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With an introduction by Professor Altay Coskun

Great leadership can do so much to make a society flourish, and poor leadership can easily result in decline, disruption, or chaos. The qualities of a leader do not only matter in an autocratic regime, but also in a democracy. No matter how good the institutions of a state, if you put reckless people at the top, much harm can be done not only in the moment, but even more so to the future. In our time, we see ever more often that leaders think short-term and are keen on gaining or preserving power even if this undermines the foundations of democracy: freedom of speech and information, fair electoral system, impartial judges. Such a process is gradual and often begins with the erosion of mutual respect. 

Thucydides (esp. II 65), the greatest historian of all times, knew well enough that democratic freedom and efficiency is nothing to be taken for granted. It depends to a large degree on skillful leadership, as provided by Pericles in the 5th century BCE: like no one else, he was able to guide the assembly of the people by informed and balanced arguments, and by putting his private interests behind the advantage of the public. After his death, politics was dominated by men who would do anything to gain the assent of the people: instead of easing pain or calming rage, to allow for fact-based decisions, they fueled emotions, scapegoated, squandered, and thus gambled the empire away. 

We shall explore together what kind of political leadership we should wish for, to make our democracy fair, strong, and resilient. This will include some reflection on how we show leadership in our personal environment and how we engage with others, including our political leaders: do we expect them to be better than ourselves? How far should accountability and transparency go – for them and for us? Are we aware that our words and actions shape the political culture from which the leaders of tomorrow will emerge?
If you’d like some further inspiration, why not read some of the short creative pieces from the website ‘Unheard Voices of the Past’? Of particular interest is the column ‘The Lost Diaries of Thucydides’, with pieces like #2 on demagogues (Pericles versus Cleon), #3 on destructive accountability (Arginusai trial, 406 BCE), and #16 on the power of successful leadership (naval combat of 429 BCE). Or else check out the column ‘I am Pericles’. Enjoy!
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