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Was Cleon really an unscrupulous and vulgar rabble-rouser?
Cleon (Κλέων) was one of the most prominent politicians and democratic statesman in Athenian politics during the fifth century B.C.  He was a determined leader who worked hard for the well-being of Athens .
Despite his distinguished leadership, Cleon’s career was flooded with controversy. He had encountered countless accusations from various people about his style of speaking in court as well as his political decisions regarding both the well-being of Athens and the outcome of the Peloponnesian War. Even today, many things surrounding Cleon’s life are shrouded in mystery to the extent that we are not sure just how much of what is said about him is true or exaggerated. In this essay I will attempt to discover whether the rumours of his controversial behaviour were just or exaggerated; and for what reason they were exaggerated. I shall try to discover this through historical events, historical background and references to Cleon from other sources.
Early Years as a Statesman
Cleon first came to notice in the late 430s during the downfall of Pericles’ popularity. At the beginning of the Peloponnesian War, Pericles had not followed the aggressive, confronting regime towards the Spartans that the other politicians had hoped for. By that time, Pericles had already fallen into a state of unpopularity amongst his fellow Athenian politicians and aristocrats. As well as his reluctance to fight against the Peloponnesian League invaders in 431 B.C, Pericles had also led an unsuccessful trip to Peloponnesus in 430 and the city of Athens was soon to be struck by an unknown epidemic, most likely a plague, which would kill thousands of citizens. All these things led to Pericles being hated by aristocrats and fellow politicians. Despite the hatred so clearly expressed by the aristocrats and politicians, it was in fact a young politician from a middle-class family who led the campaign opposing the Periclean regime: Cleon. Cleon is recorded to have been the leader of opposition of Pericles and was the favourite to succeed Pericles in the event of his resignation. Cleon also accused Pericles of maladministration of public money, for which he was later found guilty, fined and removed from office.

Regarding the financial accusations of Pericles, Plutarch writes:

“The name prefixed to the accusation was Cleon” (Pericles, 35.5)

So it is obvious that Cleon led the campaign to overthrow Pericles; it is clear that he was the head of the organization. But why Cleon? Why would any one of dozens of aristocratic politicians with noble ancestry and a distinguished reputation make way for a rather unknown politician from a middle-class family (Cleon’s father Cleanetus owned a tanning business) and no noble ancestry? He was indeed an example of one of the “new politicians” without noble ancestors.
The answer is unknown; however it is possible that it was due to Cleon’s distinctly vigorous and determined attitude towards opposing Pericles that he won attention and favour of his colleagues. It is this type of behaviour that would make him famous and earn him a notorious reputation among the citizens of Athens and spark several hostilities with colleagues. 
However, it is not necessarily fair to call this vigorous and audacious attitude unjust despite the reputation it earned him. It is possible that Cleon used this behaviour as a way to get attention and recognition as a young, rising politician. Unlike other politicians, Cleon had no financial or social advantages to help him with his career and its potential and so he created this unusual behaviour as a way to get attention. It would be unfair to call him unscrupulous for his prosecution of Pericles because it was what most politicians were doing at the time.
Following Pericles’ death in 429, Cleon became the professed champion to take Pericles’ place and leader of democracy. Following his ascension he followed a more aggressive and more popular manner towards fighting the Spartans as opposed to Pericles’ more peaceful idea. He was also able to repair the economic damage done by Pericles by trebling the Athenian income which could then be used in aid of the Peloponnesian War. Overall, he was an effective leader who contributed in many ways to the wellbeing of Athens. 
The Mytilenean Revolt

Another controversial moment in Cleon’s life was after the Mytilenean Revolt. In 428, the Spartan army convinced the people of Lesbos (a Greek Island located in the north-eastern Aegean Sea) to rebel against Athens and in return they would support the people of the island. However, following the revolt of the people of Lesbos, the Spartans offered no support and the Lesbians were left to fight Athens by themselves. By 427, the order had been restored by the Athenians and the Assembly had to decide how to deal with the rebels. Cleon once again showed his more provocative side when he declared that all men of Mytilene (the capital of Lesbos) should be killed and that their wives and children should be sold into slavery. I’m sure that to 21st century readers this would prove the rumours about Cleon’s barbaric behaviour were true and that he really was a savage, merciless demagogue. However Cleon was not the only one who thought this decision was appropriate; in fact the decision was accepted by the whole Assembly. To Cleon and the other Athenians, the punishment fitted the crime. When the Lesbians revolted, they had broken their oath of loyalty to Athens, a sin for which there was no atonement. So in the eyes of Athens, there was nothing being done that was unjust. Even Diodotus, the politician who argued that the people be spared, admitted it was a just punishment but that they should be spared anyhow because it would be better for the sake of Athens that they are left alive. If the people of Lesbos were put to death, future rebels would fight to the death no matter what because they knew they would die anyway. In the end, after a heated discussion between Cleon and Diodotus, the Assembly finally reconsidered about sparing the citizens of Lesbos.
The Battle of Sphacteria

Another discussed chapter in Cleon’s life is the Battle of Sphacteria. Following the Battle of Pylos (425) in which the Athenians were victorious; Sparta had 400 soldiers isolated on the island of Sphacteria. The Spartans were helpless and had offered a peace treaty to Athens which most of the Athenian politicians were willing to accept. However Cleon rejected the idea of a treaty and used his influence in the Assembly to convince the other politicians that it would be better to continue to siege the island. 
And so the fighting continued but, over a period of time, there was no news of victory for Athens. Meanwhile in Pylos, the Athenian soldiers attacking Sphacteria were running out of food. Many Athenians were starting to regret their decision of not accepting the peace treaty and began to question Cleon’s decision in the first place. Cleon began to fear for his credibility as a leader and decided to lay the blame on the Athenian generals for not capturing the island soon enough. In retaliation, Nicias (one of the generals in Assembly at the time) stepped down as general and offered his position to Cleon. Cleon declined several times, thinking it was just a rhetoric suggestion.  Despite various attempts to get out of this position, the overwhelming support of the Assembly forced him to accept the position as general, despite having no military experience in the past. Nevertheless he made a promise to the Assembly that he would return to Athens victorious with 300 prisoners within twenty days. Having arrived at Pylos, Cleon met the Greek general Demosthenes and together they captured the island of Sphacteria and returned to Athens with approximately 300 prisoners. At this point Cleon had reached the peak of his fame and was loved by most of the Athenian citizens.
Despite being in the peak of his fame, this is one of the most questionable parts of Cleon’s career which led to much controversy later on. These puzzling decisions made him the victim of much criticism; in particular from Aristophanes (who I will discuss later). 

He was criticised of making incorrect tactical decisions in the Peloponnesian War (i.e. refusing to accept the peace treaty).  He was accused of only being interested in war and fighting since he had no desire for peace. He was also criticised for trying to avoid being blamed for the failure of the siege of Sphacteria by blaming someone else (i.e. the Athenian generals). Furthermore, he was criticised of cowardice after he declined the offer of becoming general having often claimed he could excel Nicias. He was also criticised for stealing the glory away from Demosthenes and Nicias after their victory since they did all the tactical, military work.
Despite this time of criticism, there is once again a just explanation for his actions which would make his accusers appear unjust (or at least exaggerated). He was reluctant to accept the treaty because he thought the treaty did not prove that the Spartans would change their mind later and that they needed to create some sort of guarantee for future peace. There were anyway attempts to create a peace treaty by Athenian and Spartan ambassadors who were still unable to come to an agreement. So the failure of a peace treaty was not solely the fault of Cleon and so he could not have been held responsible for what happened afterwards. 

However his accusation of Nicias being responsible for the failure of the siege is more questionable. It is possible that Cleon was not using the accusation as an excuse but as a verified belief that the generals leading the army against the isolated Spartans were not doing their duties in a more dynamic and energetic manner that Cleon himself was accustomed to do. It could also be that it was due to the personal relationship between Cleon and Nicias that Cleon started attacking Nicias and his men. According to Thucydides, Nicias was:

“An Athenian general for whom he (Cleon) had a personal enmity” (The Peloponnesian War 4.27)
This could explain why Cleon decided to accuse Nicias for the failure of the siege.
It is confirmed that Cleon did try several times to decline Nicias’ post, which obviously made him appear cowardly and slightly hypocritical. However this behaviour is more explainable. Since Cleon had no previous military experience of any kind, it would have been only natural for Cleon to decline the role as general of an army. Although Cleon did take most of the credit for the victory against the Spartans, it is true that credit should have gone to Demosthenes and Nicias for their military skills and leadership during the siege. Nevertheless some credit must go to Cleon for his determination and zeal in the conquest of Sphacteria.
Personal Enmities

Due to his controversial decisions, Cleon was often the subject of much criticism (despite the beneficial results he got for Athens). 
One of the more well-known criticisers of Cleon is the Greek historian Thucydides (460 B.C.-395 B.C.) In The History of the Peloponnesian War, Thucydides often refers to him as a violent, vulgar, sleazy character.
In Cleon’s first appearance in the book, Thucydides describes him as:

“The most drastic of the citizens” (The Peloponnesian War 3.36)

Thucydides often refers to Cleon as a demagogue and suggesting he is a tyrant:

“I (Cleon) have often thought on previous occasions that democracy is incapable of running an empire.” (The Peloponnesian War 3.37)
 As well as being violent and vulgar, Thucydides portrays him as cowardly. One is example is the debate with Nicias over the Battle of Sphacteria which I discussed earlier:
“But when he became aware Nicias really was prepared to hand over his command, he began to backtrack and said that it was not he but Nicias who was general” (The Peloponnesian War 4.28)

Another example is Cleon’s death during the battle at Amphipolis. Here, Thucydides describes Cleon’s death in a less than heroic light:

“Cleon himself, who from the start had never intended to stand his ground, fled immediately and killed by a peltast from Myrcinus”  (The Peloponnesian War 5.10)

The common attacks on Cleon, both as a demagogue and as a coward could be considered unjust or at least exaggerated. The degrading way in which Thucydides describes his death without any pity or mercy shows a slightly biased side which would explain the way in which he refers to Cleon in other chapters. 
Normally Thucydides appears unbiased in his writing, however there are moments where he appears to favour or disagree with something. There are several reasons why Thucydides might attack Cleon:

1. Thucydides disliked politicians who came so far away from Athens. Thucydides was from Alimos (a suburb in the southwest of Athens). Cleon came from Paphlagonia (an ancient area on the Black Sea coast of north central Anatolia) 

2. Thucydides was prejudiced towards poorer families since Thucydides was from a noble family and Cleon’s family owned a tannery business

3. Thucydides was a big supporter of Pericles and his methods of leadership and was disappointed to have seen Pericles replaced by people who did not share his style of leadership

4. Thucydides is acting out of vengeance towards Cleon. In 423, Thucydides was exiled for military incompetence for failing to save the city of Amphipolis from Spartan control (an accusation which Thucydides thought unjust)  
Of all the possible reasons for slandering Cleon, the first two are probably the most unlikely as there little evidence to support these ideas since Thucydides has shown no other cases in history to prove this point.

The most likely reasons are the third and fourth. Thucydides often shows support for Pericles in the way that he rules. He often conveys Pericles as an excellent leader of men:

“His power was in his distinguished reputation and his intellect, and was patently incorruptible.” (The Peloponnesian War 2.65)
Thucydides then goes on to express his dislike in the way that his replacements rule:

“Instead they allowed personal accusations and made for pursuit of political supremacy to blunt the effectiveness of the military, and for the first time there was factional discord in the city.” (The Peloponnesian War 2.65)

So it is safe to say that the third reason is more justifiable. The fourth reason is also likely. In 423 Thucydides was exiled for military incompetence at Amphipolis (a punishment which he thought unjust) and the man most likely to have exiled him was Cleon. Hence Thucydides’ writing has reason to be considered prejudiced and so we can conclude that the references to Cleon in his book are exaggerated and do not to Cleon justice.
Another famous enemy of Cleon is the Greek playwright Aristophanes (446 B.C.-386 B.C.) Cleon is the victim of many satirical and outlandish jokes by Aristophanes in his plays The Knights and The Wasps. 
In The Knights (424 B.C.), Aristophanes tells the story of a vulgar slave (Paphlagonian) who continuously takes credit for deeds done by other slaves in the house and licks the boot of his master Demos. The play begins with two slaves called Nicias and Demosthenes who complain about how unfair and sleazy this new slave is being. 

It is obvious that this play is a direct attack on Cleon. Aristophanes is relating the behaviour of Paphlagonian to that of Cleon’s as a politician.  There are countless examples in the play which agree with this theory. Just to name a few:
 The name of the slaves’ master is Demos (meaning people in Greek) and the name of the area in which he lives is called Pnyx (the place where the Athenian assembly was held near the Acropolis). Here, Aristophanes symbolises Paphlagonian’s manipulation of his master with Cleon’s manipulation of Athens.
Paphlagonian takes credit for deeds done by other slaves. This reflects Cleon taking credit from the generals Nicias and Demosthenes (who happen to be the name of the protagonist slaves in the play) for the victory at Sphacteria.

In The Wasps (422), Aristophanes criticises Cleon of creating an ineffective jury system for public trials. He also claims that Cleon moulds the old jurymen into his own image because they become merciless and savage towards defendants during trial. 

It is not unusual to read a play where Aristophanes attacks somebody famous through personal jokes.  For example he attacked the politician Cleonymus for his cowardice and Cleisthenes for his effeminacy. As a comic playwright, it was expected of him.  However Aristophanes’ attack of Cleon is of such larger magnitude that he dedicates a whole play to him. So obviously Cleon did something offensive to Aristophanes that made him retaliate in this way.
Once again there are several possible reasons for this.  Putting aside the idea that Aristophanes was prejudiced towards lower classes, the most likely idea is that the playwright had a grudge against Cleon. 

In 426 B.C., Aristophanes gave a performance of his lost play The Babylonians in front of foreigners. In the play he ridiculed the policy and institutions of Athens which greatly angered Cleon. As a result, Cleon prosecuted Aristophanes and the producers for this performance which had ridiculed Athens in front of foreigners. This is the main provocation of Aristophanes and caused him to write satirical plays which completely exaggerate Cleon’s behaviour.
In Conclusion

Despite his notorious reputation and controversial behaviour, I remain confident that Cleon was an effective leader. He was determined to improve the state of Athens by regaining land lost in the Peloponnesian War and repairing economic problems left by predecessors. Furthermore, I believe the criticism applied to him does not do him justice and that Thucydides’ and Aristophanes’ portrayals of Cleon are exaggerated through personal prejudice.
