
Ancient Greece Politics And Government 1

Ancient Greece Politics And Government

Ancient Greece Politics And
Government

Downloaded from
www.everybodystreet.com by Moriah &

Dwayne

THE FOUNDATIONS OF POWER: UNDERSTANDING
ANCIENT GREECE POLITICS AND GOVERNMENT

The  political  landscape  of  Ancient  Greece  was  not  a  single,
unified system but  rather  a  vibrant  and often chaotic  laboratory
of  governance.  When we discuss  Ancient  Greece politics  and
government,  we  are  not  describing  one  nation-state  but  a
collection  of  hundreds  of  independent  city-states,  known  as
poleis (singular: polis). Each polis operated as its own sovereign
entity, with its own laws, armies, and governing structures. This
fragmentation, while leading to frequent conflict, also fostered an
extraordinary diversity of political experiments. From the military
oligarchy  of  Sparta  to  the  radical  democracy  of  Athens,  the
Greeks  laid  the  groundwork  for  virtually  every  major  political
theory that would follow in Western history. The very words we
use today,  such as  "politics,"  "democracy,"  "aristocracy,"  and
"tyranny," are direct inheritances from this period. Understanding
the  evolution  of  Ancient  Greece  politics  and  government  is
essential  to  grasping  how Western  civilization  came to  value
concepts like citizenship, civic participation, and the rule of law.

The Birth of the Polis: From
Kings to Citizens
The earliest forms of governance in Ancient Greece, during the
Mycenaean  period  (c.  1600-1100  BCE),  revolved  around  a
powerful  monarch,  or  wanax.  These  kings  commanded
centralized  palatial  economies,  controlled  vast  storehouses  of
grain and weapons,  and led their  people in war.  This  system
collapsed with the Bronze Age Collapse,  ushering in  a  period
known as the Greek Dark Ages. During this time, the institution of
the king faded, and power gradually shifted into the hands of
local landed aristocrats.
By the Archaic Period (c. 800-500 BCE), the polis had emerged as
the  dominant  form  of  social  and  political  organization.  The
physical  heart  of  the  polis  was  the  acropolis,  a  fortified hilltop,
and the agora, the public marketplace and gathering space. This
was where the idea of citizenship began to take root. Initially, the
aristocrats,  or "best men," controlled the government through
councils. However, social and economic changes, including the
rise of a wealthy merchant class and the introduction of hoplite
warfare  (which  relied  on  ordinary  citizens  fighting  as  heavily
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armed  infantry),  created  pressure  for  broader  political
participation. This era saw the development of written law codes,
famously  attributed  to  figures  like  Draco  and  Solon  in  Athens,
which aimed to curtail the arbitrary power of the aristocracy and
create a more predictable legal framework for all citizens. These
early  reforms were a crucial  step in  the evolution of  Ancient
Greece politics and government.

THE GREAT EXPERIMENT: ATHENIAN DEMOCRACY

Athens provides the most famous example of a direct democracy
in  the  ancient  world.  It  is  important  to  note  that  Athenian
democracy  was  not  a  representative  democracy  like  modern
systems; instead, it was a system where eligible citizens voted
directly on legislation and executive decisions. The system was
not  static  and  evolved  over  the  course  of  the  5th  and  4th
centuries BCE. The key institutions of this radical form of Ancient
Greece politics and government included:

The Ekklesia: The Assembly
of Citizens
The Ekklesia was the principal governing body of Athens. It was
an open-air assembly that met on the Pnyx hill, where any adult
male citizen who had completed his military training could speak
and vote.  The  Ekklesia  met  roughly  40  times  a  year,  and  a
quorum of 6,000 citizens was required for major decisions. This
body had the final  say on a vast  range of  issues:  declaring war,

signing  treaties,  approving  treaties,  public  works,  religious
festivals,  and ostracism (exiling  a  citizen for  ten  years).  This
direct participation was the foundation of the Athenian political
experience, making citizens directly responsible for the fate of
their city.

The Boule: The Council of
500
To  manage  the  daily  affairs  of  the  city-state  and  to  set  the
agenda for the Ekklesia, Athens relied on the Boule, or Council of
500. This body was chosen by lot from the ten tribes of Athens,
with each tribe providing 50 citizens. Serving on the Boule was a
full-time  job  for  a  year,  and  it  was  considered  a  duty  of
citizenship.  The  Boule  prepared  legislation  for  the  Ekklesia,
oversaw  public  finances,  managed  the  city's  fleet,  and  received
foreign  ambassadors.  A  smaller  executive  committee,  the
Prytaneis, consisting of 50 members of the Boule from a single
tribe, served for a tenth of the year and was on call 24 hours a
day. This system was designed to distribute power widely and
prevent any single individual or small group from dominating the
government.

The Popular Courts: The
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Dikasteria
No  discussion  of  Ancient  Greece  politics  and  government  is
complete without the Athenian courts. The Dikasteria were large
juries of ordinary citizens, chosen by lot, ranging in size from 201
to 501 citizens (and sometimes larger for important cases). These
juries  heard  both  criminal  and  civil  cases.  There  were  no
professional judges or lawyers. Litigants argued their own cases,
and the jury voted by secret ballot on guilt and punishment. This
system placed immense power  in  the hands of  the citizenry,
making them the ultimate arbiters  of  justice.  The courts  also
played a political role, as they could try and convict politicians for
misconduct or corruption, serving as a check on the power of
elected officials and popular leaders.

THE ALTERNATIVE PATH: SPARTAN OLIGARCHY AND
MILITARISM

While Athens experimented with democracy, Sparta developed a
system that  was its  polar  opposite,  yet  equally  influential  in  the
history  of  Ancient  Greece  politics  and  government.  Spartan
society was a rigid, militaristic oligarchy designed for discipline
and stability. The Spartan government had a unique structure
with several distinct parts:

The Two Kings: Sparta was unique in having a dual
monarchy, with two hereditary kings from different royal
families. They served primarily as military commanders and
high priests, but their political power was limited by other

institutions.
The Gerousia: This was the Council of Elders, consisting of
the two kings and 28 men over the age of 60, elected for
life by the citizen assembly. The Gerousia acted as a
supreme court and prepared legislation for the assembly. It
was the most powerful body in the state.
The Apella: This was the assembly of all Spartan male
citizens over the age of 30. Unlike the Athenian Ekklesia,
the Apella could not debate issues; it could only vote on
proposals submitted by the Gerousia, typically by shouting.
This severely limited the power of the average citizen.
The Ephors: Five ephors were elected annually from the
citizen body. Their power was immense, as they oversaw
the kings, presided over the Gerousia and Apella, and
controlled foreign policy and education. The ephors were a
powerful check on the monarchy and the aristocracy.

The Spartan system was designed not for individual liberty but for
the collective security  and military dominance of  the Spartan
state. Its conservatism and stability contrasted sharply with the
more dynamic and chaotic democracy of Athens, leading to the
Peloponnesian  War,  a  conflict  that  ultimately  exhausted  the
Greek world. This contrast between the two systems is a central
theme in the study of Ancient Greece politics and government.

OTHER FORMS OF GOVERNANCE: TYRANNY,
MONARCHY, AND CONFEDERACIES

While Athens and Sparta dominate the historical narrative, the
Greek  world  was  a  mosaic  of  different  constitutional  forms.
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Understanding  these  alternatives  provides  a  more  complete
picture of Ancient Greece politics and government.

Tyranny: A Path to Power
The term "tyrant"  in  ancient  Greece  did  not  carry  the  same
modern, absolute negative connotation. A tyrant was generally a
ruler who seized power unconstitutionally, often with the support
of  the  common  people  against  a  corrupt  aristocracy.  Many
tyrants,  like  Peisistratus  in  Athens,  were  benevolent  and
promoted public  works,  trade,  and cultural  development.  The
Archaic period in particular saw a phase of tyranny in many city-
states,  which  often  served  as  a  transitional  phase  between
aristocratic rule and broader democracy. These tyrants broke the
power of the old aristocratic families, paving the way for more
inclusive governments.

Oligarchy and Monarchy
Oligarchy, meaning "rule by the few," was the most common
form of government in the Greek world. In an oligarchy, power
was  concentrated  in  the  hands  of  a  small  group  of  wealthy
families, often based on land ownership or commercial success.
Corinth and Thebes are famous examples of powerful oligarchic
states. Monarchy, or rule by a single king, persisted in some
areas, such as Macedon, which would rise to prominence under
Philip II  and Alexander the Great. Unlike the early Mycenaean
kings,  later  Greek  monarchs  often  had  to  share  power  with
councils  of  nobles,  but  they  retained  considerable  authority,

especially in military matters.

Leagues and Confederacies
As the classical  period progressed,  the endless wars between
city-states led to the formation of leagues and confederacies for
mutual  defense  and  economic  cooperation.  The  most  famous
were  the  Delian  League,  initially  led  by  Athens  to  fight  the
Persians but later transformed into an Athenian empire, and the
Peloponnesian League, led by Sparta. These leagues were a
form  of  international  government,  with  members  sometimes
contributing  ships  or  money.  Later,  the  Second  Athenian
League  and  the  Achaean League  were  attempts  to  create
more equitable federal states. These experiments in collective
security and shared governance represent a sophisticated layer
of Ancient Greece politics and government that extended beyond
the individual polis.

THE PHILOSOPHERS AND THE IDEAL STATE

The  political  practice  of  the  Greeks  was  accompanied  by  a
profound and lasting tradition of political philosophy. Thinkers like
Plato and Aristotle did not merely describe the governments
they saw; they critically analyzed them and proposed ideal forms.
This  philosophical  inquiry  is  a  key  legacy  of  Ancient  Greece
politics and government.
Plato, in his work The Republic, argued against democracy, which
he viewed as the rule of the ignorant masses leading to chaos
and tyranny. He proposed a utopian state ruled by "philosopher-
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kings,"  wise and just  individuals  who would govern based on
knowledge, not popular opinion. He classified governments into a
cycle of decline: timocracy (rule by the honorable), oligarchy (rule
by the rich), democracy (rule by the free), and tyranny (rule by
the despot).
Aristotle, Plato's student, took a more empirical approach. For
Politics,  he  and  his  students  collected  and  analyzed  the
constitutions of 158 Greek city-states (only the Constitution of
the  Athenians  survives).  Aristotle  famously  classified
governments  based  on  who  rules  and  in  whose  interest.  He
identified  three  good  forms:  monarchy  (rule  by  one  for  the
common good), aristocracy (rule by a few for the common good),
and polity (rule by many for the common good). Their corrupt
counterparts were tyranny, oligarchy, and democracy (which he
viewed as rule by the poor in their own interest). He advocated
for a mixed constitution and a strong middle class as the most
stable  form  of  government.  These  ideas  remain  central  to
political science and the understanding of Ancient Greece politics
and government today.

THE LASTING LEGACY OF HELLENIC GOVERNANCE

The influence of  Ancient  Greece politics  and government  on the
modern world is immeasurable. The very concept of citizenship,

with its rights and responsibilities, was forged in the crucible of
the Greek polis. The idea that citizens should participate in the
decisions  that  affect  their  lives,  whether  directly  or  through
representation, is a direct inheritance from Athens. While modern
democracies  are  vastly  different  in  scale  and  structure  (being
representative rather than direct), the core principle of popular
sovereignty—that a state's legitimacy comes from the consent of
the  governed—has  its  origins  in  the  arguments  of  Greek
democrats.
The tensions explored by the Greeks—between liberty and order,
between the rights of  the individual  and the demands of  the
community,  between  different  forms  of  government—are  still
debated in parliaments,  legislatures,  and public forums today.
The vocabulary we use for these debates is Greek. The works of
Plato  and  Aristotle  are  required  reading  in  political  science
courses.  The  examples  of  Athenian  democracy  and  Spartan
oligarchy  serve  as  historical  case  studies  for  every  new
generation.  The  legacy  of  Ancient  Greece  politics  and
government  is  not  a  set  of  perfect  answers  but  a  rich  and
enduring set of questions.

CONCLUSION

The story of Ancient Greece politics and government is


