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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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