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This book is dedicated to Patrick Thompson, MP for Norwich North from 1983 to 1997, who believed in me and gave me my first break in the world of politics, without which I would never have embarked on the career I have had. He was and is a doughty fighter against dictatorship of all kinds and encouraged me to conduct speaking engagements for Peace Through NATO in the mid-1980s, as well as to believe in the virtues of freedom and democracy and elected politics.





‘Dictatorship, by whatever name, is founded on the doctrine that the individual amounts to nothing; that the State is the only one that counts; and that men and women and children were put on earth solely for the purpose of serving the state.’

Harry S. Truman

‘Anywhere, anytime ordinary people are given the chance to choose, the choice is the same: freedom, not tyranny; democracy, not dictatorship; the rule of law, not the rule of the secret police.’

Tony Blair

‘Power is not a means, it is an end. One does not establish a dictatorship in order to safeguard a revolution; one makes the revolution in order to establish the dictatorship.’

George Orwell

‘I believe in benevolent dictatorship provided I am the dictator.’

Richard Branson

‘Military dictatorship is born from the power of the gun, and so it undermines the concept of the rule of law and gives birth to a culture of might, a culture of weapons, violence and intolerance.’

Benazir Bhutto

‘When you stop a dictator, there are always risks. But there are greater risks in not stopping a dictator.’

Margaret Thatcher

‘You see these dictators on their pedestals, surrounded by the bayonets of their soldiers and the truncheons of their police … yet in their hearts there is unspoken fear. They are afraid of words and thoughts: words spoken abroad, thoughts stirring at home – all the more powerful because forbidden – terrify them. A little mouse of thought appears in the room, and even the mightiest potentates are thrown into panic.’

Winston Churchill
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Foreword


FOR CENTURIES WE have been fascinated by strong leaders, whether they are merely authoritarian personalities or actual dictators. They make the political weather of the country they govern, even if it inevitably becomes stormy. No dictator leads a quiet life, or wants to. Very few take power without bloodshed and even fewer die of natural causes in their own beds. The stereotypical dictator wears a military uniform (with optional sunglasses) even if he has no military background. A dictator is almost always male. Only one example of a female dictator makes it into this book.

And then we come to the question that dominates this book: what actually is a dictator? This is the Oxford English Dictionary definition:

dictator, n.

gen. An absolute ruler of a state, esp. one whose rule displaces that of a democratic government. (In quot. 1671 used of the Devil.)

The Cambridge Dictionary says:

dictator, n.

a leader who has complete power in a country and has not been elected by the people.

Deciding what a dictator actually is has been almost impossible for me, as the editor of this book. I’ve included examples of leaders who many would dispute as actual dictators. Lee Kuan Yew of Singapore is a good example of an authoritarian leader who many would not class as a dictator. And they are probably right, given that he didn’t oversee the operation of death squads, or gain (or retain) power by military means. Editing The Prime Ministers or The Presidents was comparatively easy, as there was a definitive list to work from. With The Dictators it is different. I had the constraint of being able to include only around sixty dictators (in the event, there are sixty-seven in the book, if we include three Kims and two Duvaliers). So how to whittle down a long list of more than a hundred and fifty? I decided to exclude monarchs altogether, but not to compile a list of criteria that every dictator would have to meet prior to inclusion. However, I did want to include dictators from ancient Greece and Rome, although I knew the book would be dominated by twentieth-century dictators.

In his essay on Fabius Cunctator Tom Holland explains that, in his time, the word ‘dictator’ did not have negative connotations. In his introduction to the book, Peter Caddick-Adams seeks to define what a dictator actually is.

There are of course different kinds of dictators. Some are just plain evil, and were evil from the word go. Others become evil over time. Others again start out with genuinely good intentions but, for whatever reason, descend into a spiral of authoritarianism. Most live in fear that their grip on power is so tenuous that the very kind of coup by which they came to power could be carried out against them. They become paranoid, with even their closest allies coming under suspicion. Invariably, their paranoia contains an element of truth.

Most of the names covered in this book are well known. Many are infamous. But some are not so notorious, even though they should be. Tim Stanley’s chapter on Papa and Baby Doc Duvalier has to be read to be believed. We know the names of Bokassa and Mobutu, but that is about all. I could, to be honest, have produced a book purely on African dictators, but space means I’ve been able to include just a handful, including the infamous Idi Amin, Muammar Gaddafi and the lesser known but utterly ruthless Isaias Afwerki.

I was very clear with the authors that part of the remit was to fulfil the subtitle of the book and provide ‘lessons from history’. But equally, most, though not all, dictators did do some good things, and the authors shouldn’t be afraid to give the positive side of the ledger too. Some took this advice more to heart than others, as you will read. No author, however, ‘went native’, I assure you!

So who are the most evil dictators to have walked this earth? And if you are compiling a league table, what criteria do you use? Should it be based simply on the number of people killed under their rule, or are there other factors that come into play too? If you just do it on kill-count, Adolf Hitler is in third place with 17 million deaths attributed to him in one way or another. Josef Stalin comes in second with 23 million and Mao Zedong is awarded the title of most deadly dictator with somewhere between 48 and 78 million deaths attributed to him.

Ranker.com takes a different approach and uses ‘evil’ as the metric to compile a top-twenty list of the most evil dictators of all time.

1. Adolf Hitler

2. Pol Pot

3. Josef Stalin

4. Mao Zedong

5. Idi Amin

6. Kim Jong Il

7. Kim Jong Un

8. Kim Il-Sung

9. King Leopold II

10. Robert Mugabe

11. Genghis Khan

12. Hideki Tojo

13. Saddam Hussein

14. Benito Mussolini

15. Ivan the Terrible

16. Omar al-Bashir

17. Papa Doc Duvalier

18. Mobutu Sese Seko

19. Nero

20. Caligula

Fourteen of those feature in this book. It’s unclear what criteria they used to define ‘evil’ in coming up with those rankings. To me, Idi Amin is far too high, as is Mussolini.

I selected the sixty-seven dictators included in this book nearly two years before its publication. Are there dictators I now regret not including? Of course. Omar al-Bashir of Sudan is certainly one. Teodoro Obiang Nguema Mbasogo of Equatorial Guinea is another. He was once described as ‘making Robert Mugabe look stable and benign’. Islam Karimov of Uzbekistan could easily have made the cut, as could several other governmental leaders in the former Soviet ‘Stan’ states. Maybe there will be a Volume 2.

Having read and edited all sixty-four essays several times over, I’ve also come to a view as to who the most evil dictators are, and here are my worst ten.

1. Mao Zedong

2. Josef Stalin

3. Adolf Hitler

4. Pol Pot

5. Papa Doc Duvalier

6. Robert Mugabe

7. Kim Il-Sung

8. Saddam Hussein

9. Ayatollah Khomeini

10. Jean-Bedel Bokassa

I am sure none of you will agree with that ranking and would want to substitute several of the dictators I have put the black mark on. But that’s partly the objective of this book. If we are to heed the lessons of history we need to debate what has happened before. The clear lesson I take from this book is that if democracies don’t stand up to dictatorships then terrible events can ensue.

If Britain, America and France had stood up to Hitler in the mid-1930s it’s possible that the Second World War could have been avoided or at least delayed. If NATO had stood up to Vladimir Putin in 2008 over Georgia, or the invasion of Crimea in 2014, it is entirely possible Putin might not have launched his illegal invasion of Ukraine. If you add Obama’s red lines to Syria over the use of chemical weapons in 2013, which he then allowed Bashar al-Assad to cross with impunity, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that Putin decided the West was so weak that he was free to do as he wished.

This is the sixth book in the series, which started when I was at Biteback with The Honourable Ladies, two volumes of biographies of all the women elected to the House of Commons between 1918 and 2017. These were followed by The Prime Ministers, The Presidents and Kings and Queens. This year I have also published British General Election Campaigns 1830–2019 (Biteback) and The Taoiseach (Swift).

In the end you judge a book by its contents and I think every single one of the sixty-five contributors to this book has done a brilliant job. There is a consistency of style among the vast majority of essays, but I did give some latitude to those who had had some personal experience of said dictator. 

Six of the dictators covered in this book are, at the time of going to press, still alive. We have gone to every effort to check facts and allegations that have previously been made by others. I, and my publishers, believe it is clearly in the public interest to learn more about these men who have inflicted such misery on their people, if only so we can learn the lessons from their periods of rule, and work to prevent their ilk ever holding power again.







Introduction


What Is a Dictator?

By Peter Caddick-Adams

OF ALL THE books I have tackled with Iain Dale, from prime ministers and US presidents to the kings and queens of England, the fourth topic in this series, Dictators, is the most difficult to define. We easily conjured up an initial list of tyrants and despots (both terms ancient Greek in origin), but found that many were also hereditary monarchs or heads of state. Most Roman emperors, Turkish sultans, and many monarchs, including William the Conqueror, Henry VIII and Peter the Great, were cruel absolute rulers of their day. Was being a dictator a function of the era in which one lived, a tradition of the region, or a reflection of the power wielded? Before we dive into the lives of the despicable, we thought it worth trying to define a dictator for the purposes of this volume, and how they differ from other kinds of authoritarian leader.

We understand the concept of a dictator as a political leader who possesses absolute power, whose rule is singular or supported by a small clique of loyalists. It is appropriate that our list contains several Romans, for the notion originates from the Latin for a magistrate given sole power for a limited duration. The term ‘dicio’ means to exert authority or make a decision; in other words, to be decisive when others are not. Originally an emergency legal appointment in Etruscan and Roman Republican culture, the term had a positive, political connotation, and was an honorific rather than pejorative appellation. Similar connotations were recognised by the pharaohs of Ancient Egypt and Byzantine emperors. In those eras, cruelty was expected of rulers and few were disappointed. However, as you will read, the concept of a dictator – they have been around in every century of recorded history – has morphed and changed with time.

Very few of the figures that follow – from those who came to power and created their own dictatorship or extended the power of a pre-existing authoritarian regime, to others who, due to their own birth or political privilege, have merely ridden the tiger and extended terror because they can – are monarchs. The original dictators were political appointees who used the domestic system of different parties or clan structures to acquire power, rather than assume it by right of birth. Although there are plenty of aristocratic and monarchical examples, such as Vlad Dracul in Transylvania, Peter the Great, Ivan the Terrible, Hirohito of Japan (who oversaw a dictatorial Japan, though did not manage it), and Belgium’s King Leopold II (who extended terror in his African colonies, and was in many ways a dictator), we have generally steered clear of monarchs and explored non-hereditary individuals who proactively crafted and subverted their rule into ways of extending repression and corrupting their political systems for personal or political gain.

History is replete with examples of tinpot dictators who have ruled their domains in repressive fashion, but to little effect. Thus, another aspect of this list is the achievement and effect our chosen individuals had on their own time, their nation and the wider world. Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, Attila the Hun, Genghis Khan, Napoleon, Lenin and Mao Zedong fit obviously into this category. They caused ripples far and wide that we can still feel today. It is the antithesis of Whig history, which presents the march of time as a journey from an oppressive past to a glorious present. Our journey through dictatorships reflects, rather more, the now less fashionable Great Man theory, where single individuals are deemed to have had a disproportionate influence on history, or at least on their nation, such as a Castro, Nasser, Tito or Franco. Modern scholars may challenge this via newer interpretations that encompass wider social forces. Our chapters here avoid the concept of Great Men as inevitable products of productive cultures, emphasising rather those who have shaped events through their dynamism and actions, usually but not exclusively for ill. There was no inevitability about the rise of Muammar Gaddafi, Saddam Hussein or Leopoldo Galtieri.

Dictatorships are partly about method and partly about legacy. Often there is a transition from benign rule to the malign. Some, such as Stalin, Hitler, Pol Pot or the Ayatollah Khomeini, started rotten and grew worse. Yet, what about the notion of benevolent dictatorship, where the terrible power is used wisely? Arguably, the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius, Oliver and Richard Cromwell, General Ioannis Metaxas in Greece, Admiral Miklós Horthy of Hungary, and perhaps Mustafa Kemal Atatürk of Turkey, Josip Broz Tito of Yugoslavia and Lee Kuan Yew of Singapore, fit into this category? Some cultures may just prefer security and stability over freedom. This gives rise to the intriguing notion that ‘a bad democracy might be worse than a humane dictatorship’. Discuss. Thus, our selection has tried to stretch dictatorial definitions in every possible direction, through over two thousand years of recorded history, up to the present day. The aim has been to demonstrate how the notion of dictatorship has evolved and changed almost with every generation, but retains some overall hallmarks.

First, there is generally a personality cult invested in the individual. In early times this was achieved through coinage, busts, sculptures, building projects and decrees chiselled in stone. Often magnified by a splendid uniform, from the Byzantine world to the Soviet era, iconography evolved into posters and public murals. From Benito Mussolini to Fidel Castro and Erich Honecker, domination of the airwaves and television channels soon became a shorthand for dictators wielding power. That is why Mission Number One in a twentieth-century seizure of power was always to seize the capital’s radio/television station. Until the rise of social media, voice and visage had become the paramount vehicles to promote the new man in charge. The twenty-first century has started to see a tilt in the direction of individually targeted media and messaging, but one that still spews mistruth for political ends.

A second common thread uniting most of our figures is their use of a secret police, often not so secret, as a means of bending a population to their will. The aim is not just to ensure compliance with the leaders’ diktats and whims, but also to impose terror, often for its own sake. They are secret in the sense they have no democratic accountability, and usually answer only to the leader or party. There is a fascinating thesis to be written on why ‘secret’ police forces often resort to wearing black uniforms, from Mussolini’s Blackshirts and the Hitler Youth to Iraq’s Fedayeen, the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, and the Mukhabarat, a term meaning ‘intelligence agency’ across most of the Middle East, but used colloquially to mean secret police forces. Their origins must be, counterintuitively, to draw attention to themselves. The NKVD wore a distinctive cornflower-blue peak to their caps, the Gestapo generally travelled in commandeered dark Renault traction-avant saloons, the Stasi always whisked their victims away in prison vans disguised as delivery trucks. Theirs is a methodology that advertises itself.

Connected with the secret police is usually a network of prisons, or detention camps, which grew ever more sophisticated in the twentieth century. These became further devices to impose terror, as well as a destination for any group or individual the state designated as ‘other’. Frequently, these are political rivals, tribes, religious opponents, ethnic minorities, and those testing the boundaries of gender and self-expression. The list is endless, but when the state purports to be the fount of all wisdom of what is acceptable, those opposing the norms are removed. Stalin’s tally of ‘others’ may have topped 49 million. The detention may be short or long, but there will always be that class of odious person who will crawl out from under their stone, ready to inflict pain at the behest of others. Even the mature democracy of the United States of America found such individuals in their ranks during the occupation of Iraq. Away from prying eyes, many regimes, such as those of Idi Amin, Manuel Noriega or Ferdinand Marcos, found it all too convenient to slide from detention into human rights abuses, assassination, war crimes and mass murder.

Another aspect you will encounter with most of the modern examples of dictators is the notion of a single-party state. While a few dictatorial nations allow multiple parties, these are designed to be window dressing to distract from the reality of a lack of political choice. The essence of a dictator has always been achieving power through political means, which implies creating or hijacking a political party. The marriage of party to uniformity often follows, literally and metaphorically, with a population encouraged to think alike, to conform, and often to express their devotion through specific language and the wearing of uniforms and insignia with a common salute. As even sham elections matter to (often-uniformed) dictators, election-rigging becomes rife, which means great personal courage is required to vote against the norm in state-sponsored political contests. Cultural traditions may differ, but a party badge soon begats an armband, some common headgear and then a marching band. Few of which are hallmarks of a mature democracy, which is why so many dictators have a military background and the support of soldiers.

Dictators are frequently obsessed with self-perpetuation of their policies or party. Thus, there is often a disproportionate attention lavished on a nation’s youth. An extension of the commitment to uniforms and badges, this is also a way of providing an alternative home for impressionable young minds, away from the traditional influences of church and family. We can see this from the Hitlerjugend and Young Pioneers, to more recent instances of African dictators luring children away from benign adult control into the ranks of anarchic youth militias. Their nourishment will be state propaganda dressed up as ideology, which is frequently aggressive and relentless, censoring non-conformism, and reinforcing the message of hostility towards ‘others’. In isolated North Korea, the ‘others’ amount to the rest of the world; in much of the Global South, the ‘others’ have become the former colonial powers.

Other popular messages include the triumph and beneficence of the party, and most frequently, a sense of nationalism. This can permeate even through film, music and fine art, and especially via the ‘ownership’ of cultural and state history. The massacres in Rwanda of 1994 demonstrated how quickly a toxic message could be spread using mass communication (in this case, wireless), when, during the course of a hundred days, around eight hundred thousand members of the Tutsi minority ethnic group were massacred by armed Hutu militias, with whom they had lived in peace for generations.

Although dictatorships have created some very effective practitioners, propaganda frequently becomes an end in itself, as the dictatorships of Enver Hoxha and Nicolae Ceaușescu demonstrated, both failing in their hermit states because they believed their own false messaging. Soviet dogma devoted vast resources to attacking the non-communist West as well as mollifying their own populations through published speeches, novels, over the airwaves, television channels and in cinemas during the Cold War. Conversely, António de Oliveira Salazar, Augusto Pinochet and Alfredo Stroessner presented themselves as bulwarks against communism in the same era. Much of Gamal Abdel Nasser’s rhetoric was devoted to promoting Egyptian nationalism, just as Slobodan Milošević created an artificial past during the rise of his Serbia during the 1990s, and Vladimir Putin has done in more recent times. The terror of the French Revolution that gave rise to Napoleon embraced anti-noble and anti-clerical sentiment, just as anti-Semitism was a frequent, but not exclusive, ideology of the 1930s and 40s. Yet class-based (anti-bourgeois) prejudices dominated in other parts of the world, and would continue to do so right up to the bloody reign of Pol Pot, who killed 3 million of his own people.

Political analysts have long concluded that most dictators are narcissists who harbour fantasies of unlimited power, beauty, glory, honour and domination, leavened with a lack of empathy. All the individuals presented here have had a disproportionate effect due to their personal drive, vision and sense of purpose. We may summarise this as will-power, by no means uncommon in politicians, but when combined with the above characteristics, one that produces a heady and dangerous brew, always toxic to democracy. Today, we may look askance at the manipulative influence and oratorical skills of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in Turkey, or Viktor Orbán in Hungary. Although their behaviour is increasingly authoritarian, their messaging propagandistic, and their tolerance of other parties and politicians minimal, they are still operating in politically pluralist states.

Many dictators arose across Europe during the 1920s, for a very good reason. The world thought that democracy and monarchy had let them down by overseeing the slaughter of 1914–18. There had to be another way to avoid a repeat conflagration, and thus many mature minds that should have known better were drawn to the ‘new’ concept of popular dictatorships as an alternative to the old regimes that had presided over four years of carnage and cost 17 million dead. In exchange for stability, many of Europe’s middle classes were prepared to tolerate a leader who held an extraordinary amount of personal power, even to the extent of suspending elections and civil liberties, proclaiming a state of emergency, ruling by decree or repressing political opponents. The depravities of the dictators of the 1930s and 40s went far beyond the imagination of most, which is why they proved to be too difficult to halt when fully revealed. We should have learnt our lesson, but it is instructive to read that in 2020 the World Population Review assessed there were fifty-two nations with a dictator or authoritarian regime in power. Three in Latin America and South America, twenty-seven in Asia and the Middle East, and twenty-two in Africa. Depending on your parameters, other surveys suggest more.

Image and money are hugely important to the modern dictator, with most attempting to conceal the true nature of their regime. Today’s strongmen will still wish to monopolise political power, but realise that violence is not always necessary or even helpful. Instead of terrorising his citizens (for dictators are almost always male), the twenty-first-century absolutist can control his subjects by reshaping their beliefs about the wider world. In place of harsh repression, he can devote his considerable resources to manipulating the nature and intake of information. Keyboard warriors have taken the place of torturers. Like spin doctors in a democracy, such dictators will spin facts to corrupt and garner support; the more closed and isolated their listeners, the more effective this modern manipulation can become. A dictator’s finance flows through multiple capillaries from the beating heart of Western liberal democracies, the two existing wittingly or unwittingly in a symbiotic relationship. This is an aspect of today’s global system, which is why dictatorships are still with us. And probably always will be. We thought we might struggle to find enough dictators for this volume. Then we realised we were barely scratching the surface.







The Psychology of a Dictator

By Ian Robertson

IN JUNE 2005, a US business delegation visited St Petersburg in Russia, where they met President Vladimir Putin. Delegate Robert Kraft, owner of the New England Patriots football team, was wearing a diamond-encrusted Superbowl ring, which Putin immediately noticed and reached out to see. ‘I could kill someone with this,’ he grinned, then slipped the ring into his pocket and swept out of the room.

Central to the psychology of the dictator is the conviction that they are above the laws and conventions that govern others – they make the rules, often at whim – and never take them.

The reason for this is the psychological and neurological effects of power on mind and brain. Even tiny doses of this potent drug can change not only people’s actions and demeanour, but also the very chemistry of their brains, as well as their mental processes.

Power increases testosterone levels, which in turn boosts dopamine activity in the brain’s reward centres. In moderate levels this can have positive effects – lifting a leader’s mood and lowering anxiety so that they can rise above difficulties and inspire others. Because of dopamine’s effect on the frontal lobes of the brain, power can even make people smarter, more decisive and able to take action. Power makes people think more abstractly – to see the wood rather than the trees – and makes people persuasive and even charismatic.

As a leader’s power increases, however, the chemical and psychological changes often turn in a negative direction. Power corrodes empathy, inclines people to treat others as objects, makes them tunnel-visioned, blinds them to risk and incubates a narcissism that usually leads to Après-moi-le-deluge-type beliefs of the sort King Louis XV espoused.

Power blinds dictators to the distinction between their interests and those of their countries. They lose self-awareness and come to believe that the fate of the state is entirely in their hands, and that without their immense abilities, catastrophe will result.

Unless kept in check by external constraints like elections, free press and independent judiciaries, or by internal constraints such as a strong moral code, great power almost inevitably unbalances the human brain and mind to produce ominously predictable patterns of behaviour.

Inevitably, the would-be dictator will try to escape constitutional constraints by extending his (it is almost always a man) term of office, manipulate or abolish elections, neuter the judiciary and close down independent journalism. And it is hard to become a dictator if pre-burdened with a moral code, but for those so encumbered, the code invariably dissolves: being a dictator almost always requires becoming a killer.

On 4 November 2016, President Vladimir Putin unveiled a 51-foot statue to a medieval predecessor – Holy Great Prince Vladimir, Equal of the Apostles, and Christianiser of Russia – beside the Kremlin. Such monuments come straight from the dictator handbook: Kim Jong Il of North Korea erected a 72-foot statue of his dad, Kim Il-Sung, and the current North Korean leader, Kim Jong Un, did the same for his father Kim Jong Il after he died; and who can forget the post-Iraq-invasion toppling of tyrant Saddam Hussein’s 39-foot likeness?

There is nothing new here – Julius Caesar made himself a demi-god and erected multiple monuments to himself while he was still alive.

These enormous statues are not just a primitive reflection of narcissism-inflated egos – they represent a deep psychological truth about the dictator – he feels very, very special, so special, in fact, that he feels unique. Not only unique, but, with such a power over life and death – he can send half a million men to their deaths on the bleak steppes of Ukraine for example – he feels god-like.

If you are god-like, why in god’s name should you accept petty laws, rules and norms that are meant only for the little people over whom you hold absolute power? Of course you are right to close down newspapers, murder journalists and political opponents and make puppets of your judges. You are justified – actually morally impelled – by your holy purpose, whether that be invading Kuwait or Ukraine, flattening cities such as Grozny or Aleppo, or sending ballistic missiles over Japan.

Another way to think of dictators is as high-functioning drug addicts. Power supercharges the same reward centres in the brain that cocaine does. And as is the case with cocaine, as you begin to use it regularly, you need higher and higher doses to achieve the same high.

This quasi-chemical high makes dictators over-estimate their competence and chances of success, because of the distorting effects of excessive dopamine release in the frontal lobes of the brain. For this reason, Napoleon, Hitler and Putin all embarked on disastrous invasions, overruling their military commanders because of a power-kindled over-confidence.

Another feature of drug addiction is that eventually you hit a plateau, where the early ecstatic highs can no longer be reached, and you begin to need the drug in order to stave off unpleasant withdrawal symptoms.

Anxiety – fear – is the most prominent of such symptoms. Putin apparently replayed the widely circulated images of Libyan dictator Gadhafi’s death to himself over and over. On 26 October 2011, Reuters reported him as complaining: ‘his corpse was shown on all global television channels, it was impossible to watch without disgust … The man was all covered in blood, still alive and he was being finished off.’

Putin’s disgust was actually terror – he doubtless replayed these scenes again and again in his waking and sleeping mind. The ghosts of all those killed and ruined by dictators hunt them down relentlessly, and there is no high-enough dose of the cocaine of power to quell their unremitting fear.

During the Covid-19 pandemic, Putin’s fear became surreally manifest as we watched him sitting at one end of a white-topped beech table, 15 feet from a distant interlocutor. And this was after that person’s stool sample had been examined for infection, and he had breasted jets of disinfectant spray in a long polythene tunnel before stumbling into the president’s sanctuary.

Hitler rose to power on the back of a reaction to a deep sense of personal humiliation that was shared by millions of Germans. The punitive Versailles settlement and the financial collapse of Germany conspired to produce this visceral sense of humbling shame. A response to such shame is typically rage, and so a vengeful, redeeming anger consumed Hitler and his followers, spawning the Holocaust and a world war.

Putin had a similar sense of humiliation about the collapse of the Soviet Union: ‘I had the feeling that the country was no more … It had disappeared … the collapse of the Soviet Union was a major geopolitical disaster of the century. Tens of millions of our co-citizens and compatriots found themselves outside Russian territory.’ This was sharpened by the post-1989 economic and social chaos, which eventually he managed to turn round as president. But his sense of grievance about holy Russia being divided by a godless West slow-burned into action in Georgia, then Crimea.

And then came Covid-19. Putin is a small man who wears built-up heels and is sensitive not only about his stature but about his image as an all-powerful emperor. For such a potentate to be so visibly and publicly fearful during the pandemic may have been a source of personal humiliation for him, perhaps equal to his long-standing sense of national shame.

And so, on 21 February 2022, at a meeting of his National Security Council, a visibly angry Putin demanded that, one by one, his national security team press him to annex part of eastern Ukraine. His rage flared up when the head of the foreign intelligence service, Sergey Naryshkin, was insufficiently enthusiastic, so he barked at him like he was a child: speak plainly!

In the past, Putin’s demeanour was usually icy and expressionless: this angry, excited Putin was something quite new, a psychological state of grumbling rage kindled in the extreme and paranoid isolation of the pandemic. His long months of humiliating fear transmuted into a culminating fury and consequent engulfing war.

Dictators start wars because eventually they have to. Potentates generally preside over huge corruption – because the absence of checks and balances applying to the top man, also pertains to his lieutenants and their lieutenants and so on all down the chain of command.

Corruption sucks resources from the population, which leads to disgruntlement and discontent. There is a limit to how much imprisonment and killing can quell such popular sentiment, and the most common recourse is another old familiar from the dictator’s playbook – create an external enemy to unite a discontented citizenry.

The feeling of bonding solidarity against a common threat is like a mass drug for people plagued by financial stresses, helplessness, crime and other ills of the dictator state. Feelings of belonging to the in-group cause hormonal changes in millions of people that lift their mood and give them an illusory sense of empowerment.

Early in his reign as Supreme Leader of North Korea, Kim Jong Un conducted a nuclear test explosion and went on to fire ballistic missiles over Japan with doomsday threats to the USA and the Western world. What else is he to do – apart from using an anti-aircraft gun to execute his uncle – to convince a starving and miserable population that he is the only bulwark against their annihilation by evil enemies?

Being god is a lonely business, which is why dictators like to spend time with other dictators. There is no chummy camaraderie with your highest-placed subordinates in a dictatorship because everyone is a potential threat, even your family. If you are all-powerful, then you are totally alone – you have nothing in common with other human beings, only with other gods.

This is what makes Donald Trump’s infatuation with dictators so unsettling. About Kim Jong Un: ‘And then we fell in love, okay? No, really – he wrote me beautiful letters, and they’re great letters.’ And Vladimir Putin: ‘So, Putin is now saying, “It’s independent,” a large section of Ukraine. I said, “How smart is that?” And he’s gonna go in and be a peacekeeper.’

All dictators hate constitutions, laws and judges and will always try to subvert them. But usually this happens gradually over time, a slow whittling-away of anything that might constrain their omnipotence. What is so alarming about Donald Trump is that he started this so early in his presidency, from trying to get the Department of Justice to become a loyal and partisan vehicle for his leadership, culminating in attempted insurrection of the peaceful transfer of power to a new legally elected president.

Trump’s wealth and celebrity has already created many of the features of power-addiction and consequent personality-distortion that all political dictators show. Four years as president stoked that vast appetite for ever more power and the hunger is greater than ever. Along with, of course, the terrified fight to ward off a long jail sentence arising from his ninety-one felony counts.

Dictators are much less vulnerable to removal by popular uprising or cabinet conspiracy in the twenty-first century than they were in earlier times. This is because mass surveillance technology, including face recognition, allows dictators to control whole populations, even when plagued by poverty and corruption. There is, for example, in Russia a widely available, user-friendly mobile phone app to allow you easily to report a neighbour, friend, colleague or stranger on the street for anti-state comments.

It is not an accident that almost all dictators are men – it is for similar reasons that most compulsive gamblers are male, that most drunk-drivers are men and that most murderers have the XY chromosome in their cells. There are biological, psychological and social reasons why men predominate in these domains, but what is clear is that the most enlightened countries with the happiest populations tend to empower women at the highest levels to a greater extent than do other regimes that are more bound to traditional male hyper-dominance patterns of governance.

If the world can elect more women leaders, then it is very likely that fewer of them will mutate into dictators.

Professor Ian Robertson of Trinity College Dublin is the author of How Confidence Works (Penguin); ianrobertson.org.
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Pisistratus

Greece, 561 to 527 BC (with interruptions)

By René Lavanchy

Birth name: Pisistratus

Date of birth: c.600 BC

Place of birth: Attica (in modern-day Greece)

Date of death: 527 BC

Site of grave: Unknown

Education: Unknown

Married to (1) anonymous mother of Hipparchus and Hippias; (2) Timonassa; (3) unnamed daughter of Megacles; (4) Koisyra of Eretria

Children: Hipparchus (joint successor); Hippias (joint successor); Hegesistratus; Iophon

Assumed office: three times, first time in c.561/560; unknown (second time); 546 (third time)

Lost office: first time unknown; second time c.556; third time 527 BC. 

Length of rule: c.20–25 years in three periods

Quotation: No reliable quotations survive. The following is attributed to him by the writer Polyaenus, writing over six hundred years later (Stratagems, 5.14): ‘If we punish men for having too great an affection for us, what must we do with those who openly hate us?’

WHY BEGIN A book on dictators with Pisistratus, a little-known figure outside the narrow circle of academics and students of classical studies? Pisistratus, a ruler of sixth-century BC Athens, matters less for what he did than for what he represents. He was one of a series of autocrats in the Greek world who was referred to by the name tyrannos, from where we get ‘tyrant’. Unlike today, the word ‘tyrant’ in Antiquity did not always have moral connotations, especially in the period when tyrants first seem to appear, in the seventh century BC. Several such tyrants are mentioned in ancient literature as ruling in the period 700–500 BC, but Pisistratus is the first whose life can be sketched in any detail.

Two of our main sources for the life of Pisistratus are the Politics, a political treatise written by Aristotle, and the Constitution of the Athenians, which historians generally agree was written by one of Aristotle’s pupils, and is therefore heavily influenced by his thinking. It hardly needs saying that Aristotle has profoundly influenced political thought in the West, and his ideas about freedom, tyranny and forms of government have informed political philosophers and theorists up to today. To read about Pisistratus is thus in some ways to trace the river of Western political thinking back to its source. Whether the waters of that river reveal Pisistratus underneath, or distort his image, is another question.

Pisistratus came from an elite background, and his father Hippocrates was wealthy enough to serve as an unpaid envoy to foreign religious festivals. We know nothing of Pisistratus’s early life except for a story told about his birth by the fifth-century BC historian Herodotus. According to Herodotus, Hippocrates was warned not to father a child because of a bad omen. He ignored the advice, and Pisistratus was born soon after. Greeks commonly told omen myths like this about the birth of mighty rulers, which sometimes include an attempt to kill the baby before he can rise to power. Does it mean that Pisistratus was seen as an evil tyrant who should never have been born? Not really: similar stories are told about various rulers, some called tyrants, some not. Great people attracted myths, tyrannical or otherwise.

Before becoming tyrant, Pisistratus, who cannot have been more than about forty, commanded an expedition against the nearby city-state of Megara to the west. Under him, the Athenians captured Nisaia, the port of Megara. Sources agree that Pisistratus would later use the status given him by his military record to facilitate seizing power.

Exactly how Pisistratus first took over is disputed in the sources, but what is clear is that, at a time when Athens was riven by strife between warring factions, he put himself at the head of one, probably in the late 560s.

A few words need to be said about the Athenian constitution at the time. The city-state was not yet a democracy; that would come later. Most power seems to have been divided between different classes of well-off property-owners, leaving the masses out of politics. The most senior political office-holders were the nine archons, who were appointed annually, undoubtedly from the wealthy elite: the historian Lin Foxhall has called this ‘rivals on the playground taking turns’. But sometimes this game broke down: according to the Constitution, there were at least two periods shortly before Pisistratus’s rule without a chief archon, or at least not one that was fully agreed upon (incidentally, the Greek word for this, anarchia, is the root of the English ‘anarchy’). Athens and the territory it controlled, called Attica, was getting richer and flourishing culturally. Under a wealth-based franchise, it seems likely that more and more people were gaining the right to practise politics, sharpening competition and tensions.

The Constitution says that each of the warring factions favoured a different system of government: one supported oligarchy, one was populist and one wanted a ‘moderate’ constitution. This smacks of anachronism, the work of a later writer trying to make sense of a crisis in terms of political ideologies that probably did not yet exist. The account of Herodotus, under which Pisistratus’s rise to power looks more like him rising to the top of a heap of struggling elites, is to be preferred.

The tactic Pisistratus used to take over, if Herodotus is to be believed, was the ancient Greek equivalent of Hitler exploiting the Reichstag fire. Pisistratus wounded himself and his mules, then rode into town on a wagon, claiming that he had been assaulted. Using his reputation from the campaign against Megara, he persuaded the Athenians to give him a state bodyguard, armed with clubs, then seized control of the Acropolis and assumed supreme power. The wounding story is probably invention – trickery was a stereotypical habit of tyrants in Greek culture – but the club-bearers were plausibly real. Pisistratus probably reckoned they were enough to deter an envious oligarch. This was a coup against his rivals, not the masses.

Unfortunately for Pisistratus, two envious oligarchs, Megacles and Lycurgus, who had formerly led the two other warring factions, soon joined forces and expelled him. Once their common enemy was gone, however, Megacles and Lycurgus fell out. Megacles, who headed the wealthy and powerful family of the Alcmaeonids, now offered to restore Pisistratus in exchange for him marrying Megacles’s daughter. He agreed. According to Herodotus, a second dirty trick was arranged, this time to fool Athenians into thinking that the goddess Athena had appeared and was supporting Pisistratus’s return. In reality, this was probably Pisistratus exploiting a religious ceremony to legitimise his rule.

Duly reinstalled as tyrant, Pisistratus, who had been married before, married Megacles’s daughter. But Herodotus says that in order to avoid having more children, he slept with her ‘not according to custom’, which modern commentators take to mean that he only had anal intercourse with her. When Megacles found out that Pisistratus was refusing to provide grandchildren, he became angry and patched up his quarrels with Pisistratus’s rivals. Pisistratus fled again.

In exile, Pisistratus and his sons set about collecting money from cities that were under obligation to them in some way; perhaps he was calling in favours built up during his previous rule in Athens, most likely with other tyrants. Sixth-century Greece was awash with mercenaries who were serving tyrants or foreign rulers, such as the Egyptian pharaohs, and Pisistratus used his money to acquire troops.

Eventually, in about the year 546 and ten years after his second exile, Pisistratus marched towards Athens. His ranks were swelled by supporters within Attica who came out to join him. His opponents, meanwhile, squared up to Pisistratus’s army at a place called Pallene, where the ex-general was victorious again. Pisistratus reportedly employed yet another cunning tactic to prevail, sending his sons out on horseback to talk to the enemy stragglers and convince them not to rally but to go home.

The Alcmaeonids fled. Pisistratus would now rule unchallenged for almost twenty years. The Constitution tells us that he was benevolent and ruled constitutionally, rather unlike a tyrant, and respected the law. This is clearly not quite right: the constitution did not allow for indefinite personal rule. That account looks like retrospective massaging of the history, to allow later democratic Athenians to rationalise how their ancestors had put up with a tyranny for so long. Nevertheless, his rule was likely not oppressive – although Pisistratus did maintain mercenaries.

Pisistratus projected Athenian power abroad. Historians nowadays believe he probably sent another powerful and wealthy Athenian, Miltiades, north to colonise the Chersonese, a thumb-shaped piece of land guarding the entrance to the Black Sea: clearly Pisistratus could work with, not against, other elite figures. He also captured the nearby city of Sigeum. Despite these imperialist moves, he was not short of foreign friends. There is evidence that Pisistratus’s family maintained good links with the Thracians and the Macedonians to the north of ‘civilised’ Greece, among other peoples.

Pisistratus’s most important domestic policies might be tied up with religion. To the ancient Greeks, religion ran through, and was inseparable from, politics, culture and public life generally. In the Aegean Sea lay the island of Delos: tiny but important, as it was said to be the birthplace of the god Apollo, father of Ion, the mythical ancestor of the Athenians. It was a common sanctuary for the Ionians, a Greek people living in cities on the west coast of what is now Turkey. Pisistratus ordered the island to be ritually cleansed: all dead bodies buried within sight of Apollo’s temple were moved elsewhere. The gesture asserted Athenian control over the island and some kind of Athenian primacy among the Ionians, whom tradition said were blood-cousins of the Athenians. This sphere of influence would eventually, a century later, become the Athenian empire.

Pisistratus plausibly was also behind the founding of the City Dionysia, a religious festival that reputedly saw the performance of the first Greek tragedy, in the 530s, under his rule. The festival would give drama the space to grow and eventually flourish in Athens a century later.

What did Pisistratus’s subjects think of him? We are told that the contemporary poet Simonides called him a Siren, a reference to the mythical creatures who, in Homer’s Odyssey, lure passing ships onto the rocks with their irresistible song. If true, he apparently saw Pisistratus as a dangerous charmer. Perhaps charm was enough for most people: besides the Battle of Pallene, we have no record of him shedding the blood of fellow Athenians.

Still in power, Pisistratus died in 527, aged about seventy. His sons Hipparchus and Hippias took over, ruling jointly until Hipparchus was assassinated a few years later by the male lovers Harmodius and Aristogeiton. But Hippias clung on, and became a harsher ruler, until he was expelled by a Spartan army in 510. For a while, the oligarchy seemed to be restored, until a dispute between two of its politicians led to one of them, Cleisthenes, carrying out sweeping reforms that resulted in Athens becoming a direct democracy within a few years.

Exactly why the Athenians suddenly were in the mood for democracy remains unclear. It seems that Pisistratus and his sons had in some way shaken up the constitution, and perhaps weakened the power of local elites in favour of central government, over which citizens now demanded a say. Increasing military activity and an organised, pan-Athenian religious cult (whose administration was essentially a political concern) may also have sharpened the taste for popular participation in politics.

In the Politics, Aristotle writes: ‘The tyrant is set up from among the people and the mob against the notables, so that the people should not suffer any harm from them.’ He lists Pisistratus as an example. For him, then, Pisistratus was an anti-establishment figure, a rabble-rouser. But this view of Greek tyrants, which historians in modern times endorsed for a long time, is unconvincing. There is no evidence that Pisistratus released the common people from any particular burdens, such as debt-bondage or excessive taxation. It is easier to see him as one of several rich oligarchs who, in a turbulent political climate, gained the upper hand. Initially, he seemingly tried to rule largely by consent, and was toppled twice; he returned at the head of an army, and stayed in power. All the same, an apparent lack of revolts suggests that most people accepted his tyranny. Pisistratus seems to have been good at cutting deals with other powerful men, at home and abroad, while any hostility was contained by his troops.

In the end, the Athenians decided they could do better than tyranny, but they soon began weaving myths about tyranny and democracy that misled themselves and later generations, up to today. Harmodius and Aristogeiton were soon heroised for having ended the tyranny (they didn’t) and portrayed as democratic champions (before the democratic constitution existed). The traditional view that Athenian political history was an inevitable progression towards democracy must be rejected. Pisistratus was no ‘enemy of the people’: his rule was accepted, and the democratic transition was an unpredictable sequel.

René Lavanchy is a journalist who has covered subjects including politics, trade unions and infrastructure. A student of Classics and Ancient History, he was recently awarded Oxford University’s Ancient History Prize for his master’s dissertation.
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Alexander the Great

Macedonia, 336 to 323 BC


By Matthew Binkowski

Birth name: Alexandros

Date of birth: July 356 BC

Place of birth: Born in the royal palace of Pella in Ancient Macedonia

Date of death: 10 June 323 BC in Babylon

Site of grave: Historical mystery

Education: Educated by Greek philosopher Aristotle

Married to Roxana, a Bactrian princess, in 327 BC

Children: Alexander IV

Assumed office: 336 BC, after the death of Philip II

Lost office: 10 June 323 BC

Length of rule: Approximately 12 years

Quotation: ‘I do not fear an army of lions led by sheep; I fear an army of sheep led by a lion.’

WRITERS, STORYTELLERS AND historians have heralded Alexander as one of the most powerful men in human history. His accolades have conquered the imagination of people for over two millennia. Quintus Curtius Rufus wrote his history of Alexander in the first century AD, coining the eternal nickname, ‘Alexander the Great’. Yet Alexander was always chasing greatness; and as if it were a carrot on a stick, he would never catch it. How could he, when the expectations for his mortal life were so immortally high? Alexander’s mother, Queen Olympias, claimed that the night before her marriage to King Philip II of Macedon, she dreamt of a thunderbolt striking her womb. While carrying Alexander, she asserted that the god Zeus, in the form of a serpent, had impregnated her. Today, a story of divine intervention would be brutally ridiculed, but in the fourth century BC, it was regarded as an undeniable truth. Alexander grew up with the weight of the gods on his shoulders and an image that would take a Herculean effort to uphold.

Alexander would be born into a Macedonia that was radically different from past centuries. While the Greek city-states, including Athens and Sparta, shared common Hellenic culture, Macedonia had a distinct culture influenced by both Greek and non-Greek elements. City-states such as Athens were modernised, cultural centres of science, experimenting with democracy. North of Mount Olympus, Macedonia had always been a primitive, peasant kingdom by comparison, with its rule in disarray. Through the eyes of Greeks, this made Macedonia uncultured, unintelligent and barbaric. Philip II, Alexander’s father, changed Macedonia from a disorganised hamlet to a powerful force in the ancient world. He adopted a revolutionary military tactic called the Macedonian Phalanx, where soldiers wielded long spears called sarissas in a tightly packed infantry formation. Since these spears were upwards of six metres long, they allowed soldiers to reach the enemy well past arm’s length. Philip was able to carve out new alliances and expand his country south into Thessaly and north-east into Thrace. Philip modernised his capital city Pella, and made every attempt to bring his country up to Greek cultural standards. Alexander would grow up in a powerful Macedonia, but a threatening and distrustful one.

The four powerful Greek city-states of Athens, Sparta, Corinth and Thebes were mistrustful of their northern imitators and would never truly accept Macedonians as Greek. Alexander grew up idolising Greek heroes – perhaps none bigger than Achilles, the formidable, nearly immortal Greek warrior who had conquered Troy and chiselled himself into the annals of history. Alexander wanted to be a Greek hero; he would eventually conquer all of Greece in 338 BC and unite all Greek-speaking people, but his lack of genuine acceptance by the Greek inhabitants would haunt his ego for the rest of his rule.

Alexander was born in the royal palace in the capital city of Pella. As a child of royalty, he received a comprehensive royal upbringing. He was coddled by his mother Olympias, constantly being reminded of his divinity; while his father expected greatness and would often look upon his childhood failures with disappointment. Alexander learnt how to fight at an early age, engaging in combat training unthinkable for a young boy today. At twelve years of age, he received a personal education from the Greek philosopher Aristotle, who enriched his mind with literature, science, medicine, the arts, and plenty of philosophical discussion. Alexander lived vicariously through the stories of Homer. The Iliad and Odyssey extolled adventure and the cost of greatness. Aristotle would also share with Alexander the tales of the Persian Wars as an ominous reminder of the threat the Persians still posed to the region. Alexander grew to hate the Persians and believed that if he was going to be truly accepted by the whole of Greece, he would have to conquer Persia and avenge the injustice of the Persian War. Aristotle should be credited with teaching Alexander the skill of adaptation, an understanding of global cultures, and an insatiable curiosity. These core principles, as well as an unearthly sense of self-importance, would help lead Alexander to nearly conquer the known world, but ultimately help bring about his downfall.

Problem-solving came naturally to Alexander. One day, Philip II was in a Macedonian marketplace looking for horses for his cavalry. A horse trader attempted to sell Philip a beautiful but temperamental horse by the name of Bucephalus. Bucephalus, which translates to Ox-head in Greek, earned his name through his stubbornness and inability to accept a rider. Philip was about to decline the sale when he was approached by Alexander, who believed he could ride the horse. His father laughed and asked, ‘If grown men cannot ride him, what makes you think you can?’ Alexander asked his father to buy the horse and bet him that if he could tame him, he could keep him, but if he could not, he would pay his father back for the loss. His father agreed and Alexander made his attempt. What no one but Alexander noticed, however, was that Bucephalus was afraid of his own shadow. Alexander turned the horse around, and mounted him from the opposite direction. He was able to tame the beast when no one else could. In a proud moment for both father and son, Philip said to Alexander, ‘Look for a suitable kingdom my son, Macedonia is too small for you.’ Bucephalus would go on to be Alexander’s champion horse for most of his conquests. When the horse was finally killed in 326 BC at the Battle of Hydaspes (in modern Pakistan), Alexander founded the city of Bucephala after his beloved companion along the River Hydaspes. It is still there today.

The taming of Bucephalus could be seen as an allegory for Alexander’s view of himself. No one but he was capable of riding Bucephalus because no one else was worthy. Alexander felt that if he was able to conquer a region, it was because he was favoured by the gods to do so. He valued loyalty and would be generous to those who were loyal to him, but he was ruthless to those who opposed his will.

In October of 336 BC, Philip was assassinated by Pausanias, one of Philip’s own bodyguards. Philip had been walking to the theatre when he was approached and stabbed. Pausanias was motivated by personal grievances, possibly involving a dispute over a romantic relationship. Others believe he was acting on behalf of Olympias, who was feeling jealous and threatened after Philip had taken another wife. Nevertheless, at just nineteen years old, Alexander would become King of Macedonia. His ascension to power would shake a fragile alliance with the Greek city-states and cause uprisings and rebellion. Thebes and Athens would form an alliance against Macedonia, and Alexander would have to reassert his dominance over these southern cities before he could continue his late father’s plans for the invasion of neighbouring Persia. After winning the Battle of Chaeronea, Alexander demonstrated what would happen to those who opposed his rule. He marched on the city of Thebes, killed as many as six thousand inhabitants and burned it to the ground. Those few that were left alive would be enslaved and moved throughout the Macedonian empire. Through fear and capitulation, Alexander was able to garner Greek cooperation. He then adopted a policy of conciliation and reconciliation with the Greek city-states, convening a military alliance called the League of Corinth in 337 BC. Through this alliance, Greek city-states swore allegiance to Alexander and agreed to participate in a unified military campaign against Persia.

As misplaced as it may have been, Alexander had a personal vendetta against the Persian Empire. Driven by a desire to seek revenge for the Graeco-Persian Wars that took place some 115 years earlier, and a chance to cement his legacy among mortal men, Alexander marched into Persia in 334 BC. His forces would exceed forty thousand men and be a combination of Macedonian warriors and Greek mercenaries from various city-states. Alexander first set his sights on freeing former Greek cities on the far eastern bank of the Aegean Sea. He saw himself as a liberator, freeing the people from the oppressive rule of Darius III. Although Alexander had never met Darius, defeating him became his primary objective. He knew he could never be the King of Persia without first removing the head of the snake. Alexander also had little respect for Darius because he was not a fighter. He may have been giving orders to his troops, but he was not on the frontlines leading charges into battle. According to Arrian, Alexander once addressed his men saying, ‘Come then, let any of you strip and display his own wounds, and I will display mine in turn; in my case there is no part of the body, or none in front, that has been left unwounded, and there is no weapon of close combat, no missile whose scars I do not bear on my person …’ Alexander would not ask anything of his men that he was unwilling to do himself.

At the Battle of Gaugamela in 331 BC, Darius made the decision to abandon his family, including his wife Stateira, in order to escape the advancing Macedonian forces led by Alexander. Darius’s army suffered a decisive defeat, and Darius fled the battlefield. After the battle, Alexander discovered Stateira, and Darius’s mother, Sisygambis, among the captives. Recognising their royal status, he treated them with respect and courtesy. This gesture was a strategic move. He wished to present himself as the legitimate successor to the Persian Empire, emphasising his conquest as a continuation of Persian rule rather than a complete overthrow.

Feeling increasingly insecure and facing internal opposition, Darius would be killed by one of his own provincial leaders (Bessus) seeking to be king. When Alexander eventually caught up with Bessus, he was enraged. Alexander had wanted Darius dead, but by his own hand. He felt disrespected, as only he was worthy enough to topple the Persian ruler. He highlighted his legitimacy by giving Darius an elaborate king’s funeral, and sentenced Bessus to a torturous death.

Perhaps from Aristotle’s teachings, Alexander knew that the only way to secure a kingdom as vast as he dreamt of was to convince the people of his divine right to rule. He never forced his conquered to feel as though they must change their way of life. He wanted them to continue living the life they’d always had, just with Alexander as their ruler. After Alexander took Egypt from Persian control, he made a significant visit to the Oracle of Amun at Siwa Oasis. Oracles in ancient times were revered for their knowledge and foresight. Alexander used this visit as propaganda. According to historical accounts, the Oracle addressed Alexander as the son of Zeus and confirmed his divine parentage. This declaration enhanced Alexander’s legitimacy and played a role in convincing the Egyptians of his divine connection. He would respect Egyptian customs and religious traditions by dressing as a pharaoh, instead of as a foreign king.

By 324 BC, Alexander had pushed past the boundaries of the known world. He had conquered Persia and was strategising a campaign to push into India. To this point, his charisma and god-like persona had galvanised his men to do anything he would ask. But there came a point when even the son of Zeus could not push them further. His men were homesick, and wished for Alexander’s odyssey to end. Alexander’s army became increasingly diverse, incorporating soldiers from various regions, including Persians and other non-Greeks. Alexander adopted a policy of fusion, encouraging intermarriage between his Macedonian soldiers and Persian noblewomen. He also started to include Persian soldiers in the higher ranks of the army and granted some of them Greek citizenship. To Alexander, this diversity was meant to create a kingdom of unity and stability. But while Alexander saw merit in this, his fellow Macedonians saw it as an affront to their culture. Soldiers who had followed Alexander to the edge of the world had been fighting for a greater Macedonia. Now they were being assimilated into the diverse vastness of Alexander’s kingdom.

After years of military conquests, Alexander’s empire stretched from Greece to Egypt and into Persia and India. By 323 BC, he had returned to Babylon, which he had chosen as the capital of his vast empire. Various accounts suggest that he fell ill after a night of heavy drinking. Some ancient sources mention symptoms such as fever, abdominal pain, and a progressive weakening of his physical condition. Malaria, typhoid fever, West Nile virus, or other infectious diseases have been proposed as possible causes. While these are all possible, another theory suggests he was poisoned by his own men. Alexander’s curiosity and desire to feed his own ego would have pushed him to lands unknown. His over-extension and endless campaigning presented a conflict of interest for many of the men under his command, who just wished to go home. Alexander’s health rapidly deteriorated over a period of twelve days. On his deathbed, when asked about his successor, Alexander said it should go ‘to the strongest’. On 10 June 323 BC, Alexander died in Babylon at the age of thirty-two. The intense physical and mental toll of Alexander’s leadership, including constant military campaigns and personal risk, probably contributed to his early death.

Matthew Binkowski is an author, historian, and high school history teacher in Stonington, Connecticut. He wrote the James Madison chapter in Iain Dale’s The Presidents.
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Fabius Cunctator

Rome, 221, 217 to 216 BC


By Tom Holland

Birth name: Quintus Fabius Maximus Verrucosus

Date of birth: 280 BC

Place of birth: Rome

Date of death: 203 BC

Site of grave: Not known

Married to name not known

Education: Private tutors

Children: Quintus Fabius Maximus

Assumed office: Consul (233, 228, 215, 214, 209 BC); dictator (221, 217 BC)

IN THE SUMMER of 217 BC, the Roman people submitted themselves to the rule of a dictator.

Such a development spoke unmistakably of crisis. That a single man should exercise supreme authority over his fellow citizens was, to the Romans, an abhorrent notion. Monarchy in their city had been abolished back in 509 BC. In its place, a free republic had been established. Liberty had been enshrined as the birthright and watchword of every Roman. The powers held by the exiled king had been divided between two magistrates, known as ‘consuls’: both elected by their fellow citizens, neither permitted to serve for more than a year at a time. The presence at the head of the republic of these twin magistrates, each keeping a watchful eye on the other, was a stirring expression of what, for almost three centuries, had served as the great guiding principle of the Roman people: never again to submit to the rule of a single man.

How was it, then, in the summer of 217 BC, that a dictator had come to power? Because, to the Romans of the third century BC, the word ‘dictator’ did not signify what it signifies to us. The office was entirely constitutional. From the earliest days of Roman liberty, provision had existed – should a moment of particular crisis require it – for the authority of the consuls to be superseded, and a single magistrate to take control of the republic. A dictator – literally, ‘a man who makes the decisions’ – was inaugurated by one of the two consuls in a nocturnal ceremony so secretive that most Romans had no idea what it actually involved. The consuls themselves, who remained in office, served him as his immediate subordinates. The role of the dictator – as his alternative title, ‘commander of the people in arms’, implied – was above all a military one. His task was to ride out from Rome at the head of a legion.

Naturally, the Romans were always reluctant to appoint a dictator. Only the threat of catastrophe could justify it. The dictatorship was inherently offensive to the ideals of the republic. Like unmixed wine, it threatened the man granted it with intoxication. This was why the term of a dictator’s office was always a short one. Once the emergency that had prompted his appointment was passed, or else after six months, it abruptly came to an end. Power was restored to the consuls. The republic returned to its customary rhythms. Its citizens breathed in the pure air of liberty again.

The Romans did not, however, rely solely on constitutional safeguards to prevent a dictatorship from becoming a tyranny. They depended as well on their own distinctive qualities as a people. Steeled by their love of freedom, and by their ideal of shared citizenship, they knew themselves to be the inhabitants of a city that was not like other cities. Only before the gaze of those whom he met in the Forum or stood beside in the battle-line could a Roman know himself truly a man. The truest glory was not wealth, nor a consulship, let alone despotic power, but the praise of his fellow citizens. This it was, in the final reckoning, that explained why no dictator had ever been tempted to establish a tyranny. Tradition commemorated one holder of the dictatorship as the paradigm. Cincinnatus, a patrician of stern and inflexible virtue, had been summoned from his plough to save Rome from a particularly menacing foe. Answering his people’s call, he had marched to the rescue of a besieged consul, defeated the enemy, and then obliged them to pass beneath a yoke of spears. The entire campaign had taken fifteen days. His job done, Cincinnatus had duly laid down his dictatorship. He had returned to his plough.

It was not just military aptitude, then, that qualified a citizen to serve as dictator, but moral character. The man appointed to the dictatorship in the summer of 217 was a political heavyweight as celebrated for his qualities of prudence and moderation as for his formidable record as a general. It helped as well, in a city that set great store by the pedigree of its magistrates, that Quintus Fabius Maximus belonged to one of the most distinguished families in Rome. Many of his ancestors had served as consul. His grandfather had served as dictator. Fabius himself, by 217, had already held two consulships. In the first of these, he had won a victory that had secured for the republic control of the Alpine foothills, and seen him voted a Triumph: a parade through the streets of Rome that was only ever the reward for spectacular military prowess.

Such a man was well qualified to serve, not as the bane of his city’s political traditions, but rather as their shield, their guarantor, their upholder. This was just as well, for the peril confronting the Roman people in 217 was a terrible one. Not for a long time had their city been threatened with capture. The fusion of efficiency and ruthlessness that they brought to their relations with foreign powers had gained them spectacular success. ‘No people are more eager for glory, more greedy for praise, than the Romans.’ By the 360s BC, they had established their city as the mistress of central Italy. By the 260s, they had come to rule the entire peninsula. In 241, they had brought Carthage, a city in what is now Tunisia, and which for centuries had been the most formidable naval power in the western Mediterranean, to sue for terms. The age of appointing dictators had seemed well and truly past.

But then, in 219, the Carthaginians had returned to war. A brilliant and audacious general by the name of Hannibal had led an army from Spain, over the Alps, and into Italy. Displaying a mastery of strategy and tactics far beyond that of his opponents, he had brought two Roman armies to sensational defeat. At the second of these battles, fought beside a lake named Trasimene, four legions – some 25,000 men – had been ambushed and annihilated. The consul who had rashly blundered into Hannibal’s trap ranked among the dead. In Rome, a magistrate had stood up in the Forum to report the disaster in sombre and lapidary terms. ‘A great battle has been fought, which we have lost.’

Such was the calamity that had prompted Fabius’s appointment as dictator. Resolved to demonstrate himself as worthy of the honour before the gods as well as his fellow citizens, he marked his first day in office by making sure that no offering to the heavens was neglected; then, at the head of two newly recruited legions, he marched southwards, to where Hannibal was lurking. Rather than engage the Carthaginians in battle, however, he opted to shadow them, with the aim of wearing them out.

If they kept their position, then he did as well; but the moment they moved he would descend from the heights and draw up his men just far enough away to avoid being drawn into a battle that he had no wish to fight, yet near enough to inspire in Hannibal a fear that he was going to fight at last.

Plutarch, Life of Fabius Maximus

These tactics, unglamorous though they were, proved highly effective. Enemy raiding parties were systematically picked off. Italian cities that might otherwise have swung behind Hannibal were intimidated into remaining loyal to Rome. The Carthaginians began to run out of supplies.

To many Romans, however, Fabius’s tactics were a cause of shame. Among them was his own deputy, a former consul named Marcus Minucius Rufus, who grew increasingly impatient with his superior’s refusal to confront the invaders directly. Matters came to a head when Fabius – outsmarting Hannibal in a way that no Roman had previously managed to do – succeeded in bottling up the Carthaginian army in a valley. Hannibal, however, proved equal to the challenge. He waited until nightfall, then tied burning torches to the horns of a great herd of cattle. When the Roman troops saw the blaze of lights approaching them, and massed in response, Hannibal was able to lead his men out of the valley through the resulting gap. Still Fabius shadowed him. Hannibal, alert to the tensions in the Roman camp, made a point of ostentatiously sparing land owned by Fabius, even as other Roman estates were put to the torch. Whisperings against the dictator rose to such a pitch that they echoed all the way to Rome. Fabius’s enemies forced a vote, which obliged him to share his powers equally with Minucius. The dictatorship was transformed into the equivalent of a consulship.

Time, however, would see the Roman people learn to appreciate the man they had nicknamed Cunctator – the Delayer. Shortly after Minucius’s promotion to joint command, he was lured by Hannibal into an encirclement so threatening that only the prompt intervention of Fabius served to spare him and his forces from annihilation. That evening, the shamefaced Minucius led his men to Fabius’s headquarters. There, he saluted the commander he had so traduced, and hailed him as ‘father’. ‘Let me be the first,’ Minucius declared, ‘to abrogate and annul the decree of the people that awarded me the joint command.’ Whereupon the dictator, shaking Minucius by the hand, confirmed him in his former post as second-in-command.

Not until the following year, however, would the Roman people properly come to appreciate Fabius. By 216, his term of office as dictator was at an end. Rome’s armies were once again led by elected consuls. The result was the worst defeat in the city’s history. At Cannae, in southern Italy, the largest army the Romans had ever put into the field – some 80,000 men – was encircled and obliterated by Hannibal’s much smaller force. The news of the disaster, when it reached Rome, plunged the city into mourning and despair. But Fabius did not mourn, nor did he despair. Instead, walking round the city, greeting friends, silencing women who had surrendered to weeping and the beating of their breasts, he behaved precisely as though the city faced no danger at all. His example shamed his fellow citizens into steeling themselves afresh for the fight. New armies were raised. The war against Hannibal continued to be prosecuted. The Roman republic remained the Roman republic still.

The example set by Fabius as dictator, once so derided by his fellow citizens, ensured that never again would the legions confront Hannibal openly while he remained on Italian soil. Gradually, over the years, the strategy wore down the Carthaginians’ ability to prosecute the war. In 203, a Roman invasion of Africa forced Hannibal to abandon Italy altogether. He was defeated in pitched battle the following year. Carthage sued for terms. Rome, against all the odds, had won the war.

The role played by Fabius in this great victory was never forgotten. Although he had died shortly before the final defeat of Hannibal, he was commemorated as the man who had made it possible, and preserved not only the liberty of the Roman people, but the successful functioning of their constitution. It was a dictator who had enabled the republic to remain free. The poet Ennius, writing shortly after Fabius’s death, summed up the paradoxes of his achievement: ‘A single man restored to us our state – and he did it by delaying.’

Tom Holland is a historian and translator. He co-presents the podcast The Rest is History. His most recent book is Pax: War and Peace in Rome’s Golden Age.
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Julius Caesar

Rome, c.64 to 44 BC


By Mark Fox

Birth name: Gaius Julius Caesar

Date of birth: 12 July 100 BC

Place of birth: Suburra

Date of death: 15 March 44 BC

Site of grave: Temple of Caesar

Education: various tutors

Married to Cornelia; Pompeia; Calpurnia. Julius Caesar had three confirmed and recognised marriages – Cornelia 84–69 BC, Pompeia 67–61 BC, Calpurnia 59 BC. Some historians suggest there was a first marriage to a woman named Cossutia, but there is no general agreement about this union taking place. In addition Caesar conducted a high-profile affair with Cleopatra of Egypt.

Children: Julia; Caesarion; Augustus (adopted)

Lost office: 15 March 44 BC (on his death)

Length of rule: circa 20 years

Quotation: ‘Veni, vidi, vici.’

JULIUS CAESAR IS perhaps the most consequential dictator in world history. His decisions and actions continue to resonate, from his time to ours. The Roman Senate renamed Quintilis, the seventh month of the year, in his honour, to mark the month of his birth. The yearly calendar by which we mark the passing of the year, the Julian Calendar, was his initiative and, apart from minor changes, remains as he created it. Although never emperor of Rome himself he created the circumstances in which the imperial throne could be established by his great-nephew and adopted son Octavian who later adopted the name Augustus. In doing so he established Rome as an imperial power for the next one thousand years. Every emperor of the empire thereafter called themselves Caesar, either as a name or as a title. The words Tsar, Kaiser and King are all derivates.

Caesar was as great a general as he was a politician, achieving extraordinary gains and expanding the boundary of Rome’s frontiers. He fought in and/or led no less than twenty-three wars/battles/sieges. An extraordinarily daring and ruthless military commander, often exceeding the wishes, let alone the orders, of the Senate, he was a restless and merciless warrior who, during his many successful campaigns, transformed the loyalty of his soldiers from Rome to himself, forging the bond between him and his men through continuous battlefield success.

He was also a considerable author and rhetorician. Only his contemporary chronicling of the times in which he lived survives. This was, of course, primarily aimed at showing himself in the best possible light to his fellow citizens but it served as the essential history of the time on which much of subsequent historical writing was based. Cicero, the accomplished Roman lawyer and speaker who rose from obscurity to the consulship on the basis of his skill as a public speaker, praised Caesar’s skill as a public orator. Caesar was therefore supremely equipped in every respect to rise to the very top of the Roman world.

Julius Caesar was born into a distinguished patrician family, but not one that was particularly prominent or wealthy at the time of his birth. Initially he was not seen as destined for a significant political career and early in his career he fell foul of the then-dictator Sulla. His position was secured and he embarked on a military career overseas. He attempted to make his mark in the law courts through the traditional route of prosecuting senior members of the state, as Cicero successfully would do, but in this endeavour he failed. Like Cicero, Caesar trained in rhetoric under the celebrated teacher Apollonius Molon, which may well account for why both men were singularly lauded for their speaking skills.

On his return he entered politics proper. In 71 BC he served as a military tribune. In 69 BC he served as a Quaestor, thereby securing a seat in the Senate for the rest of his life. In both positions he adopted uncontroversial political positions and supported Pompey, who at the time was indisputably the more prominent and successful figure in the empire. In 65 BC he served as curule aedile, a role that required him to ensure that public buildings were kept in good order. It also put him in charge of public festivals and he used the position skilfully to stage well-received games that raised his public profile considerably. In addition, he did much to restore the public statues and monuments that Sulla had removed, some of which had been his family’s. The restoring of a family’s position was common patrician practice, and generally approved by the Senate. In all this Caesar was enjoying a routinely successful if uncontroversial political progress.

In 63 BC, however, Caesar would first show his willingness to take a political gamble. He stood for the Praetorship, a perfectly reasonable next step up the ladder, and he also stood for election for pontifex maximus, the state’s most senior religious position. He faced two much more senior and well-established opponents in Quintus Lutatius Catulus and Publius Servilius Isauricus, but beat them both, securing for himself an official residence and a place at the heart of the state for the rest of his life. For Caesar it was an extraordinary political gamble that paid off.

At the same time he also won the Praetorship. The Catilinarian conspiracy, a concerted attempt by senior figures to overthrow the elected consuls, Cicero and his colleague Gaius Antonius Hybrida, and seize power by force, had been exposed and the conspirators prosecuted. The event caused significant political instability and Caesar used his position as Praetor to appeal for lesser punishments for those involved than they subsequently received. Thereafter he continued to pursue positions that contributed to political instability to the extent that he ended up needing to restore relations with his fellow aristocrats. By the end of his term of office he was deeply in debt. Completing his year of office he was appointed a provincial governor, using the position to enrich himself by pursuing military campaigns well outside the boundaries of his province. Through his military achievements he was hailed Imperator in the field, qualifying for a Triumph on his return to Rome. When he did return home in 60 BC, he was forced to choose between a Triumph or being a candidate for the consulship, Rome’s most senior political office. Never one to confuse the appearance of power for the real thing, he gave up his chance of a Triumph and stood for election to Rome’s highest office. Caesar had built his alliances carefully. He had married into Sulla’s family, supported Pompey, and was known for his efforts at reconciliation after the Catilinarian conspiracy. His victory was assured.

His consulship of 59 BC, his first, was tumultuous and sowed the seeds for much of what was to come thereafter. His fellow consul, Marcus Calpurnius Bibulus, was a long-term political opponent. In the ensuing months as Caesar tried to enact his legislation on land reform and other populist measures, Bibulus did much to frustrate his efforts. It was at the beginning of this term of office that Caesar brokered a reconciliation between Pompey and Crassus, thus establishing the powerful three-way alliance of interest and ambition that would come to be known as the Triumvirate.

By the end of his consulship Caesar was deeply in debt and being pressed by his creditors. It was at this point that he turned seriously to soldiering as a way of replenishing his personal coffers. Julius was always interested in military exploits as a way of furthering and advancing his ambition to govern Rome. This distinguished him from other dictators, such as Napoleon or Hitler, for example, for whom conquest of the state was a stepping stone to wider territorial conquests. For Caesar the wider territorial conquests were merely a means to a domestic end. As a general Caesar suffered considerable setbacks as well as great victories; he preferred not to fight in the frontline if it could be avoided but was quite prepared to do so when necessary. He understood his men and commanded immense loyalty from them, he took great care to secure his supply lines, he used engineering works extensively, and he moved with remarkable rapidity. A daring commander and ruthless conqueror, he was, however, always a politician first and a general second. Increasingly though, after his first consulship the source of his political power shifted from open elections to being rooted in the military force he could deploy. As with all dictators Caesar ended up relying not on the electorate but on his soldiers to secure his position.

Appointed governor of no less than three provinces following his consulship, all abutting or near northern Italy, Caesar began the style of ruthless restless marauding campaigning that would become his hallmark for the rest of his life. He fought long and tough battles across what is now France and extended the borders of Rome to the Rhine. He wrote ceaselessly in the third person about the success of his campaigns, reports which he ensured were sent back for publication in Rome. He kept in constant contact with developments in the city. He managed to maintain good relations with Pompey and Crassus but tensions and jealousies increasingly burst into the open. The Triumvirate’s fate was sealed, however, when Crassus died on an ill-fated military campaign in 53 BC. From then on it was only a matter of time before Caesar and Pompey would fight it out head to head. Pompey was allied to the Senate and authorities of Rome. Caesar was regarded as a threat. In January 49 BC the Senate declared him a public enemy. The die was cast and the fate of Rome hung in the balance.

Caesar’s demands on the face of it were modest – a second consulship and a Triumph – but the relentless build-up of his army caused a breakdown in trust. Despite several attempts at compromise and discussion, trust in Caesar’s willingness to stick to his part of any agreement was absent. Although Pompey was the more experienced general with the resources of the state behind him, Caesar in the end triumphed over his old rival. Even after Pompey’s death Caesar still had to put down several rebellions against his rule. He returned to Rome several times to organise elections and to settle different aspects of organisation, but he never settled to govern the city and its empire. He was always looking for the next campaign, the next military adventure.

Caesar was technically appointed dictator five times after his military success had secured his dominant personal position in the state. It was perhaps on the fifth occasion, when he was appointed dictator for life, that he sealed his own fate. Up until that point he had been relatively careful about the appearance of his position. He had proposed no great political or social reforms. He showed no interest in establishing a hereditary position for his family. The titles and honours that he allowed to be heaped on himself – even having his face placed on the coinage – all seemed personal vanities and did not damage him as much as the accepting of the life-time dictatorship. By accepting that position he finally cut off any hope other political aspirants may have had to rise to the highest office.

By 44 BC a coalition of not just his established enemies but also a broad selection of his supporters had determined to assassinate Caesar. He had made matters worse for himself by rigging the most recent elections and settling some positions for years to come. His life dictatorship meant the end of any pretence at democracy, let alone opportunity. The conspirators murdered him when he was attending a public meeting on the Ides of March 44 BC. He was fifty-five years old. His death started the events that led to a second civil war and the eventual establishment of the reign of the emperors by Octavian, his great-nephew. By the time of his death, the ideals of the old republic had died. They had done so because a small provincial town practising a form of democracy was not able to adapt its processes and systems to accommodate its vastly expanding territories and responsibilities. It was in a sense crushed under the weight of its own success. It was this success that Caesar had wanted to control and that, in the end, cost him his life.

Caesar’s emergence as dictator was not inevitable. His progress suffered setbacks and he often sought ways to build alliances, but his restless nature never allowed any alliance to last for long. The republic was fragile and Rome was frequently in a turmoil of political instability. In the lifetime of all the key players, Rome had entered into civil war, out of which Sulla had emerged as dictator. He had laid down his responsibilities and retired to private life but his example of seizing power through military force had set the precedent for Caesar, Pompey and others to consider the same thing. Julius Caesar was not the first person to seize power by force but the legacy of his reign has been more enduring than any other before or since.

Mark Fox is Chief Executive of the Business Services Association. He is a Visiting Professor at St Mary’s University and Honorary Research Fellow at St Stephen’s House Oxford.
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Caesar Augustus

Rome, 27 BC to AD 14

By Peter Wiseman

Birth name: Gaius Octavius

Date of birth: 23 September 63 BC

Place of birth: Rome

Date of death: 19 August 14 AD

Site of grave: Augustus mausoleum, Rome

Education: Unknown

Married to Claudia (42–40 BC); Scribonia (40–38 BC); Livia (38 BC – AD 14)

Children: Julia the Elder (biological); Gaius Caesar, Lucius Caesar, Agrippa Postumus, Tiberius (all adopted) 

Assumed office: 16 January 27 BC

Lost office: 19 August 14 AD

Length of rule: 40 years, 8 months, 4 days

Quotation: ‘I found Rome a city of bricks and left it a city of marble.’

CAESAR AUGUSTUS DIED in AD 14 after half a century of political pre-eminence, honoured and respected as few men have ever been. Not long before his death he had written a statement of his public achievements, to be inscribed in bronze and placed outside his mausoleum. It began: ‘At the age of nineteen I raised an army on my own initiative and at my own expense, and I used it to free the republic from the domination of an oligarchy.’

For centuries the Roman republic was a model of successful popular sovereignty, widely admired for its egalitarian public-service ethos, the honesty and integrity of its elected magistrates and military commanders, and the constitutional checks and balances that enabled the conflicting interests of rich and poor to be reconciled by peaceful compromise. What corrupted it was the acquisition of an overseas empire in the second century BC and the huge influx of public and private wealth that followed. Later Romans saw this as a moral crisis: frugality and self-discipline had made Rome great; luxury and self-indulgence now threatened to ruin it. As one well-informed observer put it: ‘greed led to arrogance, cruelty, neglect of the gods, and the belief that everything could be bought’.

The tipping point came in 133 BC, when a tribune of the Roman people, legislating to prevent the illegal privatisation of public assets by the rich, was beaten to death in the public assembly by a gang of senators who claimed he was acting tyrannically. Politics thereafter was polarised into two rival camps that came to be known as populares, defenders of traditional popular sovereignty, and optimates (‘the best people’), an oligarchy of the rich and powerful who insisted on their own view of what the republic should be and whose interests it should serve. In 88 BC an optimate commander, Lucius Sulla, occupied Rome with his army and brought in legislation abolishing the political role of the People’s tribunes, one of those ‘checks and balances’ that had kept the republic stable for four centuries.

It took nearly twenty years for the populares to get the tribunes’ powers restored, and even then the optimates were determined to win back control by whatever means. It was during the uneasy stalemate that followed that Gaius Octavius, the future Augustus, was born in 63 BC. He was named after his father, a middle-ranking senator; his mother Atia was a niece of Julius Caesar, the most prominent champion of the populares. When Octavius was thirteen years old, the optimate consuls forced two tribunes out of Rome, to prevent their legitimate use of a political veto; they fled to Caesar, who as proconsul had just completed the conquest of Gaul, and Caesar (‘Let the die be cast!’) marched south with one of his legions to reinstate them.

The resulting civil war was long and bloody, but by young Octavius’s fifteenth birthday Caesar was in total control of the state, elected and re-elected as dictator by repeated popular votes. He was magnanimous in victory, pardoning many of those who had fought against him, and promoting some (including Brutus and Cassius) to high office. An optimate rebellion in Spain brought yet more bloodshed, but in 44 BC the wars at last were over. Caesar dismissed his bodyguard, and the optimates (who had taken an oath to preserve his safety) hacked him to death in the Senate house. The Roman people furiously demanded vengeance. Caesar’s will was read: his heir – adopted as his son, and to bear his name – was his great-nephew Gaius Octavius, now completing his education in Greece.

At Rome, the optimates were exultant: the tyrant (as they saw it) was dead, and they hoped to resume their kleptocracy without hindrance. At Apollonia, a messenger brought the news, and Octavius, a boy of eighteen, had to decide whether or not to accept his perilous legacy. He didn’t hesitate.

Back in Italy, the young Caesar, as he now was, quickly made himself known to his adoptive father’s veterans. Their loyalty, however, was also claimed by the consul Marcus Antonius (‘Mark Antony’), once Caesar’s right-hand man and now engaged in a hostile standoff with the largely pro-optimate Senate. What lay behind that bland ‘At the age of nineteen I raised an army …’ was a bitter three-way power struggle, eighteen months of political manoeuvring and military conflict that ended with the optimates discredited, the young Caesar elected to the consulship, and the assassins and their allies brought to trial in absentia and condemned by due legal process.

In November 43 BC, on the proposal of one of their tribunes, the Roman people voted into existence a ‘Triumvirate for organising the republic’, to hold power for five years, and elected as its members Marcus Lepidus (the pontifex maximus), Marcus Antonius and Octavius Caesar. Their remit was to find and execute the guilty men. Their first act, borrowing an expedient pioneered by the optimates themselves (in Sulla’s reign of terror forty years before), was to publish a ‘proscription-list’ of men who could be killed with impunity and their killers rewarded.

What followed was renewed civil war, with Antonius and the young Caesar commanding the republic’s armies against the forces raised by Brutus and Cassius in Macedonia. The military issue was decided at Philippi (42 BC), but the ideological conflict was as bitter as ever. The optimates and their sympathisers were regrouping in Sicily, hoping one day to reclaim the confiscated estates that were now being divided up among the citizen soldiers who had fought the republic’s wars.

The charismatic leader the veterans had avenged was now deified as ‘Divus Julius’. His adopted son was ‘Commander Caesar’ (Imperator Caesar), and it took yet another civil war, fought mainly in the seas around Sicily, before he could claim that the republic was finally free of the corrupt and tenacious oligarchy that had dominated it. That was in 36 BC, and he was twenty-seven.

The Triumvirate had been renewed for another five years, but by now Lepidus had been sidelined and Antonius was far away, trying to fulfil Caesar’s interrupted project of the conquest of Parthia (roughly modern Iran and Iraq). At Rome, Commander Caesar was in charge, supported by his close friend Marcus Agrippa, a brilliant commander and organiser in his own right (the victory in the Sicilian war was largely his doing), and very conspicuously a man of the people. Together, they set about making sure that the Roman people saw the practical benefits of the oligarchs’ defeat. New roads and aqueducts were built, and grand new public building projects undertaken, with the temples and piazzas of Rome now adorned with masterpieces of Greek sculpture that had once been the private property of the super-rich.

The invasion of Parthia had failed, and Antonius was now supervising Rome’s eastern empire from the palace of his ally and lover, the queen of Egypt. In conspicuous contrast, Commander Caesar brought under Roman control the lands between the Adriatic and the Danube (another project of his adoptive father’s), thus linking Rome’s western and eastern subject territories. Both men ignored the expiry of the renewed Triumvirate in 32 BC, but Commander Caesar organised a formal statement of popular support for a war on Cleopatra and the ‘renegade’ Antonius. Following up this ruthless diplomatic power play with military victories by sea and land (thanks again to Agrippa), by 30 BC he was the undisputed master of the Roman world, with the treasury of the kingdom of Egypt at his disposal.

One significant detail among these great events was the execution of the last survivor of Caesar’s murderers, tracked down in Athens soon after the conquest of Egypt. The Roman people’s mandate had been completed.

This is how Augustus put it in his late-life Statement of Achievements:

In my sixth and seventh consulships [28–27 BC], after I had extinguished the civil wars, although by the agreement of all I had power over everything, I transferred the republic from my power into the control of the Senate and people of Rome. For this service I was named ‘Augustus’ by senatorial decree [16 January 27 BC], the doorposts of my house were publicly decorated with laurels and a ‘civic crown’ [for the saving of citizens] was set above my door … After that time I surpassed everyone in influence, but I had no more power than the others who were my magisterial colleagues.

He also put it on record that the Senate and people had offered him the dictatorship, and he had refused it.

His popularity was boundless – not just for putting an end to the civil wars, but for achieving stability and prosperity (the spoils of Egypt were generously deployed) and a republic no longer distorted by the selfish interests of the rich and privileged. He was not, of course, an ‘emperor’: like Julius Caesar, his adoptive father, Caesar Augustus was a brilliantly successful popularis leader who overcame the oligarchy by the only means possible, military force; and unlike Julius Caesar, he succeeded in staying alive to supervise the republic in the interests of the Roman people.

There was no palace, no court, no regalia, and his personal life was deliberately frugal: it was the ethos of the old republic that he wanted to restore. That may have been impossible in a state that had long prospered on the profits of empire; but Caesar Augustus spent the next forty years striving to turn the haphazard empire of the republic into a rationally organised military and fiscal system that worked for the benefit of all Roman citizens, and not just to make a few of them obscenely rich.

He had the huge advantage of the favour of the gods. The name ‘Augustus’ alluded to the ‘august augury’ by which Romulus had assured himself of the gods’ goodwill at the foundation of the city. Augury was the art of detecting the gods’ attitude from celestial signs; in July 44 BC, when eighteen-year-old Gaius Octavius had come to Rome to assert his new identity as Caesar, a comet shone brightly in the night sky for seven consecutive days. The optimate oligarchy had neglected the gods, but Caesar Augustus made a point of restoring their temples and building magnificent new ones.

We happen to have verbatim evidence for an honorific occasion in 2 BC, when Augustus was fifty-nine. A senior senator (who had fought for the assassins forty years earlier) made the announcement: ‘The Senate, in consensus with the Roman people, joins in saluting you as pater patriae.’ And Augustus replied: ‘Now that I have achieved all I have prayed for, members of the Senate, I have only this to ask of the immortal gods, that I may be permitted to extend this consensus of yours to the very end of my life.’

Getting that political consensus had been his life’s work. But now, as he aged, the question became ‘What happens when he dies?’ The Roman people would need another Caesar, to protect what Julius and Augustus had achieved. Personal charisma, however powerful, cannot be transmitted. Augustus’s chosen heirs (the sons of his daughter and Agrippa) both died as young men, and in AD 4 he adopted his stepson Tiberius Claudius Nero, a formidable military commander but a patrician with little sympathy for the popularis tradition.

Augustus died at the age of seventy-five, and was deified like his adoptive father. Reluctantly, at the Senate’s insistence, Tiberius Caesar took over his position in the state. And so it became a hereditary autocracy, with predictable results. One of Augustus’s great-grandsons was Caligula; one of his great-great-grandsons was Nero.

There are two ‘Lessons from History’ to be learnt from the life of Caesar Augustus. First, that intransigent, polarised politics in a democratic system will lead to murderous violence and civil war; and second, that when the popular will is invested in a single individual, however benign, the outcome in the long run will be despotism.

Peter Wiseman FBA is a professor emeritus at the University of Exeter. His book The House of Augustus: A Historical Detective Story was published by Princeton University Press in 2019.
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Attila the Hun

The Hun Empire, 434 to 453

By Alexander Stafford

Birth name: Attila

Date of birth: c.406

Place of birth: Unknown

Date of death: March 453

Site of grave: Unknown

Education: Not known

Married to numerous women, including Kreka and Ildico

Children: Numerous, including Ellac; Dengizich; and Ernak

Assumed office: 434, jointly with brother Bleda; solely from 445

Lost office: March 453

Length of rule: c.29 years

Quotation: None known

FEW NAMES CARRY with them so many connotations of dread and loathing as that of Attila the Hun. Indeed, out of all the various barbarian warlords that helped strangle the Western Roman Empire, none is so enigmatic or infamous as Attila. While the other names of famous barbarian warlords such as Genseric the Vandal, Alaric the Visigoth, and Theodoric I, among others, have been almost lost to the mists of time, it is Attila’s name that still stands large and it is he who became known as the ‘Scourge of God’.

Perhaps the reason for this is the Huns’ key role in the fall of the Western Empire. It was the Huns’ advance down from the Black Sea coast that set off a chain reaction, pushing and forcing other tribes, albeit Germanic, against and ultimately into the Roman Empire. The Romans couldn’t cope with such a swirling horde of armed migrants, who were hungry for land and gold, and ultimately caused the collapse of the empire. The Huns were known for being fierce mounted warriors, having mastered the use of fast ponies, archery and javelins. It was these tactics in the mid fourth century that drove all before them, especially the Germanic tribes, who were more used to fighting on foot. They conquered the Alans, most of the Greuthungi, and then the majority of the Thervingi, who in 376 fled en masse into the Roman Empire for protection. This in turn encouraged more and more barbarians to cross the Roman border to settle and raid. By 378 the number of barbarians forced into the empire by the Huns was such that they even managed to defeat the Romans in a pitched battle at Adrianople, killing the Roman emperor Valens – the first emperor to die in battle for hundreds of years.

These Germanic groups were no mere small warbands, but a wave of migration unlike any ever seen before. Hundreds of thousands of men, women and children were on the move, taking everything they could with them. In 406, following further Hun attacks, even more tribes – Vandals, Alans, Suebi and Burgundians – crossed the Rhine into the Roman Empire, creating an unstable mass of barbarians whose culture was so alien to Rome that even if some wanted to integrate – and few ever did – the Romans couldn’t have assimilated them all into their already weakened Roman state. Over the years that followed, despite the eastern half of the Roman Empire headquartered at Constantinople remaining rich and powerful, the fabric of the Western Roman Empire started to come apart at the seams. Even Rome itself was sacked in 410.

It was into this rapidly changing and disintegrating world that Attila was born in around 406. Born into a noble Hunnish family, his uncle Rugila became co-ruler of the Huns while Attila was young. Under Rugila the Huns flourished and started building themselves a vast empire of their own on what is now the Great Hungarian Plain. Prior to this, although the Huns had raided and plundered parts of the Roman Empire, namely the Balkans but also down into Syria, there had been few attempts to take and hold Roman land. They were content to build up their own empire north of the border. Indeed, while Attila was growing up, the Romans used the Huns as mercenaries against the Germanic tribes and even in their civil wars, such as when Generalissimo Aetius tried to enlist them to help support the Roman usurper John. By 422 the Romans were paying the Huns annually 350 lbs of gold to keep them onside – partly as a retainer, but also to buy influence.

When Rugila died in 434, control of the Huns passed over to the sons of his brother – Bleda and Attila. These were initially intended to be co-rulers, with Bleda, the older of the two, being the senior party. But it soon became clear that Attila was becoming much more powerful than his brother.

At the start of the reign the Huns continued to do a lot of the Roman dirty work, including in 437 destroying the Burgundian kingdom on the Rhine – a massacre so severe it was later commemorated in the Nibelungenlied. Later that year the Huns, under Attila, helped Aetius capture the leader of the Bagaudae, a group of rebellious Roman peasants and slaves, and the following year they aided the Romans against the Visigothic capital.

Attila realised that the Romans were relying increasingly on his fearsome warriors and demanded a new relationship with them. The Roman need for Hunnish warriors and to reduce Hun raids against its own empire resulted in a unique treaty. The Roman Empire doubled its tribute to the Huns, along with opening up markets and promising to return fugitives to them (who Attila usually had impaled when returned), as well as paying ransom money for any Romans who the Huns held. This treaty – decided all on horseback in the Hunnish fashion at the border town of Margus – was a clear turning point in the way the Romans viewed their changing world. It was the first time in its long history that the Roman Empire saw and treated another barbarian tribe as even being close to the same league as itself. The inwards-looking Roman world had always had the Mediterranean at its core; and the only other empire that it would treat, albeit begrudgingly, as in any way its equal was that of the Persians. Now the Romans were forced to look north, to a barbarian empire that seemed to have gained an almost equal footing to them.

This treaty did buy a period of peace for the Roman Empire and the Huns, who turned their attention to raiding the Persian (Sassanid) Empire. But, by 440, the Huns again crossed the Danube into Roman territory and attacked Roman markets and forts. In 441 they made significant headway into the Balkans, as many Roman troops had been sent elsewhere to prepare for an expedition against the Vandals in Africa. The Huns took large Roman cities such as Singidunum (modern-day Belgrade) and Sirmium. And in 443 they shocked the Romans by using full siege equipment to attack and take various towns. Until this point barbarian tribes had not been able to utilise siege equipment, and in raids the larger towns usually remained secure, apart from betrayals. Under Attila and his brother this marked a real change of events and shocked Romans across the empire. On top of this, when the Huns did take cities by force they would completely and utterly lay waste to them, killing all and any who were there. Years after the capture of Naissus by Attila, a Roman diplomat recalled: ‘we found the city deserted, as though it had been sacked; only a few sick persons lay in the churches. We halted at a short distance from the river, in an open space, for all the ground adjacent to the bank was full of the bones of men slain in war.’ In response to this devastation and defeat the Romans blinked again, increasing their tribute to the Huns to 1,400 lbs of gold a year.

While this increased payment clearly bought more time for the Romans, Attila used the break to his advantage and had his brother Bleda murdered in 445. This left him as sole and undisputed ruler of the Huns. Never one to miss an opportunity, Attila decided to attack the Roman Empire again in 447. The Balkans had been hit with poor harvests and bouts of plague, as well as devastating earthquakes that left many of its defences in ruins. Although the Romans in record time fixed the walls of Constantinople, Attila drove all before him, heavily defeating Roman armies, sacking and taking city upon city and raiding as far south as the pass of Thermopylae and the Dardanelles. Nearly every major city in the Balkans fell to the Huns and the region was devastated. The Romans once again were desperate for peace and agreed to up their tribute to 2,100 lbs of gold, as well as giving a tract of land south of the Danube, and inside the empire, to the Huns.

Having failed to beat Attila militarily, the Romans sent an assassin under the guise of an ambassador. Despite uncovering this Attila, who would have had every right to execute the entire embassy party for the betrayal, decided once again to turn it to his advantage. He used the situation to reinforce his psychological domination over the Romans, sending the party back to the Roman emperor’s court in humiliation. Attila was no longer acting like a barbarian warlord. He was able to go toe to toe with the Roman emperor himself and have him mocked in his own court by the failed assassins.

What happened next turned Attila from warlord into what he later became known as – the ‘Scourge of God’. Having spent the best part of his life fighting the eastern half of the Roman Empire based out of Constantinople, Attila turned his eyes to the western half. He had already ravaged the Balkan provinces thoroughly, so taking his army further east would have been difficult; the West should have naturally been the next area to plunder. However, by the mid-fifth century the western half of the empire was already in dire straits, having been battered, torn and plundered by countless barbarians – many of whom had been forced there by the Huns. The western half was always the poorer part of the empire, and with the loss of the breadbasket of North Africa to the Vandals in 439, it was getting weaker and poorer by the year.

What did drive Attila to the west, and spurred on a lot of his actions, was the one thing that the Hunnic Empire hadn’t yet achieved: full recognition. Attila was still viewed as a barbarian and the only thing that would legitimise his position was a marriage into a senior Roman family. So when the opportunity arose, he jumped at it, putting the entire strength of his empire into the task.

The opportunity came about when the sister of the Western emperor Valentinian III – Iusta Grata Honoria – supposedly offered herself to Attila in marriage, with half of the Western Roman Empire as her dowry. She sent Attila a brooch with her portrait on it, along with a letter detailing her plans. Having caught her in an illicit love affair with a junior subject who had got her pregnant, Valentinian had the father of the babe executed and shut away his sister, with the plan to marry her off to an older senator to avoid embarrassment. Honoria was having none of this and sent to Attila to be rescued. Attila, with his eyes always on the goal of recognition, jumped at the chance and set off on the mission – not in fact to rescue his bride-to-be, but to secure his dowry first and foremost, by crossing into and attacking Gaul in 451. City after city fell, from the old Imperial Capital of Trier to Cologne, Metz, Reims, Strasbourg and many others. Attila seemed to be able to plunder at will. The Romans had to react, and Roman generalissimo Aetius moved quickly to oppose him. With true Roman forces so diminished by this point, Aetius had to rely on a confederation of Germanic auxiliaries to form the bulk of his army – Visigoths, Franks, Burgundians and even Celts. The two massive armies clashed at the Battle of the Catalaunian Plains on 20 June 451. It proved to be one of the last major military operations of the Western Roman Empire and is seen as changing the course of world history. While the battle was a close-run affair leading to huge casualties on both sides, including the death of the Visigothic king Theodoric I, ultimately it was a stalemate and a strategic defeat for Attila, who was forced to retreat. The Roman coalition, too weakened to fully pursue Attila, allowed him to return to his own lands in good order and with a large army still intact.

Nevertheless, the ramifications of the defeat cannot be overstated. Had Attila beaten the Romans, he would have established a Hunnic empire in the heart of Europe. He would have broken the back of not only the Roman Empire, but also many of their Germanic allies, and been the true master of Europe. Instead it was the Germanic tribes – Franks in Gaul, Visigoths in Spain, Goths in Italy – that became the true successors to the Roman superstate.

But Attila was determined not to be beaten, and he used the winter of 451/2 to rest his troops and prepare for another campaign against the Roman Empire in 452. This time he decided to strike at the heart of the empire itself: Italy. In the spring of 452 he broke through the Alpine passes. Just as in the Balkans and in Gaul the previous year, ancient city after ancient city fell to his ravaging hordes: Aquileia, Padua, Mantua, Vicenza, Verona, Brescia and Bergamo, and even the long-time imperial capital of Milan were put to the sword. With the Roman army in no state following the previous year’s battle to challenge him militarily, the Roman emperor sent emissaries to sue for peace. Most famously the Pope himself – Leo I – met with Attila and persuaded him to withdraw from Italy. While some put Attila’s reaction to the Pope down to divine intervention, it is more likely that the Italy Attila found was not the Italy of history or legend. The Western Empire was impoverished. For decades it had been dealing with invaders and been hit repeatedly by famine and plagues that were starting to bite into the Hunnic army too. The further south Attila went, the further he and his men got from their homelands and the support and succour that they offered. Logistics were already breaking down and depleted Italy could not provide enough resources to keep his army going. So Attila, rather than being trapped in Italy, turned back to his empire.

But, like the year before, he wasn’t going to let these setbacks stop him and in 453 he was on the verge of planning another campaign into the Roman Empire – perhaps to take Constantinople where the new emperor Marcian had stopped paying tribute to the Huns. Before he could depart, however, he took another new wife – Ildico – and during the wedding feast he drank so much that he ruptured a blood vessel and died. Attila – the Scourge of God – had not died in battle fighting the Romans, nor had he been felled by treachery in his own ranks. Rather, it was eating, drinking and cavorting to excess that ultimately cost him the imperial throne he so desired, and the recognition he yearned for.

Within a couple of years, under Attila’s sons, the Hunnic Empire fell apart. Beaten by its own enslaved peoples at the Battle of Nedao in 454 and without a figure like Attila to lead them, the empire collapsed in on itself. One member of Attila’s court did get the recognition he desired – a Roman called Orestes, who was his secretary and one of his most trusted advisers. Orestes managed to orchestrate a palace coup in Rome and installed his own son, known as Romulus Augustulus, as the very last Roman emperor, who reigned for less than a year before the Germanic tribes abolished the role of emperor in 476.

Meanwhile, the remaining Huns had to flee their own lands, as the many German tribes had a century or so before them, into what was left of the Roman Empire for protection. And while the Huns and Attila’s direct impact on world history was short-lived, the Huns under Attila shook the world to its core. From unleashing wave upon wave of barbarians fleeing into the Roman Empire and destabilising it, to much of the Roman military might and power being exhausted trying to keep back the Huns rather than restoring those parts of the empire already lost, perhaps more important was Attila’s shaking up of the very notion of what the Roman world order was about. Rome, for the very first time, had to view a barbarian empire as on a par with its own. The Romans were out-foxed diplomatically, outsmarted militarily, and even the sister of the Roman emperor offered her hand in marriage to a barbarian. Despite all their trials and tribulations, Rome and Romans always had a huge sense of themselves as having a manifest destiny. They were, and would always be, at the centre of the world. Attila showed them that this was no longer the case – and the Romans themselves never emotionally recovered from this lesson.

Alexander Stafford is the first ever Conservative Member of Parliament for Rother Valley. He is a History graduate from St Benet’s Hall, Oxford, specialising in Late Antiquity and Early Medieval History.
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Wu Zetian

China, 690 to 705

By C. J. Corn

Birth name: Unknown; later known as Wu Zhao, posthumously as Wu Zetian

Date of birth: 17 February 624

Place of birth: Disputed: either Wenshui in Shanxi province, Chang’an (modern Xi’an), or Lizhou in Sichuan province

Date of death: 16 December 705

Site of grave: Qianling Mausoleum, north-west of Xi’an

Education: Private tutors

Married to: Concubine to Li Shimin, the Taizong emperor; consort then empress to Li Zhi, the Gaozong emperor

Children: Li Hong (652–75); Princess Si (654); Li Xian, Prince Zhanghuai (655–84); Li Xian, the Zhongzong emperor (656–710); Li Dan, the Ruizong emperor (662–716); Princess Taiping (c.663–713)

Assumed office: 22 November 655 (as empress consort to Gaozong); 27 December 683 (as empress dowager to Zhongzong); 26 February 684 (as empress dowager to Ruizong); 16 October 690 (as empress regnant)

Lost office: 20 February 705

Length of rule: 49 years, 2 months, 28 days

Quotation: ‘I can control him, but I shall need three things: first, an iron whip; second, an iron mace; and third, a dagger. If the iron whip does not bring him to obedience I will use the iron mace to beat his head, and if that does not do it I will use the dagger and cut his throat.’ (Scolding an insubordinate minister by retelling how, when she was a young concubine, she assured the emperor that she could control a wild horse.)

EVERY CHINESE EMPEROR, from the first to the last, was a supreme autocrat. They held absolute authority over a vast population that would have been the envy of any twentieth-century dictator. But in the canon of emperors is an outlier: a woman, a usurper, and, with her quiverful of sex, violence, religion and personality cult, an essential pitstop in understanding the dictator’s toolkit.

Wu Zetian can justifiably claim to have been the most powerful woman ever to have lived.

She was born in 624, the daughter of a lumber merchant in a society where the merchant class held little power or respect. But her father was talented: he had made his name as an astute military commander during the establishment of the Tang Dynasty in 618, and been rewarded with a dukedom and a bride – Wu’s mother – from the overthrown ruling family.

The Tang Dynasty is celebrated as a golden age for Chinese civilisation, famed for its elegant and sophisticated poetry, confident cosmopolitan government, and lavish boozy luxury. But at the time of Wu’s birth, the norm in the preceding four centuries had been disunity and chaos, with China fragmented into dozens of often short-lived rival dynasties.

Wu entered the imperial palace in Chang’an (modern Xi’an) as a teenage concubine to the second Tang emperor. An entire sexual hierarchy mirrored the administrative one within the palace, with consorts and concubines holding ranks and the empress at the top. Wu joined as the lowest ranked concubine, marginally more senior than a handmaiden.

In 649, upon the emperor’s death and the accession of his son, Gaozong, Wu followed protocol: she shaved her head and joined a nunnery. She might have lingered there for the rest of her life were it not for the fervid politics of the harem. The childless Empress Wang, falling from Gaozong’s favour, was engaged in a tussle with his new favourite consort. Thinking strategically, the empress remembered that Gaozong had taken a fancy (and possibly more) to his father’s erstwhile concubine Wu. To distract him from her ascendant rival, the empress encouraged him to bring Wu back to the palace.

This was a big mistake. The resourceful Wu deployed her political nous, developing her own networks of spies and informants, first among the palace women, then among officials. She and the empress soon led powerful rival court factions: Empress Wang predominantly supported by old aristocrats, Wu by the thrusting younger officials who had risen through examinations.

This rivalry culminated in Wu’s most notorious deed. In 654 she smothered her own newborn daughter. She then spread – or, at best, didn’t quash – a rumour that the barren empress killed the child out of jealousy. Wu marshalled her faction at court, who turned up the heat on Gaozong. It worked: the next year, the emperor pronounced Wang guilty of plotting to poison him and degraded her to a commoner. Wu was inaugurated as empress with remarkable pomp.
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