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Abstract: 
Greek oratory is a vast repository of information on the history, society, and mores of 
ancient Greece. But since the orators were practitioners of the art of rhetoric, and 
often styled historical examples to suit various rhetorical needs, to what extent can 
we accept the veracity of their accounts? Are they as guilty as producing ‘fake news’ 
as much as happens today? If so, and unlike today, how can we fact them for 
accuracy, and how were they able to escape censure on the part of their audience for 
embellishments of the truth and lies? I address these questions in this article, with 
reference to some historical events, and make some observations on the importance 
of oratory but how rhetoric can outweigh truth. 
Keywords:  
Orator; Rhetoric; History. 
 
Resumo: 
A oratória grega é um vasto repositório de informações sobre a história, a sociedade 
e os costumes da Grécia Antiga. Contudo, como os oradores eram praticantes da 
arte retórica e, frequentemnte, utilizavam exemplos históricos para atender a suas 
mais variadas necessidades retóricas, até que pontos nós podemos aceitar a 
veracidade de seus relatos? Seriam eles tão culpados de produzir Fake news assim 
como acontece hoje? Se sim, ao contrário de hoje, como podemos considerá-los 
precisos, e como eles foram capazes de escapar da censura de parte de sua audiência 
ao embelezar verdades e mentiras? Abordo essas questões neste artigo, com 
referências a alguns eventos históricos, e faço algumas observações sobre a oratória, 
sobretudo de como a retórica pode superar a verdade. 
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Today, it is relatively easy to ‘fact check’ the accuracy of people’s statements, 

with reference to present and past history, because often we have a record of what 
they said, be it a radio or TV interview, newspaper article, or twitter tirade. We can 
all think of numerous political leaders and other figures in the public eye in many 
countries who have said or written things often for rhetorical effect that, upon 
checking, range from somewhat inaccurate to outright falsehoods. As a 
consequence, today we can decide whether something is true or untrue because of 
all the information (our sources) to which we have access: we cannot fall victim as 
easily to ‘fake news’, and can form reasonable opinions about the veracity of the 
media outlet or the person disseminating questionable information. Not that that 
seems to have much effect. 

But that is today. For the ancient world, our source material, though coming 
from many genres, is more limited and at times harder to understand. By extension, 
it is harder to draw conclusions about those disseminating it. Thucydides and 
Aristophanes, for example, portrayed the Athenian politician Cleon of the 420s as 
reprehensible and venal. But were they right to do so? He actually did a good job 
guiding Athens in these years of the Peloponnesian War. Their portrayal clearly 
influenced the author of the Athenian Constitution (28.3) a century later, who wrote 
that Cleon ‘was the first person to use bawling and abuse on the bema, and to gird up 
his cloak before making a public speech, all other persons speaking in orderly 
fashion’ (cf. Worthington, 2017: 22-24).  

But Thucydides and Aristophanes were likely biased against Cleon because 
he was the first non-noble to wield influence in the city, the first demagogue: he 
came ‘from the wrong side of the tracks’, so to speak. Are we in a position, then, to 
decide on the veracity of our earlier sources, and if so, rehabilitate Cleon? The dark 
characterization of him has had a ‘ripple effect’ of likening other public figures to 
him – as late as 301 the poet Philippides lambasted the Athenian politician 
Stratocles, with Plutarch calling him a demagogue who was no different in his 
dealings with the people than Cleon (Demetrius 11.2). But such an analogy is suspect 
(Luraghi, 2014: 200-208). 

Nowhere is the veracity of sources more difficult to discern, arguably, than 
with the speeches of the Attic orators – the very practitioners of the intellectual 
study of rhetoric. Their speeches offer us a deep pool of information on ancient 
Greek history and society, with historical information comprising the greater 
portion. That the orators used historical examples extensively is not surprising 
because history was part of an orator’s training. Isocrates, for example, said a good 
orator was one who could choose the correct historical example at the right 
moment so as to appeal to jurors (4.9-10; cf. 15). Further, it has been shown that the 
orators most often used examples from three major periods to lend weight to their 
cases: mythology (especially the Trojan War), the Pisistratid tyranny, and the Persian 
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Wars (Perlman, 1961; see too Pearson, 1941, Nouhard 1982, Harding, 1987, 
Worthington, 1994). 

I take Isocrates’ remark, and the modern analysis of the commonly-used 
topoi, to mean that a ‘repository’ of historical examples either existed or had 
become such common usage as to be expected (in much the same way as we often 
talk about ‘the good old days’ and reference what life was like at a particular time). 
That an orator drew from these examples to enhance his rhetorical presentation 
should not surprise us: at a trial of someone accused of working against the city’s 
interests we should expect patriotic appeals to the Persian Wars era – for example 
Demosthenes 18.208: ‘I swear by your forefathers who led the fight at Marathon, by 
those who stood in the ranks at Plataea, by those who fought aboard ship at Salamis 
and Artemisium’, a passage to which we will return below.  

We are able to fact check these sorts of broader historical exemplars with 
relative ease. Thus, we know that the Athenians (and Plataeans) faced the Persians at 
Marathon in 490 and defeated them before they threatened Athenian, and even 
Greek, freedom. We also know that the Athenians downplayed the Plataeans role in 
the victory for their own propaganda reasons, allowing us to deduce what was ‘fake 
news’, and what was not. Still, no wonder Athenian juries over a century later 
reacted against a defendant who was rhetorically contrasted to these men, as we 
shall see. 

The big problem when dealing with the orators as sources for history is when 
it comes to their interpretation of events, and even more so, the motives of 
individuals to support the argument of a case. An orator’s use of evidence is a type 
of rhetorical ‘proof’ (pistis), categorised as ‘artistic’ and ‘non-artistic’ (e.g. Arist. Rhet. 
1.1355b39 ff.). The latter form is generally accepted as reliable, corresponding to 
decrees, laws, oracles, and other irrefutable evidence, and may even be topoi. It is 
the former type, where the orator has license to write as he wished, that causes the 
major issues, for how can we determine what is truthful and what is a lie? And by 
extension, how might this sort of exercise affect our view of a particular orator or 
the genre of oratory as a whole?  

To address these questions, let us begin with symbouleutic oratory, and the 
man who was both orator and politician, Demosthenes. For some time, it was 
believed that the only political speeches to have survived from Athens were those of 
Demosthenes, but it is very likely that 7 and 17 (which survived in the Demosthenic 
corpus) were delivered by others – Speech 7 is probably to be dated to 344 by 
Hegesippus (Worthington, 2013: 198). Even so, Demosthenes’ speeches take 
precedence because of their number, the chronological range into which they may 
be fitted, the light they throw onto Athenian foreign policy, and especially of course 
the city’s dealings with Philip II of Macedonia and the eventual establishment of the 
Macedonian hegemony of Greece after the battle of Chaeronea in 338: on 
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Demosthenes in detail, see MacDowell, 2009 and Worthington 2013, both quoting 
previous studies. 

Demosthenes is known for his fiery rhetoric of opposition to Philip and calls 
for the Athenians to mobilize themselves and the other Greeks to oppose the king. 
When politicians such as Aeschines adopted a less hawkish policy, Demosthenes 
demolished them in the Assembly, calling them traitors in Philip’s pay. What we 
take away from Demosthenes’ speeches is that if the Athenians had listened to him 
from the outset, Philip would have been brought down, with everyone living happily 
ever after. The truth was that no single policy or person could have saved Athens, 
or Greece for that matter, once Philip had decided to conquer it.  

Demosthenes’ anti-Macedonian stance has led to him being regarded as 
Greece’s greatest patriot. But from his speeches, we get only the presentation of his 
patriotism and his perception of the threat Philip posed from the outset – hardly a 
surprise! Over the years the perception of Demosthenes has changed to someone 
who turned to exploit the danger from Philip only after suffering the failure of 
several high profile legal cases and especially speeches in the Assembly (including 
the first Philippic of 351), and seeing a political career evading him (Worthington, 
2013: 71-88, 100-105, 11-114, 116-126, 129-132, citing bibliography). Because of 
Demosthenes’ rhetorical usage of Philip and the scare tactic rhetoric he peddled, 
trying to ascertain the orator’s motives in opposing Philip and his interpretation of 
Philip’s aims are doubly difficult. More plausibly, Demosthenes was a combination 
of the above: an opportunist at the outset changing to a fervent defender of eleutheria 
and patriot as he realized the threat Philip posed, as I have argued. Still, are we able 
to know the ‘real’ Demosthenes? 

Equally controversial is how he presented Philip’s thinking. Given that no 
Macedonian literary sources exist for this period, we are reliant on Greek and 
understandably hostile sources like Demosthenes and the Atthidographer 
Theopompus. Since our narratives of Philip’s reign are the product of the later 
writers Diodorus and Justin (from Trogus), themselves drawing on these 
contemporary and biased accounts, the dilemma for historians is highlighted: how 
could Demosthenes have actually known what was in Philip’s mind, or by extension, 
what his goals were at any one time, and how has the view of hostile sources 
affected the kingship of Philip? Yet Demosthenes was quick and shameless to use 
psychology in his speeches for rhetorical effect (Usher, 1999: 233, Mader, 2004). 

One of his more celebrated instances of Demosthenes’ approach to Philip’s 
psyche is a passage in the second Philippic of 344, in which he vehemently urges the 
people to reject Philip’s wish to change the terms of the Peace of Philocrates 
(Worthington, 2013: 193-195; cf. Mader, 2004: 59-63). Aeschines, on the other 
hand, was in favour of the changes (Dem. 18.136, [Dem.] 7.18-25). Demosthenes 
uses the background of Philip’s alleged treacherous actions to present a novel, 
psychological insight into the king’s thoughts (6.17-18; trans. Trevett, 2011: ad loc.):  
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Think about it: he wishes to rule and regards you as his only rivals in this. 
He has been acting unjustly for a long time now and is himself fully 
conscious of doing so, since his secure control of everything else 
depends on his keeping hold of your possessions. He thinks that if he 
were to abandon Amphipolis and Potidaea, he would not even be safe at 
home. He is therefore deliberately plotting against you and knows that 
you are aware of this. He believes that you are intelligent, and that you 
justifiably hate him, and is spurred on by the expectation that he will 
suffer some reverse at your hands, if you seize the opportunity to do so, 
unless he anticipates you by acting first.  

 

Yet only Philip himself knew these things, and he left no record of what was 
going through his mind. Nevertheless, Demosthenes was able to exploit the 
people’s anger and worry to make Philip out to destroy them as soon as he could – 
and his speech was successful (Worthington, 2013: 193-198; cf. MacDowell, 2009: 
329-333, Worthington, 2017: 14-15). 

Demosthenes was right to try to goad the Athenians into action, and to 
criticize them for their apathy and reluctance to serve personally in the army, all of 
which did allow Philip to become an unstoppable force. But can we really believe 
that Philip was deliberately plotting against Athens (5.17-18, 6; cf. 8.39-41)? The 
king’s attitude towards the city after his victory at Chaeronea in 338 shows the 
reverse (as he made no attempt to curtail the democracy or punish anti-Macedonian 
leaders), compared to the punitive measures he imposed on the Thebans 
(establishing a pro-Macedonian oligarchy and garrison in the city) at that time 
(Worthington, 2013: 255-259). 

Indeed, the spin that Demosthenes puts on Philip and his aims is suspect 
when we consider how he cunningly shapes information. As an example, take how 
he impresses on the Athenians in his first Olynthiac of 349 the speed and 
decisiveness of Philip in contrast to the slowness of the Assembly (1.12-13; trans. 
Trevett, 2011: ad loc.): 

 
First he took Amphipolis, then Pydna, and then Potidaea, next 
Methone, then he attacked Thessaly, and after that, Pherae, Pagasae 
and Magnesia. After winning over the whole country in the way he 
wanted, he invaded Thrace. Then, after expelling some of the kings 
there and installing others, he fell sick. When he recovered his health, 
he did not sink into idleness but immediately attacked the 
Olynthians. And I pass over his campaigns against the Illyrians and 
Paeonians and Arybbas and wherever else one might mention. 

 

Most of this is true when we fact check. By 349 Philip was in control of 
Amphipolis (from 357), Pydna and Potidaea (in 356), Methone in 354/3, and had 
invaded Thessaly against Phocian troops in 353 and 352. In the former year a 
Phocian army had surprisingly defeated him causing his army to desert and for 
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several key allies and territories, which he had subdued by force, to break away 
from him. The following year (352) he returned with a vengeance, defeating 
another Phocian army in Thessaly, and then embarking on a whirlwind campaign 
to reassert his authority – Cersebelptes of Thrace, a stern warning to the 
Olynthians to remain true to their alliance of 357 with him, and moves against 
the Illyrians, Paeonians and probably Arybbas of Epirus.  

But if we look at the way Demosthenes styles some of his claims, we find 
his accuracy wanting. Philip did not take over the whole of Thessaly until 344; he 
did not expel some Thracian kings; nor did he attack the Olynthians in 351 but 
verbally warned them to stay loyal to their joint treaty of 357 – Demosthenes 
could be referring to the actual attack on Olynthus in 349, triggering its appeal 
for help and Demosthenes’ three Olynthiacs urging Athens to deploy troops, but 
are we to believe the king was ‘sick’ for almost two years? Finally, ‘wherever else 
one might mention’ smacks of rhetorical exaggeration.  

Likewise, how do we know, for example, that when in his third Philippic 
(of 341) Demosthenes bluntly claimed that Philip razed the Chalcidice – ‘I say 
nothing about Olynthus and Methone and Apollonia and thirty-two cities on the 
coast of Thrace, all of which he destroyed with such ruthlessness that a visitor 
would be hard-pressed to tell whether they had ever been inhabited’ (9.26) – that 
this is fact or rhetorical exaggeration? It is very hard to imagine that Philip would 
have destroyed this entire area, especially given its timber and mining resources 
were important for the Macedonian economy, and significantly our historical 
sources (Diod. 16.53.3, Justin 8.3.11) say nothing of any destruction 
(Worthington, 2013: 142-143). 

When it comes to the presentation of Philip’s attitude to the Greeks, 
especially Athens, we have only Demosthenes’ word, which must be suspect. 
There might well be grounds for suspecting the king’s retaliation, but as noted 
above, how did Demosthenes actually know enough to present Philip’ thinking? 
Given this type of rhetorical manipulation delivered in so emphatic and factual a 
manner, it is no wonder that the Athenians, without the means to fact check and 
so catch him out, and having to make decisions on the spot in as Assembly 
meeting lasting only one day, were swayed by him.  

The same issues apply to forensic speeches, which comprise almost all of 
our surviving speeches, and which are alive with historical examples. We are now 
in the arena of the law courts, and the jury was a different audience from that of 
an Assembly. But there was still the same rushed procedure, as either four 
private trials or one public trial were heard per day (AP 67.1), with one third of 
the time reserved for the prosecution, one for the defence, and the final third for 
the vote and speeches assessing the penalty (Aes. 3.97). As with the attendees of 
an Assembly, the jury had next to no time to reflect carefully about the legal 
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issues of the case and fact check information – historical and otherwise –
presented in it. 

However, I believe that a significant difference between forensic and 
symbouleutic oratory is that the orator in court could not afford to distort 
anything that the jurors were personally experiencing at the time. If he said 
something that was manifestly untrue and some jurors reacted against it, his 
entire case might suffer irreparable damage. In the Assembly, an orator might 
not win the vote with a speech, but he was able to speak at the next meeting; in a 
court, a speaker facing a substantial penalty, especially execution, could not allow 
the juror to react adversely against something he was saying. Hence the dynamic 
between speaker and audience was different, with speakers catering differently to 
audience expectations (Worthington, 2017; cf. Cooper 2000). 

Thus, when forensic orators in court give us a picture of family and social 
life, something the jurors at the time were living, I think we can accept it as 
accurate. In the case of Lysias’ speech On the Murder of Eratosthenes (1), we learn 
much about the husband-wife dynamic, a house and household, and the law of 
adultery, which was a public offence. Importantly in the speech, we are told how 
the husband’s appreciation and trust of his wife increases once she has given 
birth to their first child, the heir to the oikos (1.6).  

The image of family life, especially the far from cowed role of a wife to 
her husband, is supported by Apollodorus’ speech Against Neaera ([Dem.] 59). In 
building his case to have Neaera/Stephanus condemned, Apollodorus wants the 
jurors to image the reaction of their families – he specifies wives, daughters and 
mothers – when they go home if they acquit Neaera ([Dem.] 59.110-111): 

 
When you’re asked the question: ‘Where were you?’, you will 
answer: ‘We sat as a jury’; ‘Trying whom?’, it will at once be asked. 
You will reply: ‘Neaera’. Then you will outline all details of the 
charge. (111) And when they have heard everything, the women 
will say: ‘Well, how did you vote?’ And you will reply: ‘We acquitted 
her.’ That is the time when you will suffer the anger of the most 
virtuous of the women for deciding that it is right for this woman 
to share in the same way as themselves in the public ceremonials 
and religious rites. 

 

This is more than mere dramatic immediacy (Worthington, 2017: 17); the 
vivid image must fundamentally reflect life in the oikos and an equality between 
husband and wife, far different from the old opinion of a wife living in a form of 
oriental seclusion, because Apollodorus cannot present an image that does not 
reflect reality. If he did so, the jurors presumably would against it, and in doing so 
start to question not only the scene he painted for rhetorical effect but also his 
entire case (which was quite weak anyway). The same premise must apply to other 

http://www.revistarodadafortuna.com/


22 
Worthington, Ian 

‘Fake News’: The Greek Orators’ Rhetorical Presentation of The Past  
www.revistarodadafortuna.com 

 

 

Roda da Fortuna. Revista Eletrônica sobre Antiguidade e Medievo, 
2020, Volume 9, Número 1, pp. 15-31. ISSN: 2014-7430 

orators, especially those like Lysias who were logographoi, and needed to win their 
cases for their business. 

These sorts of domestic insights show us the value of oratory as 
contemporary source material for Greek society. When it comes to the political 
history of Greece, especially Athens, however, the reliability is more suspect. Since 
the orators were versed in using history in their speeches, it is important to 
remember that they did not commit errors for reasons of ignorance. The question is 
accordingly raised: as with matters to do with social life and the mores of the times, 
if an orator presented his version of fake news (as an artistic proof), would a jury 
recognize and react against it to the detriment of speaker and case? Could an orator 
in court afford to take the gamble, especially when jurors encountered something 
from the recent past or their own experience? 

Although it was once argued that the historical knowledge and understanding 
of jurors was poor (Pearson, 1961: 219-221), as the fourth century at least 
progressed many of the same men would have attended the Assembly and served as 
members of the Boule and in other official capacities, and so developed a hands-on 
grasp of current affairs and politics (Harding, 1987: 35-36; see too Todd 1990). In 
addition, they were living in startling times, especially with the rise of Macedonian 
imperialism under Philip; Athenian policy towards Philip was something that 
dominated debate, and it along with the king’s activities must have been talked 
about ad nauseam in the Agora and elsewhere on a daily basis. Moreover, it should be 
emphasized that Athens (and Greece) was still very much an oral society with a high 
degree of functional illiteracy; people relied on their memories, and so recent events 
they had personally experienced must have been clear in their minds. 

Certainly, there is distortion of the truth in forensic oratory. There are, for 
example, patriotic appeal to Athens’ greatness under the leadership of Pericles (e.g. 
Isoc. 15.111, 234, 307, 16.28; Dem. 3.21, Aes. 1.25), yet history does not bear this 
out this rosy view: it was Pericles who steered Athens into the disastrous 
Peloponnesian War, which ended with the city defeated and a pro-Spartan oligarchy 
imposed on it, not to mention Thucydides’ telling statement at 2.65 that while 
Athens was a democracy, power was in the hands of one man (Pericles). Athens in 
the Periclean era was indeed powerful, wealthy, and beautified with monuments, but 
power in one man’s hands smacks more of tyranny than democratic greatness. Yet 
there was an exhortatory reason for this appeal, as we shall soon see. 

In 343 there occurred the ‘False Embassy’ trial, when Demosthenes accused 
Aeschines of treachery (parapresbeia) during the negotiations leading to the Peace of 
Philocrates, ending warfare between Philip and Athens, in 346 (Buckler, 2000: 134-
140, 148-154, Worthington, 2013: 201-209). Their prosecution and defence 
speeches are extant (numerous commentaries on them exist, for example see 
Paulsen 1999; see too Usher, 1999: 234-237, 284-287, Carey, 2000: 88-158, 
MacDowell, 2009: 333-342, Yunis, 2005: 114-215). The negotiations for peace were 
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crucial ones, and conducted at the highest level. In all, four embassies from Athens, 
consisting of ten envoys, were sent to treat with the king, with Demosthenes and 
Aeschines serving on the first two (Worthington, 2013: 164-179). Both men had 
very different stances towards Philip, so the false embassy trial would have been 
something of a cause célèbre in the city. More importantly, it took place only three 
years after the events in question. In his speech, Aeschines accused Demosthenes of 
being unable to speak when ambassadors on the first embassy came before the king 
(2.34-35; cf. 38; trans. Carey, 2000: ad loc.): 

 
[Demosthenes] in a voice dead with fright, and after a brief 
narration of earlier events suddenly fell silent and was at a loss for 
words, and finally abandoned his speech. Seeing the state he was 
in, Philip encouraged him to take heart and supposed that he had 
suffered a complete catastrophe . . . But Demosthenes . . . was 
now unable to recover; he tried once more to speak, and the same 
thing happened. In the ensuing silence the herald asked us to 
withdraw. 

 

Such a collapse would have been a major embarrassment for an orator like 
Demosthenes, and Aeschines certainly gloats over his misfortune (first embassy: 
Worthington, 2013: 164-168). But can we believe him? After all, Demosthenes had 
been speaking in the Assembly since 354 (the year of his first political oration, On 
The Symmories), and for the past three years since the second Olynthiac of 349, his 
speeches had been successful. In fact, in the late 360s as a young man he 
successfully prosecuted his guardians for their mismanagement of the family estate 
when his father had died in a show-case trial (Usher, 1999: 172-183, MacDowell, 
2009: 37-57 Worthington, 2013: 20-27).  

Moreover, stories about the embassy’s time in Pella (and presumably the way 
that Demosthenes fell to pieces) would have abounded in Athens on its return. Yet 
very soon after it returned to the city it reported Philip’s terms to the Assembly, at 
which Demosthenes dominated discussion, and was selected to go on a second 
embassy to deliver the Athenians’ acceptance and to get Philip’s oath to peace 
(Worthington, 2013: 168-171). When Demosthenes came before the king that time, 
he spoke so forcefully and dramatically that he backed Philip into a diplomatic 
corner, and exposed a crucial weakness in his diplomacy towards Athens 
(Worthington, 2013: 172-174). Therefore, would the Athenians really have had 
enough faith in Demosthenes, if he had allegedly handled himself badly, to elect him 
to serve on another, equally important, embassy – and furthermore, for him to have 
shown no nervousness on it, but to dominate its proceedings?  

Our source for Demosthenes’ apparent freeze on the first embassy is 
Aeschines, his most bitter personal and political opponent: an orator and an enemy 
rolled into one (see Buckler, 2000 on the relationship of the two orators). Since by 
343 the personal animosity and political differences of the men had become so 
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great, Aeschines was going to try to paint his opponent in the worst light possible. I 
submit that the story of Demosthenes on the first embassy is untrue. It must have a 
kernel of truth to give it credibility, and that kernel was the stammer that we know 
Demosthenes had (for which he was nicknamed Batalus or ‘stammerer’: Plut. Dem. 
4.5), as part of his ill health as a youth, which he worked hard to overcome (Lambin, 
1982, Worthington, 2013: 16-17, 38-41).  

Demosthenes may well have stammered out of nervousness when he finally 
met Philip, but that is different from breaking down completely. This is fake news, 
then, put out by Aeschines, which gained traction, and as time went by, was 
accepted as factual (Worthington, 2017: 16). But would Aeschines take the gamble 
of including a blatant untruth into his speech, which the jury might have reacted 
against to his disadvantage? After all, three years in a society which relied on 
memory is not long. He went on to win his case, but of course he would not have 
known that at the outset of the trial. The answer is: he probably did not include it, in 
which case it was added to the speech after the trial. This point takes us to an 
understanding of how orators could include questionable material and even 
falsehoods: speeches were revised after oral delivery, when compositional perfection 
was the aim for the orators’ rhetorical reputation. (In this article I do not deal with 
revision of symbouleutic speeches, on which cf. Hansen, 1985.) 

We have evidence from a variety of sources to indicate that after oral delivery 
a speech was revised for circulation. For example, Plutarch says that Demosthenes 
was more daring in his spoken speeches than in his written ones (Dem. 9), and 
Aristotle (Rhet. 3.12.1-2) states that differences between oral and written style were 
necessarily marked to cater for a different type of audience. Another factor is the 
length of preserved speeches vs. the allotted time for a trial. As noted above, in one 
day either four private trials or one public trial were heard. I have argued that not all 
public trials were decided in one day (Worthington, 1989; but see MacDowell, 2000, 
with the reply of Worthington, 2003). That scenario would explain why the 
Athenians had a technical term for the large-scale bribery of jurors (dekazein), as it 
would have been impossible to bribe jurors sitting at a one-day trial, given the care 
taken to select jurors randomly.  

But even with this extra time, some of our extant speeches are still very long. 
For example, Dinarchus’ speech against Demosthenes (1) at his trial in 323 is 114 
chapters long, but Dinarchus was only one of ten prosecutors. We have only one 
other speech from the trial (Hyperides 5), which is not extant though badly 
fragmented, but even then it is forty chapters long. In addition, we must also allow 
time for quoting evidence and witnesses testimony (cf. Din. 1.112), all of which had 
to be fitted into an allotted time. The implication is that speeches were much shorter 
at oral delivery.  

A stronger argument for revision is the identification of ring composition in 
Greek oratory (Worthington, 1991, Worthington, 1994). This stylistic device 
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arranges material or subject-matter in a structural symmetry in the overall 
composition, not just with echoes of language but also with themes. The complex 
ring structures are unlikely to have been comprehended by listeners but point to a 
later, reading audience (Worthington, 1991: 62-63; cf. Worthington, 2013: 88). For 
one thing, there is the issue of whether the average juror could concentrate for long 
enough to appreciate the composition of long, complex sentences at a trial. For 
another, we must remember that speeches were recited from memory. Now, 
Alcidamas tells us that ‘someone had to learn exactly the arguments and the words 
and the syllables’ (On Sophists 18), but would an inexperienced speaker, especially 
one who had needed to hire a logographos (think of Euphiletus the small farmer of 
Lysias 1) be able to memorize the complexities of ring structuring? Performance, 
which included more than simple delivery, was crucial in both the courts and 
Assembly, and speakers had to be adept in both arenas (Worthington, 2017; see pp. 
17-19 on Euphiletus). 

Then there is the noise level in court. Speakers routinely encouraged the jury 
to voice its approval or disapproval, a technique known as thorubus (Bers, 1985; 
similar noise levels at Assemblies: Tacon 2001). With large juries (such as the 1,501 
at Demosthenes’ trial in 323), noise must have been considerable), but orators did 
not stop speaking. Moreover, ancient trials had no public address systems for 
speakers or no recording devices, and a juror could stop proceedings and ask for 
something to be read back or clarified. For the speaker to have the jury lose track of 
complex arguments and style in his case would have been detrimental, hence it is 
likely that speeches were shorter and their style straightforward for listeners. 

These arguments, especially ring composition, allow us to put forward a two-
stage process of composition: (1) the ‘functional’ court-delivered speech, and (2) the 
revised version, directed at a reading audience (Worthington, 1991: 62, 64-65, 
Worthington 1994). As I have argued, such a process highlights the dilemma for 
historians: that orators were not compelled to circulate only the version of the 
speech given in court. They were free to revise in the light of their opponents’ 
speeches, delete weak points from what they had orally delivered, include things that 
had not previously occurred to them, and compose their speeches in a highly 
sophisticated rhetorical style for their reputation. As a result, accuracy of content 
became less important. The revision process thus explains how orators could 
include fabrications about opponents and even put their own spin on events, yet not 
suffer condemnation at the time – and cause us to ponder their veracity today. 

The charge of Demosthenes’ betrayal of Thebes in 335 is one of the more 
glaring examples of fake news here. In 335 the Great King of Persia was said to 
have sent 300 talents to Greece to support the Theban revolt against Alexander, but 
Demosthenes pocketed the entire amount and Thebes was destroyed: Aes. 3.239-
240; cf. 133 and 156-157, Din. 1.18-21; cf. 10 and 24-26. All of this, however, is 
total fabrication (Worthington, 1994: 120-124, Worthington, 2010).  
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We should also not forget that despite the presentation of jurors as old venal 
men, dismissive of the law, and viewing courts as places of entertainment that we 
get in Aristophanes’ Wasps, jurors actually took their role and the law very seriously. 
Nowhere is this more evident than in the dicastic oath, preserved at Demosthenes at 
24. 149-151, which the annually-elected board of 6,000 jurors swore to uphold. In 
the oath they swear to give an ‘impartial hearing to prosecutor and defendant alike’, 
and at its end ‘the juror shall swear by Zeus, Poseidon, and Demeter, and shall 
invoke destruction upon himself and his household if he in any way transgresses this 
oath, and shall pray that his prosperity may depend upon his loyal observance 
thereof’.  

Religion played a paramount role in Greek life, as indeed did the need to 
protect one’s family and the polis and to ensure they remained in the gods’ favour. 
It is therefore hard to accept that jurors would flout their oath by not voting 
impartially or allowing themselves to be guided by lies and embellishments of the 
truth. As has been argued, regardless of rhetorical appeals, the actual specifics of the 
law were not rhetorical but factual, and the jurors were cognizant of this (Harris, 
1994, Sickinger, 2006; see too Carey, 1996). The jury was a quite different body in 
real life from the satirical image we have of it in Wasps. 

Now, orally-delivered speeches were not devoid of history. As I have 
mentioned, the orators drew many of their examples from the eras of the Trojan 
War, Pisistratid tyranny, and the Persian Wars. They used what they chose as 
vehicles of propaganda and patriotism. Therefore, the appeal to Athens’ greatness 
under Pericles may not be historically accurate (see above), but it was meant to 
contrast the slump in Athens’ fortune in the present day with the city’s imperial 
power in the Periclean era – and perhaps, even, was meant to support Athens as 
hegemon of the Greeks (Perlman, 1991). Likewise, under the Macedonian 
hegemony orators touted the restoration of democracy in 403 (e.g. Lyc. 1.61, Aes. 
3.190-192, 195, 208, Din. 1.15) or Solon, one of the seven sages of Greece, who has 
a special place in oratory (Hansen, 1989; cf. Worthington, 1994: 111-112, on Solon 
and surprisingly neglected democrats in oratory).  

The specific examples the orators chose and how they crafted them may 
even tell us something about the politics of the orators themselves, a topic worth 
further investigation. 

It is not a stretch of the imagination that the orators put a particular spin on 
an event for rhetorical reasons, but the jury was receptive to what they did, and 
reacted accordingly, which could be to the speaker’s detriment. As an example, I 
turn to the way that Lycurgus, Aeschines and Demosthenes handed the battle of 
Chaeronea in their speeches of 330. 

In that year two trials took place in Athens that cast interesting light onto the 
Athenians’ attitude to Macedonian rule. In the first one, Lycurgus prosecuted a man 
named Leocrates who had left Athens after Chaeronea, even though the people had 
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passed a decree calling on all citizens to man the city’s defenses should Philip 
besiege it (Worthington, 2013: 292-293, Roisman and Edwards, 2019). Lycurgus’ 
prosecution speech survives (1), but Leocrates’ defense speech does not, though we 
know that he weakly claimed that he had not fled Athens but had gone abroad for 
trading reasons.  

Lycurgus called for the death penalty, but perhaps surprisingly Leocrates was 
acquitted (but by only one vote). We might imagine anyone who had deserted the 
city in those circumstances would have been overwhelmingly condemned, but 
Lycurgus’ loss stemmed from failing to prove Leocrates was a traitor and especially 
the way he reminded the jurors of the defeat at Chaeronea – they did not want to 
hear lines like: ‘with the bodies of those who fell there was buried the freedom of 
the Greeks’ (1.50). Who would? 

Shortly after Leocrates’ trial, Demosthenes fell victim to Aeschines, perhaps 
because of feelings of ill will to Demosthenes at the time, in the famous ‘Crown’ 
trial (Worthington, 2013: 294-306). Aeschines revived his charge of six years earlier 
against a man named Ctesiphon, who had proposed that Demosthenes be awarded 
a gold crown for his civic offices and, especially, for acting in the best interests of 
the city. Aeschines wanted the jury to find Ctesiphon guilty, because that would 
mean by implication that Demosthenes’ entire policy against Philip was flawed, 
vindicating that of Aeschines, and thus that he had not acted in the city’s best 
interests.  

Although Aeschines’ speech is aimed at Ctesiphon, the latter gave only a 
brief response before handing over to Demosthenes (Usher, 1999: 287-293, 
Worthington, 2013: 296-298 for Aeschines’ speech; trans.: Carey, 2000: 159-251) 
Since Demosthenes’ opposition to Philip had led to the loss of Greek freedom at 
Chaeronea, we might expect him to have been condemned. Instead he was 
overwhelmingly acquitted. 

In his acclaimed defence speech (18, On the Crown), Demosthenes did not try 
to skirt around Aeschines’ allegations, but faced them head on (Worthington, 2013, 
299-306; speech: Usher, 1999: 270-276, MacDowell, 2009: 382-397; the detailed 
commentary of Wankel, 1976 is still hard to beat; trans.: Yunis, 2005: 23-113). He 
boldly claimed that his anti-Macedonian policy was the right one because it was the 
only one that could have stopped Philip – unlike that of Aeschines, who thought 
Philip would always be Athens’ friend. Although the Greeks lost at Chaeronea, 
Demosthenes pointed out, they had done so fighting for freedom; in that respect, 
they could hold their heads high and compare themselves to their ancestors who 
fought the Persians for the same reasons. Aeschines, like Lycurgus, had been all 
doom and gloom in his speech, and reminded the jury of Chaeronea in the wrong 
way (Worthington, 2013: 305-306). 

Demosthenes, on the other hand, rhetorically and politically spun defeat into 
victory, given that eleutheria and autonomia were ideals the Greeks most cherished. No 
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wonder Aeschines lost, and Lycurgus misjudged how to treat that pivotal battle, 
when Demosthenes unleashed these sorts of rousing comments using the topos of 
the Persian Wars (18.208; trans. Yunis, 2005: ad loc.):  

 
But you were not wrong, no, you were not, Athenians, to take on 
danger for the sake of the freedom and safety of all – I swear by your 
forefathers who led the fight at Marathon, by those who stood in the 
ranks at Plataea, by those who fought aboard ship at Salamis and 
Artemisium, and by the many other brave men who lie in the public 
tombs, all of whom the city buried, deeming them all equally worthy 
of the same honor, Aeschines, not just those among them who were 
successful or victorious. Rightly so, for they all performed the task 
required of brave men, and they each met with the fortune conferred 
on them by god. 

 

In conclusion, there is much to be read with profit about Greek society and 
history in the speeches of the Attic orators, but we must be cautious because of the 
implications of the revision stage. While I think the details that they give us about 
social life and the attitudes of the times are largely accurate, for the reasons I 
outlined above, we must remember that the orators were not historians, writing 
about events in the same didactic vein as Thucydides with an eye to future 
generations. Nor would they claim to be historians, given the genre in which they 
wrote. The orators knew history, and used it, but they shaped it for a particular 
purpose, including denigration of opponents, as part of their art of persuasion. We 
should therefore be alert to a manipulation of events and manufacturing of fake 
news for rhetorical effect – then and now. 

 

NOTE: I am very grateful to Professora Priscilla Gontijo Leite for translating this 
article into Portugese and for inviting me to speak at the Rhetor IV conference at the 
Universidade Federal da Paraiba in João Pessoa, one of the most beautiful places I 
have ever visited. Prof. Gontijo’s graciousness, hospitality, and patience were much 
appreciated, and she is to be congratulated for organizing an excellent, stimulating 
conference. I also had the pleasure of meeting other scholars in the field, especially 
Pedro Ipiranga (UFPR), Ticiano Lacerda (UFRJ), Patricia Nakayama (UNILA), 
Sandra Rocha (UnB) and Gilson Charles dos Santos (UnB). May I also express my 
appreciation to Pedro Ribeiro Martins and Guilherme da Costa Assunção Cecílio of 
the Universidade do Rio de Janeiro and Maria Cecília de Miranda Nogueira Coelho 
of the Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais for inviting me to give talks there and 
all their kindness and conversation. I thank you all for making me feel welcome – 
and for introducing me to caipirinhas. 
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