“Fighting Philip with Decrees: Demosthenes and the Syndrome of Symbolic Action” Review

In the entire corpus of Philippic Orations, Demosthenes paints a desolate picture: the Athenians unable to take effective (that is, concrete) decisions against Philip’s “insolence”.[footnoteRef:1] He is encouraged to expand his military and economic influence by the continuous delays of the “peace-party”. Furthermore, and worse, the Athenians are losing all their ancient hegemony, dishonouring the tradition of the Persian Wars. The article by Gottfried Mader tries to demonstrate that this representation of Macedonian crisis is a partial deformation, made by a partisan of the interventionist party, in order to support his political agenda. In this demonstration, Mader uses ancient authors in addition to modern political scholars.  [1:  Dem., 4,9] 

Mader analyses, as the first point, how this Athenian immobility is represented. Livy, four hundred years after Demosthenes, says that the war of Athens was “of words and dispatches” (“litteris uerbisque”), [footnoteRef:2] using more or less the same words as Demosthenes in the first of his orations against the Macedon king (“ἐν τοῖς ψεφίσμασι καί ταῖς ἐπιστολαῖς”)[footnoteRef:3]. This contraposition between words and facts, λόγοι and έργα is one of the main features also identified by Parry as fundamental to poleis’ politics. [footnoteRef:4] The difference between the many decrees and the absence of action is one of the points Demosthenes mainly stressed. The lack of action has a counterpart in Athenian dynamism at the time of Euboean crisis, as narrated by Thucydides, [footnoteRef:5] one of the main terms of confrontation, according to Mader, of all the Philippic Orations. On the other hand, the people of Athens, the δήμος, although they know that the war is in action, elect generals that in fact remain in the αγορά. In this way, they are subjugated by this populist rhetoric into what the author defines as “symbolic action”, meaning illusionary decrees that have no concrete effects.  [2:  Liv., 31, 44, 9]  [3:  Dem., 4,30 ]  [4:  Parry, 1958]  [5:  Thuc., 1, 70; 2, 40. Dem., 8, 74-75] 

That “syndrome of symbolic action” (to believe that decrees are in fact concrete responses to the war problem) is better defined by Mader with the aid of three modern studies. The first one, by Ernst Badian,[footnoteRef:6] deals with the “ghost of empire” in IV century Athens. For Badian the lost hegemony of Athens was never accepted by the citizens, and the will of power over the rest of Greece “periodically […] take[s] possession” of them; the past glory is actually remembered by some fourth-century Greek orators. [footnoteRef:7] Mader adds that in this way a decree is the solution for a “dilemma” between the will of power and the effective loss of it. The symbolic action acts as subconscious substitute for the effective empire. To confirm this hypothesis, the scholar draws on an economical study by Pfeffer and Sutton concerning the “knowing-doing gap”. [footnoteRef:8] The fundamental assumption of the two scholars is that, in some social contexts, people are led to believe that “talking about something” is “the equivalent to actually doing something about it”. In that way Mader proves that decrees and discussions in that particular moment of Athenian democracy were bound with the will of power, and they were perceived as effective solutions to the Macedon emergency. The final source used by the author is the scholar position of Josiah Ober. [footnoteRef:9] Ober argues that in Athens’ democracy the shared notion of truth is not empirically-based, but collective. According to Austin, [footnoteRef:10] “speech acts” are communicative if performed in a set of shared conventions. In that way, through the act of voting, the assembly constructed its own reality, often very distant from the “real” one, as the formula “ἒδοξε τῷ δήμῳ” (“it appears right to the citizenry”) demonstrates. Ober himself tries to demonstrate this theory with the Thucydidean account of the Sicilian campaign’s vote on 415 (6, 8-26): Athenians voted against an “imaginary Sicily as an opponent for the imagined Demos”. [footnoteRef:11] Demosthenes denounces (with the aid of some rhetorical elements) this unreasonable “regime of truth”, in which is truth only the prevalent opinion, even if far from reality and effective solutions. Madel then makes a comparison with the disastrous effects of the Sicilian campaign in Thucydides: while in the fifth century (in the peak of Athenian hegemony) the historiography deals with the tragedy of the Athenian impulse towards activism, in the fourth-century oration (the power of Athens is already in decline) one can see the “tragi-comedy of Athenian indifference”. The gestures of the characters are useful in showing their illusion of effective intervention, only using decrees. [6:  Badian, 1995]  [7:  Isoc., 8, 63-66. Dem., 14, 8-9, 35-37]  [8:  Pfeffer and Sutton, 2000]  [9:  Ober, 1993, 1998]  [10:  Austin, 1976, p. 40]  [11:  Ober, 1994, p.116] 

The author, then, passes to analyse the position of Demosthenes in front of this “ὁδός ἐς κόρακας” (“road of perdition”). He identifies the style of these orations as “satiricus”, defined as the use of “exaggerated images of […] contradictory behaviour”. Demosthenes is included in the parodic tradition of para-Homeric poems (i.e. Batrachomyomachia), [footnoteRef:12] of Hegemon of Thasos, [footnoteRef:13] and of Euripides and Aristophanes.[footnoteRef:14] Aristophanes is also quoted as an example of reflection upon the status of ψηφίσματα in Athens and their criticism. Although, the reader has to remember that there is a generation gap between Aristophanes (445 ca.- post 380)[footnoteRef:15] and Demosthenes (384-322)[footnoteRef:16], a crucial generation between the peak and the fall of Athenian αρχή. Aristophanes’ comedies represent a society with a large level of participation, while the orations of Demosthenes are dominated by singular, excellent personalities;[footnoteRef:17] then, we cannot place these two authors in an oligarchic party, critic with the democracy.[footnoteRef:18]  [12:  Lesky, 1966, p. 89]  [13:  Lesky, ibidem, p. 417, Aristotle, Poe. 2, 1448, a12]  [14:  Lesky, ibidem, p. 445]  [15:  Lesky, ibidem, p. 425]  [16:  Lesky, ibidem, p.596 ff.]  [17:  Aristophanes, Gilmore, 2018, p. 34; Demosthenes, Webster, T., 1956, pp. 98-100]  [18:  Aristophanes, Lesky, ibidem, p. 425 (for different view, Gilmore, ibidem, p. 36); Demosthenes, Kennedy, 1963, p. 215  ] 

Madel begins then a comparison with another Demosthenes’ oration, On Organization, a criticism against the inequality of resolutions regarding Megarians and Phliasians (very harsh with the firsts, weaker with the second). In those decrees, collective resentment and tradition of Athenian power are mixed up, but here operates the satire of Demosthenes: according to the orator “your decrees accord with traditions of Athens, but your powers bear no relation to your decrees”. [footnoteRef:19] The main expression of democratic power is ridiculed as a compensatory mechanism, a pure self-affirmation of ἐκκλησία. The portrait of self-delusion is clear in the representation of δήμος’ hysteria. People feels democracy attacked for every minimal adverse event (i.e. when the Parthenon treasure is broken into) and they claim the democratic decrees as the solution, even if they are ineffective. Madel calls this “democracy by synecdoche, confusing an aspect for the whole thing, the institutions for the operations”. The formalist salvation of the politic formulae (“in the law courts lies your salvation”, “it is the voting that must save the state”)[footnoteRef:20] is contraposed to the real solutions, the ἒργα of the war and the real political action, in order to criticize the illusion of mobility and suggest possible (even if not detailed) solutions. This is, for the author of the article, the same purpose as the satirical representation of Athens. The Chersonese oration (341) shows another tendency of Athenian people: the redirection of popular resentment into a scapegoat, in this case the general Diopeithes, that Demosthenes had to defend. The orator depicts clearly the “psychological mechanisms”: Diopeithes is considered a bad guy by the Athenians, while Philip seems to be no trouble to them. In that way the “illusion” is preserved, not only as the excuse for the inaction, but also the scapegoat in order not to see people’s failure. This position is inspired by the work of Sandys, [footnoteRef:21] and, although agreeable, it would have been advisable to refer to more modern scholarship (the other source cited is Weil, from XIX century)[footnoteRef:22]. The process to Diopeithes becomes in that way the pretext to show how “facts are adjusted to sustain the theory”. The same process of the impeachment of generals as a justification of collective responsibilities is found in First Philippic. The authority of δήμος in Athens’ citizens is an illusion of power in front of the sterility of military action. Mader highlights this difference with parallelism ἐν τοῖς δικαστηρίοις (“in the law courts”) - ἐν τοῖς ὃπλοις (“in military engagements”) in On Organization 17. Assumption very strong because founded on text, with attention to rhetorical figures, an aspect that cannot be disregarded in every accurate textual analysis of rhetoric. However, the author does not follow up on this idea. It would be very appropriate to deepen this rhetorical analysis: for example, the opponent use of μέν and δέ that contrapose the adjectives, that takes again the precedent contraposition οὐ γάρ - ἀλλά. Furthermore, it would have been great to analyse stylistic features in the other cited passages (4, 47; 8, 32), in order to strengthen this focal passage: another time, the use of δέ in the First Philippic passage and the opponent, satiric meaning of the repetition “περί θανάτου”, or the reprise of terms as “εχθρούς” (also in 8, 29) and “φοβερούς”. Mader does not follow this way and the article seems to be affected by abstraction. When, for example, he used this type of methodology in a precedent article, he managed to demonstrate very convincingly the presence of two registers of persuasion in the Second Philippic. [footnoteRef:23]  [19:  Dem., 13, 33]  [20:  Dem., ibidem, 16]  [21:  Sandys, 1900]  [22:  Weil, 1881]  [23:  Mader, 2004] 

The author sublines then the function of Philip, as an example of speed and concrete decision. The integration in the person of king of “strategos, regent and treasurer” is what ensures Macedonian success. On the contrary, in Athenian parliament there are only talk and delay. The aim of this contraposition is identified in promoting a coordination between consulting (βουλεύεσθαι), pronouncing (λέγειν) and taking decision (συμπονεῖν). The parallelism with Thucydides is this time duplex. The first one is Cleon’s opinion in Mytilenean debate (3,38,1): the delay provokes a lack of enthusiasm in council’s decision, and this could bring a change of idea and another waste of time that political situation can not tolerate. The same concept, in ironical key, also in Third Olynthiac, 4-6, where Demosthenes sums up the Athenian decrees against Philip invasion of Thrace, from initial activism to the abandon of expedition. On the other hand, as a positive example (while the Mytilenean debate was the negative pole), the efficacy of the actions performed just after the appropriate λόγοι is represented by Timotheus (8, 74-75). Another time, the satire is always a stylistic fact, that has an inevitable relapse on the content. No stylistic examples of parody (if one excepts some short pieces of Greek text) are shown here. In addition, that part seems not completely persuasive: in fact, the author does not provide any evidence of concrete (i.e. direct mention or stylistic allusion) links between Thucydidean parts and Demosthenes’ text. 
The last paragraph makes explicit the main position of the scholar about the aim of this parodic re-use of the past, especially from fifth-century authors (and particularly from Thucydides, as the examples show). The theorization of a “syndrome” is for Madel a construct “to subserve a partisan line”. It is important to see it in the context of asper political contrapositions during this delicate, waning phase of Athenian power. The author considers the political debate between “peace-party” and “hawks” the origin of the “caustic tenor” of Demosthenes. The opponent party is depicted as static and unable to take any decision. According to Madel, really political action of Eubulus’ party was not inconsistent: they promoted rather the cooperation between the πόλεις and, when it is convenient for Athenian interests, that is at Thermopylae (352) and at Euboea (349-348), they undertook a very concrete action. It is to remember, in any case, that these two battles are actually a defence against an enemy army. Timely intervention was inevitable, even for the most pacifist politician. 
As the critic well notices, in the oration On the Crown (339) the deformation that creates “syndrome” becomes clear. The Athenian citizenry is static and undecided only when is the peace-party to prevail. In this speech Demosthenes weaves an apology of himself and of his party (paragraphs 169-179), and no mention is made of this “knowing-doing gap”. Demosthenes, in Madel’s opinion, wants to represent as a “ghost-democrats”, politicians with inconsistent action, only that who have different political direction (as to say, the aristocrat peace-party). The assumption that “the policy arguments [of Demosthenes] are insufficient on their own” (so Demosthenes needs to be aggressive) seems to be extreme: Athens was in any case under Philip’s attack, politically and economically (for example, the question of Amphipolis, vital in Athenian economic interests), and certainly some worries are strongly motivated. Although, the political interests and the will to attack directly the opposite political party (the already mentioned Eubulus, or Aeschines, in 18, 180) are clear and certainly had a decisive weight in the reality’s deformation. The exaggeration of certain behaviours is common also in the modern political propaganda, especially in the more heated debates. According to Rowe,[footnoteRef:24] Demosthenes’ representation of Athens as a “mundus peruersus”, between inertia and false believes, is useful to push citizens to the action and to joining his party. This article is the source of many assumptions of Mader’s one: the absurdity of the war with decrees and letters, the sequence ideals-perverted reality and the analysis of the parody in the wrestler’s metaphor (4, 5). Rowe’s article shows, although, to have understood the importance of the rhetorical figures (paradoxes, antitheses, caricatures), as “expository elements of the oration”. As a consequence, the scholar puts more attention in describing many rhetoric processes, with the aid of Greek text and translation.  [24:  Rowe, 1968] 

The end shows a lack of efficacy and scientific tone, with an improbable quotation of Die Hard 2 (just mitigated by the topos modestiae). The author sets up an improbable parallelism between Chief Lorenzo’s enumeration of high-tech weapons and the Athenian army list ironically made by Demosthenes.[footnoteRef:25] In that (unclear) way, he tries to explain that in Athens of IV century a concrete army intervention “was easier said that done”. The final tries to give another explanation of the “knowing-doing gap” in that period and to make it attractive and linked to the modern society. It would have been more useful to quote rather a modern example from the political debates on talk-shows and try to find psychological differences or analogies.  [25:  Dem., 4,40] 

Even if the article begins from a very interesting and specific assumption, it seems to have no stringency, and if there are good points, they are not really supported as requested. It might be considered theorical exposition of a scholar position and, also, a general beginning to deeper and more specific readings. One final weakness: the reader can find too little critical engagement with opposite scholars’ positions (almost never mentioned).       
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