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INTRODUCTION




A society that has ceased to concern itself with the progress of the past will soon lose belief in its capacity to progress in the future.


JOEL MOKYR1


To every nation a term; when their term comes they shall not put it back by a single hour nor put it forward.


THE QURAN, 7:34





The feeling will be familiar to many who have visited the great cities of history: I had come to Athens for the first time and made a pilgrimage to its democratic Assembly, Plato’s Academy and Aristotle’s Lyceum. And it left me with a sense of profound sadness. Here were the scenes of some of the most extraordinary moments in human history, and all that was left was rubble, garbage and dog waste. Instead of bustling creativity, there was silence, interrupted only by the odd intoxicated passer-by.


To be sure, I also experienced spectacular beauty in Athens, like the grand monuments on the Acropolis. But even that was a museum to bygone glory. This used to be the place around which the world revolved, and now it’s a collection of patched-together columns, stone blocks and shards with plaques telling us that it used to be impressive.


This must be what Shelley – a great admirer of ancient Greece – reflected upon when he wrote about the crumbled monument to Ozymandias, king of kings, ‘Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair! / Nothing beside remains. … / The lone and level sands stretch far away.’


This encounter with the transience of great civilizations set my mind racing. What made it possible for them to rise so spectacularly, and how could they decline so thoroughly that they left little trace? It forced me to consider whether travellers will one day visit our proud landmarks and plazas and think about how our civilization lost its way and became so sluggish and stationary.


This is a precarious time to write about history’s golden ages. Ours is an era of authoritarian and populist revival, with savage dictators trying to extinguish neighbouring democracies, when the fear of inevitable decline seems more prevalent than belief in progress. This may invite speculation that my motive resembles that of the American legal scholar Harold Berman when he wrote his great history of the rise of Western law: it is said that a drowning man may see his whole life flash before him, perhaps in an unconscious effort to find something within his own experiences to escape his impending doom.2


I wouldn’t go that far. We are not yet drowning. But drawing on historical human experience can be a useful way to avoid ending up in a bad situation: it might even help us to keep our vessels seaworthy. It is said that we should study history to avoid repeating its mistakes, and that is all very well. But our ancestors were not just capable of mistakes.


Human history is a long list of depravations and horrors, but it is also the source of the knowledge, institutions and technologies that have set most of humanity free from such horrors for the first time. The historical record shows what mankind is capable of, in terms of exploration, imagination and innovation. This in itself is an important reason to study it, to broaden our mental horizon of what is possible.


This book is about seven of the world’s great civilizations: ancient Athens, the Roman Republic and early empire, the Abbasid Caliphate, Song China, Renaissance Italy, the Dutch Republic and the Anglosphere. Why did I pick those? Because each of them exemplifies, in my understanding, what I think of as a golden age: a period with a large number of innovations that revolutionize many fields and sectors in a short period of time. A golden age is associated with a culture of optimism, which encourages people to explore new knowledge, experiment with new methods and technologies, and exchange the results with others. Its characteristics are cultural creativity, scientific discoveries, technological achievements and economic growth that stand out compared with what came before and after it, and compared with other contemporary cultures. Its result is a high average standard of living, which is usually the envy of others, often also of their heirs.


This could have been a much longer book, exploring many other cultures, because golden ages are not dependent on geography, ethnicity or religion, but on what we make of these circumstances. And these cultures just happen to excel in the era in which they, for some reason or another, begin to interpret or emphasize a particular part of their beliefs and traditions to make it more open to surprises – unconventional ideas and methods imported by merchants and migrants, dreamed up by eccentrics at home or stumbled upon by someone fortunate.


There are certain important preconditions for this progress, and you will find them making cameos in every ensuing chapter. The basic raw materials are a wide variety of ideas and methods to learn from and to combine in new ways. Therefore it takes a certain population density to create progress, and urban conglomerations are often particularly creative. Being open to the contributions of other civilizations is the quickest way of making use of more brains, which is the reason why these golden ages often appear at the crossroads of other cultures, and in every instance benefited greatly from the inspiration brought about by international trade, travel and migration. They were often maritime cultures, always on the lookout for new discoveries. Distance is the ‘number one enemy of civilization’, as the French historian Fernand Braudel understood so well.


To make use of these raw materials, it takes a relatively inclusive society. Citizens have to be free to experiment and innovate, without being subjected to the whims of feudal lords, centralized governments or ravaging armies. This takes peace, rule of law and secure property rights.


And, most importantly, there has to be an absence of orthodoxies imposed from the top about what to believe, think and say, how to live and what to do. If we limit the realm of the acceptable to what we already know and are comfortable with, we will be stuck with it, and deserve the inevitable stagnation. If we want more knowledge, wealth and technological capacity, we have to cut misfits and troublemakers some slack.


This book will look at how institutions that were built for discovery, innovation and adaptation had profound effects on science, culture, economy and warfare.


It is not easy to sustain such institutions for a long time. The most depressing aspect of studying golden ages is that they don’t last. You don’t have to wait 2,300 years to go back to Athens. There are many stories about people visiting centres of progress just decades later and finding that it’s all over. It’s the same place, the same traditions and the same people, but that irreplaceable spark has gone.


The California historian Jack Goldstone calls these episodes of temporary growth ‘efflorescences’.3 It is really another word for an anti-crisis: just as a crisis is a sudden and unexpected downturn in indicators of human wellbeing, an efflorescence is a sharp, unexpected upturn.


Goldstone argues that most societies have experienced such efflorescences, and that these usually set new patterns for thought, political organization and economic life for many generations. This is a corrective to the common notion that humankind has a long history of stagnation and then suddenly experiences progress. History is full of growth and progress; it is just that they were always periodic and efflorescent rather than self-sustaining and accelerating. In other words: they don’t last. That is why the subsequent silver, bronze and iron ages so often think of themselves as golden ages.


It is as if history has a Great Status Quo Filter (similar to a hypothesis about the Fermi paradox on why we have not encountered alien life despite the likelihood that it exists). Civilizations in every era have tried to break away from the shackles of oppression and scarcity, but increasingly they faced opposite forces, and sooner or later these dragged them back to earth. Elites who have benefited enough from the innovation that elevated them want to kick away the ladder behind them, groups threatened by change try to fossilize culture into an orthodoxy, and aggressive neighbours are attracted to the wealth of the achievers and try to kill the goose to steal its golden eggs.


Why would intellectual, economic and political elites accept a system that keeps delivering surprises and innovations? Yes, it might provide their society with more resources, but at the risk of upending a status quo that made them powerful to begin with. Often such institutions came about by accident or as a result of revolutionary upheaval, or they emerged unintentionally because they happened to provide important solutions in difficult situations or had to be accepted to provide necessary resources and technologies at a time of fierce competition against rivals.


But, sooner or later, most elites regain their composure, begin to reimpose orthodoxies and stamp out the potential for unpredictability. The great economic historian Joel Mokyr calls this Cardwell’s Law, after the technology historian D. S. L. Cardwell, who observed that most societies have remained technologically creative for only a short period.4


The perceived self-interest of incumbents who have much to lose from change goes a long way to explaining why episodes of creativity and growth are terminated. But such groups are always there, always eager to stop the future in its tracks. Why do their reactions prevail in some places and moments but not in others? Many factors are at play, and they will all figure prominently in this book. But there is one psychological factor that reinforces all of them.


‘What is civilization’s worst enemy?’ asked the art historian Kenneth Clark, and he answered: ‘first of all fear – fear of war, fear of invasion, fear of plague and famine, that make it simply not worthwhile constructing things, or planting trees or even planting next year’s crop. And fear of the supernatural, which means that you daren’t question anything or change anything.’5


We humans have two basic settings: we are traders and we are tribalists. Early humans prospered (relatively) because they ventured out to explore, experiment and exchange, and to discover new places, partners and knowledge. But sometimes they only survived their adventures because they were also acutely sensitive to risks, and instantly reacted to a potential threat by fighting or fleeing back to the familiar, their cave and their tribe. We need both the adventurous and risk-sensitive aspects of our personality, but since Homo sapiens emerged over hundreds of thousands of years in a world more dangerous than today’s, our ‘spider sense’ had to be over-sensitive to threats. Therefore it often misfires and is easily manipulated by those who want to divide and conquer.


As I documented in my book Open: The Story of Human Progress, this anxious aspect has remained a central part of our nature, even after we left the savannah for a safer world. When we feel threatened as a community by, say, neighbouring armies, pandemics, recessions or conflicts, there is often a societal fight-or-flight instinct, causing us to hunt for scapegoats and flee behind physical and intellectual walls, even though complex threats might call for learning and creativity rather than simply avoidance or attack.


Again and again, we see civilizations prosper when they embrace trade and experiments, but decline when they lose cultural self-confidence. When under threat, we often seek stability and predictability, shutting out that which is different and unpredictable. Unfortunately, this often makes the fear of disaster self-fulfilling, since those barriers limit access to other possibilities and restrict the adaptation and innovation that could have helped us deal with the threat. The problem with paralysing fear is that it has a tendency to paralyse.


I wouldn’t go so far as to say that we have nothing to fear but fear itself. That sounds a bit like underestimating armed raiders and bubonic plague. But it is certainly true that an insular, suppressive angst deprives us of the tools we need to take them on. Outsiders can kill and destroy, but they can’t kill curiosity and creativity. Only we can do that to ourselves.


History often repeats because human nature does. All of the golden ages ended, except one – the one that we are in now. ‘History’, said the American journalist Norman Cousins, ‘is a vast early warning system.’ Where does that leave our civilization? Let me hold my thoughts about that back until we have looked at the other episodes. But I can reveal this much: we still know how to swim, but it doesn’t happen automatically; it takes a conscious effort. For that reason, repeating history’s swimming lessons once in a while is helpful.


If you want to situate my argument in the context of current culture wars, I object to both the relativist idea that all cultures are equal and to the idea that there is a hierarchy of two opposing and clashing cultures – civilization versus barbarians (often associated with European Judeo-Christian culture vs the rest).


Some cultures are better than others. Denying that is, as pointed out by the physicist David Deutsch, ‘denying that the future state of one’s own culture can be better than the present’.6 Then chattel slavery and human rights are equally good (or bad). Some cultures are better than others because they provide institutions for positive-sum games instead of zero-sum, and their eras create liberties and opportunities rather than oppression and destruction, as we shall see in this book.


But, no, we are not talking here about the inherent traits of two opposite and clashing civilizations. Among the seven golden ages featured here, we meet pagans, Muslims, Confucians, Catholics, Calvinists, Anglicans and secular civilizations. Those who were seen as barbarians in one era became world leaders in science and technology in the next, and then roles reversed again. They just happened to excel in an era in which the culture was most open to the contributions of other civilizations, and so gained access to more brains.


This is why both the nationalist right and woke left are hopelessly unhistorical in their crusades against cultural hotchpotch. Civilizations are not monoliths with inherent traits, but complex, growing things defined by how they engage with, adopt and adapt (appropriate, if you like) what they find elsewhere. It’s the connections and combinations that make them what they are.


If you come away from this book with the impression that there were seven civilized civilizations and the rest were barbarians, I have not done my job. The battle between freedom and coercion, and between reason and superstition, is not a clash of civilizations. It is a clash within every civilization, and at some level within each one of us. Every culture, country and government is capable of decency and creativity, and of ignorance and jaw-dropping barbarianism. That is why ‘golden’ should be understood as much in relationship to what you could otherwise have been, as a comparison with others. It is of course not just down to sheer will, but you and I have it within ourselves to make our particular place on earth decent and creative rather than the opposite.


By the way, I should emphasize that the question ‘golden ages for whom?’ is not just overly sensitive sloganeering. All of the civilizations I describe in this book practised slavery, all of them denied women basic rights and all took great delight in exterminating neighbouring populations, to the last man, woman and child.


Whenever I am tempted to look back at these ages and dream about how amazing it would have been to be alive then, to debate philosophy in the Athenian Lyceum or Baghdad’s House of Wisdom, to discuss political strategy with Cicero or the Song emperor, or to be present at the creation of the Pantheon, The Last Supper or the printing press, I remind myself that I wouldn’t have come near those places. I would have been a destitute peasant, struggling desperately to keep my family safe from hunger and raiders for another season.


If I was one of the lucky ones, that is. As the classicist Mary Beard has remarked, when people say they admire the Roman Empire, they always assume they would have been the emperor or a senator (a few hundred people), never the enslaved masses in mines, plantations and other people’s households (a few million).


Recorded history is the work of a tiny literate elite, and for most people, in most eras, life was nasty, brutish and short. In fact, that goes for the small elite too. No matter how powerful they were, everything could be lost in an instant if they had the misfortune to displease a capricious ruler, and even he had little chance against, say, a bacterial infection or a barbarian invasion. Remember, every time history books record that a city was ‘sacked’, it means that thousands of civilians were raped, mutilated and disembowelled. This also tells us something about what mankind is capable of.


That our ancestors got through this is testament to their greatness. Some ten thousand generations suffered horrors and hunger, and then suddenly, in the past ten generations, everything changed, to the extent that many of us today have started seeing peace, democratic liberties and a full stomach as a natural state. History is more than a crime scene. It is also the place where ideas were developed that helped humanity to identify that something is a crime, and how to grow out of it. If we discard all the achievements of those who came before us because they weren’t sufficiently enlightened and decent (they weren’t), we will eventually lose the capacity to discern what is enlightened and decent. Because that very language and moral sense emerged out of their struggles.


So, if you discover something inspiring and useful there, in the overgrown ruins of the past, that can be salvaged to help ensure that our civilization does not just become one in the long list of Goldstone’s temporary efflorescenses, let’s fight for it, shall we? As Goethe once told us, you cannot inherit a tradition from your parents; you have to earn it.


Johan Norberg
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ATHENS


Democrats, Dreamers and Other Deviants




In the history of mankind Greece will eternally remain the place where mankind experienced its fairest youth and bridal beauty.


JOHANN GOTTFRIED HERDER1


The period which intervened between the birth of Pericles [495 BC] and the death of Aristotle [322 BC], is undoubtedly… the most memorable in the history of the world.


PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY, 18152


[H]ad there been no Socrates, no Plato, and no Aristotle, there would have been no philosophy for the next two thousand years, nor in all probability then.


JOHN STUART MILL, 18433
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To some, this is the story of the origin of Western civilization:


In 480 BC, the mighty, despotic Persian Empire invaded Greece to destroy the fiercely independent city-states before they could create their golden age, which would go on to inspire the Roman Empire and then the whole of Europe. According to Herodotus, 2.5 million men from all over Xerxes’ vast Persian Empire made the ground shake and drank many a river dry. Supported by a fleet of 1,200 ships, they were set to destroy the Greek enlightenment in its infancy. A moment, according to Hegel, when ‘the interest of the World’s History hung trembling in the balance’: a world united under one Lord versus separate states animated by free individuality ‘stood front to front in array of battle’.4


But then, miraculously, the advance of the largest army the world had ever seen was halted at the narrow pass of Thermopylae near the coast – by no more than 300 Spartans and some allies. Sparta was the admired, authoritarian city-state in the south-eastern Peloponnesian peninsula, governed by a strict hierarchy and a regimented lifestyle, where the landowners devoted all their time to training and exercise. They were the bravest in their fighting, almost always won, and if they didn’t, they would rather die in battle. Return with your shield or on it, as Spartan women told their husbands and sons. Shields were heavy, and to throw a shield away in order to run from the enemy was a disgrace worse than death.


Under the command of King Leonidas, the 300 Spartans, prepared for a suicide mission, held the hundreds of thousands of Persians back. When ordered to put down their weapons, the Spartans famously replied ‘come and take them’. Xerxes threw his best men from three continents at the Spartan soldiers but failed to break through. But, at the end of the second day of brutal battle, the Greeks were betrayed. Someone showed the Persians that there was a mountain path that could take them behind the Greek lines. The Spartans told their allies to escape but preferred to fight to the very end themselves. They came out from behind their defences and fought and fell, one after the other, but not before having taken thousands of invaders with them to Hades.


King Leonidas and his men died at the hot gates of Thermopylae, but they had delayed the Persians, and given others time to mobilize. More than that, the Spartans had, through their noble sacrifice, given the Greeks the inspiration to fight back. In the end, the Greeks united and defeated the Persian army, and so Leonidas’s sacrifice was not a defeat but the beginning of victory. It gave the Greeks their freedom and made possible a remarkable era of cultural flourishing and scientific discovery in Athens and other cities, which would go on to create Western civilization and the modern world.


It’s an amazing story, and one of the episodes that first made me fascinated with history and antiquity. Unfortunately, it is also almost all hogwash.


The Spartan losers


The Persian invasion did indeed happen, and the whole of Greece was almost subjected to Xerxes’ rule. The number of 2.5 million men is a gross exaggeration, but even if modern estimates of around 250,000 invaders is closer to the truth, it was still the biggest invading force the world had ever seen. However, the Spartans did not defeat the Persian army, and they were not defenders of freedom, not in Greece and not even in their own city. They were infamous for being a small oligarchy that, unlike most Greeks, enthusiastically enslaved other Greeks, whole neighbouring populations in fact. The lifestyle of the Spartan landowning elite was made possible by the enslavement of the neighbouring helot population, which was forced to farm the land for them. In ensuing wars, when Spartans failed to defeat Athenians and Corinthians on their own, they were happy to invite Persia back to function as their local enforcers in subjecting fellow Greeks.


About the only good thing that can be said of the Spartans was that the separation of boys and men into the harsh military-style ‘agoge’ school from the age of seven to thirty (the rite of passage was not the killing of a wolf as in the movies, but sneaking up on and murdering an unarmed slave) gave women a relatively strong position in society, as rulers of the households.


The Spartans were not the invincible soldiers of propaganda. They were good infantrymen who trained more than others, but they were not much better than the average Greek army. One attempt to assess 126 Spartan military engagements estimates that they clearly won only fifty of them, five were stalemates and seventy-one were defeats.5 And if the Spartans lost or were at risk of defeat, they often fled just like anybody else – leaving their shields behind rather than returning on them, as it were.


The classicist Bret Devereaux argues that the Spartans were uninventive in warfare and mostly tried the same things over and over. They never mastered logistics and did not experiment with new tactics, combined arms or naval operations. Judging Sparta by how well it achieved its strategic objectives, Devereaux writes:




Sparta’s armies are a comprehensive failure. The Spartan was no super-soldier and Spartan training was not excellent. Indeed, far from making him a super-soldier, the agoge made the Spartans inflexible, arrogant and uncreative, and those flaws led directly to Sparta’s decline in power. … The horror of the Spartan system, the nastiness of the agoge, the oppression of the helots, the regimentation of daily life, it was all for nothing. Worse yet, it created a Spartan leadership class that seemed incapable of thinking its way around even basic problems.6





At Thermopylae, the Spartans were not 300 but probably more than five thousand with other Greek allies. Sparta decided not to risk their main army far from the hometown and blamed their small number on two ongoing festivals that forced the bulk to stay at home. However, they were joined by several thousand from other cities who had not found a convenient excuse not to fight. Even during their doomed last stand, when the main force had left, the 300 Spartans had the company of Thespian and Theban forces, and the Spartans ordered their slaves to remain, so they were in total more like two thousand men, with Spartans being the smallest contingent.


Neither did their sacrifice inspire the Greeks to unite and fight against the Persians, because they already had – the decision to fight at Thermopylae was a joint one at a congress of allied Greek city-states, and while that battle was underway, a united Greek fleet was fighting Persians ships outside Thermopylae, to stop them from outflanking the soldiers. That was on the urging of the Athenians, since the Spartan commander of the fleet, Eurybiades, wanted to retreat to the Peloponnese and rely on land forces, since he moaned that Persians were invincible by sea – ‘not perhaps the best qualification for a Greek admiral’ comments one historian.7 The Athenians had to bribe him to stay.


And, crucially, the battle of Thermopylae was not some sort of great success in disguise, as later mythology would have it. On the contrary, it was a fiasco that almost doomed the whole war effort. Thermopylae was cleverly chosen by the Greeks as the place where the Persians’ superior numbers could be offset. The pass was so narrow that at most two chariots could pass by each other. With more than five thousand well-trained and heavily armoured soldiers defending the pass, the position was nearly impregnable, no matter how many Persians lined up to take their turn. Man-for-man, the light-armed Persians could be defeated, and with such a large Greek force, they could constantly rotate out the wounded and exhausted off the line so that there were always fresh and alert soldiers at the front.


And a little persistence was all it would have taken. Xerxes had gathered perhaps a quarter of a million hungry and thirsty men, who lived off the land and were far from home. If the defenders could hold Thermopylae for just a few more days, the invaders would run out of supplies and be forced to retreat. At the Battle of the Persian Gate 150 years later, even fewer Persian soldiers held a similar narrow pass against Alexander the Great’s invading army for a month.


The Greeks could have blocked the mountain trail that led around the pass, which the Persians with their famous and feared intelligence capabilities were bound to learn about. But, in an epic miscalculation, King Leonidas stationed less experienced men to guard it, and according to Herodotus they also lacked a clear understanding of their strategic objective. The massive Persian elite force just marched past them (or eliminated them quickly), encircled the defenders of Thermopylae and massacred them. The impregnable pass was overrun in less than three days, and Xerxes’ army could quickly proceed to destroy resistant cities – then the road lay open to sack and burn Athens. The legendary Spartans had been ‘little more than a speed-bump under the wheels of the Persian war machine’, assesses Myke Cole, who has reconstructed the battle in detail in a popular history of the Spartans as soldiers.8 ‘Come and take them’, roared the Spartans, raising their spears and swords menacingly, and the Persians swiftly proceeded to do just that.


The Spartans are the most overrated warriors in ancient history; they just had very good PR – partly because the Athenians who wrote about them were aristocrats. They deplored the vulgar democracy of their own city and envied Sparta’s totalitarianism, which gave power to a tiny elite.


But in a perfect illustration of our broader historical theme – that openness and innovation tend to beat brute force – what defeated the Persian invaders and saved Greece was not Spartan bravery and muscle, but Athenian intelligence and imagination. As we shall see, through improvisation and innovation, and a lot of trickery and deceit, the Athenians managed to defeat the mighty Persians not just once, but twice. It was an astonishing success that would give the young democracy cultural self-confidence to deepen its freedoms, and unleash a cultural and philosophical golden age that changed the course of history. But not before their city had been burned to the ground and their temples destroyed.


Rocking the Athenian boat


Greece was different. The Hellenic tip of the Balkan peninsula in south-eastern Europe was close to older and more sophisticated civilizations like Egypt and the Mesopotamian cities, the exceptional pioneers of settled agriculture, a formalized economy with contracts and money, the written language, a written legal code and many sciences and other aspects of human civilization.


Greece was also on a Mediterranean ocean that had been culturally and economically integrated by Phoenician traders. Greek cities and thinkers built on these accomplishments, adapting an alphabet from the Phoenicians sometime in the eighth century BC, and picking up sciences, arts and skills from Mesopotamia and Egypt. But the Greeks also learned from each other because, unlike their neighbours, they were not subjected to one imperial ruler.


Greeks sometimes say that when God (perhaps not the God, but one of the gods in the ancients’ sprawling pantheon) made Europe, he threw all the rocks into Greece. Settlements separated by rocky hills, mountain ranges and stretches of water were not easily unified. Instead, Greece was made up of more than a thousand fiercely self-governing city-states, poleis (from which we take the word ‘politics’). A polis usually emerged around an easily defended acropolis (acro, high), close to the sea and therefore trade and transport. These city-states were always competing in wars and games, but they were also observing and imitating one another. They were never complete strangers: they shared language, Homer’s heroic epics, and Zeus, Hera and the other gods. Each of the cities bordered on one thousand small laboratories of innovation in law, economics and thought. A ‘supermarket of constitutions’ where anyone can ‘pick out whatever pleases him’, wrote Plato.9


As seafarers, constantly exploring and trading, they could not help being exposed to new ways and methods. Perhaps this experience of differences and access to options explains the Greeks’ peculiar habit of not seeing their rulers as gods, or even as exceptionally well connected to them. Egyptian and Mesopotamian rulers had presented themselves as divine or as rulers on behalf of gods, which meant that opposition to their commands was restricted to the remarkably brave. The Greeks found it odd that only Persian priests could preside over a sacrifice, since any Greek, even women and slaves, could sacrifice to the gods.


This individualism was reinforced by another strange custom. Many Greeks became independent property-owning farmers, rather than serfs and subjects. We don’t know exactly how this came about, but it happened after the Late Bronze Age collapse around 1200 BC, when the old Greek palace cultures perished in a calamity of natural disasters and invaders with new, deadlier weapons. The population declined during the dark ages, and the governing aristocrats had to hand more power and land to the farm workers who were left. After a while, a group of farmers had secured property rights to their plots, which they could pass on to their children. This gave them an interest in developing the land and cultivating vines, fruit and olive trees that would take a longer time to bear fruit.


According to the American classicist Victor Davis Hanson, this was the group that changed the world, through their independent position, but also their contribution to war-making.10 The Greek world developed a special form of infantry, the phalanx, made up of what became known as hoplites. The men stood tightly packed, shoulder to shoulder, in an almost impenetrable formation, eight or more rows deep. Protected by the shields that gave them their name, the hoplon, they attacked the enemy with spears and, if these broke, short swords. It was tremendously effective. Before the invention of stirrups, charging cavalry would often just be knocked backwards by the array of spears.


Who could become a hoplite? They did not use a warhorse, so you did not have to be an aristocrat, but you had to be able to afford bronze armour, so you could not be poor. According to Hanson, the hoplites were the middling sort, those who had some independent property but not great wealth; in other words, they were the independent yeoman farmers.


Since they doubled as soldiers defending the polis, these hoplite farmers began to see themselves entitled to some share of the power. In some poleis, they met formally to listen to important information and sometimes debates between the ruling nobles on crucial decisions. It is not surprising that some of them dared think that they should be allowed to make their own voices heard. Eventually, after public pressure, negotiations, coups and possibly some of the world’s first bourgeois revolutions, they took a share of the power in certain places. Among all the things these hoplite farmers cultivated, public participation in government and constitutional rule were the most important. They even pioneered the idea that civilians should set policy for the military.


Trade further diluted the control of the aristocracy. After 750, there were waves of Greek colonization to relieve the burden of growing populations, first towards Sicily and southern Italy, and then the shores of the Black Sea. This stimulated trade over the whole region and created new relatively wealthy groups of merchants, manufacturers and mercenaries. The brand-new Ionian innovation of coinage facilitated transactions and undermined aristocratic gift exchange networks. At the same time, trade exposed the Greeks to other cultures, and spurred innovation in metalwork, vase-painting and poetry.


All these circumstances explain what has sometimes been described as a certain Hellenistic personality – open, curious and flexible. And, among the Greeks, Athens by the Aegean Sea, the most populous polis, seemed to embody this spirit par exellence. The Athenians had to become especially outwards-oriented, partly because they had few alternatives. Attica, the land around Athens, had relatively poor soil. Plato described it as a skeleton of a body wasted by disease. The grain harvests were not sufficient for the population, but the land could produce olive oil and wine, so Athenians developed extended trade links early on to import grain from the Black Sea in exchange for their goods. An increasingly impressive merchant fleet, built with imported timber, made the eventual decision to become a sea power natural.


New groups of relatively wealthy farmers and merchants started to upset the old status quo. At the same time, many poor farmers suffered and ended up in slavery because they couldn’t pay their debts to large landowners. Other peasants were in a form of bondage, forced to pay a portion of their production to a lord. It was a turbulent period with squabbling and plotting between aristocratic clans and threats of civil disorder and revolution. In an attempt to get to the bottom of the issues that threatened to tear Athens apart, one man, Solon (630–560 BC), was appointed with supreme power as lawgiver in the 590s BC.


Solon is probably the first real living person that we know of in Greek history, from the writings of others and from his own texts, which included many poems. Eventually, Solon became an almost mythical founding father, and all sorts of legislation and stories were attributed to him. He seems to have come from a noble family, but perhaps because of its poverty he became a merchant and travelled widely, comparing different societies and constitutions. His ambition was to create a moderate constitution, balancing the different classes and giving everyone a stake in the system.


He did not try to achieve democracy, but what the Greeks called isonomia, certainty of being governed equally according to laws, regardless of being noble or poor. Central to his project was the protection of liberties and property of even the lowest classes. Solon abolished feudal relationships on the land and banned the practice of debt slavery. Debts weren’t cancelled in general, but those that mortgaged human beings were. Peasants who had been enslaved were liberated, and it was even said that Solon searched for Athenians who had been sold abroad and brought them back as free men.


It did not remove slavery, though. Like every other polis, Athens had a large slave population, usually taken in war or purchased from abroad. It might have been as many as 100,000 in the mid-fifth century. Most of the slaves were owned privately and worked in households or in agriculture, but they also worked in industry and the most unlucky ones were forced to work in the state-owned mines of Laurion, where naked and branded slaves dug silver for a city that prided itself on its liberty. Slavery was taken for granted in the ancient world, unchallenged even by the most advanced and radical thinkers. Freed or escaped slaves also took slaves.


The precise details of Solon’s reforms are not known for certain, but they extended legal protection to all Athenian citizens and helped to protect the class of small landowners. He replaced the hereditary monopoly on public offices with a set of property requirements. The highest offices were restricted to the wealthiest, but lower ones were opened up to everybody but the poorest, the landless workers. However, even they got a seat in the assembly, which elected magistrates and held them to account.


Simultaneously, Solon encouraged the monetization of the economy and international trade. Foreign merchants were encouraged to settle in Athens and could even become citizens, which was unique at the time. The export of a cash crop like olive oil was stimulated, while at the same time the export of grain was banned for food security purposes.


The changes left aristocrat clans in overall charge, though, and they continued to feud. In the mid-500s BC, the general Pisistratus established himself as tyrant of Athens, the traditional name for a usurper who governs unrestrained by the law. He has been seen as a fairly benevolent despot who courted the middle and lower classes to secure his position, but the rule of his son, Hippias, degenerated into a paranoid purge of anyone who was seen as an enemy.


It was the struggle against the tyrant that gave birth to history’s first democracy, but it happened in a most surprising way and it was dependent on some of the most unlikely champions – exiled Athenian aristocrats and Spartan soldiers.


The democratic revolution


The powerful Alcmaeonid family were at times collaborators with the despot Pisistratus, but at other times they fought with and betrayed him. Eventually they found themselves in exile, from where they plotted their return. Cleisthenes (570–508 BC), a prominent Alcmaeonid, knew that the Spartans might be interested in destabilizing a rival city like Athens. But how could he convince the Spartans to invade and depose the tyrant? Always playing the long game, Cleisthenes had supported the priests of Delphi with a costly refurbishment after an earthquake. After such lavish patronage, Spartans who visited the Oracle of Delphi for advice started to hear the same reply to all their queries: First, free the Athenians.


The combination of having a chance to turn Athens into a Spartan client state and have divine sanction to do it proved irresistible, and so the Spartan king Cleomenes sent a military expedition to the city in 510 BC. It was defeated, but they then sent another larger one, which succeeded in removing the Athenian despot. That was the easy bit. Much more difficult was furnishing a compromise between the Spartan interest in creating a puppet state and the Athenian aristocrats’ ambition to rule. At first, the rival Isagoras, allied with the Spartans, took the offensive and tried to hand power back to the aristocrats. But times had changed. Despite the tyranny, trade had continued to grow and arenas for public participation had continued to function on issues where the ruler had not made up his mind. When the tyrant was gone, people thought the time had come for them to rule, not Spartans or oligarchs.


Cleisthenes knew that Athens had changed and saw his chance. Apparently, he and his groups had spent the exile engaged in some very serious thinking about how Athens could become a more stable place, where their clan did not always run the risk of exile or death when they lost a power struggle. The answer was completely unprecedented: he turned to the demos, the people, with a radical set of proposals to give them kratos, power. He invited all free men to design the future of the state and was met with a surge of public enthusiasm.


This so angered the Spartans that they returned to dismantle the democracy before it could get going, and to exile Cleisthenes and hundreds of anti-Spartan families. The Spartan king Cleomenes installed himself on the Acropolis with his men and Isagoras to draw up a new oligarchic constitution. But the Athenian people did not leave the Spartan king and his stooge to conspire in peace. Incredibly, they rose up violently in defence of their new freedoms, marched to the Acropolis and blockaded it for two days. By the third day, King Cleomenes was hungry and filthy, and surrendered in exchange for free passage to the border. The Spartans had been defeated not by an army, but by democratic rioters, who went on to slaughter Isagoras’s allies.


Cleisthenes returned triumphantly, and the city exploded in revolutionary fervour. Now was the time to create a new constitution, where the people took matters into their own hands. The changes were bold and complex, and implementation seemed extra urgent, since they knew that the humiliated Spartans would soon return in force, and other cities might also exploit the power vacuum. They had to act forcefully and instantly, and they did.


The Assembly of citizens, made up of all men who were not slaves or foreigners, was given supreme power over all issues. Everyone was allowed to meet at the hill of the Assembly, and thousands of people usually did in a typical proceeding. Every Assembly began with the words ‘Who wishes to speak?’ Anyone could take the floor and argue, and the will of the majority decided any issue. Executive positions were opened to most citizens, even though some property requirements remained for the highest magistrates.


To make sure that the Assembly would not be taken over by a small clique that had conspired in advance, a Council of 500 was instituted, which set the agenda for the Assembly and sometimes prepared specific proposals. Members of the Council were selected by lot, served for a year and could only serve twice during their lifetime. This meant that almost every Athenian would serve at some point.


But this was not all. Cleisthenes decided that he had to break the old aristocratic tribal allegiances entirely in order to make the democracy work. Therefore he divided Athens into more than a hundred districts, demes, which would govern themselves; these became the new basis of citizenship rather than membership of a family. To the great surprise of Athenians, from now on, they would take their names from these districts. Instead of having a personal name and your father’s name, you would now have your personal name and the name of your deme.


Furthermore, each of these demes was split into thirds, and out of these ten new tribes were formed, replacing the old hereditary tribes. Each of the ten tribes consisted of a share of urban, rural and coastal neighbourhoods. This meant that every person suddenly had multiple loyalties, and that there was a social and geographical mix in every tribe. Large landowners, urban artisans and poor dockworkers met in one and the same tribe. These tribes had the task of recruiting and organizing one hoplite regiment and a squadron of cavalry, and they elected their commander. They were also the source of members for the Council – fifty members were selected from every tribe. Fifty of the 500 served as the steering committee of the Council on a rotating basis.


Another institution was established that seems strange and cruel to modern observers: ostracism. Every year, the Assembly was asked if it wanted to exile someone from Athens, and if the answer was yes, a new vote was held two months later. Then people scratched the name of the person that they wanted to exile on a shard of pottery – an ostracon. If 6,000 people were present, the person who got the most votes had to leave the city for ten years. This was in fact a safety valve, to make it possible to remove a strongman or potential tyrant, without bloodshed. The ostracized person was not deprived of his property, and after ten years he could return to his old life and status.


Was this a democracy? Not by our modern standards, of course. The fact that women and slaves were entirely excluded from any kind of political influence means that the majority of Athenians did not count in this democracy. However, these groups were not included anywhere at this time. What Athenians (and everybody else) marvelled at was the fact that so many were included, not that so many were excluded. Suddenly even the poorest and least literate citizens could find themselves preparing issues of war, peace and public administration in the Council for nobles and generals. In the Assembly anyone could speak (if they dared), and when they voted, they each had one vote.


The judiciary was also handed to popular courts. There were no judges or lawyers, just two litigants arguing with each other. A jury of 501 or more, with the power to convict and decide the sentence, were chosen by lot from a group of 6,000 citizens who had volunteered to serve.


If the ancient Athenians were to judge us by their standards, they would probably say that we are the ones who don’t have a democracy, since we don’t meet in person to decide everything via direct democracy. The fact that we allow representatives to govern us, and can be re-elected again and again, would probably remind them a bit of an oligarchy. Several modern observers, such as Martin Wolf, have argued that some Athenian inventions, like allotted citizens’ assemblies, could help our democracies to become more representative and break the power of political tribes and campaigning.11


In his play The Suppliant Women, Euripides puts democratic ideology into the mouth of the legendary Athenian hero Theseus. When a Theban herald arrives and asks to speak to the ‘master’ of the city, Theseus replies:




Your start was wrong, seeking a master here.
This city is free, and ruled by no one man.
The people reign, in annual alternations.
They do not yield the power to the rich;
The poor man has an equal share in it.12





The scale of these changes was absolutely breathtaking, and it is difficult to find any major thinker at the time who thought that this system would work. But the citizen body apparently did. It worked at a frenetic pace to implement wide-ranging changes. All the institutions were in place in time for a coordinated attack on Athens from all sides.


Democrats at war


In the summer of 506 BC, the vengeful Spartans marched with their Peloponnesian allies over the Isthmus, the small land bridge between their peninsula and Attica, while the powerful Thebans were assaulting Athens from the west and a third army attacked from Chalcis on the island of Euboea in the north. The young democracy would be tested in battle for the first time. Standing next to their new tribal comrades, protecting them with their shield, the hoplites marched into battle.


First, the Athenians marched southwards to face the Peloponnesians, but before battle could commence, Sparta’s allies began to retreat. Historians cannot agree on a common story. Perhaps they learned about the Spartan plan to install Isagoras as tyrant and found it unjust, or they weren’t impressed by friction between the two Spartan kings or perhaps they were simply bribed by Athenians. Whatever the reason, the Spartans now found themselves alone on the south front and rushed back to the Peloponnese without a fight.


The Athenians, ecstatic over what couldn’t have been anything but divine intervention, swiftly turned northwards to face the Thebans and won a quick and decisive victory, taking 700 prisoners, according to Herodotus. Later the same day, the Athenians crossed into Euboea and defeated the Chalkidians. They confiscated the land belonging to its aristocrats and turned it into a colony for some 4,000 Athenian settlers.


The victors must have looked at their tribal partners, standing next to them in the phalanx, in disbelief. Every enemy had been laid to waste, the Spartans had fled, and the last group standing were the free Athenians: citizen soldiers who had fought, not for a tyrant or for aristocrats, but for their own freedom.


Herodotus describes the sense of wonder:




Thus Athens went from strength to strength, and proved, if proof were needed, how noble a thing equality before the laws is, not in one respect only, but in all; for while they were oppressed under tyrants, they had no better success in war than any of their neighbours, yet, once the yoke was flung off, they proved the finest fighters in the world. This clearly shows that, so long as they were held down by authority, they deliberately shirked their duty in the field, as slaves shirk working for their masters; but when freedom was won, then every man amongst them was interested in his own cause.13





The self-confidence these victories inspired saved the revolution. The unprecedented experiment had not just survived, but triumphed. At times, this self-confidence became too big for the city, and the Athenians set out looking for monsters to destroy. In 499–8 BC, when Ionian Greek cities on the opposite side of the Aegean Sea (now Turkey) revolted against their Persian rulers, Athens sent a fleet in a futile attempt to help export its revolution. The revolt was defeated after four years, but the resentment of King Darius of Persia against the Athenians remained. According to legend, he ordered a slave to tell him three times at every dinner, year after year: ‘Master, remember the Athenians.’14


In 491 BC, Darius sent heralds to Greek cities to demand earth and water, the traditional symbol of submission, and a sign that he planned to conquer the whole of Greece. Most cities quickly folded, but the two largest city-states showed their contempt for Persian demands in the clearest and rudest terms. The Spartans drowned the envoys in a well, telling them that they could look for earth and water there. The Athenians, proud of their commitment to legal procedures, put the envoys on trial instead. But, after conviction, the envoys were executed, nonetheless. At least Sparta came to regret its rash action and eventually sent two Spartan noblemen to the Persian king to be killed as compensation (he politely declined, refusing to absolve Sparta of its guilt). No middle ground could be found, and a Persian invasion force of 600 ships set sail with cavalry and perhaps 25,000 infantry men for what is remembered as the First Persian Invasion of Greece, the one before the more famous invasion referred to in the beginning of this chapter.


The much-dreaded Persian force landed at Marathon, north-east of Athens, in September 490 BC, and an Athenian messenger ran all the way to Sparta to request assistance, only to be turned down. The Spartans were in the middle of a festival (stop me if you’ve heard this one before) and could not join them until the celebrations were over. The Athenians had to rush out to meet the Persians with a hoplite force that was probably outnumbered by more than two to one. A bloodbath was expected.


A five-day stand-off between the forces ensued until the Athenians noticed that the Persian cavalry was gone, perhaps being loaded on ships to go straight to Athens. This presented a dangerous threat but also an opportunity to attack. The Greeks charged down the hill and smashed into the stunned Persians. To be able to extend their line to match the enemy, the Greeks had to weaken the centre, but this also played to their advantage. The Persians, knowing that no Greek army had ever defeated them in open battle, pushed forward in the middle, but this made it possible for the heavier Athenian wings to push forward and then turn around to encircle them. The Persians fled in panic towards their ships but were pursued and killed. At the end of the battle, more than 6,000 Persians lay dead but fewer than 200 Greeks. It was a stunning victory that sent shock waves around the known world and has ever since been remembered as a battle that saved Greece’s independence and so made modern civilization possible. In 1846, John Stuart Mill wrote:




The battle of Marathon, even as an event in English history, is more important than the battle of Hastings. If the issue of that day had been different, the Britons and the Saxons might still have been wandering in the woods.15





But it was not over. The surviving Persian ships were heading for Athens, so the exhausted hoplites had to get up and march quickly towards Athens; they got there just in time to stop the Persians from landing, and so the Persians retreated. This is the march celebrated by the modern Marathon race. There are other origin myths that have conflated this story with the messenger who ran to Sparta, but that is a distance of 225 kilometres. The distance between Marathon and Athens, on the other hand, is around 40 kilometres, close to the Marathon race created at the first modern Olympic Games in 1896.


However, for a real Marathon run you first have to defeat a Persian army in the morning, then run the entire 40-kilometre distance with heavy armour and shields and be prepared to take on a whole fleet in late afternoon. This is what the Athenians did. They proved to the astonishment of the Persians, the whole Greek world and probably themselves too, that they could defeat even the greatest of empires. A useful skill, it would turn out, since the Persians would soon return.


The Battle of Salamis


And so we’re back where we started. In 480 BC, ten years after the Battle of Marathon, Darius’s successor Xerxes started the Second Persian Invasion of Greece, the one that made the ground shake and drank many a river dry. The time when the whole world’s history lay trembling in the balance. This time, the Persians took no chances. Forces from the whole empire had been assembled, perhaps a quarter of a million men and 600 ships. It was an irresistible force, and indeed, at the supposedly impregnable pass of Thermopylae, the Persians destroyed the Spartan defenders in just two and a half days. The road was open to Attica, where the Persians marched into Athens, killed all defenders, burned the wooden structures then at the Acropolis and destroyed the temples.


This would be a tragedy for any city, but especially terrible for Athenians, who took great pride in the mythical concept of autochthonous – they thought that they were indigenous, and that they had not come from anywhere but the soil, and they were not going anywhere either. Only they did. Before the city was destroyed by the Persians, it had been evacuated. The women had left for Troezen in the Peloponnese and all the men to the ships by the island of Salamis just west of Athens. All of this, and the operations that followed, had been planned in advance by the true hero of the Persian Wars, the Athenian Themistocles (524–459 BC), one of the most fascinating characters in the ancient world.


When the historian Tom Holland wrote a beautiful modern account of the war, Persian Fire, he explained the different personalities involved by turning to the great epics of Homer, which were essential in forging an ancient Greek identity.16 If Sparta’s Leonidas was Achilles, strong and courageous, yearning for a fight, and dying because he forgot to protect his vulnerable heel, Themistocles seems more like Odysseus, who is also a muscle man, but whose chief strength is his intelligence, schemes and deceits. And where Achilles famously preferred death in battle to a long, happy life, Odysseus only wanted to survive to get home to his wife, Penelope.


Themistocles managed to rise through Athens’ political system even though his father seems to have been a greengrocer without political connections and his mother was not even Athenian. He did so by appealing to the lower, previously neglected classes, and he was known to tour markets and taverns to court them. With their help, he became the most prominent politician in the city. He used that position to turn Athens into a sea power, because he knew full well that the Persians, whom he had last met when standing in the weakened centre of the army at Marathon, would soon be back in force.


Themistocles, who incidentally looked a little bit like Churchill if we are to trust a Roman bust after a Greek original, first secured support for a new harbour complex at the port of Piraeus. It was further from the city, but bigger and better protected, just what was needed for a large fleet. Next, he started to argue for the creation of such a fleet, and the discovery of a new rich silver lode in 483 BC made it possible to fund it. Amid opponents clamouring for the silver lode to be divided equally among the Athenians, Themistocles preyed on their competitive drive by arguing that his fleet could be used to defeat Aegina, one of Athens’ great rival island-states.


With his plan approved, Athenians imported timber on a colossal scale and in the docks at Piraeus they hurriedly put together a fleet of more than 200 triremes – slim ships with three separate banks of oars, one man per oar. In the front there was a battering ram, often bronze-clad, designed to pierce enemy ships. In effect, the triremes were guided missiles. The Athenians experimented furiously with new designs to improve the speed and manoeuvrability of these ships. Then the men – all the men, because around 40,000 were needed to man such a fleet – started to practise the exhausting art of rowing, for speed and for quick turning. Again and again they practised, because time was quickly running out.


So it was that Athens was at sea when Xerxes invaded. The defeat of Leonidas at Thermopylae was a severe blow, but it was quickly exploited for propaganda purposes. Tom Holland suggests that it was Themistocles himself, the great spin-doctor, who created the myth about the noble sacrifice at Thermopylae, in order to stiffen the spine of reluctant Spartans and other Greeks.17 If 300 Spartans secured eternal glory by marching bravely into a doomed fight, how cowardly does it make us seem, tens of thousands of us, if we flee to the Peloponnese or surrender? If this theory is correct, Sparta’s proudest moment was invented by a trickster Athenian.


The Greek fleet had retreated to Salamis, an island 2 kilometres from Piraeus, from where the exasperated sailors could see smoke rising from the ruins of Athens. Many of the other cities now wanted to retreat to the Peloponnese, build a wall across the Isthmus and make their stand there. For the Athenians it was completely unacceptable to leave Attica to the Persians, and Themistocles also knew that the Greeks would be destroyed by a much larger fleet (mostly Phoenicians and Egyptians) with lighter, faster ships and superior seamanship if they fought on open waters.


Their only chance was to draw them into a constricted area, like the narrows between the island Salamis and the mainland. Themistocles managed to delay the retreat only by threatening to take all Athenian ships, the bulk of the Greek fleet, to Italy with their families and rebuild their city there. But he knew that this was only a temporary respite and that battle had to commence soon before the alliance fell apart. So he pulled off his greatest trick, one of the most successful ruses in military history.


Under the cover of darkness, Themistocles sent a trusted slave, the tutor of his children, to the Persians with the message that Themistocles was fed up with his bickering allies and was willing to betray them. He said that the fleet was preparing a disorganized escape and that the Persians could block their escape and destroy them. This was exactly the kind of betrayal the Persians usually encouraged and rewarded, and the claim of disunity was also so close to the truth as to seem credible. The Persian fleet was ordered to take positions surrounding the strait. Xerxes supposedly seated himself on a gilded throne above the strait to watch the final destruction of the Greeks. The great king had taken the bait.


But perhaps Themistocles had deceived his Peloponnesian allies as well? This was a way to force their hands, prevent their retreat and make sure that the battle took place at Salamis. And who knows? He might even have kept the door open for a real betrayal as well. In the eventuality of a Greek defeat, perhaps his message would give Athenians some claim on Xerxes’ mercy. Some of his later behaviour suggests that Themistocles wasn’t above medism, as the Greeks called collaboration with the enemy.


The next morning, the Persians, thinking that the Greek fleet was in complete disarray, made the fatal mistake of entering the narrows to mop them up. There were signs that pointed to Greek despair. Some fifty Corinthian triremes seemed to be fleeing north as the Persians entered from the south-east, but then they suddenly turned around back into formation. The other Greek ships had been hidden behind a promontory and, now that the enemy approached, they backed off, closer and closer to the shore. Not in disarray, but with great discipline, and they had every ram pointing at the enemy.


Suddenly, one of them pulled hard on their oars and rammed a Persian ship, and soon all joined in. The Athenians’ heavier ships did great damage, and, in the narrowness of the straits, the Persians had no use for their ships’ greater speed. The large number of ships created a traffic jam. Formations were lost, oars got entangled and ships crashed into one another. It didn’t help that the Persian sailors were exhausted after having rowed all night just to keep their position. Soon the sea was full of shipwrecks and drowned men. It was a calamity for the Persian side. The Greeks had lost forty ships, the Persians more than 200. Xerxes decided to turn back and go home before the Greeks destroyed his bridge over the Hellespont, the narrow strait between Europe and Asia, and cut off his escape. The Ionians in Asia Minor rebelled again, and now the Persians could not stop them.


Even if Xerxes left an army in Greece and the war continued for another year, no single moment has a greater case for being decisive in the war to keep the Greeks independent than the Battle of Salamis in 480 BC. Had the Persian forces won, no fortifications across the Isthmus could have stopped them from landing troops behind the Peloponnesians.


This was Athens’ and therefore Themistocles’ victory. He was responsible for turning Athens into a sea power at just the right time, he made sure that the Greeks stayed at Salamis, lured the Persians into battle there and led the fleet to its victory. ‘Consequently’, claims one historian, ‘it follows that the efforts of a single individual saved Western civilization in its formative stages.’18


On the other hand, Themistocles was a creature of Athens. It is difficult to think of another polis that could have given so much responsibility to a half-foreign upstart whose modus operandi was to get the support of the lower classes for constant innovation and change. ‘Only a regime as open, innovative, energetic, pragmatic, and meritocratic as democracy could have followed the policy that won at Salamis’, writes the historian Barry Strauss.19


What Themistocles might have become under another political system was revealed after 470 BC, when the troublemaker who had ostracized so many rivals was ostracized himself. Finally, all the enemies the old schemer had made over the years caught up with him. He set out on a long journey and, in a bizarre turn of events, ended up offering his services to the delighted Persian king Artaxerxes I, son of Xerxes. Themistocles died a few years later, as governor of Magnesia and a loyal servant of his old nemesis.


An open city


‘Had Xerxes won at Salamis, we might still be barbarians’, wrote Voltaire.20 This exaggerates the difference in barbarity between Xerxes and the Greeks. The Persians usually left vassal states with their own political systems and had no interest in sabotaging the novel scientific and economic development in subjected Greek states. The crucial consequence of the victory was not that it saved Athens, but that it gave it the confidence to move with greater speed on its new trajectory.


In a pattern that we shall see repeated in many other eras, a military victory created cultural self-confidence, and permitted the victors to deepen the institutions that allowed for innovation and surprises. Their crazy little experiment in democracy had not just survived, it had won in the most desperate circumstances: first against other Greek rivals, then at Marathon and, when all seemed lost, at Salamis, against the Persian Empire. When the citizens returned to Athens and started rebuilding the city, they did it along democratic lines. The more they played up the contrast between free Greeks and Persian serfs, the more they attached themselves to the new democratic ideals. If freedom and innovation had triumphed, that must be what the city was about. The astounding victory in the Persian Wars was the beginning of Athens’ golden age.


‘And no longer are the tongues of men under guard; for the people have been released, so that their speech is free’, declared Aeschylus in his play The Persians, which retold the story of the war just seven years after the invasion ended; he might have served in it.21


How could the Greeks make sure that the Persians would not return once more? The Greeks around the Aegean, such as the Ionian cities, started to consider some sort of allied fleet. The Spartans, however, were not interested in foreign adventures and told the Ionians to leave for mainland Greece. And, in any case, Athens was now the great power at sea, so the cities asked it to take leadership of an alliance to prevent another invasion, but also to get revenge and spoils of war. Athens needed little convincing, since this would assure them a steady stream of income just for keeping up a navy that it wanted anyway. Member states who did not contribute ships and men had to pay up instead. The alliance was agreed on the island of Delos in 478 BC and the treasury was kept in its temple, so it eventually came to be known as the Delian League. One of its great accomplishments was combatting piracy, making the Aegean and the Black Sea safe for large-scale international trade.


Nothing flatters Athens’ transformation after the Battle of Salamis more than the fact that Plato, the great authoritarian of Greek thought, insisted that it made Athenians worse. He complained that the victory was not won by noble warriors on land, but at sea, by ‘a motley crowd of ragamuffins’, and that this inspired Athens to move to the ‘extreme of unfettered liberty’.22


The fleet was manned by the poorest section of the population, and just as hoplite farmers had demanded their rights when they defended their country, so did the proletarian oarsmen now. The democratic system was indeed radicalized, especially under the leadership of Pericles (495–429 BC). He was the leading politician in Athens in the fifth century, and his influence was so great that the whole golden age is sometimes named after him. His powerful oratory and strategic nous made the Athenians appoint him general year after year.


Pericles was a descendant of the reformer Cleisthenes and had made a name for himself by sponsoring the staging of The Persians, probably to keep the memory of Themistocles’ democratic and naval strategy alive. Pericles was a radical democrat, some would say a populist. He opened up all public offices but the highest magistracies to the poorest citizens and replaced elections to most positions with annual appointment by lot, to break the power of families and factions for good. Only generals and other offices that required specialized expertise remained elected.


To make it possible for even the poor to take up such positions without suffering financial hardship, offices became paid. Since there were hundreds of public offices and the term was limited to one year, a large part of the population got experience of running the state. It must have been a powerful spur for even the poor to educate themselves. Suddenly, you could find yourself in one of the state’s most powerful positions.


However, Pericles also restricted citizenship to those whose parents were both Athenians. This fitted well with the Athenian myth of being autochthonous, from nowhere, but was probably linked to his ambition to make citizenship increasingly rewarding. Even the 500 council members and the juries, which could number even more, were paid by the state now. If you bestow generous benefits on a group, it is often popular to restrict entry into it. But had these rules been in place earlier, Themistocles would not have been allowed to lead Athens, and perhaps the Persians would have conquered the whole of Greece.


Despite discrimination against foreigners, women and slaves, in comparison to every other state, Athens was remarkably free. The most powerful formulation of this freedom comes in Pericles’ funeral oration of 431/430 BC, as described by Thucydides. In this speech, Pericles did not just praise the city’s dead soldiers, but the ideas that they fought and died for:




Our constitution is called democracy because power is in the hands not of a minority but of the whole people. When it is a question of settling private disputes, everyone is equal before the law; when it is a question of putting one person before another in positions of public responsibility, what counts is not membership of a particular class, but the actual ability which the man possess.





‘Our city is open to the world’, Pericles went on to say. Foreigners are allowed to live in Athens and, since the city is based on trade, ‘to us it seems just as natural to enjoy foreign goods as our own local products’. In conclusion: ‘our city is an education to Greece, and I declare that in my opinion each single one of our citizens, in all the manifold aspects of life, is able to show himself the rightful lord and owner of his own person’.23


This openness encouraged a remarkably creative atmosphere and rapid innovation in culture, economics and warfare. Everywhere, people experimented with new ideas and methods in art, rhetoric and production, in competition with one another. Thucydides recounts the story of a Corinthian ally of the Spartans, who warns them that Athens is a very different creature:



An Athenian is always an innovator, quick to form a resolution and quick at carrying it out. You, on the other hand, are good at keeping things as they are; you never originate an idea, and your action tends to stop short of its aim. … while you are hanging back, they never hesitate: while you stay at home, they are always abroad; for they think that the farther they go the more they will get, while you think that any movement may endanger what you have already.24





Sophocles described this cultural sense of life in his play Antigone: ‘Wonders are many on the earth, and the greatest of these is man.’ Mentioning the invention of language, laws and the conquest of the oceans, the chorus concludes: ‘There is nothing beyond his power.’


Unwritten and unfailing laws


A popular interpretation is that ancient Greeks did not know the idea of individual freedom. There might have been democracy, but not liberal democracy. The majority could decide anything without constitutional barriers and protections of individual rights. It is true that there was little division of power and no real checks and balances. The majority was in charge of legislation and even judicial affairs. There are examples of how the Assembly really became a dictatorship of the majority, especially during wartime, as in 406 BC, when generals who had failed to save drowning sailors were sentenced to death in a single vote.


But saying that there was no personal freedom in Athens is inconsistent with the sources. On the contrary, it seems that the Athenians were very protective and proud of such freedoms. Pericles referred to this when he said that ‘just as our political life is free and open, so is our day-to-day life in relation with each other. We do not get into a state with our next-door neighbour if he enjoys himself in his own way.’ We are, he concluded, ‘free and tolerant in our private lives’.25 During the Peloponnesian War, one general rallied his troops in a desperate battle by reminding them that they fought for Athens, where people ‘had liberty to live their own lives in their own way’.26


Some of this was no doubt propaganda, to paint a stark contrast between libertarian Athens and totalitarian Sparta, but the critics agreed. Plato complained that, in democracy, each man ‘have the license to do what he wants’ and ‘arrange his life in whatever manner pleases him’.27 It seems that the Athenian government interfered much less in private morality and lifestyle choices than other polities. Freedom of speech was very broad, not just in the Assembly. One orator pointed out that Athenians were free to praise Sparta’s constitution, but Spartans were not free to praise any model but Sparta’s. Public religion was taken very seriously, to ensure the ongoing goodwill of the gods, but most of the time there were no obligatory orthodoxies or rituals. The government mostly intervened only when someone publicly derided or violated religious rituals or symbols. It was not mandatory to get involved in politics or jury duty, even though one ran the risk of being considered an ‘idiot’ (Greek idiōtēs, ‘a private person’) if one did not.


It seems as though a form of governance that involved more people found it natural to respect their respective private spheres. Even though there was no formal constitution, Pericles said that Athenians respected both the written and unwritten laws, which made up the body of rules about freedom, property and relationships that were understood as the foundation for the system, and, while not codified, it was seen by most as a limit on what the Assembly could decide.


In the end, the origin of these laws was to be found in nature and was handed down by the gods. This is beautifully elaborated in Sophocles’ play Antigone, where the titular protagonist disobeys the order of King Creon, and buries her rebel brother according to the sacred rituals. When the king accuses her of breaking the laws, Antigone replies that this was an order that did not come from Zeus, and that even kings are bound by the natural laws:




Nor did I think your orders were so strong that you, a mortal man, could over-run the gods’ unwritten and unfailing laws. Not now, nor yesterday’s, they always live, and no one knows their origin in time.





The Austrian thinker Friedrich Hayek writes: ‘It has often been said that the ancients did not know liberty in the sense of individual liberty. This is true of many places and periods even in ancient Greece, but certainly not of Athens at the time of its greatness.’28 Hayek even suggested that the Athenian example inspired the development of rule of law in England two thousand years later.


This freedom extended into the economic sphere, as befits a polis built on property owners. When a new archon, an important magistrate, was appointed, he took an oath declaring that the property of everyone would be respected during his year in office. There was little regulation of businesses and there were markets in land and labour.


The Athenians had a stable monetary system based on a strong silver currency and some of the first commercial banks, which took deposits and provided credit. The polis adhered to a free-trade policy and taxed imports and exports at only a 2 per cent rate. The one major exception in this city dependent on food imports was that no one in Attica was allowed to sell grain to other countries.


In a paper so innovative that it borders on the irreverent, the two economists Andreas Bergh and Carl Hampus Lyttkens tried to quantify the free market in Athens using a modern index of economic freedom produced by the Fraser Institute. Their estimate is that fourth-century Athens would score something like 8.8 on a ten-point scale. Even with a gigantic margin for error, that is astonishing. In the 2023 edition of the index, the highest score is Singapore’s, at 8.56. The United States gets 8.14.29


Of course, this score should be reduced in proportion to the share of the population made up by women and slaves, who were not covered by these freedoms. Nevertheless, it’s impressive. In an era when most people’s whole lives were controlled by despots and aristocrats, Athens seemed to be able to develop a system where self-owning men were more economically free than in any country in the world today.


Whatever level of economic freedom Athens enjoyed, it did produce results. Athens became an important trade centre, and the monetized economy created a division of labour that made new goods and services possible. There was also innovation, with new ways of casting bronze and a booming pottery industry that experimented with new styles and became a major export. It was located in Athens’ Kerameikos area, from which our word ‘ceramics’ is derived.


Judging from the limited archaeological record and prices and wages, per capita consumption in Greece seems to have increased 50–100 per cent from 800 to 300 BC. This is very high compared with anything but economies after the Industrial Revolution, especially as the population grew almost ten-fold during this period (though one should remember that the data starts in the Greek dark ages).


This progress was led by the Athenians, who were disproportionally made up of the middling class. Athens was also one of very few pre-modern societies where wages for unskilled workers were far above the subsistence level. The daily wage also increased by more than 60 per cent between the late fifth century BC and 320 BC. It is interesting to note that the peak was reached after Athens lost its empire.30


Athena, goddess of wisdom and war, was the guardian of the city, and she had offered it the gift of the olive tree. Since it takes many years for olive trees to bear plenty of fruit, the planting of so many olive trees in Athens indicates that people had hope for the future and that they had found ways to feed themselves until then.


This is also the reason why the olive branch became a symbol for peace. If it takes two decades for your trees to bear a substantial harvest, you are extra vulnerable to warfare that might wipe out all your investments in one moment. Therefore olive growers usually insisted on negotiations and reconciliation when city-states were at each other’s throats, and the olive came to symbolize both commerce and peace.


That commerce brought Athens unprecedented wealth was not enough to make it widely admired. The economy was changing rapidly, but elite attitudes were still predominantly aristocratic and martial. Leading moralists saw the life of a warrior, artist or philosopher as the most honourable. If there had to be production, it should preferably involve landed wealth. Degrading work like trade and handicrafts could be left to foreigners or slaves. One reason for the hostility towards these activities was that trade had started to undermine social hierarchies, and the elite was penetrated by unworthy men without a lineage stretching back to great warriors or demigods. One of the richest men in Athens was Pasion, a slave who probably came from Syria, and who became one of the most successful bankers.


Plato argued that trade ‘breeds shifty and deceitful habits in a man’s soul’ partly because an open city has a tendency to ‘lower itself to copy the wicked customs of its enemies’.31 In his ideal state, the mercantile community should be segregated from others to avoid the infection of their foreign ideas, and could trade only in simple products at fixed prices.


Aristotle was less hostile and saw the value of economic exchange, but he also feared that the profit-motive could undermine moral codes and had to be strictly controlled. He saw work carried out by an artisan or merchant for money as degrading, especially as it did not leave sufficient leisure time to cultivate virtue. (Plato and Aristotle were men of wealth who had the leisure they wanted. Plato had six slaves, Aristotle had thirteen.)32


It is true that the rise of a monetized economy undermined traditional hierarchies. It made it possible for people to break out of their kin group and establish cooperation and exchange with other groups, even strangers. According to the intellectual historian Peter Watson, it also had another long-lasting effect: the emergence of money and markets among the Greeks ‘encouraged rational and logical thinking’, and by making international trade possible, ‘more than anything, helped the spread of ideas around the globe’.33


You might even say that all those dishonourable and faithless merchants created Plato and Aristotle.


Periclean Athens


Plato was not an admirer of democracy. But even he admitted that it is probably the fairest of regimes. With its wide variety of individuality and ideas freely expressed, he compared it to a many-coloured cloak decorated in all hues, and so this regime ‘would seem to be the most beautiful’.34


If you had walked the streets of many-coloured Athens in those days, the chances are that you would have bumped into legends fully engaged in various pursuits. You could have listened to Pericles’ speeches in the Assembly; afterwards you might have caught him discussing with philosophers like Anaxagoras and Protagoras or ordering a sculpture by Phidias for the reconstruction of a new, splendid Acropolis.


You could have run into Socrates debating with students like Plato and Xenophon. In another corner of the city, Herodotus was preparing the first work of history. The father of history has often been called the ‘father of lies’, because he passed on so many tales about myths and monsters. But he probably just loved a good story; don’t we all? He was just the first one to record them in a systematic way, from many people in many places. It was an Athenian general, Thucydides, who came to be called the father of scientific history, since he tried to tell the history of the Peloponnesian War in an impartial way without searching for explanations in the interventions of gods.


If you took another route through Athens, you might have come across the world’s first dramatists, Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, and if you looked at him in the wrong way, the comedian Aristophanes might call you a dirty word.


‘Instead of looking upon discussion as a stumbling-block in the way of action, we think it an indispensable preliminary to any wise action at all,’ said Pericles. Athenians had started to chatter freely. Not just because they were allowed to, but because they had something to talk about. After the Persian Wars, they started asking themselves what they had just experienced. Why had they dared to challenge the mightiest empire in the world, at the risk of their lives and their city? It encouraged thought and debate, in taverns, theatres and gatherings of thinkers. What is it to be a citizen, and what is a good life? What demands are imposed on us by the gods, the polis and individual honour? Are we at the mercy of fate or is life in our own hands?


Before the great philosophers discussed such questions, popular entertainment did. Drama was invented in Athens and was intimately related to the literacy and quandaries of a citizenry that governed itself. In hymns to the wine and festivity god Dionysus, a chorus had always sung and danced, but at some point a chorus member must have stepped forth, put on a mask and pretended to be one of the characters they sang about. For the first time as far as we know, actors started taking on the role of other people and spoke in the first person, presenting a story from beginning to end. Netflix would not have been the same without it.


Unlike most previous literature in the Near East, the great tragedians did not focus exclusively on the stories of gods, but on the human predicament, societal conflict and moral dilemmas. Often they staged long debates, and sometimes these could only be resolved by the enlightened ruling of a democratic law court, as in the conclusion of Aeschylus’s Oresteia. In Aristophanes’ comedy The Frogs, he let Euripides say that his main achievement was to get the audience to use their brains, to learn to ask: Why is this so? What do we mean by that?


In comedy, Athens was also a pioneer, and here contemporary political issues were often the central plot. The greatest politicians and thinkers were ruthlessly mocked on a regular basis in front of a substantial portion of the Athenian populace. Nothing illustrates the state of free speech in Athens better than the fact that Pericles himself was constantly ridiculed on stage: for his politics, his love life and the shape of his head (apparently the Athenians thought it looked like a squill plant). Such were the dangers involved in going to the world’s first theatres. An odd feature of early comedy, possibly inherited from the phallic processions it grew out of, was the moment when the play was interrupted so that the chorus could insult members of the audience.


‘Why is this so?’ and ‘What do we mean by that?’ are also the questions posed by the eccentric thinkers who would create the first great era of philosophy. The input came from the outside but was supercharged by Athens’ intellectual openness. With the easy availability of so many alternative ways of living and governing, the Athenians understood that more than one way was possible. They even started to see themselves from the outside, realizing that what they considered natural and necessary seemed absurd to foreigners, or even a crime. Herodotus tells the story of a Persian king who summoned Indians and Greeks and asked both of them what price would persuade them to adopt the burial practices of the other group (burn or eat their fathers, respectively); both were horrified and said that nothing could convince them to do it.35


Thales of Miletus had opened a new chapter in intellectual history in the early sixth century BC by discussing how the universe and nature worked without resort to the actions of gods and hidden spirits. Now Protagoras of Abdera, who moved to Athens in 433 BC, and the other so-called ‘sophists’ did the same, but applied it to human nature and society. Sophistry would go down in history as an invective. Plato was the one who shaped the negative perception of the sophists for future generations, claiming that they cared more about money and showing off than about truth. But their challenge of conventional thinking on every level (some of them even seem to have challenged the existence of gods) made Athens the intellectual centre of Greece and created the vibrant environment in which Socrates, Plato and Aristotle started to search for new ways of understanding knowledge, society and humanity.


All these people were thronging the streets of what was rapidly becoming the fairest of cities. Pericles had decided to turn the Acropolis, which had been razed by the Persians, into the most dazzling display of beauty and power in all of Greece. Behind the monumental gate, spectacular temples with decorative sculptures were erected. Supposedly, sailors approaching Athens could see the top of the goddess Athena’s helmet and the tip of her spear from afar. Phidias had made this gigantic bronze statue, rising to a height of 9 metres, for the Acropolis.


The colossal Parthenon on Acropolis, with its exquisitely carved Doric columns, is still considered one of history’s greatest architectural achievements. It is made up of countless subtle curves and distortions to compensate for optical illusions that would have made the building seem less perfect. For example, there are no straight lines, to counteract the perception that horizontal lines sag, and possibly also to make the building seem more dynamic and alive.


The overwhelming impression must have been greater then than now as the sculptures and motives were originally not white, but many-coloured, decorated in all hues. The white marble we see today is the result of the wear and tear that left us with only the unpainted versions. And sometimes those who restored (or wrecked) the old masterpieces consciously removed the remaining pigments to make them seem purer. One mason who worked on the Elgin marbles said that he had been instructed to make them as white as possible, removing the surface where necessary.36


Imperial hubris


Where did Pericles get the funds for his new, spectacular Acropolis? He took money from his alliance partners in the Delian League. Pericles was not just a great democrat, but also a dedicated imperialist. The Athenians had it all, but wanted more. As military victories made them feel increasingly superior, they got themselves entangled in more places. As they came to completely dominate the League, they started taking advantage of its power.


Almost all member states stopped supplying a fleet and instead paid Athens to do it, so they grew weaker as Athens became stronger. Eventually, the Persians were thoroughly defeated, and it made more sense for them to offer the Athenians earth and water than the other way round. Some allies started asking themselves why they should pay for a navy that didn’t seem necessary any more, a problem familiar from other defensive alliances in other time periods.


In 470 BC, the island of Naxos tried to leave the League but was forced back in. Athens could make the case that Naxos was trying to freeride on a peace and stability that they didn’t contribute to, but they had no such excuse five years later, when a war started with another member island, Thasos. This time it was not related to League issues, but a quarrel over rich gold and silver mines controlled by Thasos. After a two-year-long siege Athens took control of the mines. For the first time it used League resources to achieve its own ambitions against another member state. Soon allies were forced to bring major judicial cases to Athenian courts. When the League treasury was moved from Delos to the Parthenon in 454 BC, it was just belated confirmation that the League had stopped being an alliance of independent states and had turned into an Athenian Empire.


Athens was at the height of its powers. Perhaps it should have been a matter of concern. That is the moment in Greek myth when you are most at risk of hubris, the fatal belief that you can break the limits, perhaps even defy the gods. Athens’ imperial ambitions started to alienate Greek states that had previously looked upon the city as its protector. By interfering in more regions, it also earned the suspicion of other big powers, like Sparta. Eventually this would lead to a monumental and devastating clash with Sparta, known as the Peloponnesian War (431–404 BC), made famous by Thucydides’ great work of that name. He had been an Athenian general but was exiled after having failed to save Amphipolis and so spent the rest of his life travelling around Greece to collect stories about the war.


This war has great relevance for our times because of what has been called the ‘Thucydides trap’. This is the idea that war broke out because Sparta feared Athens’ growing power; it has been used to argue that there is a great risk of war when rising powers threaten an old hegemon, as when Germany challenged Britain before the First World War, and today, when China’s rise is worrying the old hegemon, the USA.


This is a risk. But who knows what might have happened if Athens had just enjoyed its growing powers peacefully instead of provoking Sparta’s allies and constantly interfering with other states militarily and with trade embargoes? In a way it’s strange how long the Spartans swallowed their anger. After hostilities broke out between Athens and Corinth over one of Corinth’s old colonies, the Corinthians convinced reluctant Spartans to go to war by accusing them of not standing up for their friends. Ironically, because of Athens’ heavy-handedness, authoritarian Sparta could pose as a liberator of the Greeks (even though its ‘liberation’ often consisted in replacing democracies with oligarchies).


In the mid-fourth century, Athenian self-recrimination gave rise to powerful anti-imperialist essays by Xenophon and Isocrates. They argued that Athens had once been given its leading position because of its services, not its coercion, and the latter only turned allies against it. They argued that rule by force was tyrannical, dangerous and costly. As a peaceful commercial centre, Athens would be safe, benefit from trade and attract all the merchants and visitors driven away by the war. They had powerful arguments, but this was written with the benefit of hindsight, after a war that almost destroyed the city-state.


Pericles thought that Athens could be an imperial power and yet stay safe by convincing the Spartans that they could not gain from war. Athens had built long walls around its city and all the way to the port of Piraeus, roughly 6 kilometres away. Since Athens commanded the seas, and Sparta never developed siege warfare, the Athenians could simply retreat behind its walls and rely on trade to feed themselves and on the navy to win the war. It was a rational strategy, but with a fatal flaw: it depended on the enemies also being rational, and not being driven by, say, fear of one’s reputation and taunts from Corinthians. Peloponnesian armies entered Attica every summer and burned and plundered, then they marched home, because the Athenian population was safe behind their walls – for a while. There was one enemy that even the great Pericles had neglected: microbes.


In the summer of 430 BC, refugees who had huddled together in the city’s badly ventilated huts began to have burning feelings in their heads, felt pain in their chests and started bleeding from throats and tongues. After about a week, those affected started dying and soon there were bodies all over Athens. The close quarters had become a breeding ground for a plague that would kill around a quarter of Athens’ population. It did massive damage to the city’s fighting capability and social cohesion. In an era when natural disasters were interpreted as a judgement of the gods, it was also a terrible blow to morale. One of the victims of the plague was Pericles himself.


Without Pericles, the Athenian Assembly came under the sway of more volatile characters and his fairly cautious approach and limited war aims were replaced by high-risk strategies. Some were successful, but once in a while these characters gambled everything and lost. Most disastrous was the 415 BC plan to conquer the powerful city of Syracuse in Sicily because of the booty it would bring. The Sicilian expedition was a repudiation of Pericles’ warnings against overreach and resulted in the loss of half the fleet and perhaps 40,000 soldiers. It weakened Athens even more than the plague.


However, Athens always bounced back, and could at least count on the reliable inflexibility of their enemies. As Thucydides wrote:




on this occasion, as on so many others, the Spartans proved to be quite the most remarkably helpful enemies that the Athenians could have had. For Athens, particularly as a naval power, was enormously helped by the very great difference in the national characters – her speed against their slowness, her enterprise against their lack of initiative.37





The real Thucydides trap


The Peloponnesian War turned into a long, dreadful struggle that involved the whole of Greece. Almost every polis was thrown into tumult and revolutions as democrats usually sought help from Athens and fought aristocrats and oligarchs who appealed to Sparta. Because of the aggressive tribalism of the different factions ‘there was a general deterioration of character throughout the Greek world’, wrote Thucydides.


In times of peace, individuals follow high moral standards, he thought, but the fear of destruction and the hope for power, plunder and revenge suddenly made people go to every extreme and beyond it:




What used to be described as a thoughtless act of aggression was now regarded as courage one would expect to find in a party member; to think of the future and wait was merely another way of saying one was a coward; any idea of moderation was just an attempt to disguise one’s unmanly character; ability to understand a question from all sides meant that one was totally unfitted for action. Fanatical enthusiasm was the mark of a real man.38





Death came in every shape and form. Terrible things had happened, and would happen in the future, warned Thucydides, as long as human nature remained the same. The Athenians did not escape these ungovernable passions and showed themselves capable of great acts of savagery, often excusing themselves by ‘whatabouting’ Spartan atrocities.


After a revolt against Athens in Mytilene on the island of Lesbos in 428 BC was crushed, the Athenian Assembly absurdly decided that all Mytilenean men should be executed and the women and children sold as slaves. As a trireme was dispatched to Mytilene with these orders, the Athenians started having second thoughts, especially as many Mytileneans had not been on the side of the rebellious oligarchs. The Assembly met again and decided to overturn the decision taken the previous day. A new ship was sent and, rowing day and night, it managed to arrive at the precise moment the massacre was supposed to start.


There was no remorse in 421 BC though, when Athens ended a revolt in the city of Scione, executed the adult men and sold the women and children into slavery. When Athens did the same thing after having conquered the neutral island of Melos, Thucydides records that the Athenian emissary did not even try to justify the actions, but bluntly declared ‘the strong do what they have the power to do and the weak accept what they have to accept’.39


No matter how they tried, neither Athens nor Sparta could defeat the other, so, in the end, Sparta turned to Greece’s old archenemy for support. In 411 BC, it invited Persia to take back its old Greek possessions in return for gold. With these resources, the Spartans built a large navy and hired mercenaries to man the ships. The Athenians kept winning the battles and destroyed the Spartan navies, but with Persian taps open, the Spartans could rebuild them again and again. Their superior pay even tempted some Athenian oarsmen to defect. The Spartan– Persian alliance was too much for the Athenians, since every victory provided nothing but temporary relief, while just one defeat would be fatal. It finally came in late 405 BC when, in a surprise attack, the Spartans captured 171 Athenian ships on the beach. The Spartans could now close the Hellespont to trade and starve Athens into submission.


Sparta’s allies Corinth and Thebes wanted to raze Athens to the ground, but Sparta needed a pliant Athens to counterbalance what they saw as worrying Corinthian and Theban ambitions. Instead, Sparta dissolved Athens’ empire and destroyed the long walls and the fortifications built by Piraeus. The democratic system was replaced by a council of thirty Spartan-friendly oligarchs.


This is usually seen as the end of the Peloponnesian War, but there is an epilogue that is almost more interesting. The ‘thirty tyrants’ led by Critias, a onetime student of Socrates, started a reign of terror and killed 1,500 Athenians without a trial. At first, they came for enemies and democrats, but soon they murdered anyone whose land and money they coveted. This horrified Athenians, and thousands fled the city. Exiles united under the leadership of a navy general and soon these rebels defeated both a Spartan garrison and the oligarchic forces. Just eight months after the imposition of dictatorship, the thirty tyrants were deposed and democracy restored. In many ways, democracy was deepened. The unwritten laws were codified, and pay was introduced for participation in the Assembly, creating a new enthusiasm for direct democracy among the poor.


This tells us something extraordinary about the resilience of Athens. Its culture of democracy and openness gave it deep reservoirs of innovation and energic talent that could be tapped in moments of crisis. For the second time in a century the city had been taken by enemies, and for the second time it bounced back. Just ten years after they were razed, the long walls were being rebuilt. Soon the Athenians even founded a second Athenian League with perhaps as many as seventy allies in a defensive alliance.


In fact, Athens’ democratic system, which was seen as chaotic and impossible by most leading intellectuals, preserved cohesion better than other Greek poleis. The system never broke down in factional warfare, the demos (the people) did not overthrow the laws or confiscate the property of the rich, and oligarchic plots were rare and did not ultimately triumph. With very brief intermissions, the democratic system remained intact for 180 years.


Even Thucydides, who was not enthusiastic about the popular democracy, admired the disciplined way the Athenians pulled itself together in times of crisis. Writing about the aftermath of the destruction of Sicily, he argued that ‘like all democracies, now that they were terrified, they were ready to put everything in order’.40


While Athens constantly re-invented itself, Sparta slowly suffocated itself. Xenophobia and a lack of markets that could create new fortunes had consolidated the ruling class. The closed society triumphed and, as a result, it faced a terminal decline. According to Bret Devereaux, there were 8,000 male Spartans with full citizenship rights in 480 BC. This fell to 3,500 by 418 BC, 2,500 in 394 BC and 1,500 in 371 BC.41 The once-proud Spartan army broke down, not just because of battles and earthquakes, but also under the weight of its own oligarchic policies. After the end of the Peloponnesian War, Sparta had compromised itself by allying itself with Persia, subjugating the cities it had promised to liberate or betraying them to Persia. Aggrieved Greeks were hungry for revenge.


In 376 BC, the Athenian League destroyed a Spartan fleet and pushed them out of the Aegean Sea. In 371 BC, when Sparta felt it had to face the emerging threat of Thebes on land, it had an army of only 700 full-citizen Spartans. The bulk of the force were allies. The Theban army, spearheaded by the Sacred Band, made up of pairs of lovers (supposedly to inspire them to act bravely), inflicted a crushing defeat on the Spartans at Leuctra. Sparta’s subject cities on the Peloponnese used this opportunity to rebel and got support from Thebes. The Thebans helped them gain independence and went on to liberate the helots in Messenina. At a single stroke, Sparta had lost a third of its territory and the slave population it had held for 230 years; it suddenly found itself surrounded by heavily fortified hostile states. It was demoted to the rank of second-class powers and never returned from there.


In the end, Sparta left us only with stories of their soldiers, and it is still a popular name for football teams and fraternities. But the totalitarian city’s want of creativity meant that it left us no literature, no poetry, no art, no architecture and no innovative body of thought. The era of the Spartans was a dark age rather than a golden one. What a sombre contrast to restlessly innovative Athens, which gave us the idea of democracy, the science of history, rhetoric, comedy and tragedy, and achievements in sculpture and architecture that we still marvel at today. And, of course, that beautiful study of fundamental questions named after philos (love) and sophia (wisdom).


The birth of philosophy


The golden age, as usually defined, was over after the Peloponnesian War. But just when it seemed like the fireworks were over and Athens had exhausted its ability to surprise, this city provided what is arguably its biggest contribution to the world, which would put philosophy, religion and science on new trajectories for more than two thousand years. It originated with three of the most original thinkers ever, in the most exceptional teacher–student sequence in history: Socrates, who taught Plato, who taught Aristotle.


In a Greek world where traditions and hierarchies rapidly gave way, and the power of the old gods and myths were on the decline, the Greeks searched for a new beginning, to understand man, society and the universe. In an era when all that was solid seemed to melt into air, they tried to provide new foundations on which to build knowledge and suggest explanations.


Cicero thought that Socrates (470–399 BC) ‘was the first who brought down philosophy from the heavens, placed it in the cities, introduced it into families, and obliged it to examine into life and morals, good and evil’.42


This is to write the sophists out of history, but it is a good description of the achievement of this son of a stonemason who served as a hoplite during the Peloponnesian War. Socrates thought that there must be universal standards about right and wrong and good and evil, even though he did not pretend to know them – if he was wiser than others it was only because he knew what he did not know. He was convinced, however, that it started with knowing oneself. Therefore, he walked around the town, asking Athenians questions to make them question themselves and what they meant by what they said. This method forced students to reflect and deepen their thinking, and he attracted a group of devoted followers.


In 399 BC, Socrates was sentenced to death by an Athenian jury. It was a complete betrayal of the city’s devotion to free speech and has been interpreted as a reaction to Socrates’ ideas, but the accusation of corrupting the youth also had a much more specific and political aim. The thirty tyrants had recently been deposed, and their leader, Critias, had been a student of Socrates. The philosopher’s famous distrust of the democratic masses made many assume that he had inspired the tyrants. The fact that he did not leave the city during the dictatorship led many Athenians to associate him with it, though there is evidence that he actually resisted some of its orders.


It probably didn’t help that Socrates was considered a difficult and ugly man who neglected his personal hygiene and walked around in shabby clothes, pestering people with bizarre questions. During the trial his arrogant behaviour provoked even more people. He was probably convicted by 280 votes to 221. After a conviction, the jury would vote on the sentence. The prosecutor asked for the death penalty, while Socrates first suggested that he should be ‘punished’ with free meals for the rest of his life, befitting the benefactor of the city that he was, before offering to pay a fine. The incensed jury voted for the death penalty by an even bigger margin than that by which he had been convicted – thereby proving Socrates’ accusation that the masses are not always wise. He refused to go into exile, as his friends encouraged, and instead drank a poisonous beverage of hemlock as if it was a draught of wine.


His most famous pupil, Plato (427–348 BC), set about answering the questions Socrates had asked, and, unlike Socrates, he left us many texts, on an incredible range of subjects. Most of them are dialogues where the character of Socrates is used as the advocate of Plato’s views. The English philosopher and mathematician Alfred North Whitehead once described the whole European philosophical tradition as a series of footnotes to Plato, referring to the wealth of ideas scattered throughout his work.


Plato thought that everything we experience in the material world consist of copies or imitations of a higher, eternal world of forms or ideas. What makes something beautiful, muddy or a horse is the fact that they are a reflection of the perfect form of beauty, mud or horse, which exists only in the world of ideas.


An important implication is that reality cannot be understood by those who use their senses alone; understanding takes the kind of access to higher insights about reality that only some have. This is why Plato is hostile to democracy and individual freedom. In his ideal state, philosophers are kings or kings are philosophers. Rulers have to control the passions and selfishness of the people with a detailed system of regulations, compulsory education and religion. ‘Freedom from control must be uncompromisingly eliminated from the life of all men’ was Plato’s ideal way of keeping his state safe.43


Plato founded a school just outside the city walls of Athens, and named it after the site, devoted to the mythological hero Academus. This ‘Academy’ attracted pupils from afar, including, crucially, Aristotle (384–322 BC) from Stagira in northern Greece. While Plato was an aristocrat from a wealthy and influential Athenian family, Aristotle was an immigrant and the child of a physician. His perspective was always more practical and common-sensical, criticizing Plato’s theory of forms for just contributing ‘empty phrases and poetical metaphors’ and not really getting to the bottom of the issues.44 He argued that one had to look at human nature the way it really is, and accept that certain institutions, such as family and property, could not be erased without establishing tyranny.


To Aristotle, what makes a knife or a sailor good is not that it shares in the form of the good, but that it cuts well or sails well. Instead of dreaming up an ideal state, he studied 158 states and concluded that there was no perfect system, but that a mix was needed. To understand the animal kingdom, he investigated life in all its forms in such quantity and detail that Darwin commented that even the leading modern zoologists were mere schoolboys compared with Aristotle. He was not just one of the first great philosophers, but also one of the first great empirical scientists.


Of course, he was wrong in many of his conclusions, but he provided a method for those who would correct him and continue to acquire knowledge: ‘credit must be given rather to observation than to theories, and to theories only if what they affirm agrees with the observed facts’.45


Aristotle did not just add footnotes to Plato, he built an entire rival system of thought, on metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, psychology, politics and aesthetics, but grounded in empirical observation, organized according to the laws of logic, which in another monumental contribution, Aristotle discovered and defined. After Plato’s death, he founded his own school in Athens, the Lyceum.


There was a certain rivalry between Plato and his star pupil even when they were at the Academy together. It is said that Plato complained: ‘Aristotle kicked me away just as colts kick away their mother’,46 and in the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle wrote that ‘while both are dear, piety requires us to honour truth above our friends’.47


The debate between Plato and Aristotle reveals that Athens had become a culture where intellectual innovation was considered a virtue. This was a giant leap in intellectual history. In the texts that have come down to us from other cultures and previously in Greece there are no examples of authors who criticized received wisdom and claimed that they had an original insight. Even when they did, they usually hid it, by pretending that it was an ancient thought that had been forgotten.


The poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge thought that ‘Every man is born an Aristotelian or a Platonist’, and he couldn’t even begin to imagine a third class of individuals.48 It might overstate the hereditary aspect, but Plato and Aristotle would indeed go on to inspire different strains of thought ever after, in philosophy, religion, science and politics. Here was the inspiration for the other-worldly, mystical, spiritual and utopian on the one hand, and the secular, rational, empirical and golden mean on the other. Christianity, to pick just one example, was one thing in Augustine’s Platonic version and a very different thing in Thomas Aquinas’s Aristotelian formula.
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