How effective was the Athenian Democratic System in limiting the power of potential autocrats and demagogues?
Democracy is one of the cornerstones of the modern world’s political systems. The idea is that the sharing out of political power to a larger voting pool would help to curb the rise of powerful individuals; tyrants and despots such as Caesar, Hitler and Stalin, as is demonstrated by the presence of a list of exceptions, that goal is not always successfully achieved, and this begs the question of how did the founders of our understanding of democracy, Athens, deal with the issue of highly powerful individuals taking power. How effective was the Athenian Democratic System in limiting the power of potential autocrats and demagogues? 
Before a thorough examination of a system can begin, some thought should be put toward how the system operates to better understand how it limits the growth of power. Unlike more modern democratic systems, Athenian democracy was a direct democracy rather than the indirect, representative ones prevalent in the modern world. Unlike the present day, where representatives are elected by the voting population and then the elected representatives handle all of the affairs of state that arise, while the voting population is merely permitted to select those who run the government. Male Athenian citizens could vote in the assembly, or Ecclesia after they came of age, directly deciding all matters of state. There were around fifty thousand members of the Ecclesia[footnoteRef:2] all of whom were permitted to attend and vote at any meeting. Because of the small population size and the smaller voter pool Athens was able to have an effective direct democracy, which is rare on a larger scale. One advantage of the direct democratic system is that it has a built-in system to curb many of the ways that an autocrat might try and come to power, the very fact that Athenians have to vote by show of hands or stone lots means that the power is distributed evenly out among the people, and it would take huge charisma to persuade enough people to get laws passed. While this is an advantage it is also at the same time a weakness, direct democracy is very susceptible to the ‘tyranny of the majority’ where the majority of citizens agree on something there are no checks or balances to counteract their influence. This system of government was effective and seemed to work quite well. A major issue with this system of government is the ability of one charismatic individual to persuade people to his cause and to hold huge amounts of power.[footnoteRef:3] Charismatic and fiery figures such as Cleon could use their fame and celebrity status to garner popular support for his ideas of how Athenian foreign policy should interact with the larger Greek world.  [2:  Robin Barrow, Athenian Democracy (London: Bristol Classical, 2001) p. 2]  [3:  Lendering, Jona. 2006. ‘Cleon - Livius’, Www.livius.org <https://www.livius.org/articles/person/cleon/>] 

Another facet of Athenian Democracy was the Boule, it was a smaller council of citizens made of up five hundred members drawn from the ten tribes set up by Cleisthenes.[footnoteRef:4] Each tribe was allowed fifty representatives they were all chosen by lot.[footnoteRef:5] This decision to be elected by lots was to try and curb the potential for this to be a place to build up power and become an autocrat. The Boule was responsible for running day-to-day activities and for setting the agenda for the next meeting of the Ecclesia. The Boule while very powerful and influential was still not the primary governing body, the Boule was intended to supplement the Ecclesia, not to replace it[footnoteRef:6]. While the Boule was important the fact its positions were chosen by lot meant it wasn't a crucial step in a career in politics, as it was almost impossible to guarantee a position on the boule. The ideas behind the Boule were to ensure the continued smooth running of the Athenian democratic system and to ensure that all the decisions made by the assembly were actually carried out. The Boule could also if it needed to call an emergency meeting of the assembly to decide emergency matters. The Boule was a good way to ensure that the decisions of the people were actually being carried out. The appointment by lots[footnoteRef:7] was a good idea to limit the power of autocrats as it prevented the boule from becoming a place for tribes to build power blocks in the governance of the country, which helped limit the rise of autocrats and demagogues.  [4:  Peter John Rhodes, The Athenian Boule (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1985.) p.1-3]  [5:  Barrow, Athenian Democracy, p. 43]  [6:  Rhodes, The Athenian Boule p. 47]  [7:  Barrow, Athenian Democracy, p. 43] 

One of the most effective tools for controlling the rise and influence of autocrats and demagogues was the practice of ostracism. The assembly had the power to exile an Athenian from Athens for a period of ten years. While they were out of Athens their property was protected and they only had to be gone for the next ten years. This was an excellent way of curbing overly eager politicians, as it wasn't a specific punishment but rather it was an outlet for the governing body of Athens to remove people that were viewed as a threat to the continuation of Athenian democracy, there were protections in place for the property of the exiled people, and they were allowed to return after the period of ten years was up. The idea behind it is sound and the fact that a minimum of six thousand citizens had to be found who would be willing to vote, meant that it wasn’t a system that could be easily abused to rid oneself of their political rivals. This tool was incredibly effective at removing unwanted political figures and autocrats, such as Themistocles. The Athenians believed Themistocles to be taking bribes from Persia, and that he was plotting on taking power and setting himself up as an autocratic tyrant.[footnoteRef:8] While the truth of these claims is still debated it is certain that the Athenians used Ostracization to remove him from the political arena. If the claims about Themistocles were true, then this system proved itself to be useful in clearing out an existential threat to the Athenian way of democracy. Themistocles died in exile after his ten-year exile was turned into a death sentence by the assembly.[footnoteRef:9] While this is unusual it demonstrated the system’s ability to deal with potential threats and to curb the ambitions of powerful orators. Themistocles' escape to Persia is an indicator that this system was a success at removing a threat to Athenian autonomy and democracy. [8:  Jona Lendering, 2018. ‘Themistocles - Livius’, Livius.org https://www.livius.org/articles/person/themistocles/ (Accessed 29 April 2023)]  [9:  Lendering, ‘Themistocles’ ] 

The Athenian democratic system may be the foundation of modern free democracies, however, it was a system that relied very heavily on slave labour to keep their democracy going. The Athenians relied on enslaved Scythian archers to control the masses of people trying to get into the Pnyx[footnoteRef:10]. The assembly relied on slaves to keep the citizens corralled together for voting. The magistrates used a lot of slaves to go around policing the city, and very surprisingly, many, many magistrates and judges had permanent slave secretaries. The position of the magistrate was an elected one, however, it very commonly had an associated slave secretary who would have been around in that one position for a very long time. This led to the interesting position of the slave understudy or secretary being more well-versed in the role than the person holding it. The democracy of Athens hinged on slave labour in many ways that today seem strange and unusual. Slaves knew more about the role of a magistrate than the citizens elected to that position, slaves as the exclusive police force working under orders from magistrates who were advised by slaves.[footnoteRef:11] Athens was in many ways subtly run by slaves. This is a system that relied heavily, although not exclusively, on the enslaved to do the labour that citizens didn’t want to do.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Barrow, Athenian Democracy, p. 46]  [11:  Barrow, Athenian Democracy, p. 35]  [12:  Barrow, Athenian Democracy, p. 36] 

While the system did have a fairly large amount of stops to prevent tyrants and autocrats from taking over it wasn’t infallible. Athenian democracy wasn’t without its exploiters. While it was a good system to deal with autocrats and people trying to supplant or usurp power. The system is not without its faults, because of the mass public assembly style of governing it was susceptible to mob rule, and the tyranny of the majority. Fiery and charismatic negotiators and orators such as Cleon were able to use fiery language, military victories or celebrity status to push the assembly to do what they thought would be right. Cleon is an example of such a character. Aristotle writing over a hundred years later says of Cleon. 	
the man who, with his attacks, corrupted the Athenians more than anyone else. Although other speakers behaved decently, Cleon was the first to shout during a speech in the Assembly, use abusive language while addressing the people, and hitch up his skirts [to move about].[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Aristotle, Constitution of the Athenians 28.3.] 

Cleon very clearly made an impression on the people of the assembly and used his status as a war hero and general to drive the Athenians to continue the Peloponnesian war. This was an instance where even though he wasn’t universally loved and agreed with Cleon was able to continue to exercise power in Athens because of his personal charisma and his status as a hero of Athens. This is one of the times that demonstrate that while Athens’ system was largely a good and effective system for its time; it wasn’t without flaw, and a cunning and skilled leader, such as Cleon, could use the assembly and the flaws of the system to gain immense power for themselves. This flaw is present in any system of government, but it is especially an issue in democratic systems.

	The Athenian system of government, in which the Assembly is supported by the Boule, with magistrates and their slave secretaries and police keeping order. Is an interesting and quite well-thought-through system of government and is a cornerstone of Western European thought and democracy all the way to the modern era. This system is not without flaws, like any system, it has ways in which it is easy to exploit it and ways in which it is a very secure system, that defies autocrats and demagogues. The primary way it does that is by the assembly being of all the people, the large number of people who get a say in the assembly means that it is hard to become a powerful and influential autocrat. This is both a strength and a weakness, as when someone does gain traction like Cleon, it is incredibly hard to remove them. The second way that the system is strong is the way the members of the Boule are selected. The fact they are selected by lot makes it harder for the members of the Boule to use it as a place to grow in power. However, the biggest tool in the Athenian arsenal was ostracization, the ability to temporarily remove someone from the political landscape was incredibly useful in curbing ambition and stopping the growth of powerful power blocks. All taken together, the Athenian system was one that on paper should have been very good at resisting the power-accumulating tendencies of autocrats and demagogues but as with any system, it wasn't as successful as it appeared to be as demonstrated by the rise of famous demagogues like Cleon. 
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