
Men on Horseback: The Power of Charisma 
in the Age of Revolution

 Novel
 David Avrom  Bell

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/zzXlz/Men-on-Horseback-The-Power-of-Charisma-in-the-Age-of-Revolution
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/zzXlz/Men-on-Horseback-The-Power-of-Charisma-in-the-Age-of-Revolution
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/zzXlz/Men-on-Horseback-The-Power-of-Charisma-in-the-Age-of-Revolution
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/zzXlz/Men-on-Horseback-The-Power-of-Charisma-in-the-Age-of-Revolution
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/zzXlz/Men-on-Horseback-The-Power-of-Charisma-in-the-Age-of-Revolution


"In his lucid and bracing history, [David] Bell helps us better understand how [a] charismatic
grifter came to occupy the most powerful office in the world . . . Bell’s description of our
predicament makes for essential reading." —Robert Zaretsky, Los Angeles Review of BooksAn
immersive examination of why the age of democratic revolutions was also a time of hero worship
and strongmenIn Men on Horseback, the Princeton University historian David A. Bell offers a
dramatic new interpretation of modern politics, arguing that the history of democracy is
inextricable from the history of charisma, its shadow self.Bell begins with Corsica’s Pasquale
Paoli, an icon of republican virtue whose exploits were once renowned throughout the Atlantic
World. Paoli would become a signal influence in both George Washington’s America and
Napoleon Bonaparte’s France. In turn, Bonaparte would exalt Washington even as he fashioned
an entirely different form of leadership. In the same period, Toussaint Louverture sought to make
French Revolutionary ideals of freedom and equality a reality for the formerly enslaved people of
what would become Haiti, only to be betrayed by Napoleon himself. Simon Bolivar witnessed the
coronation of Napoleon and later sought refuge in newly independent Haiti as he fought to
liberate Latin America from Spanish rule. Tracing these stories and their interconnections, Bell
weaves a spellbinding tale of power and its ability to mesmerize.Ultimately, Bell tells the crucial
and neglected story of how political leadership was reinvented for a revolutionary world that
wanted to do without kings and queens. If leaders no longer rule by divine right, what underlies
their authority? Military valor? The consent of the people? Their own Godlike qualities? Bell’s
subjects all struggled with this question, learning from each other’s example as they did so. They
were men on horseback who sought to be men of the people—as Bell shows, modern
democracy, militarism, and the cult of the strongman all emerged together.Today, with
democracy’s appeal and durability under threat around the world, Bell’s account of its dark twin
is timely and revelatory. For all its dangers, charisma cannot be dispensed with; in the end, Bell
offers a stirring injunction to reimagine it as an animating force for good in the politics of our time.
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the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: .To John Merriman, Richard Kagan, and
Gabrielle SpiegelThe great problem in politics, which I compare to that of the squaring of the
circle in geometry … is to find a form of government that sets the law above man. If this form of
government is attainable, then let us seek it out and try to establish it … But if, unfortunately, this
form of government is not attainable, and I frankly confess I do not think it is, then it is my opinion
that we should go to the other extreme and at once put man as high above the law as possible
and therefore establish an arbitrary despotism, indeed the most arbitrary despotism possible. I
would wish that the despot could be God.—JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU, letter to Victor de
Riqueti, marquis de Mirabeau, July 26, 1767INTRODUCTIONCHARISMAWhy, man, he doth
bestride the narrow worldLike a Colossus, and we petty menWalk under his huge legs and peep
aboutTo find ourselves dishonorable graves.—Julius Caesar, act 1, scene 2When
Shakespeare’s character Cassius used these words to describe Julius Caesar, he evoked one of
the most durable myths in human culture: there are giants among us—titans, heroes,
Übermenschen. They may be mortal, but something about them nonetheless seems miraculous
and supernatural. They have extraordinary genius, vision, courage, strength, virtue, sheer
magnetism. They seem to burn with a flame that leaves the rest of the human race looking cold
and gray. In a word—and it is a word that literally means “a gift of divine grace”—they have
charisma.But read the rest of Cassius’s speech, which this febrile, anxious conspirator, he of the
“lean and hungry look,” makes to an audience of one: his fellow Roman senator Marcus Junius
Brutus. Cassius has not come to praise Caesar, and his description of Caesar as a colossus
comes slathered in thick, pungent irony. For Cassius, Caesar is a man like any other, despite his
oversize reputation. The idea that Caesar is a superman both alarms and disgusts him. He
recalls episodes in which Caesar (already aging in the play) showed himself weak and helpless,
like a “sick girl,” and concludes, in a tone of heavy sarcasm, “And this man is now become a
god.” To call Caesar a god is blasphemy; to call him a king, treason. If Caesar lives, and the
Romans raise him to royal or divine dignity, then the Republic, in Cassius’s view, will die.
Caesar’s charisma is something both false and dangerous, and Cassius’s intention is to enlist
the wavering Brutus, Caesar’s protégé, into the conspiracy against him.And yet, as is so often
true with Shakespeare, the words have a power that goes beyond the characters’ intentions.
Cassius wants to ridicule Caesar, to bring the false god down to earth, to smash the idol. But his
description of Caesar as a colossus bestriding the narrow world is magnificent, and when his
barbed condemnations of Caesar have faded from memory, these words remain, a glimmering
reminder of the myth that Cassius wants so desperately to expose as a lie.Both the lure and the



dangers of charisma pointed to by Cassius remain with us today. Around the world, in both
democratic and autocratic states, there is a perennial longing for leaders with magnetic appeal
and extraordinary abilities who can unite viciously divided communities, overcome apparently
intractable problems, and by sheer force of personality give whole nations a new start. But
charisma also generates anxieties—especially in democracies. Modern democracies pride
themselves on being governments of laws. What will happen if we treat ordinary, limited, and
perhaps even corrupt and criminal individuals as superhuman, making them into idols? What if
the intensity of attraction leads whole countries to follow such leaders blindly, unquestioningly,
even as constitutions are flouted, human rights trampled, minorities oppressed and killed, and
nations marched off to war?Democracies are particularly suspicious of charismatic leaders. Yet,
paradoxically, the longing for such leaders acquired new importance, and a distinct new shape,
during the very same period that witnessed the first stirrings of modern democracy: the
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It was during the moment of extraordinary intellectual
fermentation that we now call the Enlightenment, and then in the great revolutions that washed
across much of the Western world between 1775 and the 1820s, that the powerful forms of
political charisma we are familiar with today took shape. These forms of charisma posed
challenges to democracy but were also symbiotically linked to it. Indeed, from this period onward
the stories of charisma and democracy have wound tightly around one another in their own
political version of the double helix. They have done so thanks to a revolutionary transformation
in the relationship between ordinary people and their political leaders that began in the
eighteenth century but that has never been fully understood. That transformation is the subject
of this book.What, exactly, is charisma, and what does it mean to write its history? In popular
usage, the word serves as a rough synonym for personal magnetism. A famous photograph of
John F. Kennedy greeting enthusiastic admirers on the beach in Santa Monica in 1962 perfectly
illustrates this notion—he seems to be drawing people to him as if by invisible threads (figure 1).
Kennedy remains, even many decades after his death, the paradigmatic example of a
charismatic politician, in the United States and well beyond.But this popular notion is vague and
elusive. As the magazine Psychology Today puts it, “charisma is often said to be a mysterious
ineffable quality—you either have it or don’t have it.” The magazine goes on to propose that
charisma in fact inheres in qualities such as “confidence, exuberance, optimism, a ready smile,
expressive body language, and a friendly, passionate voice.”1 This definition may seem more
useful, but it quickly breaks down as well. Not only are these qualities impossible to measure in
any meaningful way, but a moment’s reflection suggests that certain combinations of them could
easily strike observers as overbearing and obnoxious, rather than as charismatic.A better
approach starts from precisely this last point, and from the recognition that charisma is not just
an individual quality but a relationship.2 People deserve to be called charismatic only if they are
recognized as such—if others believe they possess extraordinary qualities and feel an intense
emotional attraction to them, even (as the photograph of Kennedy hints) erotic desire.3 The
ability to appear charismatic depends not only on the individual in question but on which traits



are likely to elicit such beliefs and feelings within a particular community. In other words, it is a
question not just of psychology but of culture. Some things may remain forever mysterious about
the appeal of particular individuals: a Kennedy, a Garibaldi, even a Hitler. But we can analyze
how they interacted with admirers, how admirers discussed and represented them, and which of
their specific qualities, traits, and actions appeared most attractive and emotionally
resonant.Historians have mostly discussed charisma in the course of writing biographies of
figures like Kennedy—or Hitler.4 But the subject deserves broader historical attention. If we want
to understand why certain democratic regimes have given way to the rule of charismatic
authoritarians, we cannot simply ask why the regimes failed. It is also a question of the positive
appeal of charismatic leadership itself within a particular culture. By creating a direct, intense,
emotional bond between a political leader and followers, charisma can enable the circumvention
or even destruction of existing political rules and traditions. It can also create new rules and
traditions. To quote the great German social theorist Max Weber—who first developed the
modern concept of charisma more than a century ago—it is a “revolutionary force.”5This book
tells the story of how the revolutionary force of charisma developed during the Enlightenment
and then helped shape four of the greatest revolutions in history: in the United States, France,
Haiti, and Venezuela (whose break with Spain led to the independence of what eventually
became six separate nations). The book does not offer a general history of these revolutions or
full biographies of the principal figures it examines: George Washington, Napoleon Bonaparte,
Toussaint Louverture, and Simón Bolívar. It does not look at charisma in nonpolitical contexts.
And it is not a theoretical inquiry into the nature of charisma, although readers interested in
learning more about the concept are invited to turn to the short excursus at the end of the book
entitled “Writing Charisma into History.” My focus is on the way charismatic political leaders
came to dominate each of the four revolutions and the consequences for the societies in
question.What historians have often called “the age of democratic revolutions” appears in a
somewhat somber light when examined from this angle.6 But then, despite the hopes of many
participants, democratic constitutional rule did not actually fare very well in these revolutions.
None of them fully delivered on the promise of the U.S. Declaration of Independence to secure
the equal rights of “all men,” to say nothing of women. Very few of the original constitutions
survived more than a few years. Very few of the new states avoided calamitous bouts of civil war,
and in all of them, dictatorship had a compelling appeal. The revolutionary states did experience
what could be called democratization, as millions of men and women began to participate in
politics in a newly active, conscious manner. But this participation could take many forms and
did not necessarily contribute to the foundation of stable democratic regimes. Indeed, it could
include actively supporting authoritarian rulers.7Perhaps it is only at this moment in the early
twenty-first century, when the forward trajectory of democracy has come to seem anything but
inexorable, that we can clearly glimpse this other side of the age of revolution. It is at moments
like the present that we are forced to confront the reality that charismatic authoritarianism in no
sense represents a backsliding, an atavistic and presumably temporary return to the days of



warlords and kings, before the onward march of liberal democracy continues. A potentially
authoritarian charisma is as modern a phenomenon as any of the liberal ideas and practices that
arose in the age of revolution, including human rights and democratic republicanism and
constitutional government. And it had many of the same cultural and intellectual sources. As the
epigraph to the book reminds us, even for thinkers considered to be architects of modern
democratic theory, the line between democracy and authoritarian one-man rule could be
vanishingly thin.8 The study of charisma reveals this darker potential of the age of revolution and
of the Enlightenment culture out of which it emerged.The book argues that while political
charisma has existed throughout history, its modern forms started to develop only in the
mid-1700s. In previous centuries, in Europe and the European overseas empires, political power
had a very different visage from what we know today. It was intensely personal but largely
concentrated in monarchs whose legitimacy derived from royal inheritance and from the
blessing of established churches. While some rulers—Elizabeth I of England, Louis XIV of
France—certainly had a strong charismatic appeal, their rule did not depend on it. Even Oliver
Cromwell, the parliamentarian and military commander who rose to supreme power during the
British Civil Wars of the 1640s, attracted a large and passionate following above all because his
supporters saw him as the chosen instrument of divine Providence, not because they believed
he had innate talents that set him high above other men.9 Nor did Cromwell manage to establish
a lasting regime. For literate men and women in the early eighteenth-century West, the most
prominent examples of leaders who had come to power thanks to their charismatic appeal were
not their own contemporaries but ancient Romans and Greeks, who belonged to a seemingly
closed chapter of history. The most prominent of these ancient figures was Julius Caesar.But in
the later eighteenth century, the tectonic plates of Western political culture shuddered and broke
apart. Even before minutemen and redcoats opened fire on one another at Lexington in 1775, an
intellectual and cultural revolution of sorts had already created the conditions under which
figures without royal pedigrees or religious sanction could rise to supreme power on the basis of
their charisma. On the one hand, powerful new ideas of human equality were circulating,
according to which even the most ordinary of men—although not yet women—might well
possess greater talent, leadership ability, and moral worth than nobles and princes. The
century’s most audacious writers argued that it was the worthiest, most talented men who
should rule. Meanwhile, a media revolution was under way. Striking changes in the world of print
were making it possible for men and women from the most ordinary backgrounds to achieve
unprecedented fame. They could become, to use a word invented in the period, celebrities.10
Periodicals reported on them on a daily basis—and not only on their public actions but on their
private lives as well. Engraving technology made their faces (or, at least, what artists imagined
they looked like) familiar to a broad public. And new literary styles associated with that dizzily
developing genre, the novel, helped authors to present them as familiar, approachable
characters with whom readers could imagine a close, even intimate connection.Media
revolutions tend to have powerful political consequences, because they so fundamentally alter



the way ordinary people and their rulers perceive and relate to one another. The invention of the
printing press in pre-Reformation Europe, and the invention of radio and television in the
twentieth century, had such consequences. We are living today through yet another media
revolution with enormous political consequences. In the age of revolution, similarly profound
effects followed from new forms of print media, new genres and styles, and an exponential
increase in the sheer amount of print in circulation. The changes played out unevenly across the
different revolutionary states. But even charismatic leaders in largely illiterate countries were still
creatures of print. They wrote constantly for publication and knew the importance of doing so.
They paid close attention to the way newspapers, books, pamphlets, and engravings portrayed
them. Their written correspondence bore the mark of prevailing literary styles. It was in large part
through these engagements with print that they forged their bonds with their followers.And these
bonds, the book goes on to argue, deeply shaped the course of political events. In revolutionary
regimes that were still fragile, untested, and forbiddingly strange to men and women raised in
monarchies and empires, the ability to feel a bond of trust with leaders counted heavily indeed.
Charisma mattered. It came to matter even more as the revolutions continued and frail new
constitutional structures wavered and sometimes collapsed. In such moments of turmoil, the lure
of charismatic leadership came to loom over all political life. No leader enjoyed as enthusiastic a
degree of support as his admirers liked to boast, but each could still count on a base of
genuinely fervent, indeed sometimes fanatical, followers.It was in fact widely believed that the
survival of the new states required powerful, charismatic leaders linked to citizens by strong
emotional bonds that knit the entire body politic together into an indivisible whole, the way
monarchs had done in earlier states. Was the mere “consent of the governed” enough to hold
together fractious states, most of them new creations, riven by regional, ideological, and in some
cases racial divisions? Such states needed to be “governed more by sentiments and affections
than by orders and laws,” as an acolyte of Napoleon Bonaparte put it. They needed what Simón
Bolívar called “acclamation,” a collective enthusiasm that served, in his view, as “the sole
legitimate source of human power.” They needed what a well-known British writer called, in
reference to an earlier charismatic hero, a “despotism founded … on the affection of love.”11
European monarchs certainly boasted of their subjects’ love, but they never relied on it as the
basis of their legitimacy. The intense emphasis now placed on the emotional bond between
rulers and ruled was something new, and it meant that the revolutionary leaders were in no
sense simply substitute kings. Their political authority was of a fundamentally different
sort.Contemporaries acknowledged this difference. They did not, however, treat the new form of
charismatic leadership as something wholly novel. Instead, most often they sought to legitimize
the break with the recent past by appealing to a different, more distant past and depicting the
new leaders as figures out of classical antiquity. Just as classically republican and democratic
forms of government appeared to be reawakening in the Atlantic revolutions after a sleep of
centuries, it now also seemed possible that new versions of Greek and Roman heroes could rise
to power.12 In country after country, revolutionaries looked at one another and asked: Which



one of us is Caesar? Which one Brutus? (In the same way, Russian revolutionaries in a later
century would ask, Which one of us is Robespierre? Which one Bonaparte?) The revolutionary
states revived Roman titles such as “consul,” “senator,” even “dictator” (an official granted
temporary extraordinary powers). They crowned leaders with Roman-style laurel leaves and
paraded them through Roman-style triumphal arches. Such language and practices came easily
to cultures where formal education still consisted in large part of immersion in the Greek and
Roman classics. Early modern European societies had always invoked the authority of antiquity,
but the revolutionaries did so far more intensely and with far more literal intent, almost as if they
could actually re-create ancient republics. During one debate in the French revolutionary
assembly, a deputy extolled the progress that the human race had made since antiquity. Another
immediately shot back, “If we have not been either Spartans, or Athenians, we should become
them.”13In reality, the world had changed far too greatly for the revolutionaries to revive anything
close to genuine ancient political forms. True, the unanimous “acclamation” described by Bolívar
recalled ancient Greek practices of collective decision-making that relied on “shouts and
murmurs” rather than actual vote-counting, but the context of Greek city-states was far removed
from that of large territorial states in the age of gunpowder and print.14 The classical idiom did,
though, have important consequences for how the new forms of charismatic authority took shape
—not least because, as Shakespeare’s play suggested, the name of Caesar could arouse such
deep currents of suspicion and fear. The tradition of classical republican thought revived in the
Renaissance warned sharply of the dangers of personal political ambition, what Shakespeare’s
Mark Antony called that “grievous fault” for which Caesar had so grievously answered. No story
out of Roman history had greater political purchase than that of the ambitious Caesar leading
his legions across the Rubicon toward Rome and destroying the Republic. Classical
republicanism taught that “government … is an empire of laws, not of men” (James Harrington,
1656), and throughout the revolutionary period, writers and politicians influenced by it warned
sternly against treating fallible mortals as demigods.15 Some even accused their fellow citizens
of projecting outsize hopes and desires onto mere “idols.” A dialectical tension played out
between the lure of charismatic leaders and suspicions of the same. The classical idiom shaped
both sides of it.The period’s charismatic leaders, needless to say, were not all alike. Most came
from the upper levels of their societies, but Toussaint Louverture was born into bondage, the son
of Africans violently transported across the Atlantic to the hell of a Caribbean slave colony.
Napoleon Bonaparte was a ceaseless self-promoter who sometimes seemed to spend almost
as much energy celebrating his victories as he did winning them. George Washington, although
scrupulously concerned about his reputation, received overly effusive praise with distinct unease
and loathed familiarity. While all the men engaged with the great intellectual currents of the day,
to an extent that would put virtually any twenty-first-century politician to shame, only Simón
Bolívar qualifies as a genuinely original political thinker.Still, many qualities remained largely the
same from country to country and from decade to decade. Indeed, each figure in turn provided a
model for the others. Bonaparte explicitly compared himself to Washington on many occasions.



Louverture was called both the Bonaparte and the Washington of the Antilles. Bonaparte’s
coronation made a lasting impression on the young Bolívar, who would later sometimes revel in
the sobriquet “the Washington of South America.”16 These connections, and this modeling,
which have attracted surprisingly little attention from previous historians, will serve as a major
thread through the chapters that follow. Indeed, I will argue that images of charismatic leadership
played just as important a role as formal political doctrines in helping revolutionary movements
spread across the Atlantic world. In this sense, this book is very much a transnational history,
although one that sets transnational relations and exchanges within the context of shared
cultural and political developments.17Three qualities common to all the leaders stand out in
particularly high relief. They reflect a shared experience of revolutionary civil strife, large-scale
war, and the founding or refounding of states. In the age of revolution, only figures who
possessed these qualities were in a position to receive the sort of charismatic “acclamation”
Bolívar described.First, and crucially, these leaders were all, like Caesar, military heroes,
renowned for their victories, their military talent, their stamina, and their sheer physical courage.
Washington, Bonaparte, Louverture, and Bolívar all came to prominence as army officers who
led men in battle personally, risking their lives and winning notable engagements. Each had a
reputation for military expertise, with Bonaparte in particular considered, quite accurately, a true
military genius, one of the greatest commanders in history. Although some currents of
Enlightenment thought condemned war as destructive and futile, other, equally powerful
currents defended it as a positive good and indeed exalted it in a way that even the most
bellicose of traditional monarchs had not dared do. The revolutionary leaders all embodied this
vision of war as potentially regenerative and sublime.War and military leadership played into the
second common quality as well. Each of these men was widely hailed as a redeemer who had
arisen in the midst of frightful crisis and supposedly saved his people from otherwise certain
destruction. Washington, in this view, single-handedly saved the newborn United States from
defeat at the hands of the British. Bonaparte saved France from the chaos and strife unleashed
in the French Revolution. Toussaint Louverture saved his fellow former slaves, who had carried
out the largest and most successful slave revolt in history, from defeat and re-enslavement.
Simón Bolívar saved South America from reconquest by the Spanish and from civil war. In each
case, salvation was credited both to the men’s supposedly extraordinary military skill and also to
their ability to inspire and unify entire populations behind them.Finally, each of the figures was
seen as a founder, a person who either brought a new nation into being or, in Bonaparte’s case,
so thoroughly “regenerated” it as to amount to the same thing. Admirers referred to each as the
“father of his country,” by which they did not just mean that he governed with a father’s tender
care (the traditional sense of the term) but that he had effectively given it life. Each man had a
close connection with his country’s written constitution—in Washington’s case from presiding
over the American Constitutional Convention, in the three others’ as the effective author of the
document. This position as founder also gave each of them a way of appearing to stand above
his country’s divisions and partisan politics. Doing so could help foster the emergence of a



political culture in which all parties had a commitment to a common good, but it could also
encourage followers to consider the leader himself above the law.As the importance of military
heroism and the role of the father should make clear, these forms of political charisma also came
deeply bound up with prevailing ideals of masculinity. Women can of course possess political
charisma. Elizabeth I of England offers one of the greatest historical examples. In the eighteenth
century, Catherine the Great of Russia made strenuous attempts to pose as a redemptive figure
who elicited deep love from her subjects.18 But in the eighteenth century it was becoming more
difficult, not less, for women to be perceived as charismatic saviors. Women were widely seen
as lacking the sheer vital strength and energy necessary to accomplish great deeds—especially
sublime military ones. Nor could women become the object of passionate, intimate connections
with ordinary supporters—even purely imagined connections—without seeming to sacrifice their
modesty and decency.19 Significantly, Western European accounts of Catherine II tended to
oscillate between praise of her unusually “masculine” characteristics and voyeuristic
condemnations of her sexual indecencies.20In short, the paradigmatic charismatic leaders of
the period were, as the title of this book has it, “men on horseback”—masculine military heroes
riding in to save their states from destruction and, indeed, to give these states a new birth. The
phrase “the man on horseback” itself has long served as a metaphor for a military leader
seeking political power.21 But in the case of these leaders, it also had a quite literal meaning, for
equestrian skills contributed powerfully to their charismatic appeal. Today, with cavalry long
vanished from the battlefield and horseback riding largely associated with racing and the sports
of a privileged elite, we easily forget just how impressive the spectacle could be of a commander
in a brightly colored uniform wielding a heavy, sharpened sword from atop a warhorse that could
weigh as much as twelve hundred pounds and cost many times a skilled artisan’s annual salary.
It is no coincidence that Thomas Jefferson remembered Washington as “the best horseman of
his age, and the most graceful figure that could be seen on horseback.”22 Louverture gained a
reputation before the Haitian Revolution for breaking wild horses by leaping fearlessly onto their
backs.23 Bolívar could reputedly stay in the saddle longer than any of his soldiers.24 Bonaparte
was actually a mediocre rider but did everything he could to disguise the fact. It is no
coincidence that the most famous image ever produced of him, by the painter Jacques-Louis
David, shows him on a magnificent, rearing cavalry horse during his crossing of the Alps in 1800
(he actually undertook the journey on a mule, wrapped in a heavy blanket). When the British
engraver Samuel William Reynolds sought to honor Simón Bolívar in 1824, he copied David’s
image down to the smallest details (figures 2 and 3).25As much as possible, the book will look
not only at such representations but also at the way the followers and admirers of these
charismatic leaders received and understood them. And this raises a tricky question. How can
we know what these men and women really thought and felt? People may have cheered, voted
for, or even fought for a charismatic leader, but they could have been coerced. Even diaries and
private correspondence, which I have drawn on wherever possible, do not provide unmediated
glimpses of inner thoughts and desires. Even in the most intimate forms of writing, people still



followed established conventions and wrote what they felt was expected of them. They could lie
to their friends and family, even to themselves. Much of the evidence in this book comes not from
such private sources but from the much more copious public ones: newspaper articles, political
pamphlets, printed biographies (many heavily fictionalized), printed memoirs, poetry, speeches,
and visual sources (mainly engravings). Much of it was produced for what we would now call
propaganda purposes.We cannot know for certain what the people of the age of revolution
thought and felt, but these sources, taken together, can still give us important clues. If we cannot
know for sure how people understood what they read, we can determine, at least in part, what
they liked to read best. We cannot know for sure how people reacted to propaganda, but we can
trace, from the evolution of the material, what the propagandists themselves thought worked
best. And while we may never know what emotions people experienced, the sources do give a
sense of what people were expected to feel and what they tried to make one another feel. It is
out of such shards and fragments that all histories of this sort are constructed.It is important to
emphasize here that emotions, like everything else, have a history. They obviously have a
physiological basis as well, but culture shapes the way people understand, process, and control
their emotional reactions, including how they come to consider some reactions natural and
legitimate and others shameful or harmful. Historians and psychologists even speak of different
“emotional regimes,” which can succeed one another in historical time.26 Historians of France
have recently led the way in exploring the role of emotions in the age of revolution.27 In this
book, I will use the sources as best I can to show how the emotion of love, and claims about it,
powerfully contributed to the development of modern charismatic leadership.Emotional regimes
crossed the boundaries of literacy, but because of the nature of the source material, this book
still deals, not entirely but to an unavoidably large extent, with people who could read and had
access to printed matter. In the case of Toussaint Louverture, for instance, we have more direct
evidence about how literate white colonists and soldiers reacted to him than we do about the
reactions of the former slaves, a majority of them African born, and most illiterate, who fought
under his command. To the extent that we have reliable information about this latter group—
which vastly outnumbered the former—I will provide it. But the form of charisma about which we
know the most in this period took shape and operated through print media, which aimed in the
first instance at the literate segments of society. And as noted, the charismatic leaders, very
much including Louverture, were themselves shaped by engagements with the written word.It
would also be wrong to equate the literate segments of society simply with “elites.” By the end of
the eighteenth century, most adult men in Britain’s American colonies, and also in many French
and British cities, were literate, as well as were a majority of women. All but the poorest of them
had access to some printed material, whether by purchase or by frequenting coffeehouses and
libraries that made it available to visitors. Everywhere, including in Haiti and South America, the
circulation of printed matter exploded during the revolutionary period itself. Furthermore, illiterate
people could hear speeches. They could hear literate relatives, friends, and neighbors read
printed material out loud and follow campaigns on maps, as in Louis-Léopold Boilly’s painting of



a French family following the bulletins of Napoleon’s Grande Armée (figure 4). They could view
the printed images that circulated in large numbers. An extraordinary engraving from the 1820s
shows a black or mixed-race couple in Venezuela holding up a picture of Simón Bolívar to their
young children (figure 5). The caption reads: “Here is your liberator.”28 In short, ordinary people,
including illiterate ones, could follow, and actively participate in, the extraordinary intellectual
ferment of the Enlightenment and the age of revolution. They could conceive of overturning
ancient customs and arrangements and rebuilding their society on new principles. And even
before the revolutions began, they could look to a small number of apparently extraordinary men
—charismatic men—as saviors.ONEMR. BOSWELL GOES TO CORSICAPaoli sways the
hearts of his countrymen … [His] power … knows no bounds. It is high treason so much as to
speak against him … a species of despotism founded, contrary to the principles of
Montesquieu, on the affection of love.—James Boswell, An Account of Corsica, 1768On
October 11, 1765, James Boswell boarded a small boat in the Italian port of Livorno, bound for
the island of Corsica. The future author of The Life of Samuel Johnson was then just twenty-five
years old and entirely unknown. Expensively dressed, with a wide face, thick, well-groomed hair,
and a ruddy drinker’s complexion, he would have struck casual observers as just another well-
off, dissipated young Briton guzzling his way across Europe on the Grand Tour. Certainly, since
leaving London two years before, Boswell had denied himself few pleasures of the flesh. Despite
his tender age, he had already endured several bouts with the lifetime sparring partner he
privately nicknamed “Signor Gonorrhea.”1But in fact, Boswell was anything but a stereotypical
Grand Tourist. During his time on the Continent, he applied himself to serious study of
languages and the law and read voraciously. More striking, in addition to the usual paintings,
palaces, and ruins, he sought out a different, uncommon sort of tourist attraction: great men. He
set himself the challenge of meeting Frederick the Great, Voltaire, and Rousseau, and while the
Prussian monarch did not receive him, the other two did. To find Rousseau, Boswell made his
way to the remote Swiss village of Môtiers, and there he practically besieged the philosophe’s
modest cottage until he won admittance. He would later repay Rousseau very badly for the favor
by seducing his mistress, Thérèse Levasseur, but at the time he impressed Rousseau with his
wit and enthusiasm. Boswell, although prone to spells of dark melancholy, otherwise had an
effervescent temperament that made him highly entertaining company. As he himself confided to
his journal, “I am one of the most engaging men that ever lived.”2It was, in fact, because of
Rousseau that Boswell now found himself en route to Corsica. For several decades, the island
had been fighting a slow-burning war of independence against its longtime overlord, the Italian
Republic of Genoa. The Corsicans had won Europe-wide attention for their supposed
attachment to republican liberty. British radicals, who wanted to expand the franchise and limit
the powers of the royal ministry, held them up as an inspiration.3 Rousseau himself praised
them, in his Social Contract, as the “one country in Europe which is fit to receive laws … I have a
presentiment that this little island will one day astonish Europe.”4 Corsican leaders had
subsequently asked Rousseau to help draw up a new constitution. Rousseau not only talked to



Boswell about the island but told him in glowing terms about the heroic leader of the rebel
forces, Pasquale Paoli. Here was another great man for Boswell to add to his collection.Paoli
quite deserved the attention. His father, Giacinto, had dominated the early stages of the
Corsican independence struggle but fled to Naples in 1739 after the failure of an ill-fated project
to install a German adventurer as the island’s king. Pasquale, then aged just fourteen, left as
well, enrolling in a Neapolitan military school and then serving as a junior officer in the
Neapolitan army. He also developed a taste for history and for philosophical musings. “The world
is a stage play,” he once wrote to his father in a Shakespearean vein, “and we must deliver our
lines well on stage.”5 But as the turmoil in Corsica continued, with the Genoese arranging the
assassination of another independence leader, Pasquale saw an opportunity to take command
of the revolt. He returned home in 1755 and convinced a portion of the island’s leading families
to name him the supreme “General” of Corsica, with almost unlimited executive powers. He was
just thirty. He defeated a rival backed by other families and won a series of victories over the
Genoese. He issued a written constitution—one of the first in Europe—that gave all adult men,
and also widows, a role in choosing representatives. He settled conflicts among the perennially
fractious Corsican clans, reorganized the government and the military, and even founded a
press and a university, despite conditions of such poverty that he routinely scraped the ink off
letters he received so as to reuse the paper. He impressed visitors with his asceticism, his work
ethic, his learning, and his friendly manner.6 He was, in short, an irresistible attraction for
Boswell, despite the not-inconsiderable risk the young Scot ran of falling prey to pirates on the
journey to Corsica or being taken by the Corsicans for a spy.In any event, no pirates
materialized, and Boswell suffered nothing worse on the two-day journey than fleas, vermin, and
the dark warnings of the crew to stay away from their women (they clearly knew their man). He
landed safely at the northern tip of Corsica and then undertook a grueling, 120-mile trek
southward, arriving more than a week later in the town of Sollacaro, where he met Paoli. Paoli
himself initially reacted with suspicion, thinking that Boswell—who kept scribbling down detailed
notes of everything he saw—had indeed come to spy.7 But soon enough, a letter of introduction
from Rousseau, plus the usual Boswellian charm, had the desired effect. As Paoli later
remembered, Boswell was “so cheerful! So gay! So pleasant!”8 Paoli also realized that Boswell
might prove useful in mobilizing British support for the rebellion, so he treated his visitor
sumptuously, feasting him, introducing him to Corsican clan leaders, allowing him to ride his own
finely outfitted horse, and spending long hours in conversation with him. Paoli spoke excellent
French and some English in addition to Italian, and the talk ranged over literature, history,
religion, philosophy, and politics. When, after nearly two weeks, Boswell began the long trip back
to the mainland, Paoli gave him a series of rich gifts, including an elegant scarlet suit
embroidered with the Corsican crest, a brace of pistols, and a dog. Boswell asked Paoli to write
him letters, and to do so as a philosopher and man of letters. “He took me by the hand,” Boswell
later wrote, “and said, as a friend.” Boswell nearly collapsed with pleasure.9Almost from the
moment he landed back in Italy, Boswell started writing about Corsica and Pasquale Paoli.10



Over the next several years he sent at least eighty articles on the subject to The London
Chronicle, urging British support for the rebels.11 He told everyone that his experiences on the
island had left him a changed man. “Paoli,” he wrote to Rousseau, “has infused my soul with a
firmness that it will never lose.”12 Arriving back in Britain in early 1766, Boswell talked of nothing
but Corsica and Paoli to his literary acquaintances, and they in turn urged him to write a book.
“Give us as many anecdotes as you can,” Samuel Johnson told him.13 Boswell set to work, and
in February 1768 there appeared An Account of Corsica, The Journal of a Tour to That Island,
and Memoirs of Pascal Paoli.As the triple title suggests, the book, which ran to 380 pages, was
something of a patchwork. It combined a detailed account of Corsican geography, flora, and
fauna with a brief history of the island and thorough, if heavily stereotyped, accounts of local
customs.14 To this material Boswell joined a much more personal narrative of his own trip and,
within it, gave pride of place to a portrait of Paoli. He described Paoli’s physical appearance at
length and provided numerous vignettes of the man in informal, intimate settings, emphasizing
his interactions with ordinary Corsicans and their devotion to him. He said that Paoli had
become “the father of a nation.”15 Boswell also highlighted his own role as the privileged
observer. “One morning I remember,” he wrote, “I came in upon him without ceremony, while he
was dressing. I was glad to have an opportunity of seeing him in those teasing moments, when,
according to the Duke de la Rochefoucault, no man is a hero to his valet de chambre.”16 (The
line was less of a cliché in 1768.) While revising his first draft for publication, Boswell cut out
stories that might reflect badly on Paoli, but he left in what he called “small peculiarities of
character,” including Paoli’s inability to keep still for more than ten minutes and his astonishing
memory. But Boswell also added numerous passages of pure, sweaty, breathless adulation. He
endorsed Paoli’s comparison of himself to Judah Maccabee and added comparisons of his own
to heroes of Roman and Greek antiquity, calling the Corsican a man who “just lives in the times
of antiquity.” He concluded that in Paoli, “I saw my highest ideal realized.”17The book had an
immediate and spectacular success. It sold at least seven thousand copies in Britain, to say
nothing of four pirated Irish editions—possibly some Irish readers warmed to the tale of an island
nation fighting for its liberty against a longtime foreign occupier?18 It was translated into French,
German, Dutch, and Italian. The reviewers gushed. The poet Thomas Gray wrote to Horace
Walpole that the book’s sections on Paoli “pleased and moved me strangely,” although Gray
added acidly, “Any fool may write a most valuable book by chance, if he will only tell us what he
heard and said with veracity.” King George III himself remarked that “I have read Boswell’s book
which is well written.”19 Paoli, who had waited eagerly for the book to appear, excitedly
predicted that it would help his cause.20 The book was Boswell’s big break, establishing him as
a man of letters and allowing him to avoid the full-time legal career for which his demanding
father had destined him. In 1769, he appeared at the Shakespeare Jubilee in Stratford-upon-
Avon carrying a pistol, musket, and stiletto and wearing the scarlet suit Paoli had given him, plus
a cap embroidered with the phrase “Viva la Libertà” in gold letters. In an engraving, an artist
changed it to “Corsica Boswell.” As Boswell himself later put it, “I had got upon a rock in Corsica,



and jumped into the middle of life.”21Boswell was not the only British writer to visit Corsica
during these years of its quasi-independence, but he was by far the most important. Following
the publication of his Account, references to Paoli and the rebels multiplied manyfold in the
British press. Engraved portraits of Paoli appeared, as did a profusion of mostly mediocre
poems, including one entitled The Paoliad. The well-known poet Anna Barbauld praised “the
godlike man who saved his country.” Another spoke of “the savior of the land” whose “drawn
sword flames in his uplifted hand.” A certain Timothy Scribble burbled that “brave PAOLI strove
to free mankind!” Much of the poetry mentioned Boswell by name. Meanwhile, a lady’s magazine
published a recipe for “Chicken Paoli,” and the sporting press tracked at least four racehorses
named Pascal Paoli. In some novels from the late 1760s, characters speak of “going a volunteer
under the brave Paoli” much as Britons of the 1930s spoke of going to fight in Spain.22Although
no radical, Boswell gladly allied himself with radical members of the Whig party who were urging
the British government to support Paoli. In his book, he quoted at length a poem called “Pride,”
which its anonymous author had dedicated to the radical hero John Wilkes and which proposed
Corsica as a model that a degenerate Britain should emulate:On CORSICA reflect and seeNot
what you are, but what you ought to be; […]In this vile age […] No godlike Patriot Prodigy
appeared […]’Till one small spot […] Produc’d the man, and—PAOLI his name.23These political
efforts turned even more urgent in 1768. Four years earlier the Genoese, unable to defeat Paoli,
had secretly agreed to sell the rights over Corsica to France. Now France moved in to secure its
new possession. Paoli’s ragtag forces had sufficed to hold off the corrupt and incompetent
Genoese military, but they had no chance against the modern, professional French army. In
Britain, radical Whigs excoriated the government for not intervening to save the Corsicans from
French despotism. Paoli himself published open letters in the British papers, pressing his
cause.24 Boswell edited a book of essays in favor of the “brave Corsicans” and raised seven
hundred pounds to buy weapons for them. Wealthy peers and merchants contributed at least
fourteen thousand pounds more—a vast sum at the time.25 But the agitation and fundraising
had little effect. Lord Holland, Paymaster General of the Forces, commented: “Foolish as we are,
we cannot be so foolish as to go to war because Mr. Boswell has been in Corsica.”26 In May
1769, the French crushed Pasquale Paoli at the Battle of Ponte Novu. Four months later, after an
adulatory tour through the Low Countries, he arrived in exile in London, where Boswell gave him
a warm welcome.27With these events, the “Corsican moment” in Britain rapidly faded. After
settling in London, Paoli declined to associate himself with the radical Whigs, and they soon
abandoned him as a symbol. Dr. Johnson told Boswell, “I wish you would empty your head of
Corsica, which I think has filled it rather too long.”28 Boswell protested, but as time passed, he
took up a different great man as the subject of his literary ambitions: Samuel Johnson himself.
Boswell did remain close to the exiled Paoli, who often provided him with a bed in his spacious
London town house. Paoli in turn became a member of Johnson’s circle and makes frequent
appearances in Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson. That book, which did so much to create the
modern art of biography, follows directly from Boswell’s Account of Corsica, employing the same



mixture of intimate observation, humorous anecdote, and myth-making to sketch an
unforgettable portrait of its subject.29Yet even as the vogue for Paoli faded in Britain, it remained
strong elsewhere in the world, most notably in Britain’s North American colonies. There, the
climax of the Corsican drama coincided with the Stamp Act crisis and the first great wave of pre-
revolutionary colonial agitation. Pasquale Paoli, as a symbol of resistance against despotic
overseas rule, served an even more obvious political purpose in America than in Britain.
Boswell’s book sold well in America, and a popular almanac reprinted extracts.30 Paoli’s name
regularly appeared in American newspapers, which reprinted, at least six times, the selections
Boswell had quoted from the poem called “Pride,” and at least seven times Paoli’s own most
important public letter.31 As late as 1775, The Newport Mercury commented on this letter: “The
noble ardor and sentiments it breathes, I could wish to see infused into the breast of every
American.”32 The editor of The New York Journal called Paoli “the greatest man on earth.”33
Pre-revolutionary societies such as the Sons of Liberty in Philadelphia and Boston routinely
included “the truly heroic Pascal Paoli” in their toasts. John Hancock named one of his ships the
Paoli, and a number of unfortunate Americans grew up with names such as Pascal Paoli
Macintosh and Pascal Paoli Leavens. A tavern called the Paoli outside Philadelphia eventually
gave its name to Paoli, Pennsylvania, the first of at least six communities called Paoli in the
United States.34Paoli himself did have one more moment of fame, decades later. In 1790, after
the start of the French Revolution, the French government allowed him to return to Corsica,
where he quickly became president of the island’s departmental council. But as the Revolution
turned increasingly radical and violent, Paoli quarreled both with the government in Paris and its
local supporters—notably several hot-tempered young members of the Bonaparte family. In
1793, after driving the Bonapartes into exile on the mainland and forcing the young Napoleon to
pursue his career there (an event with truly world-historical consequences), Paoli led a short-
lived British protectorate on the island, but in 1796 the British abandoned it, and the French
returned, this time for good. Paoli died in London in 1807.Today, few people remember Pasquale
Paoli outside Corsica, whose people still revere him as the island’s greatest native son
(Bonaparte may have won more battles, but he also committed the unforgivable sin of leaving for
France). Paoli’s defeat may have been a glorious one, but it was still a defeat, on a small, remote
island, and exile to a comfortable London town house, with Johnson and Boswell for company,
was not exactly the sort of heroic martyrdom on which undying legends are built. Paoli soon
faded in Western memory.Yet for a brief moment in the 1760s and 1770s, Paoli stood out as one
of the most revered and well-known figures in the Western world, and the most important
exemplar, before George Washington, of a new and potent form of political charisma. I am not
speaking here of the charismatic bond that linked him to his followers in Corsica itself. There,
political life remained more traditional than Paoli’s foreign devotees usually recognized. These
devotees may have burbled in amazement over the liberal constitution of 1755, but in practice
Paoli still depended for support on long-standing clan loyalties. And while he published an
impressive newspaper on his new printing press, it had a circulation of only five hundred—not to



mention the fact that most Corsicans were still illiterate.35 Paoli’s charismatic reputation in
Corsica depended above all on personal contacts and family loyalties. But the charismatic
reputation Paoli developed elsewhere in the Western world, thanks above all to Boswell, was a
different matter. This broader reputation, even if short-lived, demonstrated the power of print
fervently to attach a far-flung set of admirers to a previously unknown, charismatic figure.
Outside Corsica, Paoli could serve only as a model of charismatic rule, not as an actual ruler.
But such models are important. They shape how societies envision political leadership. And in
this case the model was particularly important, because in just a few more years, revolutionary
upheavals would give the societies that had read about Paoli with such fervor the chance to
experiment with new political forms of their own.Was Paoli’s charismatic appeal actually so new?
His classically educated admirers tended to portray him not as quintessentially modern but
rather as quintessentially ancient. In descriptions of Paoli, Boswell and others drew liberally from
descriptions given by ancient Greek and Roman historians of steadfastly virtuous and brave
figures such as Pericles, Horatius, or Cato the Younger. Particularly influential were Plutarch’s
parallel lives of the most famous Greeks and Romans, which remained enormously popular and
a staple of school curricula, thanks to their combination of humorous and titillating anecdotes
and thrilling accounts of heroic deeds. No less a figure than the British prime minister William Pitt
the Elder called Paoli “one of those men who are no longer to be found but in the Lives of
Plutarch.”36 Meanwhile, the tender paternal care Paoli supposedly showed to his people echoed
familiar narratives of praise for European monarchs. When Boswell called Paoli the “father of a
nation,” he seemed to be recalling the common description of kings as “fathers of their
country.”37 Finally, if Boswell and others frequently resorted to hyperbole in praising Paoli’s
extraordinary courage, virtue, and vision, they had many predecessors in the large stables of
propagandists European monarchs had long employed to glorify themselves.38Paoli did indeed
have admirable personal qualities that recalled Plutarch’s heroes, but his charismatic appeal
depended not just on these qualities but on the cultural context in which his admirers perceived
him. This cultural context, as we will see more fully in a moment, was very distinctly modern. The
relationship between Paoli and his non-Corsican admirers, established largely through print, did
not resemble anything ever seen in the ancient world. These admirers might have explicitly
imitated Plutarch and other classical authors. But unlike Plutarch, they were not writing as
historians. It was one thing to provide intimate, humorous, titillating portraits of figures who were
safely dead and buried, quite another to present a living leader in this informal and irreverent
manner in newspapers and pamphlets.The differences from the cults of Christian absolute
monarchs, even relatively recent ones, were just as important, and as revealing. The artists and
writers who had worked full-time to promote the image of kings like France’s Louis XIV (1638–
1715) always took pains to emphasize the distance separating these monarchs from their
subjects. They never would have depicted the imperious “Sun King” half-dressed, in what
Boswell called “teasing moments,” or commented on his personal quirks. Their purpose, and
more generally the purpose of royal propagandists before the Enlightenment, was not to depict a



ruler as a distinct individual but to show how well he fit a general model of glorious kingship.By
the same token, the panegyrists of these monarchs would never have portrayed them
interacting, on a familiar, equal basis, with ordinary people, in the way Boswell described Paoli
meeting ordinary Corsicans and visitors such as himself. The panegyrists might gush over the
people’s “love” for the king, but in their works the “people” generally remained a passive,
indistinguishable mass. Louis XIV presided over what was probably the largest propaganda
operation ever seen in Europe before the modern age, wholly dedicated to the celebration of
himself. But of the thousands of images produced for his undying glory, not a single one showed
him being applauded by ordinary French people. Nor in any sense did the propaganda ever
suggest that the people had a choice about whether to love their king. It was their duty, as his
subjects.Today, politicians in most of the world—and not just in democratic societies—routinely
stage spectacles of their personal interactions with ordinary supporters. Campaign videos show
them in physical contact with enthusiastic crowds, hugging or shaking hands and engaging in
conversation. The camera pans to the supporters’ rapt, smiling faces. In large countries, only a
tiny percentage of the population may ever actually have the chance to interact with leading
politicians in this way, but the spectacles allow everyone else to imagine having a personal,
human connection. This imagined connection is an essential fiction of modern politics. It allows
ordinary people to feel that their participation in political life is not limited to the formal act of
voting—that their leaders know them, understand them, and take their concerns seriously.
Charisma crucially amplifies and intensifies this sense of connection.We take these aspects of
political life so much for granted that we easily forget that political systems in the West used to
operate on very different principles. In the heyday of absolute monarchy, as the philosopher
Immanuel Kant recognized in 1793, rulers most often saw their subjects as “minor children” who
relied on their metaphorical “fathers” to tell them what they should want and even what they
should feel. The monarchs expected their subjects’ love but might have seen applause as
impertinent. Applause had by then become a practice associated with the theater and, unlike
deferential bowing or saluting, implied a freely made decision to register approval.39When
Boswell called Paoli “the father of a nation,” he actually meant something different by the phrase
than did the royal panegyrists.40 Their point was that kings ruled with a father’s tender care—
and with his unquestioned authority (which Kant called “the greatest despotism thinkable”).
Boswell saw Paoli, by contrast, as the metaphorical progenitor of the nation, the man who
actually brought the nation into being through his heroic efforts. In one sense, his usage might
imply an even greater degree of subordination on the part of the “children” to the father figure.
Yet these offspring were not presented as minors, incapable of independent action. Like Athena,
they supposedly sprang from their father fully grown.Furthermore, in the eyes of his admirers, at
least, Paoli owed his office to the people’s will. It had not come to him as an inheritance or
because prophet or priest had proclaimed him the Lord’s anointed. Even as he metaphorically
brought the people into being, they chose him freely as leader, in recognition of his extraordinary
personal, natural qualities. In turn, these qualities constituted the basis of his legitimacy in a way



that could never be true for a monarch. History amply demonstrated that monarchs could be
exceptionally cowardly, corrupt, stupid, and lacking in popular appeal without thereby ceasing to
be regarded as legitimate sovereigns.One might think that Paoli’s reliance upon the people
would have been seen as a restraint on his power, compared to that of absolute monarchs. In fact
—and this is another, crucial way in which he represented an innovation—the opposite was true.
However great the authority claimed by some European kings in the so-called age of absolutism,
they still operated, in practice, under numerous constraints. They had to maintain the Christian
religion and respect the laws of royal succession. They had to exercise their rule through a host
of intermediary bodies. They had to cooperate with powerful social elites. It was their readiness
to respect these arrangements that distinguished them, in contemporary eyes, from despots.
Montesquieu, perhaps the most influential political philosopher of the eighteenth century, argued
that the governing principle of monarchy was honor, by which he meant in large part a respect
for the status and office of powerful subjects. By contrast, he identified the governing principle of
despotism as naked fear. But Paoli’s direct, personal connection with the people, as well as their
fervent, unquestioning emotional attachment to him, seemed to override the sort of restraints
that monarchs operated under and that distinguished them from despots. Boswell noted that
Paoli’s constitution did establish theoretical limits on his authority. He praised Corsica as “a
complete and well-ordered democracy” and insisted that “the power of the general is properly
limited,” even if he held office for life. Yet in practice, Boswell continued, “the power of Paoli
knows no bounds. It is high treason so much as to speak against, or calumniate him; a species
of despotism founded, contrary to the principles of Montesquieu, on the affection of love.”41In all
these ways, the vogue for Paoli gave educated elites in the Western world a new way to envision
political leadership. It provided a model for a new form of political charisma, grounded not in a
hierarchical relationship between a remote, anointed ruler and passive, obedient subjects but in
an imagined personal, intimate, and intense relationship between active followers, on the one
hand, and a leader whose extraordinary qualities did not stop him from relating to these
followers as equals and friends, on the other. It was, in one sense, a democratic charisma,
because the leader’s position seemed to depend on the followers’ active support. But it always
contained within it the threat to override constitutional restraints and turn authoritarian. Boswell
himself recognized the danger of a single man possessing such extraordinary personal authority.
The Corsicans, he wrote, “submit to one for whom they have a personal regard.” But he
continued, “They cannot be said to be perfectly civilized until they submit to the determinations
of their magistrates as officers of the state.”42It may seem strange that before the American
Revolution, it was a Corsican who offered the most striking, and most important, example of this
new form of charisma. Corsica was, after all, a small, poor island far removed from the Western
world’s centers of power and advanced thought. But where else did a leader like Pasquale Paoli
have a chance to emerge? In the 1760s, the West remained almost entirely a world of hereditary
monarchies. In Peru, for five months in the early 1780s, the charismatic José Gabriel
Condorcanqui led a multi-ethnic rebellion against the Spanish authorities before they captured



and publicly executed him. But he based his claim to power on his supposed descent from the
Incas, taking the Inca name Túpac Amaru. And while he received considerable attention in
Europe and North America, Paoli received far more.43 Before 1776, it was Paoli, the Corsican,
who offered the most prominent example of a charismatic revolutionary leader in the new mold.
And perhaps it is not actually so surprising that innovative political forms were first seen to
emerge in a place like Corsica. As the great historian Franco Venturi once wrote, “The first links
in the long chain of reforms and revolutions, projects and delusions, rebellions and repressions
that led in the eighteenth century to the collapse of the old regime, are to be sought not in the
great capitals of the West … but on the margins of the continent, in unexpected and peripheral
places.”44Even so, Paoli was not wholly alone in this corner of the Western imagination. Such
was the longing for figures like him that some observers in Western Europe and North America
could, in their works, transform even absolute monarchs into heroic, self-made revolutionary
legislators who brought their nations into being, playing down these men’s royal lineages almost
entirely. One striking example was Peter the Great of Russia, who ruled from 1682 to 1725. Peter
was, in reality, an autocrat who brutally repressed a military uprising in 1698, had his own son
killed as a traitor, and governed a society where millions lived in the virtual slavery of serfdom.
Yet he also attempted to modernize Russia and open it to the West, and these aspects of his life
encouraged Western admirers to cast him as a charismatic hero. For decades after his death in
1725, Peter received extraordinary attention and adulation in Western Europe. Scores of
eulogistic poems appeared there, as well as at least ten major biographies in French, English,
and German, by authors as prominent as Daniel Defoe and Voltaire, along with flattering
paintings and engravings.45 Largely ignoring the realities of Russian autocracy, the admirers
stressed Peter’s virtuous devotion to the public good. In his hands, wrote the French poet
Antoine-Léonard Thomas (who devoted much of his career to a never-finished epic poem about
the tsar), despotism promoted human happiness.46 The admirers also rhapsodized about
Peter’s natural gifts, rarely failing to mention his enormous height—six feet, eight inches—and
physical strength. To the English poet Aaron Hill, Peter was a “giant-genius … divinely sized—to
suit his crown’s extent!”47 It mattered as well that Peter personally led troops in battle, especially
in his epic victory over invading Swedes at Poltava in 1709.All these factors fed into the
contention that Peter, through sheer talent and willpower, had single-handedly transformed
Russia into a new country. The prolific English moralist W. H. Dilworth called his biography of
Peter The Father of His Country, saying that when the tsar came to the throne, the Russians
“had nothing of Humanity but their Form” and were “Fierce and Savage as the Bears.”48 Such
ideas found their way into one of the most popular English poems of the century, James
Thomson’s The Seasons:What cannot active government perform,New-moulding man?…
Immortal Peter! First of monarchs! HeHis stubborn country tamed, her rocks, her fens,Her
floods, her seas, her ill-submitting sons;And while the fierce barbarian he subdued,To more
exalted soul he raised the man.49Peter’s admirers also insisted that what Aaron Hill called his
“more than mortal sway” had allowed him to forge a personal connection with his subjects very



much like Paoli’s—one that allowed him to rule with far fewer checks on his authority than mere
“common kings.”50Peter, unlike Paoli, had no Boswell to catch him in “teasing moments” of
undress. Still, his biographers found ways to portray him in a way that allowed ordinary readers
to imagine a personal connection to the great man. All of them, without exception, stressed that
he had traveled through Western Europe from March 1697 to late August 1698 incognito,
disguised as “Pyotr Mikhailov,” an ordinary desyatnik, or junior officer. His British biographer
John Mottley carefully noted that “he commonly went about in the Jacket of a Dutch Skipper, that
he might the more easily mix with the Seafaring People, and get among the Shipping, without
being taken notice of.”51 Dilworth even included an engraving of him working as an ordinary
ship’s carpenter.52An equally impressive process of reinvention took place later in the century in
regard to Frederick the Great, who transformed his small northern German kingdom of Prussia
into a major European power. Although a repressive monarch addicted to military conquest,
Frederick also had a distinctly literary cast of mind, wrote prolifically (in French), and cultivated
relations with Voltaire and other philosophes.53 Much of the material published about him, in
Prussia and elsewhere, hailed his “godlike” qualities, including his extraordinary mental abilities
and personal courage. After he dealt the hated French a stinging defeat during the Seven Years’
War of 1756–63, he became especially popular with his British allies, who cheered him in
hymns, songs, poems, newspaper articles, and full-length biographies (including one by W. H.
Dilworth), and who put his face—and distinctive hat—on everything from prints to handkerchiefs
to crockery.54 Recall that during his Grand Tour the young James Boswell singled out Frederick
as the one European monarch he hoped to meet, alongside Voltaire and Rousseau.Frederick’s
admirers paid particularly great attention to the love he showed his subjects. Books of
“anecdotes” portrayed him giving alms to poor families, protecting peasants against greedy
landlords, sharing the privations of the lowest-ranking of his soldiers, and shunning the luxuries
that other kings indulged in. In one story, he came across a soldier who wore a lead musket ball
on a watch chain. When Frederick asked him why, the soldier replied that he could not afford a
watch but wore the musket ball to remind him that at any moment he might have to die for king
and country. Frederick, overcome by emotion, gave the man his own watch.55 Frederick himself
wrote in 1739 that ruling by fear meant ruling “over cowards and slaves,” but that a king “who has
the gift of making himself loved will reign over his subjects’ hearts, since they will find that having
him as master is in their own interest.”56 One of his ministers, preparing a royal visit to
Königsberg a year later, loyally reported that “Your Majesty reigns more sovereignly over all his
subjects’ hearts … than any monarch has ever done.”57Very much like Boswell, Frederick and
his admirers were coming to understand the “love” between a ruler and his subjects in a new
way. They did not see subjects as playing the role of minor children who loved their king-father
out of duty, but as adults who loved him because he deserved their love and, indeed, actively
strove to elicit it. Tellingly, one of the places where Frederick enjoyed his greatest popularity
outside Prussia was in far-off New England. Newspapers there eagerly reported his exploits, and
for decades after his death, engravings and books of anecdotes about him circulated widely.



John Quincy Adams (who had served as U.S. minister to Prussia) burbled over with enthusiasm
for “immortal Frederic!… the father of thy country—the benefactor of mankind!”58 One historian
has written that New Englanders—without any particular difficulty—“reinvented him as a
republican hero.”59 As in the case of Peter the Great, this reinvention said much less about the
monarch himself than about the intense longing of audiences around the Western world for
charismatic heroes in the new mold whom they could hold up as models.Why did this new sort
of political charisma develop? One obvious explanation involves the advent of democratic ideas
and practices. True, the word “democracy” itself had little currency in the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. It usually denoted direct rule by the people without representatives, as in
ancient Greek city-states, and many political writers considered it barely distinguishable from
mob rule (Boswell was one of the rare writers to use the word in a positive sense).60 But the
broadly democratic principle of popular sovereignty, while in no sense new to the period, was
starting to become widely accepted as the basis of political legitimacy well before the American
Revolution.61 Even in France, where kings continued to claim that their authority derived solely
from God, the most influential of the philosophes were insisting, in the words of Denis Diderot,
that “the prince holds from his subjects themselves the authority he has over them.”62 It was no
accident that Pasquale Paoli, in the 1760s, enjoyed particular popularity among the most
prominent Western advocates of popular sovereignty at the time: radical Whigs in Britain and
proto-revolutionaries in North America. Among such groups, it made sense that a figure like
Paoli, whose authority they saw as stemming directly from the Corsican people, would emerge
as a model of charismatic leadership. The revolutions that brought charismatic leaders to power
after 1776 all enshrined popular sovereignty as a bedrock principle, even if they restricted the
actual right to vote.But the advent of democracy and popular sovereignty, while a crucial part of
the story, is still only one part of it. Charisma is a matter not just of consent but of enthusiasm. At
an extreme, the followers of a charismatic leader can look less like prudent, rational voters than
like members of a frenzied religious cult. Charisma also operates by encouraging followers to
see the object of their adoration as virtually superhuman. In modern times, as Paoli’s case
suggests, they do not link these superhuman qualities to the leader’s ancestry or to any religious
blessing, but see them as a pure product of nature. Finally, modern forms of charisma, as Paoli’s
case also demonstrates, produce enthusiasm for the leader by encouraging followers to feel a
personal bond with him—to feel as if they know him intimately, “like a friend.”This new type of
charisma involved not just the advent of democracy but also a series of cultural developments
that we now associate with the Enlightenment. These developments include the weakening of
orthodox religious beliefs, new artistic and literary genres and styles, new practices of reading,
new venues for political and literary discussion, new forms of fame, and new visions of warfare.
Scholars of the eighteenth century have often associated these phenomena with the origins of
modern liberal political phenomena such as human rights, secularism, egalitarianism, and
democracy itself.63 But there is a clear connection as well to the rise of modern charismatic
politics, even to charismatic authoritarianism. In this regard, as in many others, the age of



Enlightenment has a far more ambivalent legacy than we would like to think. Its advanced
thinkers may have announced that humanity was finally throwing off its self-imposed subjugation
to gods and kings, and their admirers have echoed this claim ever since. But this revolution of
the mind did not in fact mean throwing off all forms of subjugation. Indeed, the rejection of gods
and kings made it easier, not harder, for peoples around the Atlantic world to subjugate
themselves willingly to apparently extraordinary men who offered themselves as saviors.The
story of these cultural developments begins in the realm of religion. Before the mid-eighteenth
century, if ordinary people in the Western world felt an intense, intimate emotional bond with a
person they knew only through books or images, that person was most likely a saint, preacher,
or other religious figure. In the Catholic world, the cult of saints remained powerful in the
eighteenth century, reinforced by the production and display of sacred art, by ritual processions,
and by books that often recounted intimate personal details about the saint in question.64 The
most striking example of what we now call charisma in an early eighteenth-century Catholic
society was to be found not in a royal court but in a graveyard. In 1727, a now largely forgotten
French cleric named François de Pâris was interred in the cemetery of Saint-Médard on the Left
Bank of Paris. While noble-born, he had devoted his life to ministering to the urban poor. A
follower of the austere current of Catholic thought known as Jansenism, he also deprived
himself of every comfort and rigorously scourged himself for sin, sleeping on a bare plank and
wearing sharp, rusty wires under his clothing to score his flesh. He attracted a passionate
following among the poor of his district, and after his death they flooded to his graveside. Soon, it
was claimed, miracles were taking place there: blind men recovered their sight; lame women
walked without their crutches; men and women alike felt a holy spirit take possession of them,
and they shook with convulsions or had visions. Popular newssheets attested to the spectacle,
closely describing the crowds who streamed to pay homage to the man they called a
saint.65While this sort of religious enthusiasm waned in much of Catholic Europe over the
course of the eighteenth century, in Britain and America it continued straight through the age of
revolution. The charismatic Methodist preachers George Whitefield and John Wesley (who died
in 1770 and 1791, respectively) attracted huge crowds and passionate interest in their life
stories. Whitefield was a consummate actor who acted out the part of biblical saints before his
audiences, inviting them to feel the same intense passions he did. His preaching had a decisive
role in launching the Great Awakening and the turn toward evangelicalism in American
Protestantism.66Secular historians once told a comforting story about how, even as these
waves of wild religious fervor were sweeping over much of the West, educated elites were
rejecting faith for reason and embracing a secular Enlightenment whose adherents would soon
come to power in the great eighteenth-century revolutions. More recent scholarship has
discarded this narrative, demonstrating that supposed rationalists often thought and wrote for
the greater glory of the Christian God, while the defenders of faith often engaged in daring
heterodox speculation. What we now call the Enlightenment arose within Christianity as much as
it did in reaction to it.67Yet the structures of belief did change. Even within the established



churches, speculation spread about God’s withdrawal or absence from the world. Some thinkers
suggested that perhaps God had never taken an active role in the affairs of humanity at all, that
he had created the world, set it in motion, and then left it to whirl about on its own. A handful of
provocateurs even dared to profess full-fledged atheism. To many who embraced these new
ideas, traditional forms of religious observance looked like intolerant obscurantism and
superstition.But had the world really been, as historians once thought, disenchanted,
desacralized? In fact, a longing for the sacred and the supernatural did not disappear so easily.
Even as the philosophers of the age pondered a world from which God had withdrawn, they
looked for something that could take God’s place as a source of ultimate meaning and perhaps
as a standard of goodness. Most often they found it in what the atheist philosophe Baron
d’Holbach called the sovereign divinity of nature. Humans, he wrote, should submit themselves
utterly to nature’s laws, dissolve themselves into nature as thoroughly as some Christian mystics
had once sought to dissolve themselves into God.68Subjecting all people to nature’s law might
seem a radically democratic move that would place all people on the same level. But it was one
thing to say that all men were created equal in the sense of having the same natural rights, and
quite another to say that all men had essentially the same powers and faculties. No
Enlightenment thinker would have agreed to this second proposition. To the contrary, these
thinkers often had a fascination, verging on obsession, with figures to whom nature had
apparently given disproportionately great abilities. For these exceptional individuals, they had an
attitude that could be called reverent—perhaps even worshipful.They fixated particularly on the
figure of the genius—indeed, they helped invent it. Before the eighteenth century, as the
historian Darrin M. McMahon has written, genius was most often seen as something that a
person had. During the eighteenth century, it increasingly became something that a person was,
from birth.69 The thinkers of the Enlightenment described geniuses as mysterious, terrifying
titans in human form whose minds managed to reach beyond the visible world and who infused
otherworldly truths and passions into their creations. Printed accounts proliferated of both artistic
and scientific geniuses: Homer, Shakespeare, Mozart, and of course that towering figure Isaac
Newton. The astronomer Edmond Halley took to verse to hail “Newton, that reach’d the
insuperable line / The nice barrier ’twixt human and divine.”70 God might have withdrawn from
the world, but geniuses still managed to reach out and grasp his outstretched hand.Both Peter
the Great and Frederick the Great were frequently hailed as geniuses. Pasquale Paoli’s admirers
used the word less often, but they believed that, like a genius, Paoli had a mysterious, direct
connection to nature that endowed him with powers denied to others. They repeatedly resorted
to religious language to signify this utter exceptionality: “godlike man,” “godlike prodigy,”
“immortal man,” “savior of the land,” “fir’d from heaven with energy divine.”71 Boswell used every
rhetorical device he could muster to underline Paoli’s extraordinary qualities. He claimed he had
no more believed a man like Paoli could exist in the world than “seas of milk” or “ships of
amber.”72 In short, the absence of God did not prevent the thinkers of the Enlightenment from
treating certain human beings as virtually divine. And in a world where God no longer



designated those who ruled, such idolization could descend on people from all walks of life.But it
was not only these changes in religious beliefs and practices that made possible the sort of
charismatic authority attributed to Paoli. Other, more material developments had an important
effect as well. In large states whose populations numbered in the millions, charismatic authority
could not be established through personal contact alone. It depended on media—above all, the
printing press.The printing press dated back to the mid-fifteenth century, but even in the late
seventeenth century, most men and women around the Atlantic world engaged with the printed
word, if at all, in limited ways. Literacy rates remained low, especially for women, and
everywhere government censors did their best to police the presses. Devotional religious works
tended to predominate in book markets, along with large, heavy volumes of jurisprudence and
theology, Roman and Greek classics, and other tomes meant to be consulted as reference
works or studied slowly, intensively, and repetitively. Before 1700, itinerant booksellers did hawk
cheaply bound volumes of stories and fables, and some early newspapers circulated. The
volume of novels published expanded greatly toward the end of the seventeenth century, along
with travel literature. Illegal, seditious pamphlets could circulate widely, especially in moments of
political turmoil. But the world of print remained circumscribed.73The years around 1700 marked
the start of what can only be called a media revolution, although it affected the Atlantic world
unevenly. In 1695, the English parliament allowed the Licensing Act, which mandated
censorship of printed works, to lapse. An explosion of print quickly followed, with a particularly
dramatic rise in the periodical press.74 By the mid-eighteenth century, Great Britain had thirty-
nine daily newspapers and hundreds of other papers and magazines published at regular
intervals. Books appeared in vertiginously increasing numbers and at the same time took on a
more secular cast. They also appeared in smaller, cheaper editions that could be easily carried
in a pocket.75 The novel established itself as the century’s dominant literary genre. Literacy
rates rose dramatically, especially in cities. Other areas of the Atlantic world saw less dramatic
progress but still followed the powerful British example. The British American colonies had thirty-
eight newspapers by 1775, as well as a rapidly expanding book market.76 In France, Spain, and
their colonial possessions, harsh censorship regimes remained in place. Yet even there, and
especially in metropolitan France, the world of print still expanded and evolved dramatically—in
part thanks to a thriving illicit book trade.77 What all the changing forms of print had in common
was less their multifarious content than the sort of reading they encouraged: not slow and
intensive but rapid and casual. New venues arose where people could read a wide range of
material without paying to own it, including coffeehouses and the first lending libraries. And
some venues, including coffeehouses, learned societies, and the gatherings of high society that
the French later called “salons,” also encouraged discussion and debate about what was being
read.Historians long liked to imagine that this new world of print and conversation was a serious,
egalitarian, proto-democratic place where rational discussion and debate generated a rigorous
critique of existing power structures.78 But this is too earnest and idealistic an interpretation of a
print world that was in fact raucous, freewheeling, and frequently crude, driven as much by



readers’ quest for entertainment, and publishers’ quest for profit, as by anyone’s quest for
edification and improvement. It is no coincidence that the word “pornography” was coined in the
eighteenth century (one learned French literary study of the period has the title These Books
That One Reads with One Hand).79 The critique of existing power structures relied on obscene
satire as much as it did on rational argument, and throughout the century cultural Cassandras
stridently warned that the reading of novels was inducing moral weakness and decay.This
particular accusation, while absurd, did point to the fact that novels could exert a peculiarly
powerful hold on their readers. The most popular novels of the century, such as Samuel
Richardson’s Pamela and Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Julie; or, The New Eloise, were epistolary,
couched in the form of letters that the author most often claimed merely to have “discovered.” As
such, readers could approach them as voyeuristic glimpses into the private thoughts,
experiences, and emotions of real people leading emotionally intense lives. New literary
conventions encouraged readers to develop close emotional relationships to these characters
through their emphasis on the quality that geniuses supposedly possessed in an especially high
degree, namely, “sensibility”—a quivering sensitivity, in their very nerve endings, to the world
about them. These conventions also highly valued sentimentalism, by which was meant the
ability to feel and express sympathy and compassion for others.80Denis Diderot, one of the
leading exponents of these conventions, explained in an essay on Richardson how he thought
the experience of novel-reading could change lives. Novels could create so perfect an illusion,
he wrote, that readers could feel like children taken to the theater for the first time, unable to
distinguish between literary artifice and reality.81 Some readers, dutifully absorbing these
lessons, seem to have formed a more intense attachment to the characters of their most beloved
novels than to their own flesh and blood, reporting that the books drove them to fits of hysterical
weeping or sent them into a dead faint.82These new literary conventions and styles, however,
did not just help readers form passionate attachments to fictional characters but to real people
as well, and especially to imposing political leaders. Boswell’s Account of Corsica provided a
perfect example, for while he presented his story as faithful to actual events, he wrote much of it
in the style of a melodramatic, sentimental novel. A passage describing Paoli preparing to return
to Corsica from youthful exile in Naples was just one of many that gave Boswell the chance to
describe an effusion of tender sentiment:There was something particularly affecting, in his
parting from his father; the old man, hoary and gray with years, fell on his neck, and kissed him,
gave him his blessing, and with a broken feeble voice, encouraged him in the undertaking, on
which he was entering; “my son,” said he, “I may, possibly, never see you more; but in my mind, I
shall be ever present with you.”83Boswell described Paoli comforting ordinary Corsicans in ways
that “touched my heart in the most sensible manner,” and he presented the Corsicans
themselves as a people possessing “an exquisite degree of sensibility.” He cast Paoli himself as
a perfect eighteenth-century man of feeling, quoting him saying, “I act from sentiment, not from
reasonings.”84 The emphasis placed by Frederick the Great’s admirers on the love that bound
him to his subjects reflected the same literary emphasis on sentiment and sensibility.There was



another literary genre whose remarkable transformation in the eighteenth century even more
directly helped readers imagine connections with real people they did not personally know:
biography. This genre itself of course dated back to antiquity (Plutarch being the most prominent
ancient practitioner). Lives of kings, commanders, and saints had all long functioned as exempla
for readers to learn from and emulate. They provided moral instruction, testimony to the glories
of the kingdom and the faith, and occasionally (think Suetonius on Caligula) a catalogue of
entertaining horrors to be avoided. In France, the Académie Française actively promoted the
essay-length biographical eulogy as an instrument of patriotic edification, with the result that
moralizing, and often horrifically dull, éloges proliferated, along with scores of volumes
recounting the lives of the “great men of the fatherland.”85In the eighteenth century, the number
of biographies in print exploded, as illustrated by the number devoted to Peter the Great. In
addition, the genre changed in important ways.86 While kings remained popular subjects,
biographers became more egalitarian in their choice of subjects, opting also to write about
lawyers, doctors, artists and writers, scientists, even master criminals. Second, they turned more
present-minded, increasingly choosing their subjects from among the living or the very recently
deceased. It was in this period that autobiography, with its emphasis on providing a full self-
portrait, separated itself from the arts of memoir-writing and religious apologia—notably thanks
to those two remarkable practitioners of the genre, Benjamin Franklin and Jean-Jacques
Rousseau.Finally, and most importantly, the goal of the exercise shifted. Earlier biographies,
especially those that presented their subjects as noble examples to be emulated, emphasized
public behavior and the way the biographical subjects approximated an ideal type: the wise king,
the gallant warrior, the holy bishop. The French éloges largely continued in this vein through the
eighteenth century. The “great men” they celebrated conformed in most cases to a single
recognizable type: the selfless—indeed often self-abnegating—benefactor of humanity in
general and the French kingdom in particular. But increasingly, biographers tried to stress their
subjects’ individuality, to paint them as unique characters whose public actions grew out of their
unique personalities, and they did so by putting new emphasis on private, intimate scenes. “The
business of a biographer,” wrote Samuel Johnson, is “to lead the thoughts into domestic
privacies, and display the minute details of daily life.”87 Johnson’s friend Boswell put this lesson
into practice in his portrait of Paoli, then perfected it with his biography of Johnson himself. Like
the sentimental novels, biographies offered readers a new and strikingly powerful way of
creating an imagined but emotionally intense relationship with a character they knew only on the
printed page—in this case, a real one.The media revolution of the eighteenth century not only
gave ordinary people many new ways of reading about public figures but also changed the
process of reading itself, and this shift had political implications as well. The new volume of
printed matter available, in the form of periodicals, pamphlets, and small, cheaply bound books,
meant that readers were less likely to read single texts intensively, over and over again, than
many different texts.88 This made a difference in how they would form a bond with people they
knew only on the page. After first coming across Paoli in Boswell’s book, for instance, they might



then follow his exploits, and read verse dedicated to him, in newspapers and magazines. The
British newspapers printed Paoli’s own public letters and even reported on his victories and
defeats within a few weeks of the events themselves. Between 1750 and 1770, the name Paoli
appeared in British newspapers more than three thousand times and in North American ones
nearly two thousand times.89 Paoli became, in other words, a living, changing presence in
readers’ lives.But it was not only through printed words that figures like Pasquale Paoli came to
the public’s attention. During the eighteenth century, innovations took place in the technology of
engraving that allowed the printing of many copies of an image from a single plate. New
engravings appeared in profusion: in Paris, between 1764 and 1782, at the rate of seventy-two a
year. A high proportion were portraits, and most of the portraits depicted contemporaries. They
sold for as little as one French pound or, in Britain, a single shilling, a sum well within the reach
of moderately well-off artisans and shopkeepers. Of eighteenth-century Parisians wealthy
enough to have an inventory of their property compiled at their death—a majority of the city’s
population—more than half appear to have owned engravings.90 Monarchs like Frederick the
Great appeared in scores of eighteenth-century engravings. Paoli, whose period of fame lasted
only a few years, still appeared in at least sixteen, including at least eleven produced for the
British market. The artists likely indulged their imaginations when it came to Paoli’s appearance,
for they mostly had no idea what he actually looked like. But all presented a man with distinct,
pleasant features and a heroic, determined expression (for examples, see figure 6).91This
proliferation of images, along with the intensive coverage in the periodical press, and the
curiosity about leaders’ private lives, bring us to a quintessentially modern phenomenon born
out of the eighteenth-century media revolution: leaders were becoming celebrities. We generally
associate “celebrity culture” with the twentieth century, but it goes back much further. The
historian Antoine Lilti has noted that the word “celebrity” took on its modern meaning precisely in
the middle of the eighteenth century. What he calls the “mechanisms of celebrity,” while nowhere
near as powerful as in our own day, already operated in recognizable form. Ordinary members of
the reading public were coming to treat famous actors, musicians, writers, soldiers, and political
figures as personal acquaintances, boasting familiarity with intimate details of their private lives.
Voltaire and Rousseau attracted huge followings, with thousands of admirers bombarding them
and their publishers with correspondence, while the details of their highly irregular private lives
(including Voltaire’s sexual relationship with his niece, as well as Rousseau’s abandonment of
five children to orphanages) became grist for hundreds of publications.Modern charismatic
leadership could not have arisen without these mechanisms of celebrity. The intensity of the
bond that a charismatic leader’s followers felt was nourished by the same proliferation of details
and images present in celebrity culture. And along with the sort of passionate, intimate
attachment that sentimental novels taught readers to feel for characters they knew only on the
page, the mechanisms of celebrity made it possible for followers to play a very different role than
had their predecessors in earlier periods. A modern charismatic leader’s followers may see him
as superhuman, but even so, they do not follow him passively, obediently, like the faceless



“people” who were imagined to have professed their subservient love for a monarch like Louis
XIV. These modern followers cheer their heroes on, applaud, and hope above all for some
individual mark of recognition that the leader might bestow upon them. As Boswell wrote,
breathlessly, about Paoli: “He took me by the hand, and said, as a friend.”92 For the follower of a
charismatic leader, as for the devoted fan of a celebrity, there can be no more ecstatic a
moment. And for the leader himself, there can be no more important a moment than the moment
of freely given applause. His appeal, his charisma, and ultimately his power depend on
it.Political celebrity first emerged in the country that led the century’s media revolution and that
did the most to turn Pasquale Paoli into an international icon: Great Britain. As early as 1710, the
Tory clergyman Henry Sacheverell had attracted widespread attention and fanatical support
after the House of Commons condemned him for his attacks against dissident Protestants.93 In
the early 1740s, it was the turn of Admiral Edward Vernon, who, after winning a major victory,
became the subject of thousands of articles, verses, and printed ballads.94 George
Washington’s half brother, who served under the admiral, named the family estate Mount Vernon
in his honor. By the mid-century, the French had joined the British in generating masses of
printed material celebrating military heroes.95Then, in the 1760s, the extraordinary radical
politician John Wilkes demonstrated the full political potential of celebrity culture. A poor public
speaker, with jagged teeth, crossed eyes, and terrible personal hygiene, Wilkes was not an
obvious candidate for public adoration, although he had a passion for expanding the restricted
British suffrage and for freedom of speech. But he was a born showman with a genius for
provocation, for publicity, and for inserting his own outrageous personality into political conflict.
Repeatedly jailed for his attacks on the government, repeatedly refused membership in the
House of Commons despite winning elections, he became a popular hero. He called on his
followers to show their support, and they in turn not only adored him but treated him as a
personal friend in their letters and conversation. These supporters also became a commercial
market for savvy entrepreneurs who sold them images of Wilkes and the slogan “Wilkes and
Liberty” on everything from handbills to handkerchiefs to medals and crockery.96 Admirers
named children for him—including, many decades later, a British-born American actor who
christened his son John Wilkes Booth. It was radical “Wilkite” Whigs who first seized on Paoli as
an incarnation of liberty and often compared the two men (who in fact heartily disliked each
other).97 But if the vogue for Paoli owed much to Wilkes’s example, in some crucial respects it
went further.98 Wilkes’s supporters did not celebrate him for any supposedly superhuman gifts,
still less call him a man who might have stepped out of the pages of Plutarch. They did not hail
Wilkes as the incarnation of the British nation or think of him as a potential national leader. While
Wilkes’s celebrity exceeded Paoli’s, his charisma was decidedly more limited.Changing attitudes
toward warfare, and military heroism, also put a stamp on the new charisma. For a time, it
seemed that the allure of war might fade away entirely during the Enlightenment. The greatest
writers of the age, their hope trumping their experience, frequently disparaged war as a relic of
humanity’s primitive, violent past, a relic that would surely disappear in modern times. No less an



icon of the Enlightenment than Voltaire insisted that mere “despoilers of provinces” could not be
truly great men.99 Even George Washington could muse, after the American Revolutionary War,
that it was time for peaceful pursuits to “supersede the waste of war and the rage of
conquest.”100 The growing market for laudatory biographies of nonmilitary figures reflected this
shift.Yet the allure of military glory did not evaporate so easily. European states still devoted the
lion’s share of their budgets to war, and sovereigns still made military success central to their
public images. European monarchs continued to appear personally on battlefields, while male
members of the nobility gravitated to the military more frequently than to any other career.
Meanwhile, elite European men still spent much of their educations reading Greek and Roman
classics that celebrated military valor and that closely associated the health and virtue of a
society with its ability to conquer.During the Enlightenment, even as some thinkers hopefully
predicted the end of war, many of them simultaneously lamented the prospect. Jean-Jacques
Rousseau wrote longingly about the martial glories of Sparta, while even Immanuel Kant, who
famously composed a plan for perpetual peace among nations, also asserted that “war has
something sublime in it … By contrast, a long peace generally brings about … low selfishness,
cowardice, and effeminacy.”101 The German author Wilhelm von Humboldt presented combat
as the ultimate experience, one that revealed the deepest truths about humanity and one in
which human actions could achieve the highest degree of beauty.102 For these authors, in
short, war had a transcendent—indeed, almost a sacred—character that contributed to the
charismatic aura of its practitioners. Soldiers also, of course, remained exemplars of discipline
and selflessness and powerful symbols of sheer human strength and vitality. Nothing could be
better calculated to elicit passionate, quasi-erotic responses to a charismatic leader than the
courage and physical skill he displayed on the battlefield. It was hardly surprising, then, that if
any word in the eighteenth century conveyed something of the meaning we today associate with
“charisma,” it was “glory” (although it most often referred to a person’s deeds rather than to
innate qualities).103Put together, the cultural transformations I have surveyed, taking place in
tandem with the spread of belief in popular sovereignty, created the possibility for ordinary
people to see political figures in a radically new way. They could now imagine that they knew
these figures personally and intimately and could feel a powerful emotional connection to them—
a connection heightened by their sense of the figures’ sublime, transcendent, extraordinary
qualities. In keeping with prevailing theories of sensibility, the contemplation of an adored figure
was even seen as capable of eliciting a strong physical reaction. “When you see a portrait of our
most famous Hero,” a French author wrote about George Washington in 1789, “do you feel your
chest tremble under your hand? Does your eye grow wet with sweet and precious tears? Do
your cheeks flush with the fire of admiration?”104 Boswell claimed to have reacted so powerfully
to Paoli’s professions of friendship that he hinted coyly at a forbidden passion: “I dare not
transcribe from my private notes the feelings which I had at this interview. I should perhaps
appear too enthusiastic.”105 Paoli was an object of desire.I do not mean to suggest that Paoli’s
male admirers had what would now be called a homosexual attraction to him.106 The category



“homosexual” makes little sense for this period, and men could feel intense attraction to other
men without the intention to consummate it sexually. It is absurd, here as elsewhere, to reduce
the mysteries and complexities of longing and desire, shaped by both innate drives and complex
social norms, to nothing but sex. Indeed, the fierce strictures against “sodomy” that prevailed in
the eighteenth century, and the assumption of its “unnatural” character, paradoxically allowed
men publicly to express an attraction to other men in erotically charged language without raising
what we would now call questions about their sexual orientation.107 The sentimental novels of
the period overflow with men declaring passionate love for one another—as friends, comrades,
or “brothers”—in language that reads as far more sexually suggestive today than it did at the
time.We cannot know how many readers actually experienced such erotically charged reactions
to charismatic leaders, but everywhere these readers looked, cultural signposts instructed them
that it was normal and natural to have these reactions. As a result, it came to seem normal and
natural that especially dynamic, transformative political figures should have the ability to elicit
powerful emotional reactions from their supporters. In earlier periods, to the extent that political
power was linked to extreme emotion, it was above all through a ruler’s ability to paralyze
enemies with fear.108 Now, for their charismatic successors, the emotion in question had
changed. Domination, as Boswell and the admirers of Frederick the Great implied, was to be
achieved through love.This love was one that specifically had powerful masculine figures as its
object. Some of the changes I have discussed in this chapter did, arguably, work, in the long run,
to promote sexual equality. Sentimental novels, for instance, through their sympathetic treatment
of female characters, helped instill the belief that women as well as men possessed certain
basic rights.109 But women could not command men in battle, and they could not pose as the
potent progenitors of their nations. Nor could women appear so easily in the private, intimate
moments that were so important to the new charismatic bond, or provoke erotic desire, without
appearing indecent. The eighteenth century had its share of female celebrities, including
Catherine the Great of Russia and Marie-Antoinette, but the conditions of celebrity culture made
it almost impossible for them to appear sublimely heroic and virtuous in the way that men like
Paoli did.110 Paoli, with what Boswell called his “manly and noble carriage,” exemplified the
eighteenth-century ideal of strong, courageous, confident, and self-controlled
masculinity.111Until 1775, when the first of the great Atlantic revolutions began in Lexington, the
new forms of charismatic leadership illustrated by the vogue for Pasquale Paoli still existed only
as visions. While readers throughout the Western world might sigh over Paoli’s fate, no one seen
as comparable to him had yet come to power in a major Western state. Paoli’s moment of fame
mattered mostly for what it revealed about how the political culture of the Western world was
changing, and about the forms of leadership that could now excite widespread public
enthusiasm.Yet this episode did have a few tantalizing, direct consequences for the age of
revolution. One set of these played out in Corsica itself and, more particularly, in the family of a
prominent lawyer named Carlo Buonaparte, who, unlike Paoli, decided to stay in Corsica and
make his peace with his new French overlords. His second son, although dispatched to France



at an early age to train for a military career, grew up a passionate believer both in Corsican
independence and in Paoli. When just fifteen, he wrote his father from his military school in
France, asking for a copy of Boswell’s Account of Corsica, and he seems to have read it closely
(in his adolescent writings, he referred to many of the incidents Boswell recounted and gave the
same mistaken date for Paoli’s birth found in the Italian translation of Boswell).112 Just before
the French Revolution, he even wrote to Paoli himself. “General,” began the young man who
would soon style himself Napoleon Bonaparte, “I was born when the fatherland perished.”113
He would soon meet Paoli in the flesh, and there followed, in 1793, their spectacular break. But
as Stendhal later wrote: “Paoli was the model and image for all the future life of Napoleon.”114
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H. T. Price, “This is a brilliant book about the origins of populism today.. Bell's book is elegantly
and entertainingly written, and it is timely. He writes about those who fought monarchical
absolutism, and how they grappled with tyranny and early forms of what we would call populism,
or "The Strongman," with the quest to put republics with the rule of law in their place. To
understand how we have arrived in the authoritarian mess of today, we need to see how deeply
rooted it is in history. And that there are ways to fight it for democracy and constitutionalism.
This is a book about yesterday for the here and now. Bell is a staggering scholar who also
weaves a great yarn.  This is a must read.”

B. Ditcham, “Adoring a Man in Uniform. "Charismatic" is probably one of the most overused
words in contemporary discourse- as David Bell himself admits early in the book. Nevertheless
he makes a broadly convincing case for its utility in the analysis of historical figures, especially
those in leadership roles. He argues that the origins of modern charismatic leadership can be
found in the later 18th century, with the coming together of a variety of trends particularly linked
to widening literacy and the creation of a public sphere (though Habermas doesn't actually get
much of a name check), the development of sentimental and proto-romantic styles of thought
which encouraged wide audiences to project their hopes and enthusiasms on to outstanding
leadership figures credited with almost superhuman powers and the creation of new forms of
mass participation in politics. Military men with a good seat on a horse were particularly
favoured.On Bell's telling, the first truly charismatic leader was the now largely forgotten
Corsican freedom fighter Pasquale Paoli, who (thanks not least to James Boswell's groupie-like
account) became a European scale celebrity. The core of the book, however, deals with four
such men on horseback- George Washington, Napoleon Bonaparte, Toussaint Louverture and
Simon Bolivar. All four came to be portrayed as national saviours, even as Fathers of their
Countries, subject to at times ridiculous levels of public adulation. All four generated acres of
adulatory writing and instant biographies which spread their fame well beyond their homelands.
In some cases the adulation proved impervious to awkward realities (Washington was at best a
mediocre general, for instance), in others the object of the adulation contributed mightily to
making their own image (Napoleon above all). There was a degree of mutual influence,
especially that on Napoleon on Bolivar and to a lesser extent Louverture.Bell tells a lively tale,
though there are a few issues. Louverture is seen almost entirely though the eyes of a limited
number of literate white commentators and the nature of his appeal among the overwhelming
majority of the Haitian revolutionaries remains enigmatic. Ironically given Bell's status as a
leading historian of France, the chapter of Napoleon is the weakest, spending almost as much
time analysing the decidedly non-equestrian (though in his own way charismatic) figure of
Robespierre as on its nominal subject. It would have been helpful to know more about other
South American revolutionaries like San Martin to compare their appeal with that of Bolivar.



More could be said about how traditional royal families adapted their appeal to the times (one
thinks of Emperor Joseph II's self-projection as first servant of the state and incognito journeys
of inspection across his lands).In the end, charismatic leadership led mostly to disappointment
and failure- Washington being the exception, though even he found that actually serving as
President damaged his popularity. Napoleon, Louverture and Bolivar all drifted into authoritarian
ways (and one wonders how the history of the USA might have gone if Washington had had
children...). Nevertheless Bell argues that charismatic leadership is a kind of dark twin of
democracy, even if the nature of charisma changes over time (Mussolini was perhaps the last
dictator who made a big thing of his equestrian skills). At times one senses a tract for the times
lurking between the lines of Bell's prose- with particular reference to the 45th President of the
USA. This does not however become oppressive or undermine the readability and interest of
the book.”
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