙk 

œcontej) with ‘those who think well’ (oƒ eâ fronoàntej). In this context, special 

attention needs to be devoted to the phrase oƒ eâ fronoàntej which clearly 

represents the positive pole in the comparison and echoes the reference to 

 
205 Laistner (1927) 18. 
206 See Chapter 4 section 2.1. 
207 Laistner (1927) 19 with specific reference to Isoc., On the Peace 18-21; pace Cawkwell 
(1963) 52 who regards Isocrates as being ‘more concerned with the injustice of the policy of war 
than with the profitableness of peace’. 
208 See Bouchet (2014). 
209 Badian (1995) 104. 
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‘those who think better’ (oƒ ¥meinon fronoàntej) at the beginning of the same 

section. More specifically, Isocrates opens On the Peace 13 by noting his fellow 

citizens’ incongruity in their selection of advisers: contemporary Athenians seek 

out oƒ ¥meinon fronoàntej as counsellors exclusively in private matters, while 

whenever they have to deliberate concerning public affairs they systematically 

rely on ‘the most worthless’ (oƒ ponhrÒtatoi). 

The use of the present participle of fronšw exemplifies the key relevance 

of frÒnhsij (‘practical wisdom’) in Isocrates’ works. The central role played by 

this notion in the Isocratean corpus, along with dÒxa (‘judgment’) has widely 

been acknowledged and examined.210 In this regard, it is worth highlighting that 

the phrase oƒ eâ fronoàntej occurs frequently and is of particular importance 

throughout the corpus. We have already seen the crucial use that Isocrates 

makes of it, for instance, in To Nicocles when giving advice to the Cyprian king 

on who deserves to be granted parrhs…a (see Chapter 2 section 3.1) and in 

Nicocles in relation to the discussion of the two kinds of equality (see Chapter 3 

section 3). Nonetheless, despite its significance in Isocrates’ writings, the only 

extensive study devoted to the Isocratean usages of this phrase is represented, 

to my knowledge, by Veteikis’ relatively recent article in Lithuanian.211  

In his survey Veteikis identifies the opposition between oƒ noàn oÙk 

œcontej and oƒ eâ fronoàntej in On the Peace 13 as one of the key examples of 

the Isocratean use of eâ fronšw and noàn œcw as synonyms.212 Moreover, in 

stressing the relevance that the image of oƒ eâ fronoàntej acquires in the 

corpus, Veteikis notes some similarities with the depiction of ‘the wise’ (oƒ 

sofo…) in To Nicocles 39 and ‘educated’ (pepaideumšnoi) in Panathenaicus 30-

32.213 Importantly, oƒ eâ fronoàntej, as they are portrayed by Isocrates in his 

works, appear to share his main political views with specific reference to his 

Panhellenic attitude and his simultaneously Athenocentric standpoint.214 So, the 

portrait of oƒ eâ fronoàntej which emerges throughout the corpus, according to 

Veteikis, takes on the characteristics of heroic figures who constantly benefit 

 
210 See, for instance, Poulakos (2001) and Poulakos (2004). 
211 Veteikis (2015). A brief reference to the use of oƒ eâ fronoàntej in Isocrates’ works can be 

found in Azoulay (2010) 27 (cf. Azoulay (2010) 45 for a list of all the occurrences of this phrase 
in the corpus). 
212 See Veteikis (2015) 22-23. 
213 See Veteikis (2015) 36. 
214 See Veteikis (2015) 42. 
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their fellow citizens due to their various qualities starting with their sound 

thinking.215  

A pivotal moment in Isocrates’ positive depiction and praise of oƒ eâ 

fronoàntej is represented by his explicit self-identification with them.216 This is 

an aspect that can be found in his self-portrait in To Philip 81 (as we saw in 

Chapter 1 section 1) and emerges even more clearly in Panathenaicus. In this 

speech when discussing the different kinds of audience, Isocrates claims that 

he, like ‘the other men who think well’ (oƒ ¥lloi oƒ eâ fronoàntej), has always 

concerned himself exclusively with those auditors who do not fault the length of 

his speech but, rather, appreciate its content and even attempt to imitate it with 

specific reference to individual virtues and the features of a well-administered 

pÒlij.217  

So, in On the Peace 13 by presenting oƒ eâ fronoàntej as the second 

instance in the threefold comparison regarding those Athenians who should be 

considered as truly acting in the interest of the dÁmoj Isocrates might well intend 

to refer also, if not mainly, to himself. Conversely, as I discussed earlier, he 

presumably alludes, first and foremost, to specific Athenian politicians of the 

previous century (i.e. Cleophon) and of the current one (i.e. Eubulus), in the first 

and third example respectively, in order to urge his fellow citizens to 

disassociate themselves from the respective policy adopted by these leaders. 

Indeed, in this threefold comparison Isocrates seems to suggest that an 

Athenian who truly takes to heart the interest of the dÁmoj should endorse an 

intermediate position between Cleophon’s complete rejection of peace 

(concerning the negotiations with Sparta towards the end of the Peloponnesian 

War) and Eubulus’ allegedly too narrow peace terms (at the end of the Social 

War). In doing so, he is shifting the focus on the meaning of being dhmotikÒj 

from domestic to foreign politics while at the same time assimilating it to the key 

image of oƒ eâ fronoàntej who, as we have just seen, included himself. 

 

DhmotikÒj in On the Peace 108 and 133 

The two remaining occurrences of dhmotikÒj which we find in On the Peace can 

be analysed jointly. Indeed, both instances resemble, at least to a certain 

 
215 See Veteikis (2015) 43. For an outline of the positive features characterising oƒ eâ 

fronoàntej in the Isocratean corpus see especially Veteikis (2015) 38-39. 
216 See Veteikis (2015) 38-39. 
217 See Isoc., Panathenaicus 135-137. 
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extent, the use of the term in Evagoras 46 (which I have discussed in section 

2.1) since the blending of different constitutional forms can be identified as the 

overall guiding principle that underlies the usage of dhmotikÒj in these three 

passages. Nonetheless, while in the encomium of the Cyprian king dhmotikÒj is 

coupled with turannikÒj, in On the Peace 108 and 133 the collapsing of 

constitutional boundaries concerns democracy and oligarchy.  

In addition to highlighting how the two final occurrences in On the Peace 

bear witness to the use of dhmotikÒj in terms of the merging of constitutions, I 

shall suggest that Isocrates goes beyond such a blurring of constitutional 

boundaries and towards that redefinition of being dhmotikÒj which, as we saw 

earlier, is already hinted at in Areopagiticus. More particularly, by examining the 

content as well as the broader context of On the Peace 108 and 133 I aim to 

show the key elements illustrating Isocrates’ recontextualisation of dhmotikÒj in 

the framework of his deep interest in foreign politics, with specific reference to 

Athens’ leading position within the Hellenic world.   

Let us begin by analysing the use of the term in On the Peace 108. After 

having pointed out that both Athenians and Spartans alike have failed in the 

past to identify the empire as the cause of their misfortunes due to the general 

inability of most people to choose a right course of action and to desire good 

things which will benefit them, Isocrates provides a list of instances to support  

his statement.218 Among the examples enumerated, he claims that ‘because of  

the wickedness of those who speak in the assembly’ (di¦ t¾n
 
tîn 

dhmhgoroÚntwn ponhr…an) the dÁmoj favoured the establishment of the oligarchy 

of the Four Hundred in 411; conversely, in 404 all Athenians ‘because of the 

madness of the Thirty’ (di¦ t¾n tîn tri£konta man…an) became ‘more in favour 

of the dÁmoj’ (dhmotikèteroi) than ‘those who seized Phyle’ (oƒ Ful¾n 

katalabÒntej).219 Therefore, in this passage Isocrates appears to refer to a lack 

of clear-cut distinctions between oligarchy and democracy.  

A similar reference, at least at first sight, to the blending of constitutional 

boundaries between democracy and oligarchy can be identified in On the Peace 

133 where, as we briefly saw in section 2.1 of the previous chapter, Isocrates 

recapitulates the three-step approach that, in his view, his fellow citizens should 

take in order to improve their current situation. The very first way suggested by 

 
218 See Isoc., On the Peace 106-107. 
219 Isoc., On the Peace 108. 
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Isocrates consists in ceasing to regard the sycophants as being ‘in favour of the 

dÁmoj’ (dhmotiko…) and ‘the noble and good’ (oƒ kaloˆ k¢gaqo…) as ‘oligarchical’ 

(Ñligarciko…). The Athenians should indeed understand, he goes on to argue at 

the end of the same section, that ‘no one is by nature either of these two, but all 

and each one want to establish that constitution in which they will be held in 

honour’ (fÚsei mὲn oÙdeˆj oÙdšteron toÚtwn ™st…n, ™n Î d/ ¨n ›kastoi timîntai, 

taÚthn boÚlontai kaqest£nai t¾n polite…an).  

Isocrates’ statement can be compared with what Lysias asserts in the 

Defence against a charge of subverting the democracy when pointing out that 

no man is ‘by nature either oligarchical or democratic’ (fÚsei oÜte ÑligarcikÕj 

oÜte dhmokratikÒj), rather he supports whichever constitution is advantageous 

to himself (¼tij ¨n ˜k£stῳ polite…a sumfšrῃ, taÚthn proqume‹tai 

kaqest£nai).220 Significantly, the blurring of constitutional boundaries between 

democracy and oligarchy is hinted at also by Thucydides when Phrynicus 

asserts that oligarchy or democracy would not make any difference for Athens’ 

allies if they were still enslaved: what they truly aimed for was freedom, 

regardless of the specific type of constitution.221 Indeed, Thucydides while being 

deeply interested in both democracy and oligarchy, appears to undermine the 

clear-cut distinction between them in order to promote ‘his own theoretical 

innovation’, that is, ‘the mixed constitution’, which he regards as leading to a 

‘stable political community’.222 Additionally, by comparing the Thucydidean 

description of the Five Thousand as ‘a regime in the interests of the few and the 

many’ with Pericles’ definition of Athenian democracy in the Funeral Oration as 

‘a regime in the interest not of the few but of the majority’, Mitchell reaches the 

conclusion that Thucydides’ focus ultimately lies on: 

 

(…) the fact that while the labels of democracy and oligarchy matter 

because they are emotionally loaded and can polarise political 

situations, in the end the gap between them becomes artificial. The 

same political vocabulary can be put together in a different way to 

 
220 Lys., Defence against a charge of subverting the democracy 8, to which I will return below. 
221 See Thuc., VIII 48, 5. 
222 Mitchell (2016) 58. Nonetheless, Mitchell (forthcoming) notes that, at least on a superficial 
level, Thucydides describes the conflict between Athens and Sparta during the Peloponnesian 
War as a marked opposition between democracy and oligarchy, and that he presents such a 
picture due to his ‘privilege of hindsight’, while ‘[i]n the lived experience, that contrast was not 
anything like as clear, or as dramatic’. 
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create new meanings: rule in the interests not of the majority, and not 

rule by all (or by the few), but a more satisfactory – and innovative – 

measured blend in the interests of the few and the many.223  

 

Nevertheless, it is usually assumed that in On the Peace 133 Isocrates 

confines himself to repeating the remark made by Lysias in Defence against a 

charge of subverting the democracy 8.224 Moreover, despite the general 

tendency to highlight the similarity between the two texts, Lysias is explicitly 

defined as a democrat in modern scholarship225 while Isocrates is often labelled 

as a sympathiser of oligarchy, as we have seen throughout the present study, 

on the basis of passages like On the Peace 133. In addition to opposing the 

widespread assumption that Isocrates aims to promote an oligarchically-

oriented agenda in disguise, I shall also challenge the commonly held view that 

On the Peace 133 merely reproduces Lysias’ statement.  

A first difference, although seemingly marginal, between the two 

passages consists in the use of dhmokratikÒj, instead of dhmotikÒj, in the 

Defence against a charge of subverting the democracy. The two adjectives can 

be regarded as synonyms in this context, but it is worth pointing out that this 

occurrence of dhmokratikÒj represents the only instance of the term in Attic 

oratory. Most importantly, I would highlight the presence of a fundamental 

distinction between the two passages which is generally overlooked. While 

according to Lysias the determining factor for supporting one constitutional form 

instead of another lies in the notion of advantage (sumfšrῃ), the discriminating 

feature in the Isocratean passage is represented by honour (timîntai). 

Interestingly, the idea that every man acts in his own self-interest when 

choosing between democracy and oligarchy emerges already from [Xenophon], 

as we saw in section 2.2, in relation to the dÁmoj itself, but also to those 

members of the dÁmoj who are not dhmotiko… and to those men who despite 

belonging to the upper class take the side of the dÁmoj because they have 

come to the realisation that it is easier to commit injustice in a democracy than 

in an oligarchy. On the Peace is per se a speech characterised by a blending of 

arguments from expediency and from justice as Isocrates chastises his fellow 

 
223 Mitchell (2016) 68 [her italics]. 
224 See Tincani (1923) 147 and Laistner (1927) 122. 
225 See, for instance, Gastaldi (1998) 163. 
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citizens’ inability to identify their true advantage.226 Nonetheless, the key 

element around which revolves On the Peace 133 is tim» (‘honour’) rather than 

the notion of advantage. 

This aspect is of particular relevance especially because Isocrates’ 

emphasis on tim» in connection with dhmotikÒj in this passage from On the 

Peace points to the key role played by his interest in Athens’ leadership over 

Greece. In this respect, concerning the use of the term within the Isocratean 

corpus, Alexiou has defined tim» as ‘die politische Macht’ as well as ‘die 

Rechte, die aus ihr hervorgehen’, and had noted that ‘[e]ine Ehrenwürde’ is 

represented by ‘die Hegemonie bei den Griechen’.227 Similarly, Bouchet 

underlines that, in Isocrates’ view, the Athenian hegemony over Greece can be 

identified precisely with the notion of tim». Indeed, Bouchet specifies that, while 

even Demosthenes in On the Crown 66 links the Athenian pre-eminence in the 

Hellenic world to tim», Isocrates goes one step forward by equating the two 

ideas throughout his corpus.228 

So, while the remark that every man upholds the kind of government in 

which he is held in honour gives rise to the question of being honoured by 

whom and in what sense, Isocrates appears to suggest that the answer for the 

Athenians lies in the goodwill and good repute to be (re)gained from the other 

Greeks. Thus, the reference to the notion of tim» as the defining factor in 

supporting democracy instead of oligarchy or vice versa needs to be interpreted 

within the wider framework of the Isocratean attempt to redefine Athens’ 

leadership over Greece. Significantly, the correlation between the rethinking of 

the Athenian hegemony and the notion of tim» as a crucial aspect in On the 

Peace is reiterated in the closing part of the speech. More specifically, in 

section 144 Isocrates explicitly compares the tim» which the Spartan kings 

enjoy from their citizens to the kind of honour that the Athenians should aim to 

receive from the other Greeks in recognition of Athens’ power as an instrument 

of their security rather than their slavery.229  

Therefore, by arguing that the distinction between democrats and 

oligarchs is based not on nature, or advantage (unlike what Lysias states), but 

on tim», Isocrates hints at his interest in, and engagement with, the issues 

 
226 See, for instance, Gillis (1970). 
227 Alexiou (2010) 114. 
228 See Bouchet (2014) 48-49. 
229 See Bouchet (2014) 77. 
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posed by the Athenian hegemonic position in the Hellenic world. In doing so, he 

suggests a redefinition of being dhmotikÒj by recontextualising it in the broader 

picture of Athens’ leading role in international politics and the increasing need to 

rethink such a role. In other words, the fundamental essence of being 

democratic (with the literal sense of dhmotikÒj as acting in the interest of the 

dÁmoj) consists in the ability to reshape Athens’ hegemony and thus to enable 

its citizens to be held in honour by the other Greeks while securing its pre-

eminence abroad. Should the Athenian democracy fail to do so, the Athenians 

will inevitably opt for an oligarchic constitution in the attempt to achieve that 

same goal. This is the potential outcome which Isocrates is warning against, not 

endorsing. 

 

DhmotikÒj in Antidosis  

From a chronological point of view, the last two instances of dhmotikÒj in the 

Isocratean corpus occur in Antidosis. Indeed, we find the first occurrence in 

section 66 of the speech, when Isocrates reproduces the content of On the 

Peace 133.230 The second and final instance of the term, which represents the 

core of the following analysis on the use of dhmotikÒj in Antidosis, occurs 

towards the end of this work. More particularly, in section 303 Isocrates 

employs the comparative form of dhmotikÒj in order to rebuke his fellow citizens 

for regarding those men who have incited hatred towards Athens as ‘more in 

favour of the dÁmoj’ (dhmotikèteroi) than the Athenians who cause all those 

interacting with them ‘to be well disposed’ (eâ diake‹sqai) towards their pÒlij. 

This occurrence of the term resembles the use of the comparative 

adjective in On the Peace 13 where, as we saw earlier, Isocrates criticises in a 

similar way his fellow citizens for misidentifying who should be regarded as truly 

acting in the best interest of the dÁmoj. At the same time, in this passage from 

Antidosis the relevance of Isocrates’ profound interest in foreign politics and the 

recontextualisation of what it means to be dhmotikÒj in the wider framework of 

his views on the Athenian leadership over Greece are even more manifest than 

in On the Peace 13. Indeed, the phrase eâ diake‹sqai, which is employed with 

regard to those Athenians who should be regarded as truly acting in the best 

interest of the dÁmoj, echoes Isocrates’ emphasis on eÜnoia among the other 

 
230 See Nicolai (2004) 164-168. 
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Greeks as one of the key pillars, alongside eÙdokim…a, in the reaffirmation and 

the reshaping of Athens’ leading role within the Hellenic world.  

Significantly, the same phrase occurs already in section 278, which 

belongs, like section 303, to that segment of Antidosis devoted to a discussion 

on the true meaning of filosof…a, as we shall see further below. Here, 

Isocrates stresses how persuasion of one’s audience greatly depends on the 

perceived character of the speaker: speeches are considered as being ‘truer’ 

(¢lhqšsteroi) when they are delivered ‘by those who are well disposed’ (ØpÕ 

tîn eâ diakeimšnwn) than ‘by those who are discredited’ (ØpÕ tîn 

diabeblhmšnwn); this is why being of good repute among one’s fellow citizens is 

of particular relevance (ésq/ Ósῳ ¥n tij ™rrwmenestšrwj ™piqumÍ pe…qein toÝj 

¢koÚontaj, tosoÚtῳ m©llon ¢sk»sei kalÕj k¢gaqÕj eἶnai kaˆ par¦ to‹j 

pol…taij eÙdokime‹n). The emphasis on the notion of goodwill reaches a climax 

in the following section when Isocrates stresses that, far from ignoring the 

‘power’ (dÚnamij) of eÜnoia as it is generally assumed, those men who devote 

themselves to filosof…a are aware of it more than anyone else.231 Thus, once 

again, eÜnoia and eÙdokim…a emerge as crucial elements in the Isocratean 

corpus: from persuasion to leadership, goodwill and good repute are 

indispensable features for success. 

In highlighting Isocrates’ ‘cosmopolitan viewpoint’ and then in 

commenting specifically on Antidosis 303, Ober notes: 

 

The admixture of an extra-Attic perspective, which focused on foreign 

relations, to the traditional concern with dēmokratia per se helped 

Isocrates to distinguish himself from other Athenian writers of rhetorical 

logoi, while simultaneously linking him to the Thucydidean and 

Xenophontic critical tradition that viewed Athens within a wider Greek 

context. (…) Isocrates’ implication, that the Athenian citizen masses 

regarded proponents of Athenocentric policies as inherently more 

democratic than advocates of policies that took into account the broader 

Hellenic frame, underlines his establishment of a critically useful 

antithesis between a cosmopolitan aristocratic/panhellenic perspective 

and a parochial demotic/polis-oriented habit of thought.232 

 
231 Isoc., Antidosis 279. 
232 Ober (1998) 255; cf. Too (2008) 235. 
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While Ober is certainly right in underlining Isocrates’ interest in international 

politics as an essential aspect of his works, Isocrates adopts an Athenocentric 

standpoint which does not contradict, but goes hand in hand with, his 

Panhellenism.233 Therefore, I would challenge Ober’s interpretation of the 

passage from Antidosis by arguing that here the use of the comparative 

adjective points to an opposition not between an Athenocentric attitude and a 

Panhellenic one, but rather between two incompatible approaches to the 

consolidation of Athens’ position abroad in view of a Panhellenic expedition 

against Persia.  

More specifically, Isocrates appears to present as truly acting in the best 

interest of the dÁmoj those Athenians who, instead of fomenting the hatred of 

the other Greeks, are responsible for (re)gaining goodwill and good repute for 

their pÒlij. The way in which this is achieved consists, as Isocrates has 

stressed in the previous section of the speech, in cultivating Athens’ cultural and 

rhetorical pre-eminence.234 In this regard, Antidosis should be interpreted as 

following a line of continuity with On the Peace where, as I discussed earlier, 

the need to reshape Athens’ leading role in the Hellenic world is inextricably 

related to, and casts light on, the Isocratean (re)definition of what it means to be 

genuinely dhmotikÒj. 

Furthermore, the interpretation of the use of dhmotikÒj in Antidosis 303 

cannot be disentangled from the wider context of the segment to which this 

passage belongs and to which I have briefly referred above. Indeed, from 

section 270 to section 309, just before the epilogue, Isocrates devotes his 

attention to discussing the actual meaning of filosof…a, as he understands it, in 

opposition to the incorrect definition provided by some Athenians (t¾n 

kaloumšnhn ØpÒ tinwn filosof…an oÙk eἶnai fhm…, pros»kei t¾n dika…wj ¨n 

nomizomšnhn Ðr…sai kaˆ dhlîsai prÕj Øm©j).235 More particularly, according to 

Isocrates, being a filÒsofoj consists in devoting oneself to gaining the 

‘practical wisdom’ (frÒnhsij) which enables one to know what to do and say.236 

The focus on presenting the true meaning of filosof…a reveals Isocrates’ 

‘attempt to recover the linguistic origins of the state’.237 In this regard, Isocrates 

 
233 See, for instance, Bouchet (2014) 194. Cf. Chapter 3 section 4. 
234 See Isoc., Antidosis 302. 
235 Isoc., Antidosis 270; see also Isoc., Antidosis 285. 
236 Isoc., Antidosis 271. 
237 Too (2008) 223. 
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explicitly complains that, due to the contemporary chaotic situation in Athens, 

some of his fellow citizens, instead of employing the words according to their 

natural meaning (kat¦ fÚsin), ‘transfer them from the most beautiful deeds to 

the most trivial pursuits’ (metafšrousin ¢pÕ tîn kall…stwn pragm£twn ™pˆ t¦ 

faulÒtata tîn ™pithdeum£twn).238 This is why this specific part of Antidosis 

from section 270 to 309 is articulated in such a way that the redefinition of 

filosof…a leads to, and is thus inextricably related to, a discussion on the true 

meaning of other key terms, and the notions that they convey, such as 

pleonex…a
239 and, precisely, dhmotikÒj.  

Concurrently, Athens’ cultural and rhetorical excellence becomes in this 

same segment of the speech the main basis for the superiority of the Athenians 

within the Hellenic world.240 Indeed, here in Antidosis Isocrates develops the 

idea which he had begun to express a couple of years earlier in On the Peace 

concerning, as we saw above, the need for Athens to reaffirm its leadership 

within the Hellenic world on grounds other than its (increasingly shaky) military 

power. Thus, the redefinition of the meaning of filosof…a, which represents the 

apex of the speech occurring just before the epilogue, ultimately points toward 

the renewed kind of hegemony that, in Isocrates’ view, his fellow citizens should 

uphold in order to consolidate their position abroad. Once again, even in a 

speech like Antidosis which revolves around Isocrates’ self-defence, his interest 

in Athens’ international politics prevails in shaping his ideas on internal politics. 

It is indeed in this framework that being actually dhmotikÒj is (re)interpreted as 

bringing benevolence upon the Athenians among the other Greeks by 

cultivating Athens’ cultural and rhetorical superiority. In a speech where, by 

defending his rhetorical education, Isocrates fundamentally claims his role as a 

champion of such superiority, the portrait of the true dhmotikÒj might well have 

turned into a self-portrait in a similar way as in On the Peace 13. 

 

Conclusion 

In brief, the use of dhmotikÒj in Areopagiticus 64 (where, unlike the other 

instances in the speech, the term refers to the situation in Athens at the end of 

 
238 See Isoc., Antidosis 283 which echoes Isoc., Areopagiticus 20 (discussed in Chapter 2 
section 3.3.3 and Chapter 3 section 2) with both Isocratean passages recalling the Thucydidean 
account of words changing their meaning during the civil strife at Corcyra in Thuc., III 82. 
239 See Isoc., Antidosis 275, 281-282 and 284 (including a redefinition of the meaning of eÙfu»j 

‘of good natural disposition’). 
240 See Isoc., Antidosis 293-300. 
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the Peloponnesian War, not to the ancestral constitution) and, even more 

clearly, the occurrences in On the Peace and Antidosis bear witness to the 

attempt made by Isocrates to recontextualise what it means to act in favour of 

the dÁmoj in light of his contemporary interest in political leadership. In order to 

do so he tends to shift the focus in the usage of the term from domestic to 

international politics. More specifically, the depiction of who is actually worthier 

of the label of dhmotikÒj which emerges in On the Peace 13 points in the 

direction of a figure who adopts an attitude in between Cleophon’s policy and 

Eubulus’ while, at the same time, sharing the characteristics of oƒ eâ fronoàntej 

(‘those who think well’). Interestingly, such a portrait, as we saw, ultimately 

appears to allude to Isocrates himself.  

The occurrences of dhmotikÒj in On the Peace are of considerable 

importance also because the two remaining instances (that is, On the Peace 

108 and 133) hint at the blurring of constitutional boundaries between 

democracy and oligarchy, thus echoing, at least to a certain extent, the use of 

dhmotikÒj in Evagoras. Nonetheless, in On the Peace Isocrates goes beyond 

the debate on the relativity of constitutions in employing the term. Indeed, by 

focusing particularly on On the Peace 133, I have attempted to show that he 

reframes the meaning of being dhmotikÒj in view of his broader interest in, and 

engagement with, the issues posed by Athens’ position in international politics 

and its relation with the other Greeks. The core of being democratic, according 

to the reinterpretation offered by Isocrates, does not depend on either nature or 

advantage and is not confined exclusively to internal politics. Rather, the 

determining factor when deciding between supporting democracy or oligarchy is 

represented by the notion of tim», which throughout the Isocratean corpus is 

inextricably related to, and even becomes a synonym for, Athens’ hegemony 

over Greece. 

A similar emphasis on international politics can be found in Antidosis 

where the redefinition of dhmotikÒj occurs in the wider framework of a segment 

in which the main focus lies in providing a definition of the true meaning of 

filosof…a and in which the notions of eÜnoia and eÙdokim…a are of paramount 

importance. An Athenian can be regarded as being truly dhmotikÒj only when 

he is capable of raising benevolence towards Athens in his interactions with 

other Greeks. The path to take in order to achieve this goal consists in devoting 

oneself to cultivating Athens’ rhetorical and cultural pre-eminence. Indeed, such 
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a pre-eminence is the main aspect responsible for the esteem in which Athens 

is generally held abroad. Considering that throughout the whole speech 

Isocrates vigorously defends his teaching and rhetorical education claiming his 

prominent role in cultivating those activities for which Athens is admired, he 

appears to conclude his self-defence by implicitly portraying himself as 

dhmotikÒj par excellence.  

 

 

4. Conclusions  

 

The purpose of this chapter has been to investigate the occurrences of 

dhmotikÒj throughout the Isocratean corpus in order to argue that, far from 

promoting an ill-concealed oligarchic agenda with an arbitrary and opportunistic 

use of democratic vocabulary, Isocrates exploits, and stretches the boundaries 

of, the inherent malleability of democratic language to tackle contemporary 

political issues. In doing so, he ultimately shapes his ideas on what it means to 

be a true democrat (with dhmotikÒj indicating, stricto sensu, acting in the 

interest of the dÁmoj) in light of his views on what makes a good leader, with 

specific reference to Athens’ pre-eminent role within the Hellenic world.  

I have thus started this chapter by analysing the use of dhmotikÒj in 

Evagoras as a case study exemplifying how Isocrates problematises, and at the 

same time expands, the ductility intrinsically present in political vocabulary. By 

employing dhmotikÒj to describe the Cyprian king, Isocrates clearly applies the 

adjective to a non-Athenian and non-democratic context while simultaneously 

linking it to turannikÒj. Therefore, in Evagoras 46 Isocrates manifestly engages 

with the blurring of boundaries between constitutional forms. Nonetheless, the 

original meaning of the term as ‘in favour of the dÁmoj’, rather than ‘democratic’, 

makes the extension of its application to the ruler of Salamis on Cyprus less 

striking than it may appear at first sight. 

What is, instead, even more noticeable in this passage is the fact that 

turannikÒj is used in a positive way. Indeed, as we saw, in Evagoras Isocrates 

appears to be very much interested in the tÚrannoj family of words considering 

also that this speech represents the Isocratean work with the highest number of 

occurrences of this specific political vocabulary. The occurrence of turannikÒj 

in relation to dhmotikÒj can thus be interpreted as a means to uphold the 
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reformulation of the former in positive terms, a reshaping which emerges 

throughout the Cyprian speech. So, the use of dhmotikÒj in this context, rather 

than indicating an anti-democratic move, suggests, in my view, Isocrates’ 

broader twofold aim. On the one hand, by returning to the original sense of 

dhmotikÒj as acting in the interests of the dÁmoj, Isocrates applies the term, and 

thus the notion, to a non-democratic context; in doing so, he intends to show 

that civic virtues are not incompatible with one-man rule, even when it is 

labelled as turann…j, and that rulers like Evagoras are capable of applying 

those virtues in an effective and positive way. On the other hand, the 

problematisation operated by Isocrates in employing this political vocabulary 

reflects a flexibility that was very much needed in the real political world of the 

fourth century, which was changing dramatically compared with the political 

reality of the previous century.  

To demonstrate how the application of dhmotikÒj to a wide range of 

different contexts, rather than being in itself an arbitrary Isocratean innovation, 

was entrenched in the use of the term in the fifth and fourth centuries, I have 

moved on to consider some of the main occurrences in our literary sources 

which attest such an embedded adaptability. From the Herodotean usage to 

describe one of the three Egyptian scripts and the instances in [Xenophon] in 

the fifth century to the occurrences in Xenophon and [Aristotle] in the following 

century, the intrinsic fluidity of dhmotikÒj emerges as the guiding thread. This 

proves that the malleability displayed by the Isocratean instances was present 

in both previous and contemporary usages of the term. Isocrates is certainly 

responsible for exploiting to a greater degree this flexibility, but he does not 

arbitrarily create it ex nihilo in order to implement an alleged oligarchic agenda 

in disguise. Rather, he understands that such ductility mirrors the complexity of, 

and at the same time responds to the issues posed by, fourth-century real 

politics. 

The chapter has then progressed to unearth the discussion that was 

taking place concerning what it meant to be dhmotikÒj particularly in the second 

half of the fourth century. The existence of such a debate revolving around 

dhmotikÒj is attested most clearly by Aeschines and Demosthenes. More 

specifically, I have highlighted how both Aeschines and Demosthenes, in 

attacking each other, claim for themselves the label of dhmotikÒj. In this 

respect, I have pointed out that, by attempting to define the qualities associated 
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with being actually dhmotikÒj, Demosthenes (with specific reference to the 

period of his exile when he pleads for his return) shifts the focus from ™leuqer…a 

to eÜnoia. This detail acquires particular importance if we consider that a similar 

link between the two notions of dhmotikÒj and eÜnoia represents a crucial 

aspect in the Isocratean redefinition of the meaning of being dhmotikÒj. 

Therefore, while the meaning of the term stays the same (i.e. acting in favour of 

the dÁmoj), Isocrates, Demosthenes and Aeschines all claim the priority of their 

respective definition of what the action itself means. In this respect, 

Demosthenes and Aeschines are deeply caught-up in internal politics and 

political point-scoring, whereas Isocrates appears to hold himself aloof from this 

level of politics. Yet, he is deliberately engaging in the fourth-century contest 

concerning what it means to act dhmotikîj although he writes from a very 

different perspective compared to Demosthenes and Aeschines. 

The remaining sections of this chapter are devoted to the analysis of the 

actual Isocratean definition, or rather redefinition, of what it means to be 

dhmotikÒj in light of his views on Athenian leadership over Greece. Indeed, I 

have suggested that we can identify some traces of this redefinition as early as 

the forensic speech Against Callimachus. In this work, which Isocrates most 

probably wrote at the end of the fifth century, the speaker criticises, and partly 

rejects, his fellow citizens’ understanding of who should be regarded as 

dhmotikÒj; in doing so, he concomitantly stresses the relevance of the notion of 

eÙdokim…a in his self-portrait as dhmotikÒj. 

It is, however, in the middle of the fourth century that Isocrates most 

clearly attempts to reframe the meaning of acting in favour of the dÁmoj in the 

broader context of the views on Athenian hegemony that he was developing at 

the time. In this respect, I have begun by focusing on Areopagiticus, where all 

occurrences of the term except one are employed in relation to the idea of the 

Athenian ancestral constitution. The fact that in promoting his reform Isocrates 

never employs the phrase p£trioj polite…a and, simultaneously, makes 

extensive use of terms belonging to the democratic vocabulary like dhmotikÒj, 

has generally been interpreted as a window dressing and a clumsy attempt to 

conceal under the mask of dhmokrat…a what in reality is an oligarchic 

programme. I have contested this commonly held view by showing that the 

instances of dhmotikÒj throughout the speech point in the direction of Isocrates’ 

endeavour to recontextualise the meaning of being democratic in light of his 
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primary interest in consolidating Athens’ increasingly unsteady position in 

international politics. 

My investigation has ended with an examination of the occurrences of 

the term in the other two major speeches which Isocrates wrote in the 350s, 

namely On the Peace and Antidosis. Indeed, I have attempted to show how the 

redefinition of what it signifies to act dhmotikîj in view of Isocrates’ ideas on 

leadership that is hinted at a couple of years earlier in Areopagiticus emerges 

even more clearly and strongly in these two works. More specifically, the first 

occurrence which we find in On the Peace consists in the use of the 

comparative around which Isocrates presents a threefold comparison. The 

depiction of the true dhmotikÒj which appears to be alluded to in this passage is 

that of an Athenian who rejects both an excessively warmongering policy and 

the avoidance of any military activism. Significantly, upon closer examination, 

such a portrait seems to turn into a self-portrait, especially when we consider 

that Isocrates employs the key phrase oƒ eâ fronoàntej (which represents one 

of the three positive poles in the comparison) elsewhere in the corpus to identify 

himself manifestly and proudly as one of ‘those who think well’. 

Lastly, the usage of dhmotikÒj in Antidosis 303 confirms the relevance of 

the notion of eÜnoia and eÙdokim…a in defining, or rather redefining, the meaning 

of being actually democratic. Indeed, the quintessential feature of acting in the 

best interest of the Athenian dÁmoj consists in (re)gaining for Athens 

benevolence and good reputation when interacting with the other Greeks 

through the cultivation of its rhetorical and cultural superiority. Once again, as in 

On the Peace, Isocrates, who throughout Antidosis stresses his essential role in 

such a cultivation, appears to claim for himself the label of true dhmotikÒj. 

Moreover, the emphasis on obtaining eÜnoia and eÙdokim…a for Athens 

suggests the existence of an inextricable connection between the 

characteristics of a good leader and those of a true democrat. This overlap and 

the overall use of the term throughout the corpus bear witness to how Isocrates’ 

views on what democracy and being democratic should look like are deeply 

influenced by, and even arise from, his interest in political leadership, with 

specific reference to Athens’ leading role abroad and the need, increasingly 

growing in the 350s, to rethink it. 
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Epilogue 

 

While the significance and influence of Isocrates’ pedagogical programme have 

widely been acknowledged, the relevance and complexity of his political ideas 

have often been overlooked or underestimated. Despite a renewed interest over 

the last decades in Isocrates as a political thinker, little or no attention has been 

paid to his use of political vocabulary, which has frequently been dismissed 

either as inconsistent or as confirming his alleged intent to promote an anti-

democratic agenda under the guise of the label dhmokrat…a. 

In this thesis I have challenged these assumptions by means of a 

semantic approach which has consisted in a detailed examination of how 

Isocrates employs some key instances of democratic vocabulary throughout his 

corpus. Indeed, I have attempted to show that such a lexical analysis, when 

contextualised in the historical and literary framework, can not only broaden and 

deepen our understanding of Isocrates’ political views per se, but also cast 

some light, more widely, on how his political thought fits into, and contributes to, 

the development of Greek political thought. 

The present study has thus begun with some preliminary remarks 

relevant for our understanding of Isocrates’ actual interest in, and engagement 

with, contemporary historical and political issues. In particular, I have stressed 

how his role as civic educator is inextricably related to his self-portrait as 

political adviser par excellence. Indeed, we have seen that Isocrates strongly 

emphasises his choice to withdraw from Athenian public life but, at the same 

time, claims to be a reliable political counsellor not despite, but precisely 

because of, his ¢pragmosÚnh. In other words, Isocrates rethinks the tÒpoj of 

¢pragmosÚnh by presenting it not only in positive terms, but even as the 

essential prerequisite to be able to provide sound political advice. His innovative 

use of ¢pragmosÚnh shows how, far from being a passive and apathetic 

observer of Athenian political activity relegated to the relative isolation of his 

own school, Isocrates does intend to influence his fellow citizens’ decisions in 

matters of domestic and international politics. 

My investigation has taken as a basis the analysis of the vocabulary 

related to two notions deeply associated with democracy, namely freedom of 

speech and the idea of equality, in the second and third chapter, respectively. 

More specifically, in the second chapter the examination of the concept of 
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outspokenness conveyed by parrhs…a and its cognate verb parrhsi£zomai has 

revealed that Isocrates employs the notion in a positive sense, oftentimes in a 

self-referential manner and as a sign of eÜnoia. Nevertheless, I have pointed 

out that in the Isocratean corpus parrhs…a also acquires a striking pejorative 

connotation which coexists, at times in the same speech and even in the same 

passage, with the positive meaning most commonly attributed to the term in our 

surviving literary evidence. Isocrates’ innovative use of parrhs…a with an overtly 

negative meaning hints at his polarisation of the notion, while contextually 

providing a glaring example of how he exploits, and stretches to its limits, the 

intrinsic ductility which characterises political, especially democratic, 

vocabulary.  

A similar interest in, and problematisation of, democratic terminology and 

notions are revealed in the next chapter by means of an analysis of the 

language of equality in the Isocratean corpus which has revolved around three 

main aspects: „sonom…a, the two kinds of equality (i.e. geometric and arithmetic) 

and „somoir…a. In examining Isocrates’ usages of these concepts, I have 

underlined how he problematises and rethinks not only the notion of equality 

itself, but also its association with democracy. Isocrates does so not arbitrarily 

and as part of an alleged anti-democratic agenda, but as a result of his 

engagement with, and attempt to offer his own original contribution to, the wider 

contemporary debate that was taking place around the idea and language of 

equality. Moreover, he applies the malleability embedded in the notion and 

language of equality to international politics, thus hinting in particular at his 

constant attempt to consolidate Athens’ leading position within the Hellenic 

world in the framework of a Panhellenic stance which goes hand in hand with 

an Athenocentric perspective. 

Indeed, the crucial role played in Isocrates’ works by his interest in 

political leadership (both by and within Athens), while frequently overlooked, 

bears witness to the wider contemporary discussion on leadership in which 

Xenophon was also very much engaged. Thus, following the fil rouge provided 

by the lexical approach, this thesis has progressed in the two remaining 

chapters to unearth Isocrates’ ideas on leadership and their significance for his 

views on what democracy should look like by focusing on the occurrences of 

two key instances of democratic vocabulary stemming from the dhm- root. More 

precisely, in the fourth chapter I have devoted special attention to the usages of 
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dhmagwgÒj and its cognate verb dhmagwgšw arguing that, rather than employing 

these terms in a negative sense as it is generally assumed, Isocrates retrieves 

their original neutral sense and effects a dichotomic division between good and 

bad dhmagwg…a. In this context, I have included a case study of the Isocratean 

portrait, or rather portraits, of Alcibiades, from which it ultimately emerges how 

Isocrates presents strong and effective leadership as based first and foremost 

on the notion of eÜnoia, with an overlap of the features that characterise a good 

leader in terms of individual leadership within the pÒlij and of Athens’ leading 

role over the other Greeks. 

The examination of the occurrences of dhmotikÒj in the final chapter is 

indeed closely related to the evidence gathered in the preceding chapter 

concerning Isocrates’ interest in, and more general ideas on, political 

leadership. Indeed, I have suggested that his usages of the term throughout the 

corpus ultimately hint at how he aims to (re)define the meaning of being 

democratic (with dhmotikÒj indicating stricto sensu acting in the best interest of 

the dÁmoj) in light of his broader views on what makes a good leader in both 

internal and external politics. In doing so, Isocrates exploits and expands the 

inherent fluidity of the term, not unilaterally but following in the wake of the 

adaptability of this word attested in the previous and current century and of an 

increasing contemporary interest in what it means to be dhmotikÒj. Ultimately, 

the Isocratean portrait of the true dhmotikÒj (which implicitly turns into a self-

portrait) shares some clear affinities with the characteristics of a good and 

effective leader, as shown, for instance, by the emphasis on the notion of 

eÜnoia.  

Taken as a whole, the present study has challenged the commonly-held 

view that dismisses Isocrates’ use of democratic language as a mere façade 

designed to conceal a supposedly anti-democratic programme. In this respect, I 

have argued for the need of a more sophisticated approach by suggesting that 

the debate around whether Isocrates was anti- or pro-democracy has to be 

reframed in order to take into account two fundamental aspects: on the one 

hand, the inherent ductility of political, especially democratic, lexicon; on the 

other hand, his constant interest in, and engagement with, the issues posed by 

political leadership in both domestic and international politics. 

Indeed, Isocrates does tend to stretch to its limits the embedded fluidity 

of terms belonging to democratic vocabulary by extending significantly their 
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range of application, even beyond the civic boundaries of Athens to non-

democratic contexts. Such a problematisation of democratic terminology 

emerges as a distinctive Isocratean mark that reflects the originality and novelty 

of his political thought. Nonetheless, this ductility, which Isocrates skilfully bears 

witness to and expands, has to be interpreted in the broader context of fourth-

century Athens where it was needed in a real political world that was clearly 

changing: fourth-century Athenian democracy was different compared to the 

democracy of the previous century (despite the extent and nature of such a 

difference being still sub iudice, as we saw in the introductory chapter) and even 

in fourth-century democracy there were shifts in the power relations between 

the Areopagus and the dÁmoj. 

Furthermore, this thesis has attempted to show that Isocrates’ innovative 

use of political, especially democratic, language and his views on what 

democracy and being democratic should look like cannot be disentangled from, 

and are deeply influenced by, his crucial interest in political leadership, which 

was particularly vivid in the 350s as Athens’ position abroad was deteriorating. 

In this regard, eÜnoia emerges throughout the corpus as a key element that 

good leaders have in common with good parrhsiasta… and true dhmotiko…, and 

ultimately appears to point in the direction of Isocrates himself and his own 

school (see especially Isoc., Antidosis 302-303).  Nevertheless, his political 

ideas should not be dismissed as self-referential; rather, by means of the lexical 

analysis adopted in the present study, I have suggested that his discussion of 

political, especially democratic, terms (and thus of the notions that they convey) 

is neither a soliloquy nor a monologue confined to the ivory towers of his school. 

Instead, his engagement with, and problematisation of, democratic vocabulary 

hints at his awareness of, and attempt to enter into dialogue with, previous and 

contemporary political views being expressed around those terms and 

concepts. In doing so, Isocrates interacts with, and at the same time 

endeavours to provide his own original contribution to, fourth-century political 

debates in light of his core, and essentially Athenocentric, interest in political 

leadership. 
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Appendix I 

Outline of Democratic Language in Isocrates1 

 

 

Work 

 

Term 

Number  

of 

Occurrences 

 

Section 

Against 

Callimachus 

(402/1) 

dÁmoj 

dhmokrat…a 

dhmotikÒj 

3 

1 

2 

17,49,62 

35 

48,62 

Against Lochites 

(400-396) 

dhmokrat…a 

dhmokratšomai 

3 

1 

1,4,10 

20 

On the Team of 

Horses (396/5) 

dÁmoj 

dhmokrat…a 

dhmokratšomai 

dhmotikÒj 

 

parrhs…a 

12 

3 

1 

2 

 

1 

5,6,7,16,20,26(x2),28,36,37,41,46  

4,27,50 

37 

36,37  

 

22 

Plataicus (373) dÁmoj 1 15 

Helen (ca.370) dÁmoj 

dhmokrat…a 

 

dhmagwgšw 

1 

1 

 

1 

36 

36 

 

37 

To Demonicus 

(374-370) 

dhmokrat…a 

 

parrhsi£zomai 

1 

 

1 

36 

 

34 

Evagoras (ca.370) dhmotikÒj 

 

parrhs…a 

1 

 

1 

46 

 

39 

 
1 A similar outline has been presented by Bearzot (1980) 114-115. However, the list produced 
by Bearzot needs correcting due to a few misprints and in light of TLG. This outline also differs 
from Bearzot’s in the dating of some of Isocrates’ works, most importantly Areopagiticus, which, 
unlike Bearzot, I regarded as having been written before On the Peace (see Chapter 5 section 
3.3.1). Additionally, I have included the occurrences of parrhs…a and „shgor…a which are absent 

in Bearzot’s outline. 
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Work 

 

Term 

Number  

of 

Occurrences 

 

Section 

To Nicocles 

(ca.370) 

dhmagwgšw 

 

parrhs…a 

1 

 

2 

16 

 

3,28 

Nicocles (ca.368) dhmokrat…a 

„sÒthj 

2 

1 

15,18 

15 

Archidamus (366) dÁmoj 

 

„shgor…a 

parrhs…a 

parrhsi£zomai 

1 

 

1 

1 

1 

64 

 

97 

97 

72 

Areopagiticus 

(357/6) 

dÁmoj 

misÒdhmoj 

dhmokrat…a 

dhmokratšomai 

dhmotikÒj 

 

„sonom…a 

„sÒthj 

 

parrhs…a 

8 

1 

11 

2 

5 

 

1 

3 

 

1 

16,23,26,27,58,63,68(x2) 

57 

15,16,20,27,60,62,66,67,69,70,71 

61(x2) 

16,17,23,59,64 

 

20 

21,60,61 

 

20 

On the Peace 

(356/5) 

dÁmoj 

dhmokrat…a 

dhmokratšomai 

dhmotikÒj 

 

dhmagwgÒj 

 

parrhs…a 

4 

4 

1 

3 

 

4 

 

1 

75,108,121,125 

14,51,64,123 

95 

13,108,133 

 

122,126,129,133 

 

14 

Epistle IX To 

Archidamus (356) 

parrhs…a 

 

1 12 
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Work 

 

Term 

Number  

of 

Occurrences 

 

Section 

Antidosis (353) dÁmoj 

misÒdhmoj 

dhmokrat…a 

dhmotikÒj 

 

dhmagwgÒj 

 

parrhs…a 

parrhsi£zomai 

5 

1 

7 

2 

 

1 

 

1 

1 

70,232(x2),306,314 

131 

27,70,232,306,309,317,319 

66(=On the Peace 133),303 

 

234 

 

179 

43 

To Philip (346) parrhs…a 1 72 

Epistle II To Philip 

(344) 

dÁmoj 1 15 

Panathenaicus 

(342-339) 

dÁmoj 

dhmokrat…a 

 

dhmagwgšw 

 

„sonom…a 

„sÒthj 

 

parrhsi£zomai 

5 

8 

 

1 

 

1 

2 

 

2 

139,141,147,148,170 

68,119,131,132,139,147,153,178 

 

148 

 

178 

241,242 

 

96,218 

Epistle IV To 

Antipater (340-

339) 

parrhs…a 

parrhsi£zomai 

 

1 

2 

4 

6,7 
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Appendix II 

Isocrates in Chios 

 

After his activity as a logographer, Isocrates made the decision to turn to 

education. In this regard, it is worth highlighting that, according to [Plutarch], 

Isocrates established three schools, namely, a first one in Athens, a second one 

in Chios and a third one, the most well-known, once again in Athens when he 

returned from his sojourn on the island (see Chapter 1 section 1). More 

specifically, [Plutarch] narrates that when Isocrates set up his very first school in 

Athens he had turned to filosof…a and to writing down his thoughts in 

deliberative speeches, such as Panegyricus, in order to encourage his fellow 

citizens and all the other Greeks to think fittingly (™pˆ tÕ t¦ dšonta frone‹n).1 

Yet, [Plutarch] continues, after realising that he was failing at this purpose, 

Isocrates decided, as some say, to move to Chios where he not only founded a 

school and had nine pupils but also instituted, in addition to some offices, a 

democratic constitution like the one existing in Athens (kaˆ ¢rc¦j dὲ kaˆ perˆ 

t¾n aÙt¾n tÍ patr…di polite…an).2  

[Plutarch]’s reference to an Isocratean stay in Chios is particularly 

interesting and deserves special attention. While some scholars have been 

sceptical about the veracity of [Plutarch]’s overall account, the detail concerning 

the foundation of a school is often regarded as trustworthy.3 In this respect, of 

particular interest is the study of Dušanić who links Isocrates’ alleged Chian 

sojourn with the publication of Plato’s Euthydemus and suggests that the latter 

work was written shortly after the defensive alliance between Athens and Chios 

stipulated in the summer of 384.4 Indeed, Dušanić argues that it was precisely 

this historical event that led Plato to recall in his dialogue Isocrates’ early stay in 

Chios, which had taken place approximately ten years prior to the conclusion of 

 
1 [Plut.], Moralia 837b. 
2 [Plut.], Moralia 837b-c; see Roisman and Worthington (2015) 148 on [Plutarch]’s account and 
his suggestion that Isocrates established three schools altogether in the course of his life. On 
Isocrates allegedly opening a school in Chios see also Phot., cod. 260 p. 486b. On the 
possibility of Chios having a democratic government already in the sixth century see Robinson 
(1997) 90-101 (for a slightly different interpretation of the nature of the archaic Chian 
constitution see Costantini (2017)). 
3 See Pinto (2015) 321-323. 
4 For this dating of Plato’s Euthydemus see Dušanić (1999) 16. On this alliance between the 
Athenians and the Chians see also Bruce (1965) and, more recently, Occhipinti (2017). 
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the alliance between the Athenians and the Chians.5 More particularly, in 

addition to sharing the communis opinio that the anonymous rhetorician and 

speech writer presented by Socrates as one of his critics in the brief digression 

at the end of Plato’s work6 has to be identified with Isocrates,7 Dušanić believes 

that the Isocrates implicitly alluded to in the Platonic passage is the one of the 

Chian period of his life, which Dušanić dates to around 393; in this regard, 

Dušanić offers a literal interpretation of Socrates’ reference to oƒ ¢mfˆ 

EÙqÚdhmon
8
 and thus postulates (also on the basis of [Plutarch]’s comments) 

that, as a result of his pedagogical activity on the island during his sojourn 

there, Isocrates engaged in debates with local eristics belonging to 

Euthydemus’ circle, with such disputes most probably involving discussions on 

political issues.9 Moreover, Dušanić goes on to point out that Socrates’ 

description of the unnamed figure criticised in the passage as partaking of both 

filosof…a and politik¾ pr©xij can be interpreted as referring to ʻthe diversity of 

Isocrates’ activities on the island, which combined the teaching of rhetoric with 

an atticizing legislation and, probably, a corresponding party-policy’.10  

Additionally, by linking some epigraphical indications with 

prosopographical and literary data, Dušanić notes that Metrodorus, one of 

Isocrates’ pupils on the island, might well have been involved in the conclusion 

of the alliance between Athens and Chios in 384 considering also that he can 

plausibly be identified with the pro-Athenian Chian referred to in a fragment 

from the comedy entitled Filom»twr by the fourth-century comic poet 

Antiphanes.11 By highlighting that Isocrates was Metrodorus’ teacher and that 

the education which he provided to his Chian pupil cannot be disentangled from 

his endorsement and dissemination of Conon’s ʻpro-Athenian and anti-Spartan 

policies’,12 Dušanić reaches the conclusion that ʻIsocrates’ contacts with the 

ultrademocratic Chios made him partly responsible in the eyes of the Plato-like 

 
5 See Dušanić (1999) 4. 
6 See Pl., Euthydemus 305b-306c. 
7 See Gifford (2013) 14-20 for an overview of the different attempts made to identify the 
logographer criticised in this passage from Plato’s Euthydemus and the various elements that 
point towards Isocrates. 
8 Pl., Euthydemus 305d. 
9 See Dušanić (1999) 1-2. 
10 Dušanić (1999) 2. 
11 See Dušanić (1999) 5-7 who also stresses that Metrodorus had family links with a certain 
Theocritus who, according to one of the most plausible restorations of the lacuna in the 
epigraphic text of the Attic-Chian decree, figures among the names of the Chian envoys to 
Athens in 384 listed at the end of the decree itself. 
12 Dušanić (1999) 7. 
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conservatives for the alliance of 384’, considering also that they ignored ʻthe 

differences between the two radical policies toward Persia’, namely, on the one 

hand the ʻmedism’ of those Athenians (like the rhetor Cephalus of Collytus who 

led the Athenian embassy to Chios) who promoted the negotiations with the 

Chians, on the other hand ʻIsocrates’ conquest of the East’.13 Therefore, it is 

plausible that, as Dušanić suggests, in the Euthydemus Plato’s criticism is 

directed not only against Euthydemus and his brother Dionysodorus, but also, 

even if implicitly and less vehemently, against Isocrates. Such criticism would 

thus be motivated by Isocrates’ activity on the island in around 393 and the 

bonds which he had forged there at that time and which he most probably still 

maintained in the 380s with some of the Chian politicians and intellectuals who 

were in the front line in the contemporary negotiations between Chios and 

Athens.14  

Indeed, the above-mentioned passage from [Plutarch]’s biography as 

well as the brief digression in the Euthydemus as interpreted by Dušanić appear 

to stress that during his early stay in Chios Isocrates’ role as a teacher was 

closely interrelated with an active involvement in local politics. In this respect, 

Dušanić highlights that Isocrates’ sojourn on the island and his initiative to 

establish a democratic constitution there could be seen as being sponsored by 

Conon after he had defeated the Spartans at Cnidus in 394.15 So, according to 

the account which we find in [Plutarch] and the elements that can be inferred 

from the Euthydemus in the light of the likely reference to Isocrates in this 

dialogue, the Isocratean early stay in Chios can be regarded as historically 

accurate and as being characterised by a synergy between tutoring and pro-

democratic political activity.  

In other words, the two aspects should be interpreted as complementary 

features of Isocrates’ sojourn on the island, with the education that he offered in 

his Chian school being inextricably related to his interest in, and engagement 

with, political issues and thus representing a remarkable precursor of the school 

that he opened in Athens when he went back there shortly after Conon’s death 

 
13 Dušanić (1999) 8. 
14 Concerning Isocrates’ links with the island, it is worth noting that he had among his students 
the historian Theopompus of Chios as noted by [Plut.], Moralia 837c, Philostr., Lives of the 
Sophists 506 and [Zos.], Life of Isocrates 100. See also [Zos.], Life of Isocrates 106-116 where 
Theopompus and Ephorus of Cyme are described by Isocrates himself as two pupils having 
opposite characteristics. 
15 See Dušanić (1999) 2-3. 
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in 392 and Sparta’s renewal of its operations in the Aegean in the following 

year.16 During his Chian sojourn Isocrates was allegedly directly involved in 

politics, whereas in Athens he opts for a withdrawal from public life (see 

Chapter 1 section 1). Yet, in both Chios and Athens Isocrates, far from 

promoting an anti-democratic agenda, focuses on the interconnectivity between 

his educational programme and his political ideas.  

 

 

 

 
16 On this dating for Isocrates’ return to Athens after his Chian sojourn see Dušanić (1999) 2. 
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Appendix III 

'Isokr£thj and ἰsokrat…a 

 

It is noteworthy that there is a resonance of the idea of equality in Isocrates’ 

own name as 'Isokr£thj
1 is clearly related to ἰsokrat…a. In this respect, 

Cartledge has noted that he ‘was perhaps aptly named: isokratia, though rare, 

was a term in use for a kind of moderate oligarchy’, while also adding that 

Isocrates’ epistles addressed to Philip manifestly show how he was ‘a 

monarchist thinker in all but name’.2 However, I intend to highlight that the 

meaning of ἰsokrat…a is more complex than Cartledge suggests.  

The term is first attested in the Herodotean speech delivered by Socles 

of Corinth3 at the meeting of the Peloponnesian League in Sparta presumably 

during the spring of 505/4.4 In opposing the Spartan proposal to restore Hippias 

(who is present at the meeting) in Athens, Socles contrasts „sokrat…ai 

(‘equalities of power’) with turann…dej (‘tyrannies’) labelling the latter as unjust 

and bloodthirsty towards not only the Greeks but all mankind. According to 

Musti, in this Herodotean passage „sokrat…a should be interpreted as indicating 

ʽ[u]n regime politico che non è ancora demokratía, ma che realizza l’isótes 

contro la tirannide’, and thus demonstrates ʽla assoluta compatibilità di krátos  

con íson, cioè la potenzialità legale e persino ugualitaria di krátos’.5 In a similar 

way, though moving one step forward, Bordes argues that „sokrat…a refers to 

ʽdes régimes qui seront plus tard appelés oligarchies mais, comme isonomia, il 

conduit à la démocratie: il en est même plus proche encore puisqu’il associe 

 
1 On the occurrences of the personal name 'Isokr£thj in Attica see Osborne and Byrne (1994) 

242. It is not possible to establish whether this was a traditional name in Isocrates’ family and, if 
so, how far back it went since Isocrates’ father Theodorus is ‘the first known member of his 
family’, as Davies (1971) 245 notes, and none of the later descendants known to us appears to 
be called 'Isokr£thj. For Isocrates’ family tree see Kirchner (1901) 510; for a more recent and 

slightly expanded version see Davies (1971) 248. Tuplin (1980) suggests some variations to 
Kirchner’s and Davies’ family trees which, however, do not impact the current discussion. For a 
brief overview of other fifth- and fourth-century personal names beginning in 'Iso- see Brock 

(1991) 167 n. 30. 
2 Cartledge (2009) 98. 
3 Hdt., V 92a1. For an in-depth analysis of Socles’ speech and its significance within the wider 

context of Herodotus’ work see, for instance, Węcowski (1996), Moles (2007) and Buxton 
(2012). On the Herodotean depiction of the tyrants of Corinth with specific reference to the 
image that emerges from Socles’ speech see Gray (1996). 
4 On this dating as the most plausible see Ostwald (1972) 277, who also underlines that this 
represents ‘the earliest known formal meeting of the Peloponnesian League’. 
5 Musti (1995) 13. 



284 
 

directement égalité et pouvoir’,6 and this could be the reason why the noun and 

its cognates are rarely used and do not survive along with dhmokrat…a later on. 

In this regard, it is worth noting that Vlastos believes that here „sokrat…a 

does not indicate ʽoligarchy in preference to (or even on a par with) democracy’, 

since, despite the use of the plural, ʽthe reference is to Clisthenean Athens, 

which Herodotus knows as demokratia (6. 131. 1). And Socles appeals to the 

Spartans qua haters of tyranny, not qua lovers of isokratia’.7 Conversely, How 

and Wells stress the concrete sense conveyed by the plural regarding it as 

meaning ʽrepublics’, thus arguing that Herodotus not only employs this term ʽto 

avoid the use of ʽdemocracies’, which might be distasteful to the Spartans’ but 

considers it as ʽthe equivalent of the abstract term ἰshgor…h (…) and the 

commoner „sonom…a’.8  

Nonetheless, Ostwald (whose essay is, to the best of my knowledge, the 

only extensive study devoted to this concept) has rightly highlighted that 

„sokrat…a and „sonom…a are not synonyms since the former ‘describes a form of 

government’, whereas the latter ‘denotes the principle of political equality’.9 

More particularly, by comparing the constitutions of Corinth, Sparta and Athens 

at the end of the sixth century Ostwald reaches the following conclusion:  

 

(…) in its political significance „sokrat…a describes a form of 

government which embodies the bicameral principle of a council which 

deliberates and formulates policies and an assembly (or a larger 

representative council) which validates them (…). It is hard to think of a 

better term which Socles could have chosen as the common 

denominator for the régimes of Corinth, Sparta, and Athens, which, 

despite their different constitutions, were equally opposed to tyranny.10  

 

Therefore, Ostwald persuasively shows that the term „sokrat…a could be 

applied to both a democratic and an oligarchic government due to their 

opposition to tyranny. It in this respect that „sokrat…a presents, in my view, a 

 
6 Bordes (1982) 240. 
7 Vlastos (1964) 9 n. 4. 
8 How and Wells (1912) 51. 
9 Ostwald (1972) 283.   
10 Ostwald (1972) 287. 
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significant point of contact with „sonom…a, although the latter is characterised by 

an inextricable link with democracy that is not attested in the use of „sokrat…a. 

The notion of ἰsokrat…a occurs also in the adjectival form when 

Herodotus notes that, among the Issedones, women are ʽof equal power’ 

(ἰsokratšej) with men.11 According to Moggi, the use of this adjective in the 

Herodotean passage demonstrates that ἰsokrat…a, rather than having a specific 

meaning, can be applied to many different contexts far beyond the notion of 

political equality.12 Nevertheless, Ostwald argues that here, instead of alluding 

to ʽphysical strength’, ἰsokrat»j refers to the fact that:  

 

men and women enjoyed “equal power”, i.e., the same political rights, 

among this people, and that he [Herodotus] believed this to contribute 

to a political equilibrium which he characterizes by the adjective d…kaioi 

= “just”, “righteous”. In other words, the elements here are the two 

groups, sc. the sexes, and the ἰsokrat…a between them produces a just 

society.13  

 

Thus, I believe that Ostwald is right in stressing that in this passage the 

adjective is employed with a political nuance.  

In this respect, it is worth underlining that the two Herodotean 

occurrences, together with Plutarch, Moralia 827a-b,14 appear to be the only 

cases in Greek literature where the concept of ἰsokrat…a takes on a political 

connotation.15 All other occurrences of the term and its cognates in our extant 

literary sources can be found almost solely in medical as well as scientific and 

mathematical contexts, where the red thread is represented by the depiction of 

‘two or more entities whose “strength” or “potency” is seen as creating a 

balance in the thing in which they are found’.16 Overall, Ostwald’s analysis of 

the political and non-political occurrences of this notion suggests that ἰsokrat…a 

bears a more nuanced meaning than the one presented by Cartledge and, in its 

 
11 Hdt., IV 26. 
12 Moggi (2003) 64 n. 33. 
13 Ostwald (1972) 281. 
14 On this passage see Ostwald (1972) 278 and 281-282. 
15 See Ostwald (1972) 278. 
16 Ostwald (1972) 278, cf. 280. For an overview of all the non-political usages of „sokrat…a and 

its cognates from the earliest occurrences until the end of the fourth century see Ostwald (1972) 
278-281. 
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political sense, it should not be interpreted as being linked exclusively to an 

oligarchic constitution. Thus, not even in his own name was Isocrates anti-

democratic. 
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